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CHAPTER ONE

Thom Poplanich floated through infinity. The monobloc exploded outward, and he felt the
twisting of space-timeinitshbirth-squal. . . .

| think | understand that now, hethought.

excellent, Center said, we will return to socio-historical analysis: subject, fall of the
federation of man.

He had been down herein the sanctum of Sector Command and Control Unit AZ12-b14-c000
Mk. X1V for years, now. Hisbody wasin stass, his mind connected with the ancient battle computer on
levelsfar broader than the gpeechlike linkage of communication. It was no longer necessary for him to
see events sequentialy. . . .

Images drifted through his consciousness. Earth. The True Earth of the Canonical Handbooks,
not thisworld of Bellevue. Y et it was not the perfect home of haf-angelsthat the prieststalked of, but a
world of men. Nations rose and warred with each other, empires grew and fell. Men learned asthe
cycles swung upward, then forgot, and fur-clad savages dwdt in the ruins of cities, burning their books
for winter'swarmth. At last one cycle swung further skyward than any before. Onasmall idand
northwest of the main continent, engines were built. Ones he recognized at firgt, clanking steam-engines
driving factoriesto spin cloth, dragging loads acrossiron rails, powering ships. The machines grew
greater, stranger. They took to the air and cities burned beneath them. They spread from one land to the
next, springing at last into space.

Earth floated before him, blue and white like the images of Bellevue that Center showed him —
blue and white like dl worldsthat could nourish the seed of Earth. Onefinal war scarred the globe
beneeth him with flames, pinpoints of fire that consumed whole cities a ablow. Soundless globes of
magenta and orange bloomed in airless space.

thelast jihad, Center'svoice said. observe.

A vast congtruct drifted into view, skeletal and immense beside the tubular ships and dot-tiny
suited humans.

thetanaki spatial displacement net. the first model. Energiesflowed acrossit, twigting into
dimensions describable only in mathematics that he had not yet mastered. The ships vanished, to
reappear far avay . . . here, in Bellevue's system. The Colonists, first men to set foot on thisworld. They
landed and raised the green flag of 1dam.
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even morethan thejihad, the net made the federation of man essential, Center said. the
empirethat rosethistime expanded until it covered all the Earth, and leaped outwar d to near by
stars. a century later, itsrepresentatives landed on distant Bellevue, much to the displeasure
of the descendants of the refugees, and the net was its downfall. expansion proceeded faster
than integration. Long strings of formulaefollowed. once the tipping point was reached, entropic
decay accelerated exponentially.

The higher they rise, the harder they fall, Thom thought.
true. Therewasadight overtone of surprisein Center's dispass onate machine-voice.

Moreimages. War flickering between the stars, mutiny, secession. Bellevue's Net flaring into
plasma. The remnants of Federation unitsturning feral when they were cut off here, bringing civilization
down in awelter of thermonuclear fire. Swift decay into barbarism for most areas, a pathetic remnant of
ancient knowledge

preserved in the Civil Government and the Colony, degenerating into superdtition. Now a
thousand years and more had passed, and atentative rebirth stirred.

cycleswithin cycles, Center said. the overall trend is ill toward maximum entropy,
unlessmy intervention can alter the parameters. fifteen thousand year swill pass until the
ascendant phase of the next overall historical period.

Animage eerily familiar, for he had seen it with hisown eyes aswel|l asthrough Center's senses.
Two young men out exploring the ancient catacombs beneath the Governor's palace in East Residence.
Unlikely friends. Thom Poplanich, grandson of the last Poplanich Governor. A dight young manina
patrician's hunting outfit of tweed. Rg Whitehall, tall, with a swordsman's shoulders and wrists. Guard to
the reigning Barholm Clerett, and like him from distant Descott County, source of the Civil Government's
finest soldiers. Once again he saw them discover the bones outs de the centrum, the bones of those
Center had considered and rgjected asits agentsin the world.

Raj will do it, Thom thought. If any man can reunite the world, he can.

if any man can, Center agreed. the probability of successislessthan 45% +3, even with
my assistance.

He's already beaten back the Colony. The battle of Sandora had been the grestest victory the
Civil Government had won in generations. Destroyed the Squadron. The Squadron and its Admirals had
held the Southern Territories for more than a century, the most recent of the Military Governmentsto
come down out of the barbarous Base Area. And he's beating the Brigade. The 591t Provisond
Brigade were the strongest of the barbarians, and they held Old Residence, the origind seet of the Civil
Government at the western end of the Midworld Sea.

to date, Center acknowledged, he hastaken the crown peninsula and lion city. the more
difficult battlesremain.

Men follow Raj, Thom said quietly. Not only that, he makes them do things beyond
themselves. He paused. What really worries meis Barholm Clerett. He doesn't deserve a man like
Raj serving him! And that nephew he's sent along on this campaign is wor se.

cabot clerett ismoreablethan hisuncle, and lessa prisoner of his obsessions, Center
noted.

That's what worries me.



CHAPTER TWO

The cavary were singing as they rode; the sound bawled out over the manifold thump of paws
from theriding dogs, the cresk of harness and squedl of ungreased wheels from the baggage train:

Oh, we Descoteers have hairy ears —
We goes without our britches
And pops our cocks with jagged rocks,

We're hardy sons of bitches!

"Hope they're as cheerful inamonth,” Rgj Whitehdl said, looking down at the map spread over
his saddlebow. His hound Horace shifted beneath him from one foot to the other, whining with
impatienceto be off at agalop inthe crigp fal air. Rg stroked his neck with one gauntleted hand.

The commanders were gathered on aknoll, and it gave awide view over the broad river valley
below. The hoarse male chorus of the cavary troopers sounded up from the fields. The Expeditionary
Force snaked westward through low rolling hills. Wagons and guns on the road, infantry in battalion
columnsto either Sde, and five battalions of cavdry off to the flanks. There wasvery little dust; it had
rained yesterday, just enough to lay the ground. The infantry were making good time, rifles over their right
shoulders and blanket-rollslooped over the left. In the middle of the convoy the camp-followers spread
in amagpie turmoil, one element of chaosin the practiced regularity of the column, but they were keeping
up too. It was mild but crisp, perfect weather for outdoor work; the leaves of the oaks and maples that
carpeted the higher hills had turned to gold and scarlet hues much like the native vegetation.

The soldierslooked like veterans, now. Even the ones who hadn't fought with him before this
campaign; even the former Squadrones, military captives taken into the Civil Government'sforces after
the conquest of the Southern Territorieslast year. Their uniformswere dirty and torn, the blue of the
tailcoat jackets and the dark maroon of their baggy pants both the color of the soil, but the weapons
were clean and the men ready to fight . . . which was all that really mattered.

"Looks like morerain tonight,”" Ehwardo Poplanich said, shading his eyes and looking north.
"Doesnt it ever not rainin thisbloody country?'

The Companions were veterans now too, hisinner circle of commanders. Like awegpon whose
hilt isworn with use, shaped to fit the hand that reachesfor it in the dark. Ehwardo was much more than
a Governor's grandson these days.

"Only in high summer,” Jorg Menyez replied. "Rather reminds me of home — there are parts of
Keden County much likethis, and the Diva River country up on the northwestern frontier.”

He sneezed; the infantry specidist was dlergic to dogs, which waswhy he used ariding steer,
and why held originally chosen the despised foot-soldiers for hismilitary career, despite high rank and
immense wealth. Now he believed in them with a convert's zedl, and they caught hisfaith and believed in
themsdlves.

"Good-looking farms," Gerrin Staenbridge said, biting into an gpple. "My oath, but | wouldn't



mind getting my hands on some of this countryside.”

And Gerrin's come a long way too. He'd commanded the 5th Descott before Rgj made them
his own. Back then garrison-duty boredom had left him with nothing to occupy histime but fiddling the
battalion accounts and his hobbies, the saber and the opera and good-looking youths.

There were agood many orchards hereabouts; apple and plum and cherry, and vineyards trained
high on stakes or to the branches of low mulberry trees. Wheat and corn had been cut and carted, the
wheat in thatched ricksin the farmyards, the corn in long rectangular bins till on the cob; dark-brown
earth rippled in furrows behind ox-drawn ploughs as the fields were made ready for winter grains. Few
laborersfled, even when the army passed close-by; word had spread that the eastern invaders ravaged
only whereresisted . . . and the earth must be worked, or al would starve next year. Pastures were
greener than most of the easterners were used to, grass up to the hocks of the grazing cattle.
Half-timbered cottages stood here and there, usualy nestled in agrove, with an occasiond straggling
crossroads village, or a peon settlement next to a blocky stone-built manor house.

Many of the manors were empty; the remaining landlords were mostly civilian, and eager to come
in and swear dlegianceto the Civil Government. Here and there amansion stood burnt and empty.
[1-considered resistance, or peasant vengeance on fleeing masters. Some of the peons abandoned their
plows to come and gape as the great ordered mass of the Civil Government's army passed, with the
Starburst fluttering at its head. It had been more than five hundred years since that holy flag flew in these
lands. Rg reflected ironically that the natives probably thought the 7th Descott Rangers marching-song
was ahymn; there was much touching of amulets and knedling.

We fuck the whores right through their drawers
We do not carefor trifles—
We hangs our balls upon the walls

And shoots at 'emwith rifles.

"Aredstoo closeto the Stalwartsfor my liking," Katin Gruder said. His hand stroked the scars
on hisface, legacy of aColonia shell-burst that had killed hisyounger brother. " Speaking of which, any
news of the Brigaderos garrisons up there?!

"The Minigtry of Barbarians came through on that one," Rg said, till not looking up from the
map. "The Stalwarts are raiding the frontier just as we paid them to, and most of the enemy regularsthere
are staying. Therest are pulling back southwest, toward the Padan River, where they can barge upstream
to Carson Barracks."

Bribing one set of barbarians to attack another had been a Civil Government speciaty for
generations. Cheaper than wars, usudly, dthough there were dangers as well. The Brigade had come
south long ago, but the Stalwarts were only down from the Base Area a couple of generations. Fierce,
treacherous, numerous, and gill heathen — not even following the heretica This Earth cullt.

"Right,” Rg sad, ralling up the map. "WEell continue on thisline of advance to the Chubuit river
—" he used the map to point west "— at Lis Plumhas. M'Brust reportsit's opened its gates to the 1st
Cruisers. Ehwardo, | want you to link up with him there— push on ahead of the column — with two
batteries and take command. Crosstheriver, and feint toward the Padan at Empirhado. It'sagood
logical move, and they'll probably bdieveit. Engage a your discretion, but screen usin any case."



The Padan drained most of the central part of the Western Territories, rising in the southern
foothills of the Sangrah Dil Ispirito mountains and running northeast dong the range, then west and
southwest around its northernmost outliers. Empirhado was an important riverport, and taking it would
cut off the north from the Brigadero capita at Carson Barracks.

"Actudly,” Rg went on, "well cut southeast again around Zeronique at the head of the
Residential Gulf and come straight down on Old Residence. | want them to cometo us, and they'll have
tofight for that eventually — it isthe ancient capita of the Civil Government. At the sametime, it's
ble by sea up the Blankho River, so weve asecure line of communicationsto Lion City. Strategic
offengve, tacticd defensve.”

Everyone nodded, some making notes. Lion City wasa very safe base. Its ruling syndics had
tried to resst the Civil Government army, fearful of Brigade retdiation and confident in their city walls.
R4 had found an ancient Pre-Fall passageway under them and led a party to open the gates from within.
After the sack, the syndics who'd counselled resistance had been torn to bits— quite literally — by the
enraged common folk of the city. The commoners only hope now was a Civil Government victory; if the
Brigade came back they'd daughter every man, woman and child for treason to the Generdl . . . and for
the murder of their betters.

"Meanwhile, I'm going to keep five battaions of cavary with the main column and send the rest
of you out raiding. Round up supplies, liberate the towns and incidentally, knock down the defenses —
we don't want Brigaderos occupying them again in our rear. Be dert, messers, therell probably be more
resistance soon. I've furnished alist of objectives of military sgnificance. Grammeck?!

"l don't liketheseroads," the artilleryman-cum-engineer said.

Like most of hisbranch of service, Grammeck Dinnalysn was a cityman, from East Residence.
Unlike most of the military nobility, Rgy Whitehal had never hesitated to use the technical skillsthat went
with that educetion.

"They'rejust graded dirt, and it's clay dirt at that. Much morerain, and it's going to turn into

soup.
Rg nodded again. "Nevertheless, | intend to make at least twenty klicks per day, minimum.”

Jorg Menyez shrugged. "My boyswill marchit," he said and sneezed, moving alittle asdeto get
upwind of the dogs. "I'm surprised we haven't seen more resstance dready,” he added. "Were well
beyond the zone Mgor Clerett raided.”

Raj grinned. "A little dactosauroid flew in and whispered in my ear," he said, "in the person of the
Esteemed Rehvidaro Boyez — he was one of the Ministry talkmongers a Carson Barracks, bribed his
way out — that the Brigade has called a Council of War there."

Harsh laughter from the circle of Companions. The Council of War included al male Brigade
adults, and decided the great issues of state in huge conclaves at Carson Barracks, the capita the
Brigade had built off in the swamps. Or to be more accurate, debated the issues at enormous length. To
men used to the omnipotent quasi-divine autocracy of the Civil Government, it was an endless source of
amusement.

"No, no — it'sactualy agood move. They have to decide on their leadership before they can do
anything. Filip Forker certainly won't." Forker was amild-tempered scholar, very untypica of the
brawling warrior nobility of the Brigade; he was dso a defeatist who'd been in secret communication with
the Civil Government.

"So they haveto get rid of him and eect afighting man as Generd. Of course, they haveleftit a



litlelae"

The troopers below roared out the last verse of their marching song:

Much joy we reap by diddlin' sheep
In divers nooks and ditches
Nor give we a damn if they be rams —

We're hardy sons of bitches!

"Let's get moving, gentlemen. | expect some warm welcomes on the way to Old Residence.”

*k*

"Compliments to Captain Suharez, and Company C to face left, on thisling," Gerrin Staenbridge
said. He sketched quickly on his notepad, and tore off the sheet to hand to the dispatch rider. The man
tucked it under hisjacket to shdlter the drawing from the dow drizzle of rain.

Gerrin raised his binoculars. The lancepoints of the Brigaderos cuirasserswere clearly visble
behind the ridge there, four thousand meters out and to the west. From the way the pennants whipped
backward, they were moving briskly. Bit of arisk to spread hisfront, but the fire of the other companies
should cover it. Better to stop the flanking movement well out than to smply refuse hisflank in place.

"And one gun,” he added.

The messenger spurred, and the trumpet sounded. Men moved aong the sunken lane to hisfront,
where the main line of the two battalions faced north. A company crawled back and stood, then
double-timed west in column of fours. Water spurted up from their boots, and squelched away from the
gun that followed them, its dogs panting and skidding on the surface of wet earth and yellow leavesas
they trundled out of sight to meet the enemy’s flanking attack. The remaining men moved west to occupy
the vacant space, spreading themselvesin response to barked orders.

The paws of the colondl's dog squelched too as he rode down the lang; it was barely nine meters
wide, rutted mud flanked on either side by tall maple and whipstick trees. North beyond that was a
broad stretch of regped wheat stubble with afalfa showing green between the faded gold of the straw.
Beyond that was aline of orchard, and the Brigaderos, those whose bodies weren't scattered acrossthe
field between from thefird failed rush.

"That'sright, lads," Staenbridge called out, as he cantered toward the center of the line, where
the standards of the 5th Descott and the 1st Residence Life Guards flew together, besidethe main
battery. "Keep those del ectable buttocks close to the earth and pick your targets.”

The men were prone or knedling behind the meter-high ridge that marked the sunken lane's
northern edge. Thetrees and the remains of arail fence gave more cover Hill; there were a scatter of
brass cartridge cases and the lingering stink of sulphur under the wet mud and rotting leaf smell. Most of
them had gray cloaks spread over their backs; Lion City had had awarehouse full of them, woven of raw
wool with thelanolin dtill in them, nearly waterproof. Staenbridge had thoughtfully posted a guard on that
when the city fdll, and lifted enough for al hismen and amargin extra. Raindrops glistened on the woal,
diding aside as the men adjusted sights and reloaded. The breechblock of agun clanged open and the
crew pushed it forward until its barrd jutted in alignment with the muzzles of the riflemens wesgpons.



He drew up beside the banner. "Captain Harritch," he went on, "shift asplatgun to the left end of
theline, if you please”

The commander of the two batteries shouted, and the light weapon jounced off down thetrail,
the crew pulling on ropes; there was no need to hitch the dog team for a short move, but it followed
obediently, dragging the caisson with the reserve ammunition.

"We could put a mounted company behind the left and countercharge when those |obster-backs
arestaled,” Cabot Clerett offered.

It was the textbook answer, but Staenbridge shook his head. "Fighting barbs with swords," he
sad, "islikefighting a pig by getting down on your hands and knees and biting it. | prefer to keep the
rifleson our firing-line. Well seeif they comeagan.”

"Theseregoing to," Bartin Foley said emotionlesdy.

He was pedling an apple with the sharpened inner curve of hishook; now he diced off achunk
and offered it. Staenbridge took it, ignoring Cabot Clerett's throttled impatience. It was crisper and more
tart than the fruit he was used to. Probably the longer winters here, hethought.

Cabot Clerett probably resented the fact that Bartin Foley had started his military career asa
protegee — boyfriend, actualy — of Staenbridge's. Although the battles that had taken the young man's
left hand, and the commands he'd held since, made him considerably more than thet.

"L ook to your right, Mgor Clerett,” Gerrin said. "They may try something there aswell.”

Long lines of helmeted soldiersin gray-and-black uniforms were coming out of the orchard three
thousand metersto their front. Serried lines, blocks three degp and fifty men broad all dong the front,
then agap of severd minutes and another wave, but these in company columns.

"Two thousand in thefirs wave," he said. "A thousand in column behind. Threethousand al up.”
"Plustheir reserve," Foley noted, peering a the tredine.

Clerett snorted. "If the barbs are keeping one," he said.

"Oh, theseare, | should think . . . thisis Hereditary High Colonel Eisskuand. . ."

"Hereditary Mgor Gutfreed,” Foley completed. "Thirty-fiveto forty-five hundred in al,
household troops and military vassas.”

To theright abattery commander barked an order. The loader for the guns shoved a
two-pronged iron tool into the head of a shell and turned, adjusting the fuse to the distance he was given.
Within the explosive head a perforated brass tube turned within a solid one, exposing a precise length of
beechwood-enclosed powder train. Another man worked the lever that dropped the blocking wedge
and swung the breechblock aside, opening the chamber for the loader to push the shell home. The blocks
clatered al dong theline, five times repeated. The gunner clipped hislanyard to the release toggle and
stood to one side; the rest of the crew skipped out of the path of recoil, already preparing to repest the
cycle, in movements better choreographed than most dances. The battery commander swung his sword
down.

POUMPF. POUMPF. POUMPF. POUMPF. POUMPF. Five blasts of powder smoke and
red light, and the guns bounced backward across the laneway, splattering muddy water to both Sides.
Crews heaved at their tall wheelsto shove them back into battery, as the loaders pulled new shells out of
the racksin the caissons.

The crack of the shells burgting over the enemy followed dmost a once. Men died, scythed



down from above. Staenbridge winced dightly in sympathy; overhead shrapnd was any soldier's
nightmare, something to which there was no reply. The Brigaderos came on, picking up the pace but
keeping their dignment. The columnsfollowing the troops deployed in line were edging toward hisleft; he
nodded, confirmation of the opposing commander's design. It was amesting of minds, asintimate asa
saber-dud or dancing. Closer now, it didn't take long to cover athousand meters at the trot. A thousand
seconds, less than ten minutes. The Brigaderos dragoons had fixed their bayonets, and the wet stedl
glinted dully under the cloudy sky. Their boots were kicking up clots of dark-brown soil, ripping holesin
the thin cover of the stubblefield.

POUMPF. POUMPF. POUMPF. POUMPF. POUMPF. More airbursts, and one defective
timer that plowed into the dirt and raised aminor mud-volcano as the backup contact fuse set it off.

Nothing like the Squadrones, Staenbridge thought. The barbarians of the Southern Territories
had bunched in a crowded mass, a perfect target. These Brigaderos were much better.

POUMPF. POUMPF. POUMPF. POUMPF. POUMPF. Powder smoke drifted along the
firing line, low to the ground and foglike under the drizzle.

At least the Southern Territories were dry, hethought. Descott County got colder than thisin
midwinter, but it was semi-arid.

"I makeit deven hundred meters,” Foley said. Getting on for smal-armsrange.

"Ready," Staenbridge cdled. Officers and noncomswent down thefiring line, checking that sights
were adjusted. "I wonder how theleft flank is making out.”

*k*

"Did yeload hardpoint?' Corporal Robbi M Telgez hissed.

The rifleman he addressed swallowed nervoudy. "Think so, corp,” he said, looking back over his
shoulder at the noncom.

Company C were knedling in acornfield, just back from the crest of aswell of ground. The corn
had never been harvested, but cattle and pigs had been turned looseinto it. Most of the stalkswere
broken rather than uprooted, dick and brown with decay and the rain; they formed atangle waist-highin
wavering rows across the lumpy field. Just ahead of the line of troopers was the company commander,
aso down on one knee, with hissigndlers, and abannerman holding the furled unit pennant horizonta to
the ground. Thefield gun and its crew were dightly to therear.

"Work yer lever," MTelgez said.

The luckless trooper shoved histhumb into the loop behind the handgrip of hisrifle and pushed
the lever sharply downward. The action clacked and g ected the shell directly to the rear asthe bolt
swung down and dightly back. The noncom snatched it out of the air with hisright hand, asquick and
certain asatrout rising to afly. There was ahollow drilled back into the pointed tip of the lead bullet.

"Y e peon-witted dickehead recruity!" the corpord said. "Why ain't yeint' fukkin' infantry? Ye
want one & them pigstickers up yer arse?' Hollowpoint |oads often failed to penetrate the body-armor of
Brigaderos heavy cavary.

He clouted the man dongside the head, under his hemet. "Load!"

The younger man nodded and reached back to his bandolier; it was on the broad webbing belt
that cinched his swalowtail uniform coet, just behind the point of hisright hip. The closing flap was
buckled back, exposing the staggered rows of cartridges in canvas |oops — the outer frame of the



container was rigid sauroid hide boiled in wax, but brass corrodesin contact with leather. Thistime there
was asmooth pointed cap of brass on the lead of the bullet he thumbed home down the grooved ramp
on thetop of therifle's bolt. Hunting ammunition for big thick-skinned sauroids, but it did nicely for armor
aswdl.

"Useyer brain, itll save yer butt,” the corpora went on more mildly.

He sank back into his place in the ranks, watching the platoon's lieutenant and the company
commander. The lieutenant was new since Stern Ide, but he seemed to know his business. The platoon
sergeant thought so, at least. They'd both behaved aswell as anybody esein that ratfuck inthetunnd.
M'Telgez smiled, and the young trooper who'd been looking over to him to ask aquestion swallowed
again and looked front, convinced that nothing he could see there would be more frightening than the
section-leader's face. M Telgez was thinking what he was going to do if — when — he found out who
had started the stampede to the rear in the close darkness of the pipe tunndl. Thered been nothing he
could do, nothing anyone could do, once it Started. Except move back or get trampled into apulp and
suffocated when the pipe blocked solid with ajam of flesh.

The 2nd Cruisers, jumped-up Squadrone barbs, had gone in instead of the 5th Descott. With
Messer Rg. The stain on the 5th's honor had been wiped out by their bloodily successful assault on the
gateslater that night . . . but M'Telgez intended to find out who'd put the stain there in thefirst place. The
5th had been with Messer Rg since hisfirst campaign and they'd never run from an enemy.

The gunnerswere rolling their weapon forward the last few metersto the crest of the dight rise,
two men on ether whedl and three holding up thetral.

"On theword of command,” the lieutenant said, watching the captain. A trumpet sounded, five
risng notes and a descant.

"Compa“y _II
"Platoon—"
"Forward! "

One hundred and twenty men stood and took three paces forward. The lieutenants stopped, their
arms and swords outstretched to the sdein a T-bar to give their unitsthe dignment.

To the Brigaderos, they appeared over the crest of the dead ground with the suddenness of a
jack-in-the-box.

Five hundred meters before them about a quarter of the Brigaderos column wasin view, coming
over adight rise. They rode in acolumn six men broad; expecting action soon, they'd brought the
three-meter lances out of the buckets and were resting the butt-ends on the toes of their right boots. The
dogs they rode were broad-pawed Newfoundlands, shaggy and massive and black, weighing up to
fourteen hundred pounds each. They needed the bulk and bone to carry men wearing back and
breastplate, thigh-guards and arm-guards of stedl, plus sword and lance and firearms and helmet. Their
usua rolewasto charge homeinto Stalwart masses aready chopped into fragments by their dragoon
comrades rifle fire. Sometimes the savage footmen absorbed the charge and ateit, like aswarm of lethal
bees too numerousfor the lancersto swat. More often the cavalry scattered the Stalwartsinto fugitives
who could be hunted down and daughtered . . . aslong asthe lancers went in boot to boot without the
dightest hegtation.

It was astyle of warfare that had ended in the eastern part of the Midworld basin two centuries
ago, when breechloading firearms became common. The Brigaderos were about to learn why.

Of course, snce there were nearly athousand of the cuirassiers, the Civil Government troops



might not survive the lesson ether.
POUMPF.

Thefield gun recoiled away from the long plume of smoke. Thefirst shell exploded a
head-height a dozen yards from the front of the column; pure serendipity, since the fuses weren't sengtive
enough to timethat closdly. It was canigter, athin-walled head full of lead balswith asmall burgting
charge at the rear. The charge stripped the casing of the shell off itsload and spread the balls out, but the
velocity of the shdll itself made them lethal. Thefirg three ranks of the lancerswent down in kicking,
howling confusion. The commander of the cuirasser regiment had been sanding in hisgtirrupsand rasing
the triangular three-bar visor of hishelmet to see what had popped up to bar his commandsway. Three
of the half-ounce balls ripped his head off historso and threw the body in a backwards somersault over
the cantle of hissaddle.

Behind him the balls went over the heads of the rear of the column, protected by the dip in the
field in which they rode. The projectiles struck the upraised lances instead, the wood of the forward
ranks and the foot-long steel heads of those further back and lower down. The sound waslike aniron
rod being dragged at speed dong the largest picket fence in the universe. Lances were smashed out of
hands or snapped off like tulipsin a hothouse for a dozen ranks back. Men shouted in fear or pain, and
dogs barked like muffled thunder.

The cuirassier regiment was divided into ten troops of eighty to ninety men each, commanded by
atroop-captain and under-officers. None of them knew what was happening to the head of the column,
but they were al Brigade noblemen and anxious to close with the foe. They responded according to their
training, the whole mass of lancers hating and each troop turning to right or left to deploy into line. When
the Civil Government or Colonia dragoons deployed for a charge under fire they did so a the gallop, but
the Brigaderos were used to fighting men equipped with shotguns and throwing-axes. Used to having
plenty of timeto dign ther lines neetly.

M'Telgez watched his lieutenant's saber out of the corner of hiseye. It swung to theright. He
pivoted dightly, taking the generd direction from the sword as his squad did from him; agroup of lancers
opening out around a swallow-tail pennant, borne next to aman whose armor was engraved with silver,
wearing a shoulder-cape of lustrous hide from some sauroid that secreted iridescent metd into its scales.
The corpord picked atarget, alancer next to the leader — no point in shooting the same man twice, and
he knew someone wouldn't be able to resist the fancy armor. The rear notch settled behind the bladed
foresight, and helowered his aiming-point another few inches— six hundred meters, the bullet would be
coming down from the top of itsarch at quite an angle.

"—voalley fire—"

Heexhded and | et hisforefinger curl dightly, taking up thetrigger dack. The strap of theriflewas
wound round hisleft hand twice, held taunt with the forestock resting on the knuckles. He might not
know who'd fucked up in the tunndl, but at least he was going to get to kill somebody today.

"Firel"

*k*

Bullets went overhead with an unpleasant wrack sound. Down the line from the command group
atrooper dumped backward with his helmet spinning free to land in the mud and the top taken off of his

head. He'd been holding two roundsin hislipslike cigarettes, with the bases out ready to hand; they
followed the hemet, adull glint of brassthrough therain.

Gerrin Staenbridge looked back and forth down the sunken lane. Stretcher-bearers— miilitary
servants— were hauling men back, crouching to carry them without exposing themsdlves over the higher



northern lip of the laneway. Other bearers and soldiers were carrying forward ammunition boxes, ripping
the loosened tops off and distributing handfuls to the troopers on the firing line. Ahead the Brigaderos
were advancing again, one line running forward and taking cover while the second fired and stood to
charge their clumsy muzzle-loading rifle muskets. He checked; yes, the company and platoon
commanderswere dividing their fire, kegping both segments under fire and not letting the men waste
bullets on prone targets.

"Hot work," Bartin Foley said beside him. He gave the— literal — lie to hiswords by shaking
his head and casting a scatter of cold rain from his helmet and chainmail neck-flap.

"Bloody hdl," Staenbridge replied, raising hisvoice dightly. "Fight in the desert, and you want
rain. Fight in the rain and you want the sun. Some people are never satisfied.”

Helit two cigarettes and passed one to the young captain. A lot of the enemy riflemuskets were
misfiring; percussion capswere immuneto rain, but paper cartridges were not. Another line of the
Brigaderos rose to advance, and a crashing stutter of half-platoon volleys met them. At three hundred
meters more shots hit than missed, but the remnants came on and stood to fire areturn volley of their
own. Wounded men screamed and cursed down the lines of the 5th and the Life Guards; but they were
protected, dl but their heads and shoulders. The enemy were naked. The Civil Governmentsriflewasa
single shot breechloader; not the least of its blessingswas that it could be loaded lying down.

Off to the east the firing line was thinner, where Company C had been detached; the 5th was il
overstrength, but not so much so since Lion City. The splatgun there gave its braaaaak sound, thirty-five
rifle barrels clamped together and fired by acrank. A Brigaderos column was caught Sx hundred meters
out, asit began the ponderous countermarch they used to get from marching column into fighting line.
Seconds later two field-gun shells arrived at the same target, contact-fused; they plowed up gouts of mud
and toppled men with blast and heavy casing fragments. Staenbridge stepped off his crouching dog and
walked down behind the line, the banner by hisside. It had afew more bulletholes, but the bannerman
kept it doft in the gathering rain.

"Ser, would ye mind ingpirin' ussn where ye won't draw fire?" a sergeant called back to him.
"Ingpiration be damned, I'm checking that your leatherwork is polished,” Staenbridge said.

A harsh chuckle followed as he strolled back to the center. Spirit, the things one says under
stress, hethought.

A runner squelched up, aLife Guardsman. "Ser," he said to Cabot Clerett. "Barb movement in
t'woods. Mounted loik."

Staenbridge nodded at the Governor's nephew's glance. "We're holding here" he said. "Take a
company . . . and the other two splatguns.”

"Whitehdl'stoys," Clerett said.
"Useful toys. Take them, and use them.”

Clerett nodded and turned, calling out orders. He straddled his dog and the animal rose,
dripping; the rain was coming down harder now, a steady drizzle. Water sizzled on the barrels of the
splatguns, and the gunners | eft their breeches locked open as they hitched the trailsto the limbers and
wheedled. Men on thefar right of the 2nd Life Guard's section of the linefired one morevolley and fell in
behind him, reloading as they jogged. There was a dapping sound, and the 2nds bannerman gave adeep
grunt and dumped in the saddle. Cabot reached out and took the staff, resting the butt on his stirrup-iron
asthe other man toppled.

"Seeto him," hesaid. Y ou men, follow me." He kept the dog to asteady quick walk asthey



moved in squelching unison behind him.

"Spread it out there," Foley said sharply. The rightmost company of the 5th and the leftmost of
the 2nd shifted tofill in the gap, ducking as they moved to keep under cover.

"He'sgot nerve," Staenbridge murmured. " Still, I'm happier seeing hisback than his glowering
face"

"I could resent that remark,” Foley said, sotto voce. Aloud: "Lieutenant, they're clumping to your
|eft. Direct thefire, if you please.”

*xk
"Firel"

M'Telgez straightened from his crouch and fired. The Armory rifle punished his shoulder, the
barrel fouled from dl the rounds held put through it this afternoon. This was the fifth charge, and looked
to betheworst yet. A hundred yards to the front dogs went over and men died; they were close enough
that he could hear theflat smacking of bullets hitting flesh and the sharper ptung of impacts on armor. He
worked the lever and snatched around he was holding between the fingers of hisleft hand, thumbing it
home.

"Herethey come!" he snarled.

The Brigaderos were getting smarter; they'd dismounted some of their men behind the ridge over
thereto usetherr riflesfor abase of fire. The commander of Company C had backed histroopershaf a
dozen paces, so that they could load crouching and pop up to fire, but they were ill losing men. The
enemy were a0 il trying to charge home; expendive, but athough they might win afirefight, they
couldn't winit in time to affect the main action half aklick avay — and the lancers had been supposed to
sweep down on the flank of the 5th's position.

Below in the dight swale between the low ridges the lancers came on in clumps and as stragglers.
Their dogs feet were balls of sticky mud, and the cornstalks there had been trampled into adippery
meass that sent some riders skidding in disastrous flaling tumbles even if the bullets missed them. More
came on, though, laboring up the dope.

"Fire!"

The corpord fired again. A ragged volley crashed out around him, the muzzle-blasts deafening —
particularly the one from the man behind, whose muzzlewas nearly in hisear.

"Watch yer dressin’, yedickead!" he screamed, jerking at hislever, and the man shuffled afew
gepsright. At least therifle wasn't jamming; there was some benefit to the cold rain that was hissing
down into hiseyes.

He could see the dogs snarling, and the men behind their visors. Mud flew chest-high on the dogs
asthey came closer a alumbering gdlop.

"Firel"

More died and half adozen turned back, some astheir dogs bolted to the rear despite sawing
hands on the reins and the pressure of bridle-levers on their cheeks. The rest came on, those who ill
had lances leveling them. The shafts were tapered and smooth, save for a grapefruit-sized wooden ball
justin front of the handgrip; the heads were straight-sided knives afoot long, honed and deadly, with
sted |appets another two feet down the shaft on either sde. M'Telgez fingers had to hunt for a second to
find acartridge in his bandolier; the upper rows were empty. He clicked it home just asthe straggling



charge reached the Civil Government line.

The lieutenant pirouetted aside from a point like amatador in the arena. His saber dashed down
on the shaft behind the protective sted splints that ran back from the head, and the razor edges tumbled.
Helet the motion spin him in place, and shot the rider in the back point-blank with the revolver in hisleft
hand.

M'Telgez had logt interest in any lance but the one pointed at his chest. Hislever clicked home
when it was only acouple of meters away; the corpora threw himself on hisback in blind ingtinct, falling
with athump asthe sted dipped. It passed a hands breadth over his head and he shot with the butt of his
rifle pressed to the earth by hisside. The bullet creased the Newfoundlands neck, cutting ared streak
through the muddy black fur. The animd reared and then lunged, the huge jaws gaping for hisfaceina
graveyard reek of rotting meat. M'Telgez screamed and flung up hisrifle; the dog shrieked too, when its
jaws closed on two feet of bayonet. The weapon jerked out of the Descotter's hands and the mud
sucked at his back. The Brigadero was standing in his stirrups, shouting as he shortened the lance to stab
graight down from hisrearing mount.

The young trooper M'Telgez had disciplined for mideading stepped up on the other sde and
fired with his bayonet touching the Brigaderos armored torso. It didn't matter what he had up the spout at
that range. The lancer pitched out of the saddle asthe bullet punched in under his short ribs. The armor
served only to flatten it before it buzzsawed up through liver, lungs and heart to lodge under his opposite
shoulder. Blood shot out of his nose and mouth. He was dead before his corpse hit the ground with a
clank of ged.

The dog was very much dive. Its huge paws stamped down on either side of the recumbent
Descotter; they were furnished with claws and pads rather than a grazing animas hoof, but they would
gtill smash hisribs out through his spineif they landed. The greeat |oose-jowled jaws were open asthe
beast shook its head in agony, splattering rainwater and blood from its cut tongue. The trooper shouted
and drove his bayonet toward its neck as the fangs turned toward the man on the ground. The human's
attack turned into astumbling retreat as the dog whirled and snapped, the sound of itsjawslike wood
dapping on wood.

M'Telgez remembered his pistol. Most of the troopers had strapped the new wegpons to holsters
at their saddlebows — they were supposed to be for mounted melees. He'd stuffed his down the top of
his riding boot when they dismounted, on impulse. Now he snatched it free and blazed away at the furry
body above him, into the belly rear of the saddie's girth. The dog hunched up in the middle and ran, its
rear pawsjust missng him asit staggered a dozen paces and fell thrashing.

"Fastardos! " he wheezed, picking up adead man'srifle and loading as herolled erect.

The Brigaderos were retregating across the swale, many of them on foot — dogs were bigger
targetsthan men.

"Bastards!" M'Telgez fired, reloaded, fired again. "Bastards!™

Shots crackled out al down Company C's tone, then the beginnings of volley-fire. It dammed
into the retreating men, killing nearly as many as had died in the attack before they made it back to the
dead ground behind their starting-point. The field gun elevated and began dropping shells behind the
ridge, the gunners and half a dozen troopers aswell dipping and diding in the muck asthey ran it back up
the dight rise until the muzzle showed.

Return fire was coming in aswdll; retreat unmasked the Civil Government line to the Brigaderos
acrossthe swale. M'Telgez went back to one knee as the minié bullets crackled overhead and jerked the
trooper beside him by thetail of hisjacket.



"Git yer head down, yefool," he growled, looking around.

Not far away aman writhed with abroken-off lance through his gut, whimpering and pulling a
the shaft. It jerked, but the stedl waslodged in his pelvisfar beyond the strength of blood-dippery hands
to extract. Another fumbled at hisbelt for a cord to make atourniquet; his arm was off above the elbow.
The blood jetted more dowly as the man toppled over. M'Telgez knew there was nothing anyone could
do for either of the poor bastards. When it was your time, it wastime. . . and he was very glad it hadnt
been his.

"Kid," he went on, as the young man obediently dropped to one knee and looked a him
aoprenensively. "Kid, yer dl right.”

"Will theyuns be back then, corp?' he asked.
M'Telgez wiped rain and blood out of his eyes— none of the blood his, thank the Spirit.

"Nao," he rasped.

Thelow ground ahead of him was thick with corpses of armored men and dogs. Particularly in
front of the Company pennant; the Brigaderos had clumped there, driving for the center — and also for
the gun, meeting point-blank blasts of case shot.

"Nao, they won't be back." He looked up and down theline. "Dressin'!" he barked sharply.
What was|eft of his section moved to maintain their line.

M'Tedgez grinned, an expresson much like that the lancer's dog had worn when it lunged for his
life. "Hoi, barbs!" he shouted at the distant enemy. " Got any messages fer yer wives? Well be seein’ 'em
aforeyedo!"

*k*

Cabot Clerett caught the bayonet on his sword. It was a socket bayonet, offset from adeeve
around the muzzle so that the musket could be loaded and rammed while it wasfixed. Meta grated on
metd; he fired into the Brigadero's body beneath their linked arms. The man pitched backward asthe
H-shaped wadcutter bullet put asmall hole in his somach and amuch larger onein his back.

"Forward!" the governor's nephew said. " Vihtoria O Muwerti!" The motto of the Life Guards.
Or victory and desth, but nothing came free.

Braaaaap. The splatgun fired from not far behind, to hisright. Bullets sprayed down the aides
between the trees; thiswas a planted oakwood, regular as a chessboard. About Sixty or seventy years
old, from the size of the trees, and regularly thinned asthey grew. Water dripped down from the bare
branches. Dim figuresin gray-and-black uniforms were running back. A few paused to reload behind
trees, but they were only protected from directly ahead. Life Guardsmen strung out to either side picked
them off, mostly before they could compl ete the cumbersome process.

Men flanked him as he waked forward, the new bannerman holding the battalion flag. The
company commander was out on the right flank with the other splatgun. He could hear it firing, trundled
forward like the one with him to support the advance. Men walked on either side of him, reloading as
they dodged the trees. They were cheering asthey shot; the platoon commanders turned and flung out
arms and swords to remind them to keep their line.

"Runner,”" Cabot said. "To Colond Staenbridge; enemy were advancing in column on our right
flank. I've driven them back and will shortly take them in enfilade dl the way back to their origina
datline"



The splatguns were useful. It took |ess than ten seconds to replace each iron plate with thirty-five
roundsin it, better than three hundred rounds a minute. With them and a hundred-odd riflemen, he would
shortly bein apogtion to rake the front of the Brigaderosfiring line from the right side and chop up any
reservesthey till held in the orchard.

Let that marhicon see how a Clerett managed a battle, by the Spirit!

*k*

"So we moved forward and caught them on the other side of the orchard asthey tried to break
contact,” Staenbridge said. " Cut them up nicely, then pursued mounted, stopping occasionaly to shoot
them up again. They retreated to alarge fortified manor house, which burned quite spectacularly when
we shelled it, rain or no. The outbuildings had some very useful supplies, which will be arriving shortly at
ox-wagon pace aong with the noncombatants.

"Magor Clereit," hewent on, "led the right wing with skill and dash.”

R4 nodded to the younger officer. "The supplieswill be useful," he said. "Difficult to get enough
in, when we're moving at speed.”

Heinclined his head downdope. Most of the troops were trudging by with therr riflessung
muzzle-down; their boots had churned the fields on either Side of the road into glutinous masses. Some of
them were wearing local peasant moccasins; the thick mud rotted the thread out of issue boots and
sucked off the soles. Further out the cavalry plodded on, stopping occasionally to scrape balls of mud off
their mount's feet; the dogs whined and dragged, wanting to stop and groom. On the roadway itself men
— infantry and military servants, with gunners acting as foremen — labored in mud even deeper, laying a
corduroy surface of logs and beams. Asthe officers watched a gun-team came up withitsdraught chain
looped around a hitch of fresh-cut logs. They rumbled down the dope to general curses as men dodged
thetimber.

"l hope," Rg went on, "that you kept me some Brigaderos prisoners of rank. We need more
information about what's happening at Carson Barracks.”

CHAPTER THREE

A hereditary officer from just west of the Waadavir River was speaking:

". .. adozen farms and avillage burned, my manor looted — only by the grace of the Spirit of
Man of ThisEarth and the intervention of the Merciful Avatarsdid | and my household escape the devil
Whitehdl. What does His Mightinessintend to do about it?"

The Hall of Audience waslit by scores of tapersin iron sconces, above the racked battle |asers
of antiquity. They cast unrestful shadow across the crowd that packed it, nearly athousand men. Light
glittered restlesdy from swordhilts, from the jeweled hairclasp of one lord or the platinum beads on the
jacket-fringe of another. The air was cold and dank with the autumn rainsthat fell outside, but it smelled
powerfully of sauroid-fat candles and male sweset. An inarticulate growl rose from the crowd; these were
each powerful men in their own right, nobles who commanded broad acres and hundreds of household
troops.

Their like crowded Carson Barracks, filling housing blocks that usualy echoed emptily at this



time of year; the petty-squires and military vassa's and freeholders who had come aswell camped in the
sreets. Right now they filled the vast parade square outside the Palace. Crowd-noise came through the
gonewadlslike an angry humm, occasiondly bresking into a chant:

"Fight! Fight! Fight!"

Generd Forker rose from the Seat to reply. Thelight glittered coldly on the engraved silver of his
ceremonia armor, and on the vestments of the Sysups and councilors grouped around histhrone.

"We have suffered grievoudy with the sufferings of our subjects,”" he began.
A snarl rose from the crowd, and he swallowed nervoudy as he continued.

"That iswhy we have summoned you, my lords, to share your council with Us. Our diplomacy at
least delayed this attack, and now the rains are upon us, and winter comes on. We will have ampletime
to prepare—"

Another lord stalked into the speakers position, on the floor below the Seat and just outside the
lineof Life Guards.

"Weve had time; Stern Idefel five monthsago!" he bit out. "All we did wasto throw High
Colonel Strezman and hismen into Lion City —just enough to hurt usif they werelost, and not enough to
halt the enemy. Now Strezman and his men are dead!

"Lord of Men," hewent on, histone cold, "you may not wish to campaign in winter but the
enemy don't seem to share your delicate sengbilities. Whitehall is over the Waadavir, and hismen have
been sighted not three days ride from Empirhado.”

A roar swelled across the hdl; the banners hanging from the rafters quivered.
"Rumorg”

"Truth!" the noble shouted back. "Thisisno raid, no border war for aprovince or an indemnity.
The Civvies mean to grind usinto dust the way they did the Squadron, kill us and take our lands, throw
down our holy Church and endave our women and children. They're coming, and the natives have
dready risenin haf adozen provinces."

A ripple of horror went through the hall. It was sx hundred years since the Brigade came down
out of the Base Areaand conquered the Spanjol-speaking natives of the Civil Government's western
territories, but the peoples were il distinct in blood and language and faith, and the nativeswere
overwhemingly in the mgority. Like the Civil Government, they followed the cult of the Spirit of Man of
The Stars, rather than of This Earth asthe Brigade and its cousins did.

The nobleman turned his back on the Seat, a breach of protocol that stunned the watchersinto
Slence.

"We need afighting man to lead us. Not this book-reader who's plotting with the enemy behind
our backs. | move for impeachment.”

Forker's face was working with rage and atrapped-beast fear. He forced hisvoice, turning it
high and ghrill.

"You are out of order. Arrest that man!"

The guards started forward, but a score of nobles grouped around the speaker drew their
swords. The edgesthrew the light back as the heavy blades rose warningly.

"I am not out of order,” the noblereplied. "As Hereditary High Mgor, | have theright to cdl for



impeachment before this assembly.”

"1, Hereditary Brigade-Colond Ingreid Manfrond, second the impeachment." Another man
stepped into the speaker's circle, thick-set and muscular and grizzled. "And place my namein nomination
for the position of Generd of the Brigade."

"You!" Forker hissed. "Y ou're not even of the House of Amalson.”

"Collatera branch," Ingreid said. "But tomorrow | wed Marie Welf, daughter of General Welf —
which makesmy claim strong asiron.”" He turned to the assembly. "And as Generd, my first act will beto
mobilize the host. My second will beto lead it to crush the invaders of our land!™

Forker sgned to hisguard. There was a pause, one that made the light parade breastplate fed as
if it were squeezing his heart up into his mouth. Then they thumped their rifle-butts on thefloor. It took a
moment for the rumbling to quiet enough for him to spesk.

"Youlie, Ingreid Manfrond. The hand of Marie Forker, my step-daughter, ismineto give or
withhold — and she rests content under the guard of my household troops.”

Another man shouldered forward to stand beside Ingreid. "My name," he shouted in a
commanderstrained bellow, "is Colond of Dragoons Howyrd Carstens. Forker lies. My own men guard
Marie Welf, and she has agreed to marry our next Genera, Ingreid Manfrond — worthy heir to the great
General Welf. And as bridd gift, she asksfor the head of Filip Forker, murderer of her mother.
Woman-killer and coward!"

Herased hissword. "Hail Generd Ingreid!”
"Hail! Hail! Hail!"
"I'd rather rut with aboar and farrow piglets” Marie Welf shouted through the locked door.

She gripped the pistol more firmly. On either Sde of the door one of her gentlewomen waited,
onewith atdl brass candlestick in her grip, the other with ajewd-hilted but perfectly functiond diletto.

"Please, Mistress Fo — ah, Mistress Welf." The house steward's voice quavered, his Spanjol
accent stronger than usud. "The soldiers say that you must open the door."

"I'll kill thefirst five men to step through it," Marie said. Nobody listening to her could doubt she
would try.

Silencefdl. Riding boots clumped on the parquet floors outside, and the strip of light under the
door brightened as more lamps were brought.

"Marie, thisis Teodore," aman caled.
"What are you doing here, cousin?' Marie said.

Shewas atdl full-figured young woman, with strawberry blond hair inlong braids on either sde
of afacethat was beautiful rather than pretty, high cheek-boned and with astraight nose. Spots of anger
burned on either cheek now, and she held the pistol with a practiced two-handed grip.

"Taking to you. And I'm not going to do it through a closed door. Waich out.”

Shots blasted, and the brass plate of the lock bulged. A man yelled in pain in the corridor
outsde, and achilly smilelit Mari€sface. The door swung out, and a man stood there; in his
mid-twenties, five years older than the woman. His bluntly handsome features were a near-match for hers



under the downy blond beard, and he wore a cuirassier officer'sarmor. The plumed helmet was tucked
under one arm, haf-hidden by the deinonosauroid cloak that glittered in the lamplight. At the sight of her
leveled pistol he spread the other arm away from his bodly.

"Shoot, cousin, if you want to see one lessWef intheworld.”

Marie sighed and let the pistol drop to the glowing Kurdish carpet. "Comein, Teodore," she
said, and sank down to Sit on one corner of the four-poster bed.

Theladies-in-waiting looked at her uncertainly. "Thank you, Dolors, Katrini — but you'd better
go to your rooms now."

Teodore set his helmet down on atable and began working off hisarmored gauntlets. "Y ou
wouldn't have any wine, would you?' he asked. "Cursed cold night and wet besides, acoup ishard
outdoor work."

She pointed wordlessly to a sideboard, and he smiled as he poured for both.

"You're making avery great dedl of fuss about something you'll have to do anyway," he pointed
out, handing her the glass and going to sit by thefire.

The velvet of the chair dimpled and stretched under the weight of hisrain-streaked armor. The
wall beside him held the fireplace, burning with alow cod blaze, and abookshelf. That carried a
respectable two dozen volumes, the Canonical Handbooksin Wulf Philson's Namerique trandation, lives
of the Avatars, and histories and travel ogues in Spanjol and Sponglish.

"Youd fusstoo if you'd been kept aprisoner since that beast murdered my mother,” Marie said.
The winewas Sala, strong and sweet. It seemed to coil around thefirein her chest.

"l wasfond of Aunt Charlotte mysdlf. That beast’ is now off the Seet, and running for hislife"”
Teodore pointed out. " Something which | had my hand in.”

"Ingreid isapig. And he supported Forker. I'm certain he was one of the oneswho murdered
Mother for that coward."

"That was never proven. And Ingreid isa strong pig,” Teodore said, casting aquick look at the
door. They weretalking quietly, though, and he had told his men to move everyone down the corridor.
"Thefact that he supported Forker tdlsin hisfavor; the dternaive was civil war. The dternative now is
civil war, unless Ingreid Manfrond has an unassailable claim to the Seat. If you don't think that civil war is
possble with invaders at the frontiers, then you've read less of our history than | thought." He waved at
the bookcase.

"CanIngreid read & dl?" she said bitterly.

"No, probably," Teodore said frankly. "That'll make him al the more popular with the
backwoods nobles, and the petty-squires and freeholders. Civvies will keep the accounts as usud, and
he's got adviserslike Carstensand —" he rapped his breastplate "— for the more complicated things. He
can certainly lead a charge, which is more than you can say for that pseudo-scholar Forker."

Heleaned forward, a serious expresson on hisface. "I'm ready to fight and diefor him, as
Generd. All you haveto do ismarry him."

"Y ou aren't expected to go to bed with him, Teodore."

"Thereisthat," the young man admitted. "But you'd have to marry somebody sometime; it'sthe
way things are done at our rank.”



"I'm afree woman of the Brigade; the law says| can't be married againgt my will," Marie said.
Teodore spread his hands. She nodded. "I know . . . but he smdlls. And he's fifty."

"Youll outlive him, then," Teodore said. "Possibly as Regent for an underage heir. And you will
marry him tomorrow. If necessary, with atrooper standing behind you twisting your arm. That won't be
dignified, but itll work."

"You would make a better Generd, cousin!”

"So | would, if | had thefollowing," Teodore said. "So would you, if you wereaman. But |
haven't and you aren't. The enemy won't wait for me to acquire amgjority, either.”

"And how muchwill my life be worth, once I've produced a hedlthy heir?' Marie said. "Not to
mention the question of his own sons, who'll have Regent ambitions of their own."”

Teodore went to the door and checked that his cuirassier troopers were holding the servants at
the end of the corridor.

"Asto the her,” he said, leaning close to Mari€s ear, "time will tell. In ayear, the war will be
over. Oncethe grisuh are back acrossthe sea. . ."

Marie's eyes were cold as she set down the wineglass. "All right, Teodore," she said. "But listen
to meand believewhat | say: whatever | promisein the cathedron Ingreid Manfrond will get no love or
loydty from me. And helll regret forcing meto this on the day he dies, and that will be soon. Spirit of
Man of This Earth be my witness."

Teodore Welf had broken lances with Guard champions on the northwestern frontier, and fought
the Stalwarts further east. He had killed two men in duels back home, aswell.

At that moment, he was conscious mainly of avast thankfulnessthat it was Ingreid Manfrond and
not Teodore Welf who would stand beside Marie in the cathedron tomorrow.

Thunder rippled through the night, and rain streaked the diamond-pane windows of thick
bubbled glass. Teodore looked away from his cousin.

"Atleast," he said, "the enemy won't be making much progress through this. Well havetimeto
get our housein order.”

*k*

Thunder cracked over the ford. The light stabbed down into a midday darkness, off wet tossing
trees and men'sfaces. Oxen bellowed asthey leaned into the traces, trying to budge the gun mired
hub-deep in the middle of the rising river; they even ignored trie dogs of the regular hitch straining beside
them. Dozens of infantrymen heaved at the barrel and whedls, gasping and choking as water broke over
them. Otherslabored at the banks, throwing down loads of brush and gravel to keep the doping surfaces
passable. Wagon-teams bawled protestingly as they were led into the water; men waded through the
waist-high brown flood with their rifles and cartridge-boxes held over their heads.

One of the work-crews was relieved, and ssumbled updope to the courtyard of the riversdeinn.
"Wat'sanamea disriver?' one asked anoncom.

"Wolturno," the man mumbled, scraping mud off hisface. It was awinding stream, meandering
back and forth across the flood-plain where the road ran. The Expeditionary Force had aready crossed
it severd times.

"Ever' fukkin' river hereis named Wolturno," the soldier said. They douched into lines before the



kettles.
"Thank'ee, miss," theinfantryman said, taking his bowl and cup.

He stumbled off afew pacesto crouch in the lee of awagon, spooning up the stew of beans and
cubed bacon and taking mouthfuls of the cornbread bannock. More of his squadmates crowded through
beneath the awnings to the bubbling cauldrons; like him they were dripping with more than the dashing
rain, and so filthy it was hard to see the patches and tearsin their uniforms; one was wrapped completely
inashrouding of earth-stained peasant blankets.

Fatima cor Staenbridge — cor meant freedwoman, and the name was her former master's—
filled theladle again and siwung it out to the outstretched bowl.

"Not much, but it'shot,” she said cheerfully. Rain leaked down through the makeshift awning, but
most of it ran off the thick wool of the hooded cloak she wore. "Take al you can eat, soldier, eat al you
take."

"Bettah dan whut we eaat d hume,”" the footsoldier said, in athick peasant didect of Sponglish
she couldn't place. There were so many. From the looks of histhin young face, the young peon conscript
probably hadn't eaten thiswell before the Army press-gangs swept him up. "Yu an angel, missa.”

Mitchi plunked a hunk of cornbread on hisbowl, and took hiscup to dipitinavat of hot cider.
"Thank MessaWhitehdl, she organized it," she said.

Dozens of the cauldrons were cooking in the courtyard, hauled from the inn kitchens and from
houses nearby. Army servants, women — even wives, in afew cases— and miscelaneous clergy
carried out fresh loads of ingredients and dumped them in to cook. Rations were issued when there were
no markets, but each eight-man squad of soldierswas generally supposed to cook for themselves — that
was one of the duties military servantsdid for the cavalry troopers. Today that would have meant
hardtack and cold water for the infantry laboring to keep the ford passable, without Lady Suzette
Whitehall rounding up camp-followers and suppliesfor this. And there would be the usua camp to build
at the end of the day's march, with wet firewood and sopping bedding. Exhausted men forgot to take
carefor themsalves and let Sicknessin.

"Messer Rahj an' hislady, dey sent by de Spirit,” the soldier blurted. His face was pinched and
stubbled. "Dey treet de commun sojur right, not jus dog-boys."

The men weretoo tired for enthusiasm, but they nodded and muttered agreement as they shuffled
forward. Fatima swung the ladle until it was scraping the bottom of the cauldron.

"Takedl you can edt, edt dl you can — Messer Rg!"
"Thank you, Fatima," he said.

The mud was mainly below the swordbdlt, his uniform and boots were sound, and he wore one
of the warm rainproof cloaks. Apart from that he looked nearly as exhausted as the infantrymen who'd
been shoveling stone and hauling brushwood to the ford. The other officers with him looked no better. A
low murmur went through the courtyard as he was recogni zed, but the men kept to their scraps of shelter
a ahdf-gesture from one hand.

Cabot Clerett looked dubioudy at the bowl. The others started shovelling theirs down
unconcerned. "'l hope there's something better at the end of the day,” he said.

Fatima stood aside as more helpers staggered up with pails of well-water, sacks of beans and
half akeg of the chopped bacon. The Renunciate leading them tossed in adouble handful of sat and



somedried chilis. The cauldron hissed dightly asthe ingredients went in, and one of the servants dumped
more coa on the embers beneath.

"MessaWhitehd | said,” Fatima put in, "that the headquarters cook had found alamb, and some
fresh bread.”

"Something to look forward to." That was Mgjor Peydro Belagez of the Rogor Slashers. "By the
Spirit, mi heneral, beforel met you | spent fifteen uneventful years patrolling the Drangosh border and
fighting the Colonias once every two months. The sun shone, and between patrols | lay beneath orange
treeswhile girls dropped nougat into my mouth. Now look a me! Mi mahtre warned me of the
consequences of falling into bad company — Maash, shewasright.”

The mgor from the southern borders was adight man in hislate thirties, naturally dark and
leathery with years of savage desert suns and windstorms, wearing apointed goatee and agold ringin
one ear. Hisgrin was easy and friendly; Fatima swallowed as she remembered the same pleasant
expression last year after Mekkle Thiddo, the Companion who commanded the Slashers, waskilled
under flag of truce, and Belagez rounded up the men responsible, even in the chaos of the pursuit after
the Squadron host was broken. Rg had ordered them crucified, but Belagez had seen to the details, even
to having the victims feet twisted up under their buttocks before they were spiked to the wood. A man
lived much longer that way, before agphyxiation and shock killed him.

She had never felt easy around Borderers; the feuds aong the frontier between Colony and Civil
Government were too old and bitter. Fatimahad hated her father, the Caid of EI Djem . . . but she
remembered too well how he had died, in ahuge pool of blood with a Borderer dancing in glee around
him, the jiggling sack of the old man's scrotum impaled on the curved knife which dashed it free.

Belagez' smile wasinnocent as he glanced at her. She was the woman of afriend, and so he
would cheerfully face death to defend her.

"Messa Whitehall says she found some good wine, too,” Fatimawent on.

For that matter, the 5th Descott would fight for her now — and they were the men who'd burned
her home and would have gang-raped her, if she hadn't managed to get Gerrin and Bartin Foley to
protect her. Lifeis strange. From despised minor concubine's daughter to dave to afreedwoman and
mother of the acknowledged son of awealthy Civil Government nobleman-officer inayear . . . of
course, the child could have been Bartin's, just aslikely. But Gerrin had adopted it, and he had no other
heir. Messer Rgj and hislady had stood Starparents.

"If it does not pucker the mouth to drink it," Belagez said. " Spirit, the wine here is even more sour
than that dog-piss you northernerslike— which | had not believed possible.”

Kdtin Gruder grinned. "Y ou mean it's not syrup like that stuff they make south of the Oxheads,"
he said. "Too sweet to drink and too thick to piss, no wonder you cut it with water.”

Rg finished hismug of cider and sighed, wiping his mouth on the back of hishand. "Well,
Messers" he said. "No rest for the wicked. I've an uneasy suspicion that some of the Brigaderos at least
redlize we're not going to curl up somewhere cozy in front of thefire until the rains stop.”

"Those who aren't too busy dedling with each other,” Bartin Foley said. He handed his bowl
back to Fatimawith a smile of thanks.

"Evenif mog are politicking, that |eaves an uncomfortable number otherwise employed,” Rg
sad. "Gerrin, you have the main column for the rest of the day. Mgor Clerett, you and | will —"

* k%



Filip Forker, ex-General and no longer Lord of Men, stuck his head out the window of the
carriage.

"Fagter!" he said, coughing into a handkerchief. What a time to have a headcold, hethought.

The road northwest from Carson Barracks had been paved once, very long ago. Even now
chunks of ancient concrete made the light travelling coach jounce asit rocked forward through adense
fog. Moigture glittered in the moonlight on thelong white fur of the wolfhounds and stresked the carriage
windows. There was a spare hitch behind, another carriage with his mistress and the essential baggage, a
light two-whedl wagon for the gear, and an escort . . . dthough the escort was smaler than it had been a
few hours ago. Much smaller than it had been when they Ieft the city, although he had promised rich
rewards to any who stayed with him until they reached his estates on the Kosta dil Orhennein the far
west.

Some would stay, because they had eaten his sdlt. There was a bitterness to seeing how few felt
bound to him.

"Why aren't you going faster?' he called to the driver.
"It'sdark, magter, and the road isrough,” the man replied.

Even histone had changed, athough he wore an iron collar and Forker had the same power of
life and death over him that he/d had before hisimpeachment. For amoment Forker was tempted to
order him shot right now, Ssmply to demonstrate that — but he had few enough servantsalong. Let a
flogging wait until he reached his etates, among the Forker family's military vassds. He would be secure
there. ...

Men rode across the road a hundred meters ahead. They were wrapped in dark cloaks, but
most of them held rifleswith the butts resting on their thighs. The clump at their head had naked swords,
cold garlight on the edged metd.

Forker swallowed vomit. He mopped at his raw nose and looked wildly about. More wereriding
out behind him, out of the eerie forest of native whipstick treesthat covered the land on either Sde. The
officer of his household troopers barked ordersto the handful of guardswho'd remained, and they closed
in around the carriages, pulling the rifle-muskets from their scabbards. Hammers clicked as thumbs pulled
them back, the sound loud and metalic in the insect-murmurous night.

"Halt," the leader of the cloaked men said.
"In..." Forker began, hacked, spat, spoke again: "Ingreid Manfrond promised me my lifel”

"Oh, Generd Manfrond didn't send meto kill you," the man said, grinning in hisbeard. "The Lord
of Men just told mewhere | could find you. Killing you was my own idea. Don't you remember me?
Hereditary Captain Otto Witton."

He rode close enough so that the riding lanterns on the coach showed the long white scar that ran
up theleft Sde of hisface until it vanished under his hairline. It was flushed red with emotion. His dog
crouched, and he stepped free.

"Just alittle matter of wardship of my cousin's daughter Kathe Mattiwson — and her lands—
and she was promised to me, and she wanted me, you bastard. But you assumed the wardship and sold
her likeapig at afair, to that son of abitch Siker. Get out of there.”

Forker found himsdf climbing down to the roadway without conscious decision. Thin mud
sucked at the soles of his gold-topped tasseled boots.



"An, ah, an honorable marriage—"

"Shut up, you little shit!" Witton screamed. The scar was white againgt hisred face, and his
sword hissed out. "Now you're going to die.”

The houseguard captain stepped between them. "Over my dead body," he said, camly enough.
Thetip of hisown sword touched the roadway, but his body was tensed for action the way a cat's does,
loose-jointed. There were hammered-out dentsin his breastplate, the sort afull-armed sword cut makes.

"If that's how you want it," Witton said.

He looked to the men ditting their dogs around the carriage. "Buit it'd be a pity, the Brigade needs
al thefighting men it can get — thislittle Civvie-lover will benoloss, though.”

"The Brigade doesn't need men who'd let their sworn lord be cut down by thirty enemies on the
road,” the retainer said. "He may be acowardly little shit, but we ate his sat.”

It said agood dedl for the Situation that Filip Forker ignored the comment. Instead he squed ed:
"That'sright — my lifeisyour honor! Save meand I'll give you half my lands."

The captain looked over his shoulder at Forker, expressionless. Then he turned back to Witton.

"A man livesaslong as helives, and not aday more," he said. " Sorry to miss the war with the
Ciwvies, though."

"You don't haveto," Witton said. Thistime hisgrin was dy. "An oath to a man without honor is
no oath. Wewon't overfal your gold-giver with numbers. I'll challenge him here and now; you can be
witnessto afair fight."

He stepped closer and spat on Forker's boot. "1 call you coward and your father acoward, and
your mother awhore," he said. "Y ou've got a sword."

The guard captain stepped back, hisface clearing. Both men were wearing blades, neither had
armor, and they were close enough in age. If the former monarch was weedy and thin-wristed while
Witton looked asif he could bend iron bars between hisfingers, that was Forker's problem; he should
have been in the sdle darmesingtead of thelibrary dl those years.

Forker looked around; the code said aman could volunteer to fight in his place, but it wasn't an
obligation. Some of his men were smiling, others|ooking away into the night. None of them spoke.

"It'stime," Witton said, thick and gloating. He raised the blade. "Draw or dielikeagteer ina
daughter chute.”

"Marcy!" Forker screamed, falling to his knees. There was a sharp ammoniastink as his bladder
reeased. "Marcy, migo! Spare me— spare my lifeand everything | haveisyours.”

Witton's smile turned into a grimace of hatred. Forker shrieked and threw up hisarms. One of
them parted at the elbow on the second siroke of Witton's earnest, clumsy butchery. The stump of the
arm flailed about, spurting blood that looked black in the silvery light. That jerked the attacker back to
consciousness, and his next blow was directed with skill aswell asthe strength of shouldersasthick asa
blacksmiths

"Book-reader,” the warrior said with contempt, standing back and panting. Thick drops of blood
ran down hisface and into his beard, speckling the front of hisfringed leather jacket.

The dead man's servants came forward to wrap the body; it leaked blood and other fluids
through the rug they rolled it in. Forker's mistress looked on from the second carriage; sheraised the fur



muff that concedled her handsto her lips and stared speculatively over it at the guard captain and the
heavy-set n.

Witton spokefirgt. "I hope you don't feel obliged to chalenge," he said to the guardsman.

Theretainer shrugged. "We were contracted, not vassals. Hefdll on hisown deeds.” A wintry
amile. "'l guessthere won't be much trouble finding anew berth for me and my guns.”

His expression grew colder. "Although if | catch those pussies who bugged out before we got this
far, | don't think they'll ever need another gear-and-maintenance contract aslong asthey live."

The fog had turned to alight drizzle. Witton |ofted a gobbet of spit toward the body the servants
were pushing into the carriage. The wolfhounds in the traces whined and twitched at the smells of blood
and tenson, until the driver flicked hiswhip over their backs.

"Can't blame them for not wanting to fight for Forker," he said.
"Fuck Forker," the guard captain said. "My contract was with him, but theirswas with me."

Witton nodded. ™Y ou can sign up with my lot," he said. " I'm down twenty rifles on my assigned
war-hogt taly."

The guardsman shook his head. "Wouldn't look good,” he said. Witton grunted agreement; a
mercenary's reputation was his livelihood. "WEell head back to Carson Barracks, somebody'll sgn uson
for the duration, maybe the Regulars. Figure the call-up'll come pretty soon anyway, might aswell beat
therush."

Heturned and called orders. His men eased back the hammers of their riflesand did them into
the scabbards on the left Side of their saddles. There was a moment's pause as one man bent in the
saddle and grabbed the bridle of the dogs pulling the baggage wagon, turning it around, and then the
fading plop of their dogs paws.

Witton waved the carriage with Forker's body onward. They'd take it back to hisancestral
estates for burial, dthough even in this cool wegther it'd be pretty high by then. He had no problem with
that, after his second-in-command down the road made a search for the getaway chest with the money
and jewels Forker would undoubtedly have been carrying. He looked up at the second carriage. The
woman there lowered the fur that hid her face and gave him along smile. The maid cowering beside her
was obvioudy terrified, but Forker's ex-mistress was a professiond too, in her way. Huge violet-colored
eyeshblinked a him, frosted in the fog-blurred light of the moons.

And quite spectacular. Well, the little bastard had been General, no reason he should settle for
lessthan the best. He wiped at hisface, smearing the blood, and smiled back while his hands
automatically cleaned and sheathed his sword.

*k*

"This should be very useful indeed,” Rgj said.

The estate was wdl| off from the army'sline of march, in adigrict of rolling chak hills. Therewas
little cultivation, but the ground was mostly covered with dense springy green turf, and grazed by huge
herds of sheep and large ones of cattle; pigsfed in the beechwoods on the steeper dopes. Evidently the
land hereabouts was held in big ranching estates and yeoman-sized grazing farms rather than let to
sharecroppers, the manor they'd just taken was surrounded by outbuildings, great woolsheds and corrals
and smokehouses, a water-powered scouring mill for cleaning wool and an odorous tannery off a
kilometer or so. The cured bacon and barreled salt beef and mutton would be very welcome. The herds
would be even more so, since they could walk back to the main force.



The bolts of woolen cloth woven in the long sheds attached to the peon village would be more
welcome dtill. It wasn't raining right now here, and the soil wasfree-draining. The ar was crisp, though,
the breath of men and dogs showing — and alot of his soldiers were patching their pants with looted
bed-curtains. Thisareawould give every man in the army another blanket, which might make the
difference between hedth and pneumoniafor many. Enough for jacket-liningstoo, if there weretime and
Seamsiresses.

"l hope everything is satisfactory, sir," Cabot Clerett replied. The of courseit is and why are
you meddling? were unspoken.

Cabot Clerett's respect for Rg's abilities as acommander was grudging but real.
"Quite satisfactory,” Ry replied. I'm glad | don't hate anyone that much, he added to himself.

only partly hatred, Center's pedantic machine-voice said in hismind. a lar ge element of fear,
envy and jealousy aswell.

Tell me, Rg thought.

Cabot envied everything from Rgj's military reputation to hiswife. Suzette could play him likea
vialin, of course, and that was probably al that had kept Cabot from goading his uncle into a disastrous
recal order for Rg. Not that it would take much goading; Barholm Clerett's paranoiawent well beyond
the standard Gubernatoria suspicion of asuccessful commander.

That doesn't mean | haveto like it, Rg thought. Then: back to the work of the day.

Thelord of the estate had surrendered promptly and been given receiptsfor the suppliesthe 1st
Life Guards were methodically stripping from the barns and storehouses. Clerett's men seemed to be well
in hand; they were helping the estate's serfs |oad the wagons, and keeping the lined-up manor staff under
their guns, but nothing more. Undoubtedly afew small valuables would disappear, not to mention
chickens, but nothing in the way of rape, arson or murder was going on. Pickets were posted, keeping
the surroundings under observation. . ..

Rg's eyes passed over the lord of the manor, astout Brigadero in late middle age, standing and
ignoring the troopers guarding him with a contemptuous expression. It was mirrored on the
hatchet-faced, well-dressed matron at his sde. Three younger women with children looked only dightly
more gpprehensive. One twelve-year-old boy with histow colored hair just now grown to warrior length
and caught with aclasp at his neck glared at the Civil Government commander with open hatred. More
Brigadero women and children clustered in the windows of the manor, or in medium-sized cottages
separate from the peon huts.

"Right, well pull out," Rej said.

It took considerable timeto get the wagons and blegting, milling, mooing herds moving down to
the road that rolled white through the chak hills. From the look of the grass, and the iron-gray clouds
rolling overhead, there had been as much rain here asin the valey where the army toiled south toward
Old Residence. The chalk soil didn't vanish into mud the way bottomland clay did, snceit was
free-draining, but it would be awvkward enough. Many of the Life Guard troopers had been vakaros
back in Descott or the other inland Counties; they swung whips and lariats and yipped around the fringes
of the herds.

"What bothers meiswhere dl the men are," Rg said. "Not just here, but the last couple of
manorsin thisareaand the bigger farms.”

The two officersrode at the head of a company column of the 1st updope from the road, out of
the milling chaos of the drive and the heavy stink of liquid sheep feces. Other columns flanked the convoy



asit drove downward.
"Well, they've been mohilized,” Clerett said.

R& nodded; that wasthefirst thing Ingreid had done after he took the Seet. Therally-point
named was Carson Barracks, in the circulars they'd captured.

"That might be where the nobles household troops have gone," he said. "I don't think they need
big garrisons here to keep the nativesin line"

The peonsin the manors had |ooked notably better fed and more hostile to the Civil Government
troops than most they'd seen. Herding isless labor-intensive than staple agriculture, and produces more
per hand athough much less per hectare.

"Theproblemis" Rg went on, "that thisis agrazing digtrict.”

Clerett looked at him suspicioudy. Rg amplified: "It'stoo thinly peopled to shoot the
carnosauroids out,” he said.

The younger man nodded impatiently. "Lotsof Sgn,” hesaid.

Strop-marks on trees, where sicklefeet stood on one leg to hone the dewclaw that gave them
their name. There had been a ceratosauroid skull nailed over abarn door at the last manor, too: ameter
long counting the characteristic nose-horn, and the beast would be two meters at the shoulder, when it
ran after prey with head and tail stretched out horizontally over the long striding bipeda legs. Shreds of
flesh and red-and-gray pebbled hide had clung to the skulll.

"Nice string of sicklefoot dewclaws benegth it,” Rgj went on. "Y ou're a Descotter too, Mgor."
More of one than Barholm, hethought.

The Governor had spent dmost hiswhole lifein East Residence, while Cabot stayed homein the
hillsto keep the Cleretts relations with the Descott gentry warm. It was no accident that the County
which provided a quarter of the dlite cavary aso supplied thelast two Governors.

Clerett'sface changed. "Vakaros," he said. Cowboys.

Rg nodded. Ranching meant predator control on Bellevue; and giving rifles and riding-dogs to
daves or peons and sending them out to ride herd was a bad ides, generally spesking. Mogt of the
bond-labor at the estate they'd just left had been there for processing work, putting up preserved medts,
tanning hides, and weaving, plus gardening and genera chores. There had been anumber of barracks
and cottages and empty stables surplusto peon requirements, and alot of Brigaderos women of the
commoner class. The herdsmen were gone.

"That'swhy al the estate-owners here seem to be Brigaderos.” In most of the country they'd
passed through the land wasfairly evenly divided between Brigade and civilian. "Brigade law forbids
arming civilians. | don't think they enforceit al that gtrictly, but most of the vakaros— whatever they call
them here—would be Brigaderos as well."

And there was no better training for light-cavalry work. Keeping something like a ceratosauroid
or asicklefoot pack off the stock tested aertness, teamwork, riding and marksmanship al a once. Not
to mention fiederaft and stalking.

"Shall | spread the scout-net out wider?' Cabot said.

Rg stood in the gtirrups and gave the surroundings a glance. None of the canyons and badlands
and gully-sided vol canoes that made much of Descott County abushwacker's paradise, but the bigger
patches of beechwood and the occasiona steep-sided combe in thick native brush would do aswell.



"I think that would be avery good idea, Mgor Clerett,” he said.

*k*

Marie Wdf — Marie Manfrond now — lay sllent and motionless as Ingreid rolled off her. The
only movement wasthe rise and fal of her chest, more rapid now with the weight off; shelay on her back
with her hands braced againgt the headboard of the bed and her legs spread. Blood stained the sheet
benegth the junction of her thighs, and some of the scented olive oil discreetly left on the nightstand,
which had proven to be necessary. The high coffered ceiling of the Generd's private quarters was
covered with gold leaf and the walswith mosaic; they cast the flame of the single cod-oil lamp over the
bed back in yellow lambency.

Naked, Ingreid's paunch and graying body-hair were more obvious, but that Smply emphasized
thetroll strength of hisblocky shoulders. His body was seamed with scars, particularly down the left Sde
and on the lower arms and legs. Puckered bullet wounds, long white fissures from swords, a degp gouge
on one thigh where alancepoint had taken out achunk of meat when it hammered through the tasset.
Neck and hip and joints were calloused where his armor rested, and there was agroove across his
forehead from the lining of ahelmet. Strong teeth showed yellow ashe smiled a her and raised a
decanter from the bedside table.

"Drink?" he said. Marieremained slent, staring at the celling.

"Wel, then | will," he said, splashing the brandy into aglass. The ends of hislong hair stuck to his
glistening shoulders, and his swest smelled sourly of wine and beer.

Hewiped himsdlf on acorner of the satin sheets and got up, moving about restlesdy, picking up
objectsand putting them down. After amoment he turned back to the bed.

"Not so bad, eh? You'll get better when you're used to it.”

Marie's head turned and looked at him silently. The eyeswere as empty of expression asher
face. Ingreid flushed.

"You'd better," he said, gulping down the brandy. "1 was supposed to marry awoman, not a
corpse.”

Marie spoke, her voice remote. "Y ou got what you bargained for. That'sdl you're getting.”

"Isit, girlie?" Ingreid's flush went deeper, turning his face red-purple under the weathering. "WEell
See about that.”

He threw the glass aside to bounce and roll on the carpets, then jerked her head up by her hair.
Hishand went crack against her face, the palm hard as aboard. She jerked and rolled to the edge of the
bed, her long blond hair hiding her face. Then her head came up, the green eyes holding the sameflat
expression despite the red handmark blazing on her cheek.

"I've got better things to do than teach you manners, bitch," Ingreid snarled. "For now. When the
war'swon, I'll havetime."

Hethrew on arobe. Marie waited until he had dammed out the door until she stood aswell,
moving carefully againgt the pain of pulled muscles and the pain between her legs. A servant would come
if she pulled one of the cords, but right now even such afaceless nonentity would be more than she could
face. She waked into the bathroom and turned up the lamp by the door, looking at hersdlf in the
full-length mirror without blinking, then opened the tapsto fill the seashdll-shaped bath of marble and
gold. Hot water steamed; the Generd's quarters had dl the luxuries. It wasn't until the bath wasfull and
foaming with scented bubble soap that she redlized it was the same tub that her mother had been



drownedin.

She managed to make it to the toilet before she started vomiting. When her ssomach was empty
she wiped her face and stepped into the bath anyway. She would need al her strength in the days ahead.

*k*

"That wastoo easy,” Ra said, resting his helmet on his saddlebow. And for once, it isn't
raining. The breath of men and dogs showed in frosty clouds, but the sun was bright in amorning sky.

Thelittle town of Pozadas|ay at the junction of the chalk downs and the lower clay plain; it had
no wall, athough the church and afew of the larger houses would have done as refuges againgt bandits or
raders. So would some of the millsaong theriver. They were built of soft gold-colored limestone;
napping and scutching mills and dye-works for woolen cloth, mostly. The town had many cottages where
weavers worked hand-looms and |eatherworkers made boots and harness. Wisdly, the citizens had
offered no resstance, but they were sullen even though the Civil Government had paid in looted gold for
most of what it took.

It was a prosperous town for its Size; the town hal was new and quite modern, with large glass
windows below and an open balcony on the second story, overlooking the roofs of the other buildings.

"Glum-looking bastards," Cabot said, risng in the saddle to ook over Rg's shoulder.

Few were on the streets — the troops and the huge herds of livestock they were driving through
the main road took up too much room — but there were scowls on the faces peering from windows and
doorways.

"Not surprisng,” Rg said.

He nodded to avast bleating mat of gray-and-white sheep churning up the chalky flint-studded
dirt of the street; it moved like ashaggy blanket, with an occasiond individua popping up, struggling for a
few steps across its neighbors backs, and then dropping back into the press. There was a heavy
barnyard odor, overwheming the usua outhouse and chemica reek of a cloth-making town.

"We'retaking their livelihood," the general went on. "It'll take yearsfor the herds back there—"
he inclined his head back toward the downland they'd just finished sweeping "— to breed back up again.
That's assuming that things don't get so disrupted the carnosauroids finish off the breeding stock we | ft.
In the meantime, what'll they do for wool and hides?'

A largearmy was like amoving suction-machine; hiswas travelling fast enough that it wouldn't
leave faminein its wake, but nobody e se would be able to move troops along the same route anytime
soon.

"| ill wonder where dl those men went,” Rg said meditatively.

Cabot drew his pistol and pointed it. Rg threw himsdlf flat in the saddle, and the bullet cracked
where he had been.

Horace whirled in less than his own length, paws skidding dightly on the sheep-dung coated mud
of the street. The Brigadero who'd been behind him pitched backward with athird holein linewith his
eyebrows, hisfloppy-brimmed hat spinning off. There were adozen more behind him, some il charging
out of the opened doors of the town hdl courtyard, and more on foot behind them. Still more on
bal conies and rooftops, rising to fire. Shots crackled through the streets and men screamed, dogs
howled, and the bleating of berserk sheep was even louder as the near-witless animals scattered in all
directionsinto aleys and squares and through open doors and windows.



"Thanks!" Rg shouted. Now | know wher e the herdsmen went.

The man behind him had asword raised for asweeping overarm cut. Rgj dodged under it as
Horace bounced forward, his saber up and back aong his spine; the swords met with an unmusicd crash
and skirl, and he uncoiled, dashing athird Brigadero across the face. Then his persond escort had faced
about and met the rest, shooting and stabbing in a melee around Rg) and Cabot and their bannermen.
More Brigaderos were charging out of the mills. Rgj scanned the housetops. A couple of hundred enemy,
and they'd found the best way to hide the scent of their dogs; in the middle of atextile town, with
thousands of livestock jamming throughit.

Bloody Starless Dark, he thought disgustedly. Another cock-up because he hadn't enough
troopsto nail things down.

The problem with relying on speed and intimidation was that some peoplejust didn't intimidate
worth adamn.

"Rally south of town," he shouted to Cabot Clerett. " Spread out, don't let them get back into the
hills. Fin them againgt theriver asyou comein.”

"They'll swim the stream and scatter,” the younger man replied.
Rg gaveaferd grin. "Not for long," he said. "Get moving!"

The mgor jerked anod, whedling his dog and waving his pistol forward. His bannerman fell in
beside him, and the trumpeter sounded retreat-rally asthey pounded south, toward the spot where the
Civil Government column had entered the town. Men fought free of the herds and plunder-wagons and
joined him in clumps and units. Some fell, but everyone understood the need to break contact until they
could raly and unite. If they stood, the prepared enemy would cut them up into penny packets and
daughter them.

"Follow me!" Ry barked.

His escort had taken care of the first Brigaderos to attack, but even as he spoke he saw aman
and adog go down. A bullet cracked by his head with an unpleasant puff of wind against his cheek,
whichwas entirely too close. He had afull platoon of the 5th Descott with him, beside messengers and
aides. That ought to be enough.

He pointed his saber at the town hall and clapped his hedls to Horaces flanks. The hound took
off from bunched hindquarters, travelling across the muddy sheep-littered plazain a series of bounds that
put them at chest-height from the ground half a dozen times. As held expected, that threw off the
marksmen; they'd been expecting the troops they ambushed to mill around, or try to return fire from
dreet level. Never do what they expect.

Thirty dogs pounded up the stairs to the arcaded verandah of the hall. A final crackle— too
ragged to be avolley — at point-blank range knocked another six down. Smoke puffed into their faces,
blinding them for an instant. Then they were scrabbling across the smooth tile of the portico and crashing
through tall windowsin showers of glass and the yel ping of cut dogs. Horace reared and struck the big
double doors with hisforepaws. A jolt went through Rg's body, and he felt histeeth clack once like
castanets, something seemed to snap behind his eyes.

The doors boomed open, crushing bone and tearing men off their feet. Horaces jaws closed over
the face of another; theinch-long fangs sank in, and the hound made arat-killing flip that sent the body
pinwheeling back in aspray of blood. There werethirty or forty Brigaderosin the big reception hall that
backed the portico; from their looks, he'd found the missing herdsmen. With another twenty-fiveriding
dogs, the place was crowded, too crowded for the enemy to recharge their muzzle-loaders. Some of



them clubbed muskets, but most drew swords or fighting-knives. Rgj's men emptied their revolversinto
the press and swept out their sabers. The dogs stamped on men trying to roll under their bellies and cut,
snapped with fangs and hammered with their forepaws.

A Brigadero dodged in and cut at Rg's left thigh, always vulnerable in amounted man. Horace
spun on one leg, and Ry stabbed down over the saddle. The blow was at an awkward angle, but it sank
into the bicep of the man's sword-arm. His weapon flew free as Rgj jerked his sted free of the ripped
muscle; then a Descotter wardog closed its jawsin his back and threw him over its shoulder with asnap.
R4 lashed back to hisright with abackhand cut across the neck of aman trying to comeinon his
bannerman's rear. The man with the flag had arevolver in hisright hand; he was kegping his mount
stock-4till with atoe-to-foreleg sgna and picking histargets carefully.

A last shot barked out. Powder-smoke was drifting to the ceiling; afew more men in blue jackets
and maroon pants ran in, troopers whose dogs had been hit outside. As always, the melee was over with
shocking suddenness. One ingtant there were shots and screams and the blacksmith chorus of stedl on
stedl, the next only the moans of the wounded and the quick butcher's-cleaver sounds of troopers
finishing off theenemy fdlen.

"Dismount!" Rg barked. "Dogs on guard.”

Horace pricked up hisfloppy ears at the word. So did the other mounts as the men did to the
ground, drawing their rifles from the saddle scabbards. Anyone trying to get into the ground floor was
going to have avery nasty surprise.

"Walking wounded cover the front entrance," Rg went on. They could bandage themselves and
the more severely hurt aswdl. "Therest of you, fix bayonets and follow me."

He switched his saber for an instant, juggled wegponsto put hisrevolver in hisleft hand, and led
the rush up hishdf of the curving double staircase with the lieutenant of the escort platoon on the other.
Marksmen dropped out halfway up to cover the top of the tairs, firing over their comrades heads.
Hobnails and hed-plates clamored and sparked on the limestone. Center's aiming-grid dropped over his
sght . . . which was abad sign, because that only happened in desperate situations. No time for thought,
only aquick, fluid feding of total awvareness. Everyone crouched asthey neared the top of the airs; he
signed right and | eft to the men whose bayonet-tips he could see on ether Side.

"Now!"

The bannerman dropped flat two steps down, jerking the flag erect and waving it back and forth.
The Brigaderos waiting in the upper hallway behind an improvised barricade of tables reacted exactly the
way Raj had expected. The pole jumped in the bannerman’s hands as a bullet took a piece out of the
ebony saff and others plucked through the heavy sk of the banner itself. Rg) and the leading riflemen
crouched below the lip of the stairs as minié bullets and pistol rounds blasted at the top step. Time
seemed to dow as heraised his head and | eft hand.

Green light strobed around aman with arevolver, aming between the dats of achar. Maximum
priority. Crack. He pitched backward with abullet through the neck, his scrabbling spraying body fouling
severd others. Ry fired as quickly as hiswrist could move the dot of the aimpoint to the next glowing
target, emptying the five-shot cylinder in lesstime than it took to take a deep bresth. Much more of this
and he'd get a reputation as a pistol-expert on top of everything else. As he dropped back under the
topmost step four men levelled their rifles over it and fired. The heavy 11mm bullets hammered right
through the barricade; the four ducked back down to reload, and another set afew steps lower down
stood to fire over their heads. The sound echoed back off the close stone walls, thunder-loud.

Not amaneuver in the drill-book, but these were veterans. He shook the spent brass out of the



revolver and reloaded, judging the volume of return fire.
"Oncemoreand & 'em,” hesaid. " Now."

They stood to charge. A man beside Rgj took a bullet through the belly, folding over with an oof
and falling backward to tumble and cartwhed down the stairs. Troopers behind him shouldered forward;
all the Brigaderos behind the improvised barricade were badly wounded, but that didn't mean none of
them could fight. There was abrief scurry of point-blank shots and bayonet thrusts.

Rg stood thinking as the soldiers searched the rooms on either side of the corridor, swift but
cautious. No more shots. . . except from outside, where the steady crackle was building up again. His
eyesfel onan unlit lamp. It was one of a seriesin brackets along the wall. Much like one back home; a
globular glassreservoir below for the cod-oil, and a coiled flat-woven wick of cotton insde adjusted by
asmall brass screw, with ablown-glass chimney above.

"Sergeant," R called, stepping over adead Brigadero.

The blood pooled around the enemy fallen stained his bootsoles, so that he left tacky footprints
on the parquet of the hallway. Light fell in from rose-shaped windows at either end of the halway.

"Get those lamps, dl of them," he said.
"Ser?' The noncom gaped.

"All of them, and there should be more in astorage cupboard somewhere near. Ditribute them
to the windows. Quickly!" The trooper dashed off; the order made no sense, but he'd see it was obeyed,
quickly and efficiently.

"Lieutenant,” Rg went on. The young man looked up from tying off arough bandage around his
caf.

"Mi heneral ?"

"A squad to each of the main windows, if you please. Send someone for extraammunition from
the saddlebags.”

"Sr."

"And check how many men able to shoot there are below. Send some troopersto help them
barricade the doors and windows."

"Ci, mi heneral."

Heled hisown smal group of messengers and bannerman through the room opposite the
staircase. It looked to be some sort of meeting chamber, with along table and chairs, and crossed
banners on the wall. One was the crimson-and-black double thunderbolt of the Brigade, the other alocal
blazon.

"Get thetable" hesad. "Follow meout."

The balcony outside ran the length of the front of the building, wrought-iron work on astone
base. The sgndlers came out grunting under the weight of the heavy oak table, and dropped it with a
crash onitssde and up againgt therailings. They dropped behind it with grateful speed, asriflemenin
windows and rooftops across from them opened fire. Luckily, nothing overlooked the town hall except
the tower of the church, and it was too open to make a good marksman's stand. Other squads were
bringing out furniture of their own, some from the Brigaderos own barricade at the head of the Sairs.

"Keep them busy, lads," Rg sad.



A steady crackle of aimed shots broke out; aong the balcony, from the windows at either end of
the halway behind, and from the smaler windows on the rear sde of the town hall. Rg took out his
binoculars. A cold smile bent hislips; the enemy seemed to be coming out into the streets and milling
around in surprise, mostly — even afew townspeople joining them.

Amateurs, hethought.

Tough ones, good individud fighters, but whoever was commanding them didn't have the
organization to switch plans quickly when the first one went sour. That was the problem with agood plan
— and it had been a cunningly conceived ambush — it tended to hypnotize you. If you didn't have
anything ready for its miscarriage, you lost time. And time was the most preciousthing of al.

South of the town the Life Guards were deploying, just out of rifle range. Dogsto the rear,
extended double line, one company in the saddle for quick reaction; right out of the manuals. Also the
guns. Four of them, and the first was getting ready to —

POUMPF. The shdl went overhead with awhirring moan and crashed into one of the mills.
Black smoke and bits of tile and roofing-timber flew up. More smoke followed; there must have been
something liketallow or lanolin stored there.

"Sir." It wasthe lieutenant and his platoon-sergeant.

The latter carried a dozen of the cod-oil lamps and led men carrying more, with gill others piled
high on ajanitors whedled wooden cart.

"Sir," the young officer went on, "theré's ten men downgairsfit to fight, if they don't haveto move
much. We've barred the back entrance; it's strong, and they won't get through without aram. The front's
another story, we've done what we can, but . . ."

Ra nodded and took a package of cigarettes out of hisjacket, handing two to the other men.

"Right," he began, and spoke over his shoulder. "Signdller, two red rockets.” Turning his attention
back to the other men:

"In about five minutes," he said, waving thetip of his saber at the town, "the barbs are going to
redize that with us Stting here they can't even defend the town againgt the Life Guards— we can
suppresstheir rooftop sniperstoo effectively from here.

"So they'll try rushing us. Theres only two waysthey can come; in the back, and in the front the
same way we did. We don't have enough guns to stop them, not and keep the snipers down too. And
oncethey're close to the walls, we won't be able to rise and fire down from up here without exposing
ourselves"

They nodded. Rgj took one of the lamps and turned the wick high, lighting it with his cigarette.
The flame was pa e and wavering in the bright morning sunlight, but it burned steadily.

"They'll have to bunch under the walls— by the doors, for example." Rg tossed thelamp up and
down. "l redly don't think they'll like it when we chuck these over on them.”

The two officers and the noncom smiled at each other. "What about the front?" the sergeant
asked. "Theresthis—" he ssamped a hedl on the balcony's deck "— over the portico.”

"That," Rg went on, "iswhere you'll take the keg." He nodded at the clay barrel of cod-oil on
the cart, with adozen lamps clinking againgt it. "And hang it like a pihnyata from one of the brackets.”

"Roityeare, sar," the sergeant said, grinning like ashark. "Roit where shelll shower 'em wit
cod-juice asthey come chargin' up t' teps, loik."



Hetook the heavy container and heaved it onto his shoulder with alift-and-jerk. "Y' e, Belgez,
follerme”

*k*

"A hundred thousand men?' Ingreid asked.

Teodore Welf nodded encouragingly. "That's counting al the regular garrisons we've been able to
withdraw, Y our Mightiness, and the levies of thefirst class— al organized, and dl between eighteen and

forty,"
Ingreid'slips moved and he looked at hisfingers. "How many isthat in regiments?*

Howyrd Carstens |ooked around the council chamber. It wasfairly large, but plain; whitewashed
walls, and tal narrow windows. The three of them were alone except for servants and civilian
accountants — nonentities. Good. He liked Ingreid, and respected him, but there was no denying that
large numberswere just not real to the older nobleman. For that matter, a hundred thousand men wasa
difficult number for him to grasp, and he was amodern-minded man who could both read and write and
do arithmetic, including long division. He had enough scars, and enough duelling kills, that nobody would
cdl it unmanly.

Teodore spokefirgt. "Standard regiments?' A thousand to twelve hundred men each. "A
hundred, hundred and ten regiments. Not counting followers and so forth, of course.”

Ingreid grunted and knocked back the last of his kave, snapping his fingersfor more.

"And theenemy?'
Cargtens shrugged. "Twenty thousand men — but more than haf of those are infantry.”

The Military Governments didn't have foot infantry in their armies, and he wondered why the
Civil Government bothered.

"Of mounted troops, red fighting men? Seven, perhaps eight regiments. They have alot of fied
artillery, though — and from what I've heard, it's effective.”

Ingreid shook his head. " Seven regiments against a hundred. Madness! What does Whitehd|
think he can accomplish?'

"l don't know, Y our Mightiness," Teodore Welf said. The older men looked up at the notein his
voice. "And that'swhat worriesme."

*k*

Burning men scrambled back from the portico of the town hdl. A few of them had caught afull
splash of thefuel, and they dropped and rolled in the wet dirt of the square. More legped and howled
and best at the flamesthat singed their boots and trousers. The bullets that tore at them from the
windows were much more deadly — but every man has hisfear, and for many that fear isfire. The smell
of scorched stone and burning wool and hair billowed up from the portico, up in front of the overhanging
balcony in abillow of heat and smoke. From the ground floor the dogs howled and barked, loud enough
to make thefloor shiver dightly under hisfeet. The men aong the ba cony above shot and reloaded and
shat, their attention drawn by the helplesstargets.

"Watch the bloody roofs,” Rgj snapped, hearing the command echoed by the non-coms.

The Brigaderos began to clump for another rush at the portico, asthe flamesdied down alittle. .
. dthough there was an ominous crackle below the ba cony floor, from the roof-beams that ran from the



archesto the building wall and supported it. Another shower of glasslanternsfull of cod-oil set puddies
of fire on the ground and broke the rush, sending them running back acrossthe plazato shelter in the
other buildings.

Rg looked left and south. Cabot's Life Guards were advancing, with the battery of field guns
firing over their heads. The gunners had the range, and the buildings edging the town there were coming
gpart under the hammer of their five-kilo shdlls.

"Messer Rg)." The platoon sergeant duckwalked up to Rgj's position, keeping the heaped
wooden furniture along the ba ustrade between him and any Brigadero rifleman's sights.

"We singed ‘em good, ser," the noncom said. His own eyebrows looked asif they'd taken
combat damage aswdll. "Only t' damned roof isburnin’, loik. Wenz gonna have tmove soon.”

"The barbswill move before we roadt, sergeant,” Rg said. | hope, he thought. He also hoped the
warmth in the floor-tiles under his hand wasanilluson.

The enemy should run. Pozadas had helped set up the ambush — something its citizens were
going to regret — but the Brigaderos were countrymen. Caught between two fires, their ingtinct would be
to head for open ground, out of the buildings that were protection but felt like traps.

He wiped his eyes on the deeve of hisjacket and brought the binoculars up. Yes. Groups of men
pouring out of the houses, pouring out of the mills— most of those were burning now, from the shellfire.
Onfoot and dogback they streamed north to the river, crowding the single narrow stone bridge or
swimming their dogs across. The battery commander was dert; heraised his muzzlesimmediately. The
ripping-sail sound of shells passed overhead. One landed beyond the bridge; the next fell short, pounding
aholein theroadway leading to it — and scattering men and dogs and parts of both up with the gout of
whitish-gray dirt. The next one clipped the side of the bridge itsdlf, and the whole battery opened up.
Shellsairburst over theriver, dimpling circlesinto the water, like dishes pockmarked with the
gplash-marks of shrapnel.

"Out, everybody out,” Rg said.

The Life Guards were charging, cheering as they came. The mounted company rocked into a
gallop ahead of them.

"Check every room," he went on. Someone might be wounded in one of them, unable to move.
"Moveit!"

The lieutenant came in from the back, hobbling on his ripped leg and grinning like asicklefoot.
"Bugged out,” he said. "All but the ones we burned or shot while they tried to open the back door with a
treetrunk.”

"Good work," Rgj said.

Hethrew an arm around the young officer'swaist to support hisweight and they went down the
gairs quickly; the lower story was aready emptying out. The dogs wuffled and danced nervoudy asthey
crossed the hot tile of the portico. Puddles of flame still burned on the cracked flooring, and the thick
beams of the ceiling above were covered in tongues of scarlet.

Guess| didn't imagine the floor was getting hot after all, Rg thought. The cod-oil had been
an effective solution to the problem of Brigaderos storming the building . . . but it might have presented
some serious long-term problems.

Of course, you had to survive the short term for the long term to be very important.



Horace snuffed him over carefully in the plaza, then sneezed when he was satisfied Rg hadn't
been injured. The mounted company of the Life Guards streamed through, dready drawing their rifles.
Two gunsfollowed them, limbered up and at the trot. Rgj looked south: the dismounted companieswere
fanning out to surround the town and close in from three Sdes.

Cabot Clerett pulled up before the generd, swinging his saber up to salute. Rg returned the
gesture fist-to-chest.

The younger man stood in the saddle. "Damn it, alot of them are going to get away," he said.
The measured crash of volley-fire was coming from the direction of the bridge, and the dightly dulled
sound of cannon firing case-shot at point-blank range.

Besde Rg, his bannerman stiffened dightly at the younger officer'stone. Clerett grew conscious
of the stares.

"Sir," he added.

Rg waslooking in the same direction. The land on the other side of the river wasflat drained
fiddsfor athousand meters or so. Brigaderos were running all acrossit, those with the fastest dogs
who'd been closest to the river. Bodies were floating down with the current, now. Not many who'd till
been in the water or on the bridge when the troops arrived would make it over; as he watched aclump
toppled back from the far bank.

"Oh, | don't think so, Mgor Clerett," he said calmly. Horace crouched and he straddled the
saddle.

Beyond the cleared fields was aforest of coppiced poplar trees, probably maintained asa
fuel-source for the handicrafts and fireplaces of Pozadas. The glint of metadl wasjust perceptible asmen
rode out of the woods, pausing to dressranks. The trumpets were unheard at this distance, but the way
the swords flashed free in unison and the men swept forward was unmistakable.

Clerett looked a him blank-faced. A murmur went through the men nearest, and whispers as
they repeated the conversation to those further away.

"Y ou expected the ambush, Sir?' he said carefully.

"Not specificaly. | thought we could use some help with al that livestock . . . and that everything
had been too easy.”

"If you'd told me, Sir, we might have arranged amore. . . eegant solution without extra troops.”

Rg sghed, looking around. The civilianswere sill indoors, gpart from afew who'd tried to
follow the Brigaderos over theriver, and died with them. The fireswere burning sullenly, smoke pillaring
sraight up in the calm chill air. He reached into a saddle bag and pulled out awalnut, one of abag
Suzette had tucked in for him.

"Mgor," hesad, "this isan degant way to crack awalnut.”

He sgueezed one carefully between thumb and forefinger of his sword hand. The shells parted,
and he extracted the meat and flicked it into his mouth.

"And it can work. However." He put another in the palm of hisleft hand, raised hisright fist and
smashed it down. The nut shattered, and he shook the pieces to the ground. "Thisway always works.
Very few operations have ever failed because too many troops were used. Use whatever you've got.”

Cabot nodded thoughtfully. "What are your orders, Sir?" he asked. "Concerning the town, that

is



The wounded were being laid out on the ground before the town hall. Rg) nodded toward them.

"WEell bivouac here tonight, your battalion and the Slashers" he said. " Get the fires out or under
control — roust out the civiliansto help with that. Round up the stock we were driving. Send out
scouting parties to see none of the enemy escaped or are lying up around here; no prisoners, by the
way."

"Thetown and the civilians?' Clerett asked.

Rg looked around; Pozadas had yielded on terms and then violated them.

"WEll loot it bare of everything useful, and burn it down when we leave tomorrow. Shoot al the
adult maes, turn the women over to the troops, then march them and the children back to the column for
sde"

Clerett nodded. "Altogether asmall but tidy victory, Sr," he said.
"Isit, Mgor?' Rg asked somberly. "Welost what . . . twenty men today?*
The Governor's nephew raised hisbrows. "Wekilled hundreds" he said. "And we hold thefield."

"Mgjor, the Brigade can replace hundreds more easily than | can replace twenty veteran cavalry
troopers. If dl the barbarians stood in aline for my men to cut their throats, they could dash until their
armsfdl off with weariness and there would still be Brigaderos. Y es, we hold the fiedd — until we leave.
With less than twenty thousand men, 1'd be hard-pressed to garrison asingle district, much lessthe
Western Territories asawhole. We can only conquer if men obey us without adetachment pointing
gunsevery moment.”

Rg tapped his knuckles thoughtfully on the pommel of hissaddle. "It isn't enough to defeat them
in bettle. | haveto shatter them — break their will to resist, make them give up. They won't surrender to
afew battalions of cavalry. So we have to find something they can surrender to."

He gathered hisreins. "I'm heading back to the main column. Follow as quickly as possible.”

*k*

Abdullah d'-Aziz spread the carpet with aflourish.

"Finest Al Kebir work, my lady," he said, in Spanjol with acareful leavening of Arabic accent —
it was his native tongue, but he could spesk haf a dozen with faultless purity. Hewas adight
olive-skinned man, like millions around the Midworld Sea, or further east in the Colonid dominions.
Dress and more subtle clues both marked him as awell-to-do Mudim trader of Al Kebir, and he could
change the motions of hands and face and body as easily asthelong tunic, baggy pantal oons and turban.

Thismorning room of the Generd's pa ace was warm with hangings and the log fire in one hearth,
but the everlasting dank chill of a Carson Barrackswinter ill lingered in the mind, if nowheredse.
Abdullah was dispelling alittle of it with his goods. Bright carpets of thousand-knot silk and gold thread,
velvets and torofib, spices and chocolate and lapislazuli. Since the Zanj Wars, when Tewfik of Al Kebir
broke the monopoly of the southern city-states, afew daring Colonial traders had made the year-long
voyage around the Southern Continent to the Brigade-held ports of Tembarton and Rohka. If you
survived the seamonsters and storms and the savagesiit could be very profitable. The Civil Government
lay athwart the overland routes from the Colony, and its tariffs quintupled prices.

Marie Manfrond straightened in her chair. "Thisisbeautiful work," she said, running ahand down
alength of torofib embroidered with peacocks and prancing Afghan wolfhounds carrying men in turbans
to the hunt.



"All of you," shewent on, "leave me. Except you, Katrini."

Severd of the court matrons sniffed resentfully as they swept out; attendance on the Genera's
Lady was a hereditary right of the spouses of certain high officers of state. Marie's cold gray gaze hurried
them past the door. Men in Guard uniforms stood outside, ceremonid guards and redl jailers. Abdullah
looked aside at Katrini. She went to stand beside the door, in aposition to give them afew secondsiif
someone burst through.

"Katrini's been with me sncewewere girls," Mariesaid. " trust her with my life."
Abdullah shrugged. "Inshdlah. Y ou know, then, from whom | come?”’

Hislong slk coat and jewe-clasped turban were perfectly authentic, madein Al Kebir astheir
appearance suggested.

"Ra Whitehdl," Marie said flatly. "The Colonia traders don't come to Tembarton thistime of
year; the winds arewrong."

"Ah, my lady isobservant,” Abdullah said. Marie nodded; not one Brigade noble in athousand
would have known that.

"But | do not come from Generd Whitehdl . . . not directly. Rather from hiswife, Lady Suzette.
If Messer Rgj's sword isthe Companions who fight for him, sheis his dagger, just as deadly.”

"What difference does it make?' Marie asked. "Why shouldn't | turn you over to my husband's
menimmediady?'

Abdullah smiled a theimplied threat, that he would be turned over later if not now. The subtlety
was pleasing. He owed Suzette Whitehall hisfreedom and life and that of hisfamily, but he served her
most of al because it gave him full scopefor histaents. He could retire on his savingsif he wished, but
lifewould be as savorless as meat without sdlt.

"Forgive meif | presume, my lady, but my lady Suzette hastold methat your interests and those
of General Ingreidarenot . . . how shdl | say . . . not dways exactly the same.”

"That's no secret even in Carson Barracks," Marie said. Not amonth after the wedding, with a
fading black eye imperfectly disguised with cosmetics. "But Ingreid Manfrond is Generd, and my people
areat war. Do you think | would betray the 591st Provisional Brigade and its heritage for my own spite?”

"Ah, no, by no means" Abdullah said soothingly, spreading his hands with acharming gesture.

"Lady Suzetteis moved by sSsterly compass on — and the conviction that Genera Ingreid will do
the Brigade al the harm atraitor could, through hisincompetence. Also the Spirit of Man— | would say
the Hand of God — is stretched over her lord. Heisinvincible. Lady Suzette's concernisthat you
yourself might suffer needlesdy from Ingred'sanger.”

"And | can bdlieve as much or aslittle of that as| choose" Marie said.

Silence weighed the warm air of the room for amoment; outside fog and soft raindrops clung to
thewadls and covered the svamps.

"Isit true," the young woman went on in aneutra voice, "that sheridesby hissde?!

Abdullah bowed again, ahand pressed to his breadt. " She rideswith his military household,” he
sad. "And stsindl hiscouncils. At El Djem her carbine brought down a Colonia whose sword was
raised above Messer Ra's head.”

Marie rested an elbow on the carved arm of her chair and her chin on her fist. "What help can



shebeto me?"

"Has not Generd Ingreid said, in public for al to hear, that as soon as you are delivered of an
heir he has no usefor you?'

The words had been rather more blunt than that. Marie nodded. Once Ingreid had an heir of her
undoubted Amalson blood, he would not need their marriage to make hisdigibility for the Seat
incontestable. She had been throwing up regularly for aweek, now.

Abdullah opened asmdl rosewood case. "Here are ayzed and beyam,” he said, smiling with
hooded eyes. "The one for the problem | see my lady has now. The other in case she comes to see that
Genera Ingreid isno shield for the Brigade, but rather amillstone dragging it down to doom.”

He explained the uses of the Zanj drugs. Katrini gasped by the door; Marie signed her to silence
and nodded thoughtfully.

"Ingreid hasn't the brains of asauroid,” she said thoughtfully. "Go on.”

"My lady has partisans of her own,” Abdullah said. "Thoseloyal to her family. Y our mother is
well-remembered, your father more s0."

"Few red vassals. The Seat controls my family etates, so | can't reward followers. Fighting men
have to follow alord who can give gold and gear and land with both hands. And I'm held here without
easy access to anyone but Ingreid's clients and sworn men.”

Abdullah spread his hands. ""Funds may be advanced,” he said. " Also messages carried. Not for
any treasonous purpose, but isit not your right? By Brigade law does not a brazaz lady of your rank
have aright to her own household, her own retainers?*

Marie nodded dowly. "Well haveto talk more of this," she said.

CHAPTER FOUR

"Right up ahead, ser," the Scout said. "Turn right off t'road, up to the kasgrane, lok."

The Expeditionary Force waswinding itsway through a countryside of low rolling hills, mostly
covered with vineyards and olive trees and orchards; pretty to look at, even with the leaves al down, but
awkward to march through. Villages grew more frequent as they approached Old Residence, and the
kasgrane —manor-houses— were unfortified and often lavishly built with gardens and ornamenta
waterworks, the country-residences of the city magnates. Thelight airy construction showed that most of
them would have been empty in winter anyway, but many of the villagers had headed for the security of
city wallsaswell. There hadn't been any serious war here in generations, but peasants knew downin
their bonesthat there was usually not much to choose between armies on the march. Either side might
loot and rape, perhaps kill and burn. Better to hidein acity, where only one sde waslikely to come and
where commanders were more watchful.

R& nodded and tapped Horace's ribs with his heels. His escort trotted behind him, aong the
cleared space beyond the roadside ditch. Past infantry swinging along, their uniforms patched but glad to
be out of the mud of the river bottoms, past guns and ox-wagons and more infantry and the hospital carts
with the tooth-grating sounds of wounded men jolting over rutsin the crude gravel pavement of the road.
Better than two hundred men down with lungfever, too; thered be more, unless he got them under shelter



soon. The nights were uniformly chilly now, the daysraw at best, and it rained every second day or so.
They'd come more than four hundred kilometersin only amonth. The men were worn out and the dogs
were sore-pawed.

And I've got the second-biggest city in the Midworld to take at the end of it, Rg thought
grimly. Old Residence was only a shadow of what it had been initsglory days six hundred years ago,
when it was the seat of the Governors and capitd of the whole Midworld basin. There were still four
hundred thousand residents, and it was the center of most of the trade and manufacture in the Western
Territories.

They passed the head of the column; beyond that were only the scouting detachments, combing
the hills ahead and around the main force to make sure there weren't any surprisesin wait. A platoon of
the 5th Descott waited at the turn-off.

The private laneway was narrow, but better-kept than the public road, smooth crushed limestone
and bordered by tall cypresstrees. It wound upward through vineyards whose pruning had been | eft
half-finished, some vinestocks cut back to their gnarled winter shapes and some with the season’s growth
till showing in long bare finger-shoots. Untended sheep grazed between them on the sprouting cover
crop of wild mustard. The kasgrane at the heart of the finca, the estate, was two stories of whitewashed
stone and tile roof. Thetall glass-paned doors on both stories showed it to be asummer residence; so
did the hilltop location, placed to catch the breeze. The windows were shut now, and smoke wafted from
the chimneys.

More came from the el aborate tents pitched in the gardens. Wagons and carriages and the
humbler dosses of servants and attendants crowded about, and a heavy smell of many dogs. A
resplendent figure in sparkling white sk jumpsuit and cloth-of-gold robe waited at the main entranceto
the manor. A jewe ed headset rested on histhin white hair, and the staff in his hand was topped by an
ancient circuit board encased in anet of platinum and diamonds. It was the Key Chip of the Priest of the
Resdentid Parish, symbol of hisauthority to Code the Uploading of soulsto the Orbit of Fulfillment and
the ROM banks of the Spirit. The vestments of the archsysups, sysups and priests around him made a
dazzling coronain the bright noonday sun.

The pontiff raised staff and hand in blessing from the steps as Rgj drew up. A bellows-lunged
annunciator stepped forward:

"Let dl children of Holy Federation Church bow before Paratier, the seventeenth of that name,
Priest of the Resdentid Parish, servant of the servants of the Spirit of Man of the Stars, in whose hands
isthe opening and closing of the data gates.”

R4 and his officers dismounted. They and Suzette touched one knee to the ground briefly; Rg
had the platinum-inlaid mace of his proconsular authority in the crook of hisleft ebow. That meant he
was the persond representative of the Governor — and in the Civil Government the ruler was supremein
gpiritual aswell astempora matters. Instead of knedling, he bowed to kiss the prelate's outstretched
ring-hand. Thering too held arelic of priceless antiquity, acomplete processing chip set among rubies
and sapphires.

a FC-77b6 unit, Center remarked, generally used to control home entertainment modules.
"Your Holiness," Rg said as he straightened.

The Priest was an dderly man with aface like pae wrinkled parchment, carrying afaint scent of
lavender water with him. His eyes were brown and as cold asrocks polished by aglacia stream.

"Heneralissmo Supremo Whitehal," hereplied, in accentless Sponglish. "I and these holy
representatives of the Church —"



The assembled clerics were watching Rg and his followers much as a monohorn watched a
carnosauroid; not afraid, exactly, but wary. Few of them looked full of enthusiasm for areturn to Civil
Government rule. The Church had been the prime authority in Old Residence under the dack
overlordship of the Brigade Generdls. None of them had any illusionsthat the Civil Government would be
50 lax. And the Governorswere dso unlikely to allow the Priest as much autonomy; the Chair believed in
keeping the ecclesagticd authorities under firm control.

"— and of the Governor's Council —"

The civilian magnates. The Council had been important haf amillennium ago, when the
Governors ruled from Old Residence. Therewas till a Council in East Residence, although membership
was an empty title. Evidently the locals had kept up the forms as a sort of municipa government.

"— are hereto offer you the keys of Old Residence.” Literdly: a page was coming forward, with
ahugeiron key on avevet cushion.

"My profound thanks, Y our Holiness" Rgj said.

Quite sincerdly; the last thing he wanted to do wastry to take a place ten timesthe Size of Lion
City by storm. He turned an eye on the assembled magnates.

"I'm pleasantly surprised at the presence of you gentlemen,” he went on. "Especidly sinceI'd
heard the barbarian Genera had extorted hostages and oaths from you."

Paratier smiled. "Oaths sworn under duress are void; doubly so, Since they were swornto a
heretic. These excdlent Srswere absolved of the oaths by Our order.”

Ra nodded. And | know exactly how much your words worth, hethought. Aloud: "However,
the heretic garrison?'

Paratier looked around. He seemed alittle surprised that Rgj was speaking openly before his
officers; abit more surprised that Suzette was at hisside.

"Ah—" he coughed into a handkerchief. "Ah, they have been persuaded . . ."
Lion City, Rg thought, did some good after all.

*k*

"Sir, please get onthetrain!”

Hereditary High Colond Lou Derison shook his head. " The Genera appointed me commandant
of Old Residence. Herel stay.”

"Lou," the other man said, stepping closer. "Welost Strezman and four thousand menin Lion
City. We can't afford another loss of trained regulars like that. There are only five thousand meninthe
garrison; that isn't enough to hold down ahodtile city and defend thewalls. But inthefidd, it may bethe
difference between victory and defest. Once we've beaten the grisuh in battle, Old Residence will open
itsgatesto us again — it'sawhore of acity, and spreadsitslegsfor the strongest.”

Behind the junior officer alocomotive whistle let out a screech, startling Derison'sdog into a
protesting whine behind him. Thelittle engine wheezed, its upright boiler showing red spots around the
base, where the thral shoveled cod into the brick arch of the furnace. Ten cars were hitched by smple
chain linksto the engine, much like ox-wagons with flanged whedls and board sides marked 8 dogs/40
men. These weredl crowded with soldiers, the last of the Old Residence garrison. Most had |eft during
the day and the night before. The tracks ran westward though tumbledown warehouses and then through
the equally decrepit city wall. The driver yeled something incoherent back toward the clump of officers.



Derison shook his head again. "No, no — you do what you must, Torens, and I'll do what |
must. Goodbye, and the Spirit of Man of This Earth go with you."

Major Torens blinked, gripped the hand held out to him and then turned to jump aboard the last
and aready moving car. The whedls of the locomotive spun on the wood-and-iron rails, and thewhole
train moved off into the misty rain with acreaking, clanging din that faded gradudly into echoes and the
last mournful wall of thewhistle.

Derison sghed and put on his hemet, adjusting the cheek-guards with care. His armor was
burnished and there was ared silk sash beneath his swordbdlt, but the weapons and plate had seen hard
sarviceinther day.

"Come, gentlemen,” he said. "Werideto the west gate.”
A dozen men accompanied him, his sonsand afew persond retainers. One spoke:
"Isthat wise, Sr? The natives are out of order.”

Derison straddled his crouching dog, and it rose with a huff of effort. "A man livesaslong ashe
lives, and not aday more. Well greet thisRg Whitehadll like fighting men, under an open sky, not hiding
inabuilding likewomen."

* k%

Massed trumpets played in the entrance to Old Residence. Horace skittered sideways afew
seps, and threw up hislong muzzle in annoyance. Army dogs expected trumpetsto say something, and
these were just being sounded for the noise. The wallsweretall but thin, and some of the crendlations
had fallen long ago. There were two towers on either side of the gate, but no proper blockhouse or
thickening of thewall. There had been kilometers of ruinsfirst, before they came to the defenses. Some
pre-Fall work; most of what the unFallen built with decayed rapidly, but the rest did not decay at dl.
Rather more of ordinary stone and brick, heavily mined for building materia. Those would date from the
third or fourth post-Fall centuries, when the Civil Government had been ruled from here and included the
whole Midworld basin.

Thewadll itself had come later, a century or two — when the population of the city had shrunk
and the situation had gotten worse. Old Residence fell to the Brigade about two generations after that.

There was no portcullis, just thick timber and iron doors. The roadway opened out into a plaza
beyond, thick with a crowd whose noise rolled over the head of the Civil Government column like heavy
aurf. Thiswas dill a big city. The street led south towards the White River, but hills blocked itsway,
covered with buildings. The giant marble-and-gilt pile of the Priests Paace off to hisleft; not just the
resdence, but home for the ecclesiastical bureaucracy. Further to the right the rooftop domes of the Old
Governor's Palace showed, with only alittle gold leaf still on the concrete, and the cathedron and
Governor's Council likewise— they weredl on hilltops, and thefilled-in area between them would be
the main plaza of the city. The rest was a sea of roofs and a spiderweb of roads, and the familiar
coa smoke-swesat-sewage-dog scent of a big city. There were even cast-iron lamp-stands by the side of
the main road for gadights, looking asif they'd been copied from the three-globe modd used in East
Residence. Which they probably had been.

Deegations lined the street on either Side; from the Church, from the great houses of the
magnates, from the merchant guilds and religious cofraternities. Holy water, incense and dried
flower-petals streamed out toward the color-party around Rgj; with music clashing horribly, and
organized shouts of Conquer! Conquer! That was a Governor's sdute and highly untactful, because
Barholm would have kittens when he heard about it — as he assuredly would, and soon.



Also waiting were agroup of Brigaderos nobles, looking dightly battered and extremely angry.
Rg and his bannerman and guards swung out of the procession and cantered over to the square of
white-uniformed Priest's Guards who ringed them. The soldiers had shaven skullsthemselves, which
meant they were ordained priests.

"Who arethese men?' Rgj barked to their officer, pitching hisvoice dightly higher to carry
through the crowd-roar.

"The heretic garrison commander. Thought held Ieft with the rest, but they were heading thisway.
We havethemin custody — "

"Where are their swords?' Rgj asked.
"Well, we couldn't |t prisoners go armed, could we?' the man said.
"Givethem back," Ry said.

Heturned his head to look at the white-uniformed officer when the man started to object. The
weapons came quickly, the usual single-edged, basket-hiked broadswords of the barbarians. The
Brigaderos seemed to grow afew inches as they retrieved them and sheathed the blades. Most of them
looked asif they'd rather use them on the priest-soldiers around them.

"High Colond Derison?' Rg asked, moving Horace forward afew paces.
"Generd Whitehdl?' the man asked in turn.

Ra nodded curtly. The Brigadero drew his sword again and offered it hilt-first across hisleft
forearm; the younger man by hisside did likewise. Rgj took the elder's sword, and Gerrin Staenbridge
the younger; they flourished them over their heads and returned the blades. By Brigade custom that put
the owners under honorable parole. He hoped they wouldn't make an issue of their empty pistol-holsters,
because he didn't have any intention of returning those.

"My congratulations on awise decison,” he said.

Actudly, staying on here was either a pointless gesture or cowardice. He didn't think the High
Colond was acoward, but it was apity he'd decided to stay if he was merely stupid. Rg wanted dl the
unimaginative Brigade officers possible active in their command Structure.

Derison inclined his head. "Y our orders, Sr?' hesaid.

"My orders areto convey you to East Residence,” Rg replied. Derison senior seemed taken
aback, but aflash of interest marked his son'sface. "Y ou'll be given honorable trestment and alowed to
take your household and receive the revenues of your remaining estates.”

He'd dso probably be shunted off to amanor in aremote province after Barholm had shown him
around to put some burnish on the victory celebrations, and his sons and younger retainers politely
inducted into the Civil Governments armies, but there were worse fates for the defeated. All Brigaderos
nobles who surrendered were being alowed to keep their freedom and one-third of their lands. Those
who fought faced death and their families were sold as daves.

"Infact,” hewent on, "I'd be obliged if you'd do something for me at the sametime."

Derison bowed again. Rg reached into hisjacket. "Here'sthe key to Old Residence," he said.
"Please present it to the Sovereign Mighty Lord with my complements, and say | decided to send it to
him in the kegping of aman of honor.”

The Brigadero looked down at the key — which was usualy, for ceremonia purposes, left in the



keeping of the Priest — and fought down agrin.
"Colond Staenbridge," Rej went on formally.
"Mi heneral ?"

"See that these nobles are conveyed to suitable quartersin the Old Palace, and guarded by our
own menwith al respect.”

"Asyou order, mi heneral."
Courtesy to the defeated cost nothing, and it encouraged men to surrende.
And now to work, hethought.

*k*

"Have any of you ever heard the story of Marthinez the Lawvman?' Rgj asked.

He stood looking out of the Old Palace windows down to the docks. The gadights were coming
on dong the main avenues, and the softer yellow glow of lamps from thousands of windows, both moons
were up, the fist-sized disks haf hidden by flying cloud. The picture was blurred by therain that had
gtarted dong with sundown, but he could just make out the long shark shapes of the Civil Government
steam rams coming up theriver, each towing a.cargo ship againg the current.

No complaints about the Navy thistime, he thought. Have to ook up their commander. The
room was warm with underfloor hot-air pipes, and it smelled of wet uniforms and boots and tobacco.

R4 turned back to the men around the semicircular table. All the Companions, some of the other
battalion commanders, and Cabot Clerett, who couldn't be safely excluded.

"Ah, Marthinez," Ehwardo Poplanich said. Suzette nodded. Her features had the subtle
refinement of sixteen generations of East Residence court nohility, able to show amusement with the
dightest narrowing of her hazd-green eyes. The rest of the Companions looked blank.

"Marthinez," Rg went on, pacing like aleashed cat beside the windows, "was aLawvman of East
Residence." The cepitd had astanding policeforce, rather an unusud thing even in the Civil Government.

Someone laughed. "No," Rg went on, "hewasavery odd Lavman. Completely honest.”
"Damned unnatura " Kadtin said.

"Possibly. That'swhat got him into trouble; he blew the whistle on one of his superiorswho'd
taken a hefty bribe to cover up anasty murder by a. . . very important person's son.”

Nodsall around thetable.
"Wel, it would have been embarrassing to bring him to tria, so he was thrown in the Subiculum.”

That was the holding gaol for the worst sort of crimind. Usudly the magistrates eventualy got
around to having the inmates given ashort trid and then crucifixion or hanging or fried at the stake,
depending on which crime had been the last before their capture. On the other hand, sometimesthey just
logt the namein the shuffle. A lifetime in the Subiculum was considerably worse than deeth, in most men's
opinion. Sometimes the loss was deliberate.

"Asyou can imagine, he wasn't very popular there. Four soul-catchers' — kidnappers who stole
free children for sde as daves— "decided they'd beat him to desth the very first night, snce hed put
theminthere.



"But," Rg went on with acarnivore grin, "Marthinez was, as| said, afairly unusud sort of man.
When the guards came in in the morning, the soul-catchers mostly had their heads facing backward or
their ribs stove in. Marthinez had some bruises. So they took him away to the solitary hole for aweek,
that's the tandard punishment for fighting inthecdlls. . .

"And asthey were dragging him off through the corridors, he shouted: You don't under stand!
I'm not trapped in here with you. You're all trapped in here with mg"

"Hemade," Rgj concluded, "quite aswath through the inmates until Enwardo's grandfather
pardoned him and made him Chief Lawvman.”

R4 hdted before the centra window, tapping one gauntleted fist into apam. " Generd Ingreid
thinkshe asmetrapped.” Heturned. "Just like Lawman Marthinez, en?"

Kaltin nodded. "I don't likelosing our mobility, though,” he said. Which was natura enough for a
cavdry officer.

Rg went on: "Kdtin, it's not enough to beat the Brigade. Believe me, you can have agood
commander and fine troops and win battle after battle and ill losethewar.”

hannibal, Center said. Rg acknowledged it slently. Hewas ill alittle vague on precisdly when
Hannibal had fought hiswar — it didn't seem like pre-Fall times at al —but Center's outline of the
campaign had been very ingtructive. Cannae was ajewd of abettle, as decisive as you could want. Even
more decisive than the two massacres Rg had inflicted on the Squadron last year — except that
Hanniba's enemies hadn't given up afterwards.

"Towin thiswar, we have to do two things. We have to get the civilian population hereto
actively support us."

There were snorts, Rg acknowledged them. "Yes, | know they've got no more fight than so
many sheep, most of them — six centuries under the Brigade. But therearea lot of them.

"Second and most important, we've got to make the Brigade believe that they're defeated. To do
that, we have to get as many of them aswe can in one spot; al the principa nobles and their followers, at
least. And then we have to kill so many of them that the remainder are convinced right down in their
bones that fighting us and degth are one and the same thing. The best way | can think of doing that is
persuading them to make head-on attacksinto fortified positions.”

Gerrinraised abrow. "That assumesthey will," he said. "I wouldn't. I'd entrench alarge blocking
force and send amobilefield army to attack our forward base in the Crown and mop up the areas we
marched through.”

Rg snorted. "Y es, but Gerrin — you're not abarb.” He jerked a thumb out the window.
"According to the latest intelligence, Ingreid has about a hundred thousand men ralying to his banner;
that's most of the regular army of the Brigade, and dl of their first-line reserves.

"Firgt, remember that the Brigade are aminority here. They're going to be worried about native
and peasant uprisings, the more so since we've occupied Old Residence — which doesn't mean anything
of military importance by itsdf, but the people don't know that. They'll be impressed.

"Second, they're stripping their northern frontier. The Stalwarts and the Guard will beraiding,
eveninwinter. Especidly sncethe Minigtry of Barbariansis subsidizing them to do exactly that.”

He went to the frame and ran his hand across the map of the Western Territories a the latitude of
Carson Barracks, alittle south of Old Residence.



"Most of the Brigaderos live north of here; it wasthefirst areathey overran, back when, and it's
where most of them settled. The southern part of the peninsulawas conquered more gradualy, and the
barbs are very thin on the ground there. So they'll be anxious about their homes and familiesin the north,
looking over their shoulders, eager to get it over with and go home. The Brigade doesn't have the sort of
command structure which can ignore that type of sentiment.

"Third, one hundred thousand men are going to be camping here, in the middle of a countryside
which we shdl systematically strip of every ounce of food we can. Y ou know the Brigade; they could no
more organize asupply system from the rear on that scae than they could fly to Minilunaby flapping their
ams”

"Therestherailroad to Carson Barracks," Gerrin Staenbridge said thoughtfully. "With that, they
can draw on the whole Padan Vdley." He turned to whisper to Bartin for amoment. "Yes, | thought so.
Just cgpable of handling the necessary tonnage, but without much margin.”

Ra nodded. " Something will be done about that. So they're going to be cold, and wet, and
hungry, and after awhilealot of them will be sick, too. They'll be thinking of their nice warm manors and
snug farmhouses and hot soup by thefire,

"Theyll have to attack. And we have to be ready. Now, gentlemen, here's how we're going to
do that. First, Snce were not blessed with a contingent from the Adminisirative Service, I'm gppointing
Lady Whitehd| legatefor civil affairs. Next —"

CHAPTER FIVE

"Mogt should recover," the Renunciate Sster said.

Suzette nodded, stopping for amoment by one man's bedside. His face glistened with swest,
more than the mild warmth of the commandeered mansion's underfloor hesting system could account for.
He gave her aweak smile as ahel per propped him up and lifted the bowl of broth to hislips. Theair was
full of amedicina smdl, mostly from the pots of water laced with mint and eucalyptus leaves boiling on
braziersin every room and corridor. A low chorus of racking coughs sounded under the brisker sounds
of orders and soup-carts.

"Lungfever ismost serious when the body is debilitated,” the Renunciate went on, asthey walked
out of the room. "Cold, exhaustion, or bad food. With warmth, rest, careful feeding and plenty of liquids,
most of these men should befit for light duty in Holy Church's cause within amonth.”

Which would give the equivaent of awhole battalion back to Rg. Suzette nodded, smiling.
"Y ou've done wonderful work," she said.
The Renunciate sniffed. "The Spirit waswith us, Lady Whitehal," she said tartly.

Church healers accompanied any Civil Government army; these had been with Rgj for going on
three years now.

"But pleasetel the heneralissmo that men who deep in cold mud while they're too tired to eat
properly will get sick.”

*k*



"Wheat isthe meaning of this?' the merchant demanded. "Out of my way, you peasantd”

Hetried to push past the infantrymen standing in the doorway of hiswarehouse. The peon
soldiers spoke no Spanjol and would have ignored him in any case. He walked into the crossed rifles as
if into astone wall, rebounding backward with a squawk. The morning sun glinted brightly on the honed
edges of their bayonets as they siwung up to present, the pointsinchesfrom hischest. Therewasa
four-dog carriage behind him, and two mounted servants armed with swords and pistols, aswell asa
crowd of hisclerks and storesmen. None of them seemed likely to get him through into his place of
businessthisday.

"Messer Enrike," asoothing voice said.

Enrike turned; Muzzaf Kerpatik was coming around the corner of thetall building with an officer
in Civil Government uniform.

"Messer Kerpatik, am | to be robbed, after all your assurances?"' the merchant demanded.

Rumor had it that Kerpatik was Rg's factotum for purchasing, an enviable post. It was plain to
see he at least was no Descotter — smadll and dim, dressed in dazzling white linen with the odd
fore-and-aft peaked cap of the southern border cities of the Civil Government, along the frontier with the
Colony. His Sponglish had the sing-song accent of Komar.

"Of course not," the Komarite soothed. " Just some precautions.”
"Precautions againg what?" Enrike demanded.

Muzzaf whispered in the officers ear. The man barked an order in Sponglish, and the squad
doped arms and wheeled away from the door. The others guarding the big wagon-gates of the
warehouse remained, but the employeesfiled into the front section of the building.

Enrike snorted as he settled into the big leather armchair behind his desk. One of the clerks
scuttled in to throw a scoopful of cod into the cast-iron stove in one corner, and amaidservant brought in
kaveandralls.

"Precautions againgt unauthorized sales” Muzzaf said. "Y oull find that al bulk-stored whest,
barley, maize, flour, rice, beans, preserved meats and so forth have been placed under sedl. First sdle
priority goesto the authorized purchasing agents of each battalion, at list prices.” He pulled a paper out of
hisjacket and did it acrossthe desk. "Soldiers are free to buy additiona suppliesretail, of course.”

"Outrageous!" Enrike said, scanning thelist. " These prices are robbery!"

"Reasonable for bulk sales," Muzzaf replied. "And payable in gold or Sght-drafts on Felaskez
and Sons of East Residence." The latter were as good as specie anywhere on the Midworld.

"Not reasonable in the least, given the Situation,” Enrike said. "'l hope your Generd Whitehdll
doesn't think he can reped the laws of supply and demand.”

He gave atight smile; the Brigade's nobles were mostly economicilliterates aswell as actud
ones. Enrike and his peers had done very well out of that ignorance, athough it caused no end of
problems when the Brigade tried to set palicy.

"Oh, no," Muzzaf said amiably. "And in any case, he hasin mysdf and others advisors who can
tell him exactly how to manipulate supply and demand. Marvelous are the ways of the Spirit, placing to
hand the tools that 1ts Sword has need of . Incidentdly, Lady Whiteha | has been appointed civic legate.
Any complaintswill be addressed to her."

Enrikeésfacefel. Muzzaf went on: Y ou'll note that after military requirements are met, eech



household isto be allowed to purchase a set amount once weekly. Also at list price.”
"How do you expect to enforce that?"

"Without greet difficulty,” Muzzaf said. "Consdering that we know how much each of you hason
hand." Enrike'sface fdl again as Muzzaf reded off figures. "And what norma consumptionis.
Incidentaly, shipswill be coming infrom Lion City with additiona supplies of grain from the Colonid
merchants stocks which wereforfeited to the State . . . we wouldn't want anything like that to happen
here, would we?"

"No," Enrike whispered. The news of the massacre of the Lion City syndics had spread widely.

He had dedlt with those men regularly; much of Old Residence's grain supplies were shipped in
from the Crown in norma years. Thisfall the city's grain wholesalers had gone to huge expense to bring
in more from the southern ports, or by railway from the Padan valey to the west. Everyone knew what
the Skinner mercenaries had done to the Colonias of Lion City, and the unleashed common people to
the wedthy.

"What the Army doesn't need, welll hand out at the list pricesin retail lots," Muzzaf went on. "Just
to prevent basd ess speculation and hoarding, you understand.”

"l understand,” Enrike said, between clenched teeth.

Hewould make afair profit this year — but nothing like the killing held anticipated. Not even as
much as he'd have made off the shortages caused by the fal of the Crown and Lion City.

Damn thiseasterner generd and hisminions! The Brigade were far easier to ded with. Grovel a
little and you could stedl them blind. Small chance that that would work with Rgy Whitehal. He might
passfor asmple honest soldier in East Residence, that pit of vipers, but asimpleton from the Governor's
court could give lessonsin intrigue to Carson Barracks.

Asfor fooling Suzette Whitehall . . . he shuddered, and covertly made the Sign of the Hornswith
hisleft hand againgt witchcraft.

*k*

"Watch that," Coloned Grammeck Dinnasyn said.

The officer in charge of the detail nodded nervoudy and stepped closer to inspect the bracing at
the top of thewall. Twin timber-and-iron booms ran out on ether sde, with counterweighted
wood-framed buckets on cables running over common block and tackle arrangements. The whole mass
creaked and groaned darmingly asthe full bucket of dirt and rubble from outsde the wal rose. Insgde the
wall ox-teams heaved at the cables, digging their hoovesinto the dirt asthe long stock-whips cracked
over their shoulders. The ton-weight of wet soil and rock groaned up to wall-level, then down to the
stone as men hauled it in with hooked poles. Others sprang to the top of the load and unhooked the
support cables, fastening them to the set running over the inner braces.

"Lock down the pulleys!" the officer Dinnasyn had warned said. " Chocks. Take up the strain
and sheet her home."

Iron whedls squedled againgt their brake-drums as the bucket lurched up and out over the inner
sdeof thewadll. It went down theinner Sidein jerks asthe men at the levers|et cable pay out from the
winches. When it thumped down the ox-teams heaved again, to tip it over. Hundreds of |aborersjumped
forward with shovels and mattocks and wheelbarrows, clearing it out and beginning to spread it asa
base-layer dong theingde of the stone wall. More cranes were operating up and down the length of it,
and laborers by the thousands. A step-sided earth ramp was growing against the ancient ashlar blocks of



thefortification. Just in from it more work-gangs demolished buildings and hammered rubble and stone
into smooth pavement; till more were resurfacing and widening the radia roads further in. Masons
labored all dong the wall, replacing the top courses of stones and repairing the parapets.

That would enable men and gunsto shift quickly from one section of the outer walsto another,
and let troops from a central reserve move swiftly. It was amazing what you could do in afew weeks,
with enough hands and some organization.

The building contractor beside the officer shook his head; looking at the ant-hive of activity insde
thewall, and the scarcely smdler svarm outside digging a deep moat.

"Amazing," he said, in dow Sponglish with a strong Spanjol accent. The eastern and western
tongues were closdly related but not redly mutualy comprehensible. "How you get . . . what you say,
organized so quick? Y our Messer Rg —"

Cold glances stopped him. The troops referred to their commander that way, but it was not a
privilege widdy granted.

"—aexcuzo, your Generd Whitehall, he must understand such thing.”
Dinnasyn shrugged. "He understands what needs to be done, and who can do it," he said.

The contractor nodded envioudy. He spent most of histime dealing with clientswho thought they
knew hisjob better than he did because they could afford to hire him. Working for someone who didn't
try to second-guess you was aluxury he coveted.

"How you get those riff-raff to work so hard?" he went on, looking at the laborers.

Soldierswere doing the overseeing and technica work; artillerymen, from the blue pantswith the
red stripes down the legs. His own skilled men were shoring and buttressing and timber-framing. The
work-gangs who dug and lifted were townsmen also, but dezpohblado factory-hands and day-laborers,
modtly.

"Bonus to the best teams, plus standard wages. We're paying atenth slver FedCred aday,”
Dinndsyn said.

The contractors lips shaped aslent whistle. "Y ou paying cash?" hesad.

Dinnasyn nodded. The wage-workers of Old Residence were not peon sexfs like the peasants of
the countryside, precisaly — but their employers mostly paid them in script good only at storesthe
bosses owned. That let them set prices asthey pleased, which meant the workers were usually short by
next payday and had to borrow againgt their wages.. . . dso from their employers, and at interest.

"Y ou going to get alot of complaints about thet," the contractor said with the voice of
experience. Mogt of his business was with the same magnates.

"No," Dinnasyn said. His smile made the contractor svalow nervoudy. "1 don't think well get
many complaintsat al."

* k%

"What'sthat?' Lieutenant Hanio Pinyasaid.

His patrol of the 24th Vdencia Foot were dog-weary with an uneventful night of walking the
sreets. Restless, too. They'd gotten used to thinking of themselves asred fighting men, after Sandora
and the Southern Territories and the campaign in the Crown. A month of warm barracks and good food
and new uniforms had put a burnish on the horrors of the forced march down from Lion City. Messer



Rg himself had complimented the infantry battalions on their soldierly endurance. Nothing had happened
since except wall-duty, unless you counted drunk soldiers asking Guardia patrols directionsto the
nearest knocking-shop or bar . . . and after real soldiering, even an infantry officer got tired of being a
pimp inuniform.

"Prob'ly some bitch havin' afight with ‘er old man, Sr,” the platoon sergeant said hopefully. Their
bivouac wasn't very far away.

The screams were louder, more than one voice, and there was a hoarse degp-toned shouting
beneath them. It al sounded asif it was coming from indoors, not far down the brick-paved street.

"Come on," Pinya snapped. "Messer Rgj said we're to keep strict order here”
The patrol lumbered into atrot behind him, their hobnails clashing in the darkened strest.

*k*

DoryaMinatili screamed with despair and fatered astep as she fled out the door of her home.
The soldiers outside had the same uniform as the onesinside. Out of the corner of her eye she could see
along sword swing up, and a hand grabbed at her braid.

The men in the street moved past her. The hand released her hair, and she heard an odd wet
thunk sound behind her. More soldiers pounded up the steps and through into the house. She turned,
trembling. The one who'd been chasing her waslying on the steps, pinned to the stone by along bayonet.
His sword clattered down into the street, spinning. The soldier who had killed him twisted therifleand
pulled the blade out, long and red-wet in the moonlight, blood gushing from the wound and the twitching
corpse's mouth and nose. All the other houses on the street were barred and shuttered, and this
neighborhood wasn't quite affluent enough to afford gadights. The girl began to tremble again as she
noticed that the uniforms were not quite the same. These soldiers didn't have the chainmail neck-flaps on
their hemets, and they wore armbands with alarge red letter G. They were short dark clean-shaven men,
not tall and fair like the others. An officer with adrawn sword led them; he held abullseye lanternin the
other hand.

* k%

Lieutenant Pinya shouldered the girl aside and pushed into the room. The 1st Cruisers trooper
ins de had been standing behind an older woman he'd bent over atable, getting ready to mount her; as
the guardia burst in hetried to pull up his pantsand go for his sword smultaneoudy. One man
buttstroked him in the gut; another chopped hisrifle sock down on the man's neck. He grunted and
collapsed, while the woman scuttled away to acivilian lying groaning in acorner. Someone had been
screaming rhythmically upgtairs; the sound broke off in mae shouts and heavy thumping.

A man came rumbling down the stairs, another 1t Cruiserstrooper. Still aive and conscious, but
from the way he moaned and flopped as he tried to crawl, not in very good shape.

Behind him two infantrymen carried awounded civilian; young, with adeep cutin oneleg. The
men had twisted a pressure-bandage over it, but blood leaked through it aready. Behind the wounded
man came agirl, younger than the one who'd run out into the street. This one had athrall collar on her
neck and was buck-naked; in her mid-teens and not bad looking, probably the housemaid. More
soldiers prodded another Cruiser ahead of them with their bayonets, and a corpora brought up the rear
with asack and abig ceramic jug, the typetheloca white lightning camein.

"Oh, shit," the lieutenant said.

Garrison duty back in the Southern Territories hadn't been that bad. A little boring, maybe. Now
he'd be up dl night explaining things to everyone, right up to Mg or Felaskez or even higher. Sober, the



1<t Cruisers were pretty good soldiers and disciplined enough you could forget they were Squadrones
barbarians. Three weeks on Guardia duty had taught him that with afew drinks under their beltsthey
tended to revert to type; aso that when drunk they couldn't tell a sow from their sisters, and either would
do aswdll.

The corpora waved the bottle and sack, which clinked like silverware. " Guess these fuckin'
barbs figured they'd get drunk and laid and get paid for it too, EI-T," he said cheerfully. A chanceto beat
up on cavarymen was araretreat in afootsoldier'slife. "Nobody e se upstairs. Looks like they were just

gettin' started, but thismight not be the first house."

A voice caled from the rear of the house. "Door to the dlley'sbrokein, sir.”

"Toryez, go get themedic, fadt,” the officer said. " Sergeant, patch the civilians. Get these shits
trussed.”

Soldiers pulled lengths of cord out of their belts and tied the prisoners hands before them, then
immobilized them by shoving the scabbards of their swords through the crooks of their elbows behind
their backs. One of the prisoners began mumbling in Namerique a increasing volume, but the sergeant
dlenced him with aswift kick between the legs.

"Outside," Pinyasaid, jerking athumb. "Roust out the neighbors, show 'em the dead barb and the
prisoners so they'll sound the alarm next time.”

Proclamations were one thing, but example was the best way of demonstrating that the Civil
Government commanders really were ready to defend the locals againgt their own men.

Heturned to the civilians. Both the men looked asif they would live, athough it was
touch-and-go for the younger man if the medic didn't arrive soon. The middle-aged woman |ooked
dazed, and the housemaid suddenly conscious of her nakedness; she snatched up atowel and tried to
make it do far too much.

"Hablai usti Sponglishi?" Pinyasaid. Blank looks rewarded him. Then the girl stuck her heed
around the open front door and spoke:

"l do," shesaid. "A little.”

Her accent was heavy, but the words were understandable. "What will happen to those men?"
she asked.

"Crucifixion," Pinyasaid bluntly. "Well need your statements. And | want you to trandate for me
to your neighbors.”

Thegirl looked at him with glowing eyes. He straightened and sheathed the sword. "Names?' he
began.

*k*

"Heneralissmo Supremo, weyielded our grest city to saveit, not to seeit destroyed!" the head
of the Governor's Council said.

Hewas standing. All the petitioners were, except for the Priest Paratier, who'd been given achair
at the foot of thetable. Rg sat at its head, watching them over steepled fingers with his elbows propped
onthearmsof hisarmchair. Motionlesstroopers of the 5th Descott lined two walls of the long chamber;
the fireplace on the inner wall was burning low, hissing lessloudly than the mingled rain and deet on the
outer windows. Suzette sat at hisright, with clerks taking down the conversation.

"Youyidded," Rg said softly, "because you knew what happened to the last city that tried to



resst the army of the Sovereign Mighty Lord Barholm. The army aso of the Spirit of Man.”

A cleric leaned forward; he was red-faced with anger, but throttled his voice back when Paratier
laid arestraining finger on hisdeeve.

"Heneralissmo, you implied that you would be moving on to fight the Brigade, not staying here
and making us the focus of their counter-attack.”

Rg amiled, acold ferd expresson. "No, Reverend Arch-Sysup, your own wishes were father to
that thought. | said nothing of the kind."

"Peace, my son," Paratier said. His voice had faded with age, but he adjusted his tyle to suit
rather than trying to forceit. The whisper was more compelling than ashout. ™Y et would not the Spirit of
Man grieveif the priceless treasures within these walls, the relics and records of ancient times, were
destroyed by the fury of the heretic and the barbarian?'

Rg inclined hishead. "Precisdly why | don't intend to allow the barbarians within thewalls, Y our
Holiness," hesaid briskly. "Asyou may have noticed, we've been making energetic preparationsto
recaivethem.”

"Throwing the city into chaos, you mean, Heneralissmo Whitehdl," acivilian magnate said.
"Overthrowing good order and discipline and encouraging al sorts of riot and tumult.”

The cost of hisrings and the diamond stickpin in his cravat would have kept a company of
cavary for amonth, and the jewelled buckles of his shoes were the purchase-price of remounting them.

Raj smiled openly. "Messer Fedherikos, | think you'll admit that my troops are quite disciplined.
So | presume you mean we've been employing the common people of the city on necessary works of
defense, and worse till paying them in cash and on time. They've shown greet zedl in the cause of the
Civil Government of Holy Federation.”

His eyesraked the petitioners. Few of them met his gaze; Paratier's eyes did; they wereascalm
and innocent as achild's— or a carnosauroid's.

"Do you gentlemen suppose your own commons might react to attempted treachery the way
those of Lion City did after their community returned to the Civil Government?

The naked threet clanged to the ground between them like aroundshot.

R4's voice continued like a metronome. " Of course, there's no possibility of treachery here.
Weredl loya sonsof Holy Federation Church.” Well, one of the Sysupswas a daughter of Holy
Church, but no matter. "And since nobody is consdering treachery, I'm showing my trust for the citizens
of Old Residence by declaring agenera mohilization of the populace. For [abor service, or for the militia
which I'm forming— toinclude dl private armed forcesin the city."

Therewas ashocked intake of breath. That would |eave the Church and the magnates helpless. .
. hdpless, among other things, againgt a popular uprising unless Rgj's troops guarded them. Also helpless
to deliver the city to Ingreid the way they'd ddlivered it to Rg.

these personswill follow instructions until stuation changes drastically, Center said.
Outlines glowed around most of the petitioners— most importantly, around Peratier. Red highlights
marked others, these individuals will resist necessary measur es, probability 94% =3.

Which of them are truly loyal? Rg enquired.

probability of any of indicated subjectsremaining loyal to the civil gover nment unless
under threat or directly coerced istoo low to be meaningfully calculated.



Exactly what | expected. The only difference is that some have enough guts to be actively
treasonous and some don't.

you learn quickly, raj whitehall.
No, I've lived in East Residence, hethought sourly.

R4 noted those marked as most dangerous; best detain those immediately. One or two flinched
as hiseye stopped at their faces.

"My son, my son,” Paratier intoned. "I shdl pray for you. Avoid the Sin of rashly assuming that
your program is debugged. The Spirit has given you great power; do not in your pride refuse to copy to
your system the wisdom others have been granted by long experience.”

R4 stood, leaning forward on his pams. "Y our holiness, messers, | am the Sword of the Spirit of
Man. The Spirit has chosen mefor Its military business, not asapriest. In spiritua matters, | will of
course be advised by HisHoliness. In military affairs, | expect you all to do the will of the Spirit — Who

speaksthrough me.

"And now," hewent on, "if you'll excuse me. Generd Ingreid is heading thisway with thewhole
home-levy of the Brigade, and I'm preparing for his reception.”

CHAPTER S X

The countryside outside Old Residence had a ghostly look. Colors were the gray-brown of deep
winter, leafless trees and bare vines. Nothing moved but an occasional bird, or a scuttling rabbit-sized
sauroid. Rg had ordered every scrap of food and every anima within two days hard riding brought in to
Old Residence or destroyed, and every house and possible shelter torn down or burned. The broken
snags of avillage showed at the crossroads ahead, tumbled brick and charred timbers, looking even
more forlorn than usua under the dash of the rain. The two battalions rode through silently, the hoods of
their raw-wool cloaks over their heads. Bridlesjingled occasionaly as dogs shook their headsin a spray
of cold water.

R4 reined in to one sde with the two battalion-commanders. The two hundred Skinnerswith him
were jauntily unconcerned with the westher; compared to their native steppes, thiswas balmy spring.
Many of them were bare-chested, not even bothering with their quilt-lined winter jackets of waterproof
sauroid hide. Theregularslooked stolidly indifferent to the discomfort. Anxiousfor action, if anything;
men who don't liketo fight rarely take up the profession of arms, and these troopers hadn't lost abattlein
along time. He had Poplanich’'s Own with him, and two batteries— eight guns. The other unit wasthe
2nd Cruisers. No artillery accompanied them, but each man had atrain of three remounts, and the dogs
carried pack-saddles with loads of ammunition and spare gear. The mounts were deek and
glossy-coated. Fed up to top condition with the offal from Old Residence's daughterhouses, where the
mest from the confiscated livestock was being sated and smoked.

The trumpet sounded and Poplanich's Own swung to a hdt. The Skinners straggled to a stop,
more or less, which was something of aconcession with them. The 2nd Cruisers pedled off to the north,
taking aroad that straggled off into the hills.

Soirit, but | hate war, Rg thought, looking at the ruined village. It would be ageneration or
more before this arearecovered. If somebody cut down the olive trees and vineyards for firewood,



which they probably would, that would be three generations of patient labor gonein an afternoon. Rain
dripped from the edge of his cloaks hood. He pushed the wool back, and the drops beat on his helmet
like thetears of gods.

Ehwardo was looking after the Cruisers. " Thought you had somethinginmind," he said mildly.
"Evenif youdidntsay."

Raj nodded. "Even the Brigaderos won't neglect to have Old Residence full of spies” he said.
"No point in making things easy for them.”

"Tear up therailroad before they get here?' Ehwardo asked.

"By no means,” Rg chuckled. "Ludwig's men will lielow and scout while the Brigade compl etes
ther initid movements. Railroads,” he went on, "are wonderful things, no mater how the provincia
autonomists squedl about 'em. The whole Civil Government should go down on its knees and thank the
Spirit that His Supremacy Governor Barholm has pushed the Central Rail through all theway to the
Drangosh frontier — the fact that the Colony has river-trangport there has been aball and chain around
our anklesin every war weve ever fought with them."

Ehwardo raised his brows.

Ra went on: "Y ou can do arithmetic, Ehwardo. One hundred thousand Brigaderos. Fifty
thousand camp followers, at theleast; alot of them will be bringing their familiesalong. Say, oneand a
quarter kilos of bread and half akilo of megt or cheese or beansaday per man, not to mention cooking
oil, fued . . . and preserved vegetables or fruit, if you want to avoid scurvy. Plusfeeding nearly a hundred
thousand dogs, each of them eating the same type of food as the men but five to ten times as much. Plus
twenty or thirty thousand oxen for the wagon trains from railhead to camp, all needing fodder. That's over
athousand tons a day, absolute minimum.”

"So wewait for them to get here and then cut theraillway,” Ehwardo said. "Still, there are
countermeasures. Hmmm . . . I'd station say, twenty or thirty thousand of their cavalry along thelinefor
patrol duty. Easier to feed them, easy to bring them up when needed, and fifty or sixty thousand men
would invest the city just aswell as ahundred thousand. A hundred thousand's damned unwieldy asa

fidd amy anyway."

Ra smiled unpleasantly. "Exactly what I'd do. Ingreid, however, isaBrigadero of the old schoal;
he has to take his boots off to count past ten. And not one of his regimental commanderswill want to be
anywhere but at the fighting front. Furthermore, al the foundries capable of building new locomotives are
in Old Residence, and so are the rolling mills capable of turning out new strgp-iron to lay on therails."

The genera turned to the younger commander. Ludwig Bellamy was abarbarian himself,
technically — anoble of the Squadron. He looked the part, afinger taler than Rg, yelow-haired and
blue-eyed. Hisfather had surrendered to Rg for prudence sake, and because of a grudge against the
reigning Admird of the Squadron. Ludwig had his own reasons for following Rgy Whitehall, and hed
managed to turn himsdf into avery creditable facsmile of acivilized officer.

"Ludwig, thisisan important job I'm giving you. Any warrior can charge and dig; thisneedsa
soldiers touch, and a damned good soldier at that. 1t'stricky. Some of Ingreid's subordinates are capable
men, from thereports.” For which bless Abdullah, he thought. " Teodore Wdf, for example, and
Cagens”

Helaid ahand on Bellamy's shoulder. " So don't cut the line so badly that it's obvioudy hopeless.
Teasethem. Let atrickle get through, enough to keep Ingreid hoping but not enough to feed hisarmy.
Step it up gradudly, and don't engage the enemy. Run like hdll if you spot them anywhere near; they
can't be everywhere dong eight hundred kilometers of rail-line. Keegp the peasants on your side and youll



know exactly where the enemy are and they'll be blind.”

Ludwig Bellamy drew himsdf up. "Y ou won't be disgppointed in me, Messer Rgj," hesaid
proudly.

The three officers leaned towards each other in the saddle and smacked gauntleted fistsin a
pyramid. Ehwardo shook his head as Bellamy and his bannerman cantered off aong the line of the 2nd
Cruisers, dill snaking away north into the gray rain.

"I don't think you'll be disappointed in him either,” he murmured. "Y ou have the ability to bring
out abilitiesin men they didn't seem to have, Whitehal. My great-uncle called it theruler's gift."

"Only insoldiers” Rg said. "'l couldn't get civiliansto follow me anywhere but to afree-wine
fiesta, except by fear — and fear doneisno basisfor anything congtructive.”

"You'redoing quitewell in Old Residence," Ehwardo pointed out.

"Under martid law. Whichisto civil law asmilitary musicisto musc. I've gotten obediencein
Old Residence, with twenty thousand guns at my back, but | could no moreruleit in the long term than
Genera Ingreid could understand logigtics.” Rg amiled. "Believe me, | know that I'm redlly not suited to
civil adminigration. | know it asif the Spirit Itsdlf had told me.”

correct.

Ehwardo grunted skeptically, but changed the subject. "And now lets get on to that damned
ralway bridge," hesaid. "I don't fed easy with nobody there but those Stalwart mercenaries.”

Raj nodded. "Agreed, but there was nobody €l se to spare before the walls werein order,” he
sad.

Therail bridge crossed the White River ten kilometers upstream from Old Residence, the
easternmost spot not impossibly deep for bridge pilings. Without it, the Brigade armies would haveto go
upstream to the fords to cross to the north bank — the south bank of theriver held only unwalled
suburbs — which would delay them aweek or two and complicate their supply Stuation even further. A

strong fort at the bridge could be supplied by river from Old Residence, and would give the Civil
Government force apotential saly port to the besiegers rear.

They heded their dogsforward, the heavy paws splashing in the mud.

*k*

Antin M'lewiswhigtled slently to himself through histeeth and sang under his bregth:

When from house t'house yer huntin'’,

ye must allayswork in pairs —

Half t'gain, but twice t'safety ye'll find —
For a single man gits bottled

on them twisty-wisty stairs,

An' a woman comes n' cobs him from be'ind.

Whin ye've turned 'eminside out,



n' it seems beyond a doubt
As there warn't enough to dust a flute,
Befer ye dling yer hook, at t' housetops take a ook,

Fer 'tisunnerneath t' tilesthey hide t' loot —

The forest ahead was dripping-wet, and the leaf-mould dippery as only dimy-rotten vegetation
could be. M'lewis noted proudly how difficult it wasto see hismen, and how well the gray cloaks
blended in with the vegetation and shattered rock. He made a chittering noise with tongue and teeth —
much like the cry of any of the smaller sauroids— and twenty soldiers of the Scout Troop rose and
moved forward with him, flitting from trunk to trunk. They hated at his gesture, among broken rocks and
wire-like native scrub. Every one of them was aréative or neighbor of his, back in Bufford Parish. Every
one of them abandit, sheep-lifter and dogsteder by hereditary vocation. Following those trades
demanded high skill and steady nervesin not-very-lawful Descott County, where every vakaro and
yeoman-tenant carried arifle and knew how to useit.

He had no doubt of their abilities. Nor of their obedience. Antin M'lewis had risen from trooper
to officer and the Messer class by hitching his star to that of Messer Rg . . . after nearly being flogged for
theft at their first meeting. The Scouts— unofficidly known asthe Forty Thieves— had a superdtitious
reverence for aman that lucky. They also had awell-founded respect for his garotte and skinning knife.

Vishility waslimited; rain, and ground-mist. He could see the railway track disgppearing
downward toward the river, switching back and forth to the southwest. On the tracks and the road
bes de them marched mounted men, in columns of fours. Heading toward him, which meant toward Old
Residence.

"Messageto Messer Rgj," he said over hisshoulder. "Two . . . make that four hunnert men'n
column gpproachin’. Will withdraw an' keep 'em unner observation.”

* k%

"Couldn' tel who theunswuz, Messer Rg)," the messenger said. "Jist they'z marchin’ in column,

observe, Center said.

*k*

Thefort on the north side of the railway bridge was a smple earthwork sguare with atimber
paisade. White water foamed just west of it, where the stone pilings of the bridge supported the heavy
timberwork arches. Migt filled the surface of the water, turning and writhing with the current beneeth. A
column of Brigaderos cavary had ridden onto the southern approaches, more stretched back into the
rain, ahuge sted-glistening gray column vanishing out of sight. Theironshod whed's of gunsthundered on
therailway crossties, light brass muzzle-loading fiel dpieces.

The Stdwarts within the fort were boiling to the walls; adeep or drunk or huddled in their huts
againg the chill for far too long. They'd probably had scouts out on the south side of theriver, and the
scouts had equally probably smply decamped when the Brigade host thundered down on them.

A rocket soared up from the fort. The smoke-trail vanished into the low cloud; the pop of the
explosion could be heard, but the colored light was invisible even from directly below. Asif that had been
asgnal, hundreds of figures boiled down over thewall and to the skiffs and rowboatstied to apier



bel ow the bridge. They wore the striped tunics of Stalwart warriors under their sheegpskin jackets.
Equdly nationa were the light one-handed axesthey pulled out to chop at the painterstying the light
boats to the shore. Chopping at each other aswell, as panicked hordes fought for placesin the boats.
Some of the craft floated downstream empty as would-be passengers hacked and stabbed on the dock,
others upside down with men clinging to them, till others crowded nearly to snking. Arcsof spray rose
into the air as those hacked down with oars on the heads of men trying to cling to the gunwales.

Still more Stalwarts tore up the track toward Rg's vantage-point, their eyes and mouths round
O'sof effort. They scattered into the woods on either side of the track. There were barrels of gunpowder
braced under the bridge, with trains of waxed matchcord linking them. Nobody so much aslooked at
them.

The viewpoint switched to thefort itsdf. An older man climbed down thewall facing the bridge
and began to trudge toward the Brigaderos, His graying hair was shaved behind up to aline drawn
between his ears; he had long drooping mustaches, anet of bronze rings sewn to the front of histunic and
cut-down shotgunsin holsters along each thigh. Rg recognized him. Clo Reicht, chieftain of the Stalwart
mercenaries serving with the Expeditionary force.

"Marcy, varsh!" he called, as he came up to the leading enemy, alancer officer inrichly-inlaid
armor. Mercy, brother-warriors, in Namerique.

Points dropped, jabbing close past the snarling muzzles of the war-dogs. Reicht smiled broadly,
hislittle blue eyes twinkling with friendliness and sincerity. His hands were high and open.

"I know lots about Rgj-man,” he said. "Hetdls Clo Reicht dl about his plans. Worth alot. Take
meto your leader."

**k*
Shit, Rgj thought, pounding afist into the pommel of hissaddle.
Hed taken one more gamble with hisinadequate forces. Thistime it hadn't paid off.

Rg blinked back to the outer world, to the weight of wet wool across his shoulders and the smell
of wet dog. Ehwardo and M'lewis were staring a him, waiting wide-eyed for the solution. The
Governor shouldn't send us to make bricks without straw, that's the solution, hethought. With
enoughmen. ..

"The Stalwarts bugged out,” he said crisply.

Helooked from side to side. There were laneways on either side of the low embankment of the
ralway, and cleared land alittle way up the dopes of the hills. The ground grew more rugged ahead, but
nowhere impassble; behind him it opened out into the ralling plain around the city itself.

"The Brigaderos vanguard is over the bridge and coming straight at us. Courier to the city,
please.” A rider took off rearward in a spatter of mud and gravel.

"Retreat?' Ehwardo asked. M'lewiswas nodding in unconscious agreement.

Rg shook hishead. "Too far," he said. "If werun for it well lose cohesion and they can pursue
without deploying, at top speed, and chop us up. Therefore—"

"— we attack, mi heneral," Ehwardo said. He took off hishelmet for a second, and the thinning
hair on his pate stuck wetly to the scalp as he scratched it. "If we can push them back on the bridge. . ."

Rg nodded. He could turniit into akilling zone, men crammed together with no chanceto use
their weapons or deploy.



"Two companies forward, deployed by platoon columns for movement,” he said. Tight formation,
but hed need dl the firepower possible. "Threein reserve, gunsin the middle.”

He stood in the saddle and shouted in Paytoiz: " Juluk! Y ou worthless clown, are you drunk or
judt efrad?'

The Skinner chief did his hound down the hillside out of the forest and pulled up beside Rg.
"Long-hairscome," he said succinctly. "Y ou run away, sojer-man?”

"Wefight," hesaid. "Y ou keep your men to the sdes and forward.”

The nomad mercenary gave a huge grin and anod and galoped off, screeching orders of his
own. Around Rgj, Poplanich's Own split its dense formation into alooser advance by four columns of
platoon strength, spaced across the open way. A brief snarl of trumpets, and the men drew the rifles out
of the scabbards to rest the butts on their thighs. Dogs bristled and growled in the sudden tension, and
the pace picked up to afast walk What breeze therewas wasin their faces, so there shouldn't be any
warning to the enemy from that.

Good scouting meant the five-minute difference between being surprised and doing the surprising.
"Wak-march, trot."

They pushed forward, amassed thudding of paws and the rumble of the guns. Over alip inthe
ground, and aclear view down through the hillsto the white-gray mist along the river, with the bridge
risng out of it like magic. Therailroad right-of-way between was black with men and dogs, dully
gleaming with lanceheads and banners. The double-lightning flash of the Brigade was dready flying over
thelittle fort as the host streamed by, together with a persona blazon — arunning wardog, red on black,
with ahuge silver W. The house of Wdf; intelligence said Teodore Welf led the enemy vanguard. The
Brigadero column was thick, men bunched stirrup to stirrup across dl the open space. Y oung Teodore
was risking everything to get forces forward quickly, up out of the hillsand onto the plain.

Precisgly theright thing to do; unfortunately for the enemy, even ajudtified risk was il risky.

The trumpet sounded. The platoon columns hated and the dogs crouched. Men stepped free and
double-timed forward, spreading out like the wings of a stooping hawk. Before the enemy afew hundred
meters ahead had time to do more than begin to recoil and mill, the order rang out:

llCompa.Iy _II
"Patoon—"
"Front rank, volley fire, fire."

BAM. Two hundred men in asingle shot, the red muzzle-flashes spearing out into therain like a
horizonta comb.

The rear rank walked through the first. Before the echoes of theinitia shout of fwego had died,
the next rank fired — by half-platoons, eighteen men at atime, in arapid Suttering crash.

BAM. BAM. BAM. BAM.

The field-guns came up between the units. "If they break — "Ehwardo said. The troopers
advanced and fired, advanced and fired. The commandersfollowed them, leading their dogs.

"If " Rej replied.

The gunsfired case-shot, the loads spreading to maximum effect in the confined space. Merciful
smoke hid the result for an ingtant, and then the rain drummed it out of the air. For fifty meters back from



the head of the column the Brigaderos and their dogs were a carpet of flesh that heaved and screamed. A
man with no face staggered toward the Civil Government line, ululating in awordlesstrill of agony. The
next volley smashed him backward to rest in the tangled pink-gray intestines of adog. The animd ill
whimpered and twitched.

Men have a lot of life in them, Rg thought. Men and dogs. Sometimesthey just died, and
sometimesthey got cut in haf and hung on for minutes, even hours.

The advancing force had gotten far enough downd ope that the reserve platoon and the second
battery of guns could fire over their heads. Shock-waves from the shells passing overhead dapped at the
back of their hdmetslike pillows of displaced air. Most of the head of the Brigaderos column was trying
to run away, but the railroad right-of-way was too narrow and the press behind them too massive. Men
spilled upsope toward the forested hills. Just then the Skinners opened up themsalves with their
two-meter sauroid-killing rifles. Driving downhill on alevel dope, their 15mm bullets went through three
or four men at atime. A huge sound came from the locked crowd of enemy troops, half wail and haf
roar. Some were getting out their riflesand trying to return fire, standing or taking cover behind mounds
of dead. Lead dugs went by overhead, and not two paces from him atrooper went unh! asif
belly-punched, then to his knees and then flat.

Therest of hisunit walked past, rel oading. Spent brass tinkled down around the body lying on
therailroad tracks, bouncing from the black iron strapping on the wooden stringers.

Raj whistled sharply, and Horace came forward and crouched. Got to see what's going on, he
thought, straddling the saddle and levelling his binoculars as the hound rose.

Then: damn.

Hard to see through smoke and mist, but there was activity down by the fort. Men with banners
gdloping out amid agreat whirring of kettledrums. The enemy column had been bulging naturdly, where
advancing ranks met retreating. The party from the fort was getting them into order, groups of riding dogs
being led back and men in dragoon uniforms jogging left and right into the woods. A trio of shellsfrom
the second battery ploughed into the knot of Brigaderos, raising plumes of dirt and rock, rail-iron and
body-parts. When those cleared the movement continued, and the Welf banner ill stood. Rgj focused
his glasses on the fort's ramparts;, Center put a square across his vision and magnified, filling in datafrom
esiimation. A man ininlaid lancer armor with a high commander's plumes. Another with ahalter around
his neck and two men standing behind him, the points of their broadswords hovering near hiskidneys.
Clo Reicht, pointing . . .

Pointing at me. A man might not be recognized at this distance by unaided eyes, but Horace
could.

The press on the bridge behind the fort had hated. Two low turtle-shaped vehicles were coming
over it, dowly, men and animasrippling asde to let them pass. Steam and smoke vomited from low
smokestacks; the Brigade wasn't up to even the asthmatic gas engines the Colony and Civil Government
used for armored cars, but steam would do at a pinch. Another curse drifted through his mind. Someone
had had arush of intelligence to the head. The cars were running on flanged whedlsthat fitted the tracks.
Sections of broader tire were lashed to their decks. A few minutes work to bolt them onto the iron hubs,
and they'd be road-capable. Now that was clever.

"Ehwardo!" Rg shouted.
"Nojoy?" the Companion said.

"No. They began to sampede, but whoever'sin charge down there is starting to get them sorted



A lancer regiment was extracting itsdf from the tangle and forming up. Gunswent thump from
thefort, and aroundshot came whirrr -crash, bouncing up into the air again hafway between the lead
goray of enemy dead and the Civil Government's line. More and more riflemen were returning fire, some
of them in organized units. The Brigaderos troops were brave men, and mostly trained soldiers. They
didn't want to panic, and they knew the red daughter started when one side or the other bugged out.
Once somebody started giving orders, they must have been relieved beyond words.

"If that's Teodore Wdf, Ingreid Manfrond had better ook to his Seat later,” Ehwardo said.
"And we'd better look to our collective arseright now," Ry said.

He glanced at the sky, and called up memories of what the terrain was like. More bullets cracked
by, and a cannonball hit atree updope from him and nearly abreast. The long dender trunk of the
whipstick tree exploded in splinters a breast height, then sagged dowly away from the track, held up by
itsneighbors.

"He's got enough brainsto reverse their stlandard tactic,” Rgj said. "Those dragoonswill try and
work around our flanks, and the lancers will charge or threaten to to keep us pinned.”

"Rearguard?' Ehwardo asked.

It was obvioudly impossible to stay. There had been achance of rushing the bridgeif the enemy
ran, but if they didn't the brutal arithmetic of combat took over. There were just too many of the other
sdein this broken ground. Their flanks weren't impassible to men on foot, and the ground there provided
plenty of cover.

"I'll doit, with the guns and the Skinners." He held up ahand. "That'san order, mgor. Take
them back at atrot, no more, and a company or so saddled up just inside the gate. Well see what
happens. M'lewis, get your dog-robbers together. Courier to Juluk —" the Skinner chieftain "— and tell
him I need him now. Captain Harritch!"

The artilleryman in charge of the two batteries heeled hisdog over.

"Captain Harritch, put a couple of roundsinto the railbed now, if you please’ — because he did
not want those armored cars zipping up at railroad speeds on smooth track — "and then prepare to
limber up. Heréswhat well do . . "

Everyone here looked relieved to hear orders, aswell. Now, if only there was someoneto tell
him what to do.

*k*

"Now!" the battery-lieutenant said.

Sergeant-Driver Rihardo Terraza— hisjob wasriding the left-hand lead dog in the gun'steam
— heaved at thetrail of the gun. Therest of the crew pushed likewise, or strained against the spokes of
the whedls. The field-gun bounced forward over thelittle risein the road.

spiritmer cifulavatar ssaveus, but the barbs were close thistime. Not four hundred meters
away, dragoons and lancers and a couple of their miserable muzzle-loading field-guns pounding up the
road in the rain, which was getting worse. They had just time enough to check alittle as the black muzzles
of the gunsrose over theridge, appearing out of nowhere. There were other Brigaderos crossing the
rolling fields, but they were much further back, held up by stonewalls and vineyardstripping at their

dogs.
The breechblocks clanged. Everyone legpt out of the path of the recoil, opening their mouthsto



sparetheir ears.
POUMF. POUMF. POUMF. POUMF.

I nstantaneous-fused shells burst in front of the Brigaderos. Juicy, Terrazathought with vindictive
satisfaction. HeEd been with this battery for five years, since the El Djem campaign, when they only
brought one gun of four out of the desert. He knew what canister did to a massed target like that.

"Keep your distance, fastardos,” he muttered under his breeth as he threw himsdlf at the gun
agan.

Back into battery; he could fed histhigh-muscles quivering with the strain of repeated effort, of
heaving this two-ton weight of wood and iron back again and again. Therain washed and diluted his
swest; helicked at hislips, dry-mouthed. Raw sulfur-smelling smoke made him cough. A bullet went
tunnnggg off the gun-barrel not an arm'slength from his head, flattening into alead pancakelikea
miniature frishee and bouncing wheet-wheet-wheet off into the air.

Their own barbs were opening up, Skinners who stood behind their shooting-sticks and fired
with the metronome regularity of jackhammers. Something big blew up over toward the enemy, one of
their caissons probably. That might be the Skinners, or the battery's own fire. No time to waste looking
and Spirit bless whatever had doneit; it gave the barbs something to worry about except trying to give
Rihardo Terraza an edged-meta enema.

POUMF. POUMF. POUMF. POUMF.
"Limber up!" the lieutenant shouted.

Thistime the team caught thetrail before the gun quite finished recoiling — risking crushed feet
and hands, but it was a lot easier than hauling the gun by muscle force done. Fagter, too, which was the
point right now. They kept the momentum going and the trail up, the muzzle of the gun pointing dightly
down, and ran it right back to the limber. That was atwo-whedled cart holding the ready-stored
ammunition and the hitch for the team. The stedl 1oop at the end of the trail dropped on the lockbar at the
rear of thelimber with aniron clung.

Terrazaignored it; dapping the lockpin through the bar was somebody else'sjob. Hislittle
brother Havara's, in point of fact. It wasthe lieutenant's job to tell him whereto go, and Captain
Harritch's to decide where that was, and Messer Rg to look after everything. Rihardo'sjob wasto get
this mother where it was supposed to be. He sprinted forward to the head of the six-dog hitch and
straddled the saddle of the |eft-hand lead. The right-hand lead — right-one — wurfled and surged to her
feet & the sameingtant.

"Hadelande, Pochita! " he shouted to her. Pochitawas a good bitch, he'd raised her from apup
and trained her to harness himself. She knew how to take direction from the lieutenant's sword aswell as
he did, and took off at a galop. The team rocked into unison.

The lieutenant was pointing directions with his saber; off to the right aswell as moving rearward,
to knock back aflanking party of barbsthat were getting too close and frisky. Off they went, abump
and thunder over the roadside ditch, and then up the rocky hillsde in a panting wheeze. As soon as
they'd moved out of the way the second battery opened up from athousand meters back; the Skinners
saddled up too, moving along with them. All four guns and the two spare calssons with extraammunition.
Which they would need before they saw Old Residence again.

Something hit arock to hisright with amonstrous crack and an undertone of metd ringing.
Cast-iron roundshot from one of the barb guns, and dead lucky to be this close to a moving target.
Fractions of a second later the whole team lurched, and he nearly went over the pomme of his saddle.



Pochitawas down. With both her hind legs off at the hocks; the roundshot had trundled through,
spinning aong the ground and ignoring everything e se. She whimpered and floundered; shock was
blocking most of the pain, but she couldn't understand why her legs didn't work. Shewasa
Newfoundland-Alsatian cross, amule-dog, with big amber colored eyes. The huge soft tongue licked at
him frantically as he hauled on hisreinswith hisleft hand and scrabbled for the release-catch of her
harnesswith hisright.

It gave, but he had to draw his saber and dash her free from the right-number-two dog. He
clapped his hedsto his mount and the team moved forward again, only to lurch to ahalt once more.

"Pull up, pull up!™ hisbrother Halvaro shouted.

Rihardo looked back over his shoulder. Pochita had tried to follow the team — she was the best
dog held ever trained, and the most willing. Even with blood spurting from both her savered rear legs
sheld tried, and fouled the limber; the last pair of dogs were amost dancing sidewaysin their efforts not
to trample her. Pochitawrithed, her body bent into abow of agony.

"Fuck it!" Rihardo screamed. Rain flicked into hisface, liketears. "l wouldn't pull up if it was you
ether, mi bro."

He hammered his hedsinto the ribs of left-one. The ironshod whed of the limber rolled over
Pochita's neck, and the gun-whedl over her skull. The team jerked, and something broke with anoise like
crackling timber. Halvaro was standing in his position on the limber, looking back in horror, when the
shell exploded. It crumped into the earth right of the moving battery, and a hand-sized fragment of the
casing dedged the young gunner forward, tearing open his back to show the bulging pink surface of the
lungs through the broken rib.

Halvaro landed in front of the limber'swhedls, falling down between the last two dogs of the
hitch. Rihardo turned his face forward with a grunt; he ignored the second set of crackling noises asthe
wheedlswent over his brother's back and chest.

"Into battery, rapid firel" the lieutenant said.

* k%

"Right, let'sget out of here" Rg said. "They're holding back now they'velogt their field guns.”

He cased hisbinoculars; it was two hours past noon, good time for afighting retreat begun early
in the morning. The Brigaderos were scattered over a couple of thousand meters of front to the
westward. The onestrying to work through the fields would be dower than Rg's guns trotting home
down theroad. For thefirst time that day he noticed the damp chill of soaked clothing; he uncorked an
insulated flask and spped lukewarm kave, sweet and dightly spiked with brandy. Bless you, my love, he
thought: Suzette had insisted on him taking it, even though he'd planned to be back in Old Residence by
noon. He offered the last of it to the artillery captain.

"Grahzas, mi heneral," the young man said. Hefinished it and wiped his eyes, peering
westward. "Those brass guns of theirsaren't much,” he went on.

The two batteries had limbered up, replacing afew lost dogs from the overstocked teams on the
gpare caissons. They rumbled into afast trot. The Skinnerslounging about rose, fired afew parting shots
and mounted, all except for one who'd decided the roadway was a good spot to empty his bowels.

"True, Captain Harritch," Rg said, asthe officers reined about and followed the guns. The dogs
broke into a ground-eating lope. "The problem istheir determination.”

Poplanich's Own seemed to be still bunched around the railway gate into the city.



What can Ehwardo be thinking of? Rg thought irritably.

*k*

"Open the bloody gate, you fools!" Ehwardo Poplanich screamed upward a the wall above him.

Rain spouted out of the gutters on the parapet above, faling down on the troops. He could fed
the dogs getting restless behind them, and the men too — retreating was the harshest test of discipline.

A militiaman peered through atiny iron-grilled opening in the gates at head height. "Go around to
the north gate," he said, with an edge of hysteriain hisvoice. "We heard thefighting. Were not going to
let the Brigade into our city just to save your asses, easterner.”

Rifles bristled from the top of the gate. Captured wegpons distributed to the city militia, but
deadly enough for al that. The rain-gutters could pour bailing olive oil and burning naptha, aswell . . .
and there was no telling what amab of terrified civilians would do. They'd put militiaon watch inthe
daytime, when nothing was expected to happen, so that real soldiers could put their time to some use.
Another calculated risk because they were shorthanded . . .

R pulled up. "What isgoing on here?' he barked. Horace barked literally, adeep angry belling.
Ehwardo made asingle, tightly controlled gesture toward the peephole. Rg removed his helmet.
"Thisis Genera Whitehdl," he said, dowly and digtinctly. "Open — the— gate— immediatdly."

"Whitehdl isdead," the man quavered. "We heard it from the fugitives. Dead, wiped out with
both battaions, dead.”

That with Rg, acomplete cavdry battalion and eight gunswaiting in the roadway. All because
one or two cowards had bugged out from the retreat, and these street-bred militiahad chosen to believe
them. Ehwardo was swearing quietly beside him. The whole thing had cost time. If Poplanich's Own had
been insde he could have rolled the guns and Skinnersin with afair margin of safety. Eveniif the gates
opened right now, it would be chancy; the pursuit was coming in hell-for-lesther at agdlop. Belswere
ringing in there behind the city walls, the darm had been given, but it might be fifteen minutes or more until
theword got to ared officer.

"Get arunner to headquarters,” Rg snapped at the peephole. No time to think about that. No
time to think about what he was going to do to the men responsible for thisratfuck.

"Ehwardo, welll have to see off the ones snapping at our hedls before anything else. Deploy into
line crossing the axis of the road, with center refused. Captain Harritch, both batteriesin support, if you
please; two gunsin the center and the rest on the flanks. Juluk —"

Therain had died away to afine drizzle. Theland closeto the city was mostly flat, and Rgj had
ordered every scrap of cover cut or demolished out to two kilometers from the walls. He wasfacing
east, down the railway and itsflanking road, paved this closeto the city. Off to hisleft wastheriver,
narrowing and turning north about here, with ahigh bluff in its bend about two kilometers away.
Trumpet-cals were spreading out the men of Poplanich's Own, smooth as oil spreading on glass.

Good training, Rg thought. Only afool wouldn't be nervousin this Situation, but the motion was
ascam and quick asdrill. The column reversed, each dog turning in its own length. Each company
danted out into thefields like the arms of aV, with the platoons doing likewise, then pivoted out into line.
Lessthan eight minutes later the six hundred men of Poplanich's Own were trotting back east in extended
open order, adouble rank nearly akilometer long.

A clump of lancersled the Brigaderos pursuit, about a thousand strong, cantering down the



roadway on dogs winded from the uphill chase. The forest of upright lanceheads stirred like areedbed in
abreeze asthethin blueline of Civil Government troopers came toward them at around trot. Beside
Raj, Ehwardo nodded to himself.

"Wait for it," he sad quietly to himsdlf.

The distance closed, and the lancers spurred their tired dogs into alumbering canter forward,
charging inaclump.

"Now!"

The trumpet sounded five notes. Company buglers repeated it, and the dogs sank on their
haunchesto halt, then to the ground. The men ran forward haf adozen paces and sank likewise, front
rank prone and second knedling.

"Fire!"

The range was no more than two hundred meters now, close enough to see men'sfacesif their
visorswere up. Close enough to hear the bullets striking armor. The flung-forward wings of the Civil
Government formation meant that every man could bring hisrifle to bear. The two field gunsin the center
next to the commanders began firing aswell, with their barrelslevel with the ground, firing case shot. The
hundreds of lead balls sounded like al the waspsin the world, until they struck the mass of men and
dogs. That was more like hailstones on tile. After the third volley the survivorsturned to run, but their
dogs weretired and fouled by the kicking masses of the dead and dying. Units were coming up the road
behind them, dragoons and lancers mixed, rushing to bein at the kill the renewed firing indicated.

Thekilling went on. From behind ahillock, the Skinners rode out. Some dismounted to shoot;
others swooped in, firing their giant rifles point-blank from the saddle and jumping down with knivesin
ether hand, darting out again with choice bits of loot. The Brigaderos at the rear of the pileup began to
halt and seep out sidewaysinto the fields again. The Skinnersfollowed, fanning out into the fidds. Men
ran from the menace of their fire.

"The Brigaderos redly need to work on their unit articulation,” Rg said coldly. "Those regiments
of theirsare too big to react quickly. They get caught up in their own feet when something unexpected

happensfas.”

Shells went by overhead and burst over the roadway. Shrapnel deeted down into the mass of
enemy troopers caught between the windrows of dead in front of the battalion line and the clumps of
ridersdribbling in from the reer.

"Wecan. .. oh, shit," Ehwardo said.

A black beetling shape loomed up out of the rain, casting mounted men aside from elther edge of
itshull like the coulter of aplow. It was about eight meterslong and threewide, and astall asatal manin
the center of its rounded sheet-iron hull. Smoke and steam billowed from the stack toward the rear; the
rain hissed when it struck that metal. More steam jetted from under the rear wheels, a Steady
chuff-chuff-chuff. A light cannon nosed out from the bow, through aletterbox-type dit. Small portsfor
riflesand pistols showed aong its sides.

"Scramento," Rgj echoed.

Someone back at the bridge had had the car manhandled across the gap they'd torn in the track,
then sent it zipping up the undamaged section. A few minutes back behind the last hill to bolt the road
wheedls over the flanged ones, and it was ready. Now it rattled and wheezed its way forward, and
Brigaderos troops followed asif pulled by the twin black lightning-boltsin the red circle on its bow dope.



Only the gun on this side of the railway embankment could bear. The crew were aready working
on the elevation and traverse wheels of their weapon. It bucked and did backward; the shell kicked up a
gout of dirt from the embankment beside the armored car. The vehicle dewed sdeways, skidded, and
came back onto the pavement, picking up speed.

"Nothing left but canister!” the gun-sergeant screamed, as he dashed back to the caisson.

Men were switching their aim to the car. Sparks flew as bullets spanged and flashed off the
surface, but even the brass-tipped hardpoints wouldn't punch through. The hatch on top clanged down,
leaving the commander only the dotsaround it. The armored car didn't have the firepower to actualy kill
al that many troopers. It could break their position, and their cohesion, and that would be &l she wrote.
The 15mm rounds from the Skinners sauroid rifles probably would penetrate, but they were out on the
flanks. . . and they'd probably consider this his business, even if they were looking thisway.

It was hisbusiness. "Follow me!" he shouted, and dapped his hedsinto Horace's flanks.

Men followed him — no time to check who — and the hound raced forward at along galop,
belly to the earth. Theiron juggernaut grew with frightening swiftness; it must be travelling at top-dog
gpeed. His shift moved Horace aside, into the ditch. The cannon dewed around, trying to bear on him,
then flashed red. Canister whistled past his|eft ear, and Horace legped asif afly had stung him. A ball
had nicked the dog's rump, and then they were insde the shot cone. Behind him a dog bleated in shock,
and then he was hauling on the reins. Horace scrabbled, dropping his hindquarters amost to the ground
to shed momentum, and whirled. Rg judged distance and launched himsdf — onto the hull of the
armored car, hisright hand dapping onto a U-bracket riveted to the hull. It closed like amechanical grab,
and hefelt the arm nearly wrenched from its socket as his eighty kilos of masswasjerked out of the
saddle and dapped flat against the upper front hull of the armored car.

Rivet-heads hammered into his chest, and the air went out of him with an agonized wheeze. His
waist was at the edge of the turtleback, and hislegs dangled periloudy near the spinning spokes of the
front whed.

And any second the commander would stick his head out of the hatch and shoot him likea
trussed sheep, or one of the bullets that were clanging off the hull would hit him.

Hisleft arm came up and clamped onto the next U-bracket. The wool of hisclosk toreas his
shoulders bunched and hauled him higher. The bucking, heaving passage of the hard-sprung car over the
rough roadway flung him up and down on the boilerplate surface of the hull. He scrabbled with hisright
foot, and got it over the edge of the upper curve of the hull and braced against a handhold. Now he could
free ahand. The revolver stripped free of the holster with a pop as the restraining strap snapped across.

M'lewiswas riding dongside the other side of the car — Spirit knew how — leaning far over
with hisrifle thrust out one-handed into the drivers dit. The sound of the shot wasamost lost inthe
groaning, grating noise of the car's passage. He could fed! it lurch under him suddenly, then he was dmost
flung free asit banged over the roadside ditch and into the field. The cannon dewed, trying to bear on
M'lewis as hands ingde hauled the body of the driver awvay from the controls.

That gave Rg a space. Hanging three-quarters on the forward hull, he jammed hisrevolver
through beside the barrel of the cannon and squeezed off dl five rounds asfast as hisfinger could pull the
trigger. The minute the hammer clicked on a spent chamber he threw himsdf back, curling in mid-air as
he would haveif heéd logt the saddle while jumping a hedge.

Rocky ground pounded at him, ripping and bruising. Something whanged againgt his helmet hard
enough to make the last series of rolls completely limp. He could still see the armored car lurching
forward, out of control now asthe bulletsricocheted insde its fighting chamber. The prow hit awall of



fidldstone and crumpled, the heavy vehicle bucking up at the back and crashing down again.

What followed seemed quite dow, athough it must have taken no more than fifteen secondsin
al. Therear third of the car blew gpart, the seams of the hull tearing loose in a convulsive puff of escaping
steam asthe boiler ruptured. That must have sent the fuel tank’s kerosene spraying forward into the
fighting compartment, because flame gouted yellow through every dit and joint init. The stored
ammunition went off, and probably the last vaporized contents of the fud tank at the sameingtant. The
car exploded inabdl of white flame. Bits and pieces of iron plating and machinery rose and pattered
down dl around him.

Something cold and wet thrust into the back of his neck. Horace's nose; Rgj grabbed at the
dirrup and hauled himsalf erect, feding hisknees trembling and clutching a his midriff. Skin seemed to be
missing from afair section of hisface, but none of the magor bones were broken. The Brigaderoswerein
full retreat. Streaming back east, dog, foot and guns with the Skinners whooping in pursuit. Trumpets
played; from hisleft abattaion of Civil Government cavary came around the city wall at agdlop and
began to deploy into line. He shook his head to clear it — amistake — and managed to make out the
banner of the 5th Descott.

ll%.ll
Ra looked up; it was Antin M'lewis, il inthe saddle. "Ser, yer dl roight, then?”
"Il live" Ry said, spitting out blood from acut lip and feding histeeth with histongue.

Noneloose. . . Helooked back at the road. Poplanich's Own was moving forward, all except
the banner group. They were hated around something in the roadway. Rg waked that way, onearm
braced around the pommel of his saddle for support. Ehwardo's dog was lying dead in the roadway,
neck broken and skull crushed. Ehwardo lay not far from it. Hisleft side from the floating ribs down was
mostly gone, bone showing pinkish-white through the torn flesh, blood flowing past the
pressure-bandages his men tried to apply. From the way the other leg flopped his back was broken,
which was probably amercy. The battalion chaplain was knedling by hisside, lifting the Headset from the
last touch to the temples,

Rg kndt. The older man's eyes were wandering; not long, then. They passed over Rg, blinked
to an ingtant's recognition. Hislipsformed aword.

"I will," Rg sad loudly, leaning close.

Ehwardo had awife and four children; including one young boy who would be doneinaworld
decidedly unfavorable to the Poplanich gens.

Theeyesrolled up. Rg joined asdl present kissed their amulets, then stood.

"Break off," he said harshly to the Senior Captain. "Sound recal. The gate will be open, this
time"

Suzette drew up on her palfrey Harbie, beside the banner of the 5th. "Oh, damnation,” she said.
"Hewas agood man."

Ra nodded curtly. He would have made a better Governor than Barholm, hethought.

no. Center'smenta voicefdl flat as stone. he would have been a man of peace, nor would he
have had the ruthlessness necessary to break internal resistance to change.

Don't we need peace? Rg thought. Can't anyone but a sicklefoot in human form hold the
Chair?



peace can only come through unity. barholm clerett isan able administrator with a
strong grip on power, ableto cow the bureaucracy and the nobility both, and hewill not rest
until bellevueisunified. therefore heisthe only suitable gover nor under present
circumstances.

And | have to conquer the Earth for him, Rg thought bitterly. Him and Chancellor Tzetzas.

bellevue, Center corrected. earth will come long after your time. otherwise, essentially
correct.

Both units trumpets sang in acomplex interplay. Men wrapped the body of Ehwardo Poplanich
and laid him on a gun-cai sson; others were collecting loose dogs and the wounded, and enemy weapons.

After amoment, Rg spoke aloud: "1'm bad luck to the Poplanich name," he said.
"It'snot your fault, darling,” Suzette murmured.
"Didn't say it was" hereplied, in atonelikeiron. "Didn't say it was."

The gates were open. Regularslined the roadway, sluting as Rgj rodein, and again for
Ehwardo's body. The militia stood further back, expressions hang-dog. Troopers of Poplanich's Own
gpat on them as they rode by, and the townsmen looked down meekly, not even trying to dodge.

Gerrin Staenbridge was waiting just insde the gate; standing orders forbade him to be outside the
wallsa the sametimeasRg.

"Thecity'sonfull dert,” hesad. Then: "Damn" as he saw the commander of Poplanich's Own.

His eyes went back to the militiawho'd barred the gate. "What's your orders concerning them,
mi heneral?"

Rg shrugged. "Decimétion,” he sad flatly.
"Not dl of them?'
"Some of them may be of uselater,” Rg went on. "Although right now, | can'timaginewhat.”

CHAPTER SEVEN

A color party and escort met Teodore Wef a the main north gate of Old Residence. He
exchanged salutes with the officer in charge of it, aman younger than himsdlf with ahook in place of his
left hand. He was smdll and dark in the Eastern manner, smelling of lavender sogp and clean-shaven,
smooth-cheeked — almost a caricature of the sissified grisuh. Apart from that hook, and the cut-down
shotgun worn holstered over one shoulder, and the flat cold killer's eyes. His Namerique was good but
bookishly old-fashioned, with asingsong Sponglish lilt and atrace of asouthron roll to ther's, asif heldd
spoken it mainly with Squadron folk.

"Enchanted to make your acquaintance, Lord Welf," he said. "Blindfoldsfrom here, I'm afraid.”

Teodore tore his gaze from the rebuilt ramparts above, and the tantalizing hints of earthworks
beyond the gate. He could see that the moat had been dug out; the bottom was full of muddy water, and
sharpened stakes. The edge of the cut looked unnaturally neet, asif shaped by a gardener, but the huge



hegps of soil that should have shown from so much digging were entirely missing. The digtinctive scent of
new-set cement mortar was heavy, and sparks and iron clanging came from the tops of the towers;
smithsa work.

The soft cloth covered his eyes, and someone took the reins of hisdog. Normd traffic sounds
and town-smells came beyond, with alow murmur at the sight of the Brigade banner beside him. An
occasond shout to make way, in accented Spanjol. Once or twice amember of the escort said
something; Teodore had trouble following it, although he spoke the eastern tongue well. The men around
him pronounced it with anasal twang, and many words he'd never read in any Sponglish book. The
feding of helplessnesswas oddly disorienting, like being ill. Mounted troops went by, and the rumbling of
guns passing over irregular pavement. Minutes passed, even with the dogs at afast walk; Old Residence
wasa hig dity.

By the time the echoes changed to indicate they'd pulled out into the main plaza, Teodore Welf
was getting alittle annoyed. Only the thought that he was supposed to be annoyed kept it within bounds.
Someone was drilling men on foot in the plaza, and he recognized enough Sponglish swearwordsto
know that whoever it was was not happy with them. If Rgy Whitehd| was trying to make soldiers out of
Old Residence militia, then probably al parties concerned were quite desperately unhappy. The thought
restored some of his cheer as he was helped to dismount and guided up stepswith ahand under his
elbow. One of the other emissaries stumbled and swore.

Cold metd did between the blindfold and his skin, light asthe touch of abutterfly.
"Be quite ill, now," thelilting voice said next to hisear.

Thecloth fell away, diced nesatly through. He blinked aslight returned. The faded,
shabby-at-the-edges splendor of the Governor's Council Chamber was familiar enough. They went
through marbled corridors with high coffered ceillings and tall dim pillarsaong the Sdes, and into the
domed council hdl itself. Therisng semicircular tiers of bencheswere full, with the Councilorsin their
best; carbide lampsin the dome above reflected from the white stone and pale wood. Teodore stiffened
in anger to see that the Brigade banner had been taken down from behind the podium, leaving the gold
and slver Starburst once more with pride of place.

There were afew other changes. The guards a the door werein Civil Government uniform of
blue swallowtail coat and maroon pants and round bowl-helmets with chainmail neckguards. The Chair
of the Firg Citizen was occupied by aman in an officer's version of the same outfit; on atable beside him
was acushion bearing asted maceinlaid with precious metals.

Whitehall, the Brigade noble thought. He clicked hedls and inclined his head dightly; the
easterner nodded. A woman sat on the consort's seat one step below him; even then, Teodore gave her
asecond glance that had little to do with the splendor of her East Residence court garb. Woof, he

thought.

Then the generd's gray eyes met his. Teodore Welf had fought in athunderstorm once, with a
blue nimbus playing over the lanceheads and armor of his men. The skin-prickling sensation was quite
gmilar to this. He remembered the battle at the railroad bridge and aong the road, the eerie feding of
being watched and anticipated and never knowing what was going to hit him next.

He shook it off. His Genera had given him atask to do.

*k*

". .. and s0, Councilors, even now the Lord of Meniswilling to forgive you for adlowing aforeign
interloper to seize and man the fortifications which the 591t Provisond Brigade hasheld againgt dll
enemiesfor o long. Full amnesty, conditional on the eastern troops leaving the city within twenty-four



hours. Wewill even alow the enemy three days grace before pursuit, or aweek if they agreeto leave by
seaand trouble the Western Territories no more.

"Consder well," the Brigade ambassador concluded, "how many kilometers of wall surround this
grest city, and how few, how very few, the foreign troops are. Far too few to hold it against the great
host of the Lord of Men, which even now makes camp outside. Take heed and take His Mightiness
mercy, before you fed hisanger.”

Rg amiled thinly. Not a bad performance, he thought. A good many of the Councilors were
probably sweeting hard right now. This Teodore Welf certainly looked the part, with his sternly
handsome young face and long blond locks falling to the shoulderplates of hisarmor. He'd spoken like an
educated man, too — fought like one, in the skirmishes with the vanguard of the Brigadero army. The
two other officers beside him were older, scarred veteransin their forties. Their speeches had been
shorter, and their Spanjol much more accented.

"Most eoquent,” Rg said dryly. "However, Lord Welf, | speak for this noble Council; as one of
their member" — hisfamily were hereditary Councilorsin the Civil Government, aminor honor there—
"and as duly gppointed commander of the armed forces of the Civil Government of Holy Federation,
under the orders of the Sole Rightful Autocrat Barholm Clerett. Against which and whom the 591t
Provisond Brigadeisin agtate of unlawful mutiny. Y ou arethe foreigner here. Generd Forker wasa
rebdliousvassa —"

In soi-disant theory the Brigade held the Western Territories as "delegates’ of the Chair; a
face-saving arrangement dating back to the origina invasion, when Generd Teodore Amalson had been
persuaded to move into the Western Territories after harassing East Residence for ageneration. Old
Residence had dready been in the hands of a"garrison” of barbarian mercenariesfor along lifetime
before that. Old Amalson had solved that problem with blunt pragmatism; hed killed al their leadersat a
banquet and massacred the rank-and-file next day.

"— and your marriage-kinsman Ingreid Manfrond is not even avassd, being ausurper. Let me
further point out that neither you Brigaderos nor any other barbarians built this city or itswals— you
couldn't even keep themin repair. It has returned to itsrightful rulers, and we intend to keep it. If you
think you can take it away from us, you're welcome to try, with hard blows and not with words.
Siegecraft is not something the Brigade has ever excdlled at, and | predict you'll break your teeth on this
nut before you crack it. Meanwhile you'll be camping in the mud and getting sick, while the peoplerise up
behind you and the northern savages burn your undefended homes.

"Go back, Lord Wdlf," Rg went on. "Use your elogquence on your compatriots. Tell them to end
their rebelion now, whilethey have their lives and land, before they're hunted fugitives cowering in caves
and woods. Because the Sovereign Mighty Lord has entrusted me with the task of reducing the Western
Territoriesand al in them to obedience. Which | will do by whatever means are necessary.”

*k*

"So, what'sthis Whitehdl fellow like?' Ingreid Manfrond said.

Ingreid and Teodore and Carstens were done now. Teodore put his booted feet up on the chest.
The servant clucked and began unbuckling the mud-splashed greaves, another handed him agoblet of
mulled Salawith spices. The commander'stent waslike asmal house and lavishly furnished, but it
dready had afrowsty smell. The young man frowned; Ingreid was apig. And he doesn't know anything
about women, hethought. The way he treats Marieis stupid. Dangeroudy stupid.

It wouldn't do to underestimate Ingreid, though. There was aboar's cunning in the little eyes.

"Whitehd|?" Teodore said. Asardative by marriage to the Generd, he could leave out the



honarificsin private. "About my height, looks to be around thirty. Dark even for an easterner, but his
eyesaregray. A red fighting man, I'd say, from the way he's built and from the ook of his hands and
face — a saddle-and-sword man, not a hilltop commander. Doesn't waste words; told me right out that if
we want the city, we can come and fight him for it. And .. . . Lord of Men, you've got area war on your
hands. Thisisaman who warriorswill follow."

Ingreid grunted thoughtfully, his hand caressing the hilt of hissword. "They say he hasthe
demon's luck, too."

"I don't know about that, but | saw hiswife— and they say shesawitch. | can bdieveit.”

Ingreid shook his head. "WEell break him," he said, with flat conviction. *No amount of luck
means aturd when you're outnumbered twenty to one.” His shoulders hunched unconscioudy, the stance
of aman determined to butt hisway head-first through abrick wal or dietrying.

Carstens and the young officer exchanged aglance. | had him outnumbered and he killed two
thousand of my best men, Teodore thought. He doubted Whitehall had lost more than ahundred or so.
Of coursg, at that rate the Civil Government army would run out of men before the Brigadedid . . . but
victory bought at such a price would be indigtinguishable from defest.

"What about the Civvies?' Carstens put in. "He can't hold the city with only twenty thousand men
if the natives don't cooperate with him.”

"The Council?' Teodore snorted. "They won't crap without asking his permisson, most of them.
Scared of us, but more scared of him because he'sin there with them. We might do something with the
Priest, though. Whitehdl's been leaning on the Civvie gentry pretty hard, they thought they'd watch the
war like spectators at a bullfight and he's not having any of that."

Carstens nodded. "I've got some tame Civvie priests hanging around,” he said. "We can get
messages over thewall.”

Ingreid flipped ahand. "Y ou handle it then, Howyrd," he said. "Get me an open gate, and you're
Hereditary Grand Congtable.” Carstens grinned like awolf; that would give his sonsthetitle, if not
necessxily the office.

"Land?' hesaid. "I'd need more of an estate, to support that title."”

"Those Councilors must have amillion or two acres between them. The oneswho stick to
Whitehdl will lose their necks— and you get your pick, after the Seet."

Teodore nodded thoughtfully. "And do | have your authority to oversee the encampment?’ he
asked.

Both the other officerslooked at him. "Sure, if youwant it," Ingreid said.

It was routine work. Almost servantswork . . . "We're going to be here awhile," Teodore said.
"Better to get it right. | don't want us wasting men, we've aready |ost too many through Forker's
negligence”

"Eight camps?' Ingreid Manfrond said, peering at the map the younger man unrolled. "Why
agnt?'

Teodore Welf cleared histhroat. "L ess chance of sicknessif we spread the troops out, Lord of
Men," hesaid. "Or so the priests say.”

It was dso what Mihwel Obregon's Handbook for Sege Operations said, but Teodore wasn't
going to tell his monarch the idea came out of abook, and a Sponglish book at that. He hadn't taken



everythinginit al that serioudy himself, when he read it — but since meeting the Civil Government's
army, their methods |ooked much more credible.

Howyrd Carstens nodded, walking to the tent-flap and using his telescope on the walls of the city
two kilometers distant.

"Sounds good,” he said. "With twelve regimentsin every camp, well have enough to block any
Ciwie thrust out of the city more than long enough for the othersto pilein.”

"Y ou think they'll dare to come out?' Ingreid said, surprised.

Teodore tossed back his mulled wine and held the goblet out for more. "L et's put it thisway,
kinsman," he said. "When we've got Whitehal'shead on alance, I'll relax.”

* k%

"Have you seen those handless cows at drill, mi heneral ?" Jorg Menyez said bitterly. "What're
they good for, except getting in the way of abullet that might hit someone useful ?"

R4 chuckled without looking up from the big tripod-mounted binoculars. From the top of the
north-gate tower the nearest enemy encampment sprang out at him, the raw reddish-gray earth of the
berm around it seeming within arm'sresch.

"Others have been known to say the same thing about our infantry, Jorg," he said, stepping back.
"Grammeck, tel mewhat you think of those works."

The artilleryman bent to the eyepiece. The tower-top was crowded; in the center wasa
sandbagged emplacement for the 200mm mortar, and movable recoil-ramps had been built near the
front, timber dides at forty-five degree angles. Field-guns could run up them under recoil and return to
battery by their own weight, saving alot of timein action. A counter-weighted platform at the rear of the
tower gave quick accessto ground level.

Rg forestaled hisinfantry commander with araised hand.

"I know, | know. Still, we have to work with what we've got. I'm going to cal for volunteers
from the militia; sncethey'll get full rationsand pay —"

"We can afford that?* Jorg said.

"The Priest has agreed to pay awar-levy on ecclesiastical property,” Rg said. "1 expect about
ten thousand men to step forward.” They'd been drilling forty thousand or so, and employment was dow
in abeseged city.

"Well take the best five thousand of those. From that, cream off acompany's worth for each of
your battalions, younger men with no locd ties. Well enlist them, and you can begin full-time training.
Weve enough spare equipment for that many. At the least, they can stand watch whilered soldiers
deep; | suspect were going to get constant harassing attacks soon.”

He grinned. "And just to make you entirely miserable, you can aso provide cadre for the ret;
that'll be about eight battalions of full-timers, armed with Brigade wegpons. Again, they can replace
regular infantry on thingslike guardia duty.”

Jorg sighed and nodded. Grammeck looked up from the binoculars.

"That looks uncomfortably like one of our camps," he said. "Although they're rather dow about it
— afull week, and not finished yet."

"It'sstraight out of Obregon's Sege Operations” Rg sad. "Siting, spacing and outer lines—



athough the street layout ingdeisn't regular. But digging is servant'swork, to Brigaderos. They've got
some competent officers, but it isn't ingtitutiondized, with them.”

He squinted at the distant earthworks. The air was raw and chill, but theiron-gray clouds were
holding off on rain, for once.

"| sugpect they'll dig faster soon,” he went on.

*k*

Junpawl the Skinner moved another haf-inch, diding on hisbely through the dick mud. It was
deep black, the second hour after midnight with clouds over the stars and both moons down. The Long
Hair camp was mostly silent about him, and the nearest light was ten minuteswalk avay — only the great
chiefs had enough firewood to spare for dl-night blazes. He drew the long knife strapped to his bare
thigh; held stripped down to his breechclout for thiswork, and smeared himsdlf al over with mud, even
taking the brassring off his scalplock. Cold wind touched his back; good, the dogsfor thistent were
upwind ten metersaway . . . and hed held ox-dung under his armpits, a sure disguise for man-scent.

The canvas back of the tent parted under the edge of the knife, asofter sound than the guylines
flapping in the breeze. The Skinner stuck his head through, flaring his nodtrils, letting smell and hearing do
the work of eyes. Four men, two snoring. Fast adeep, asif they were at home with their women —
faster adeep than any Real Man ever dept, even dead drunk. He grinned in the darkness, edling through
the meter-long dit, careful not to let it gape. A breeze could wake aman, even alL.ong Hair. Indgde, his
bare feet touched pine-boughs; that was why the enemy rustled when they turned in their deep.

Hisfingers moved, feather-light as he touched bodies to confirm postions. The Long Hairs dept
huddled together for warmth, wrapped in many rich wool blankets like a chief's women, pinning their
own arms. Their swords and rifleswere stacked at the door of the tent — out of reach. These were
indeed men who ate grass, like sheep. Only Skinnerslived as Real Men should, on the steppe with their
familiesin tents on wagons, following the herds of grazing sauroids. Hunting and war were aRedl Man's
work.

Sowly, moving afraction of an inch a atime, Junpawl'sleft hand crept toward aface. Warm
breath touched his pam. Fingers and thumb clamped down with brutd suddenness across nose and lips,
pinning them closed; the blackened knifein hisright hand drove down at an angle. It was heavy sted, just
sharp enough — not so sharp that bone would turn the edge. It made nothing of the muscle and cartilage
of the Long Hair's neck, grating homein the spine. The body flopped once, and blood poured up his
forearms, but the massive wound bled the Long Hair out amost at once. The beardless face went flaccid
under his hand; it must be ayoung man, barely old enough to ride with the war-hogt.

Junpawl waited, knife poised, ready to dash and dive out of the tent. The man next to the corpse
turned over, muttered in his deep and began to snore again. The nomad mercenary diced off one of the
dead man's ears and tucked it in the pouch at hiswaist; one silver piece per |eft ear, that was what the
Big Devil Whitehdl would pay. Ah, that onewasa frai hum, aReal Man in hisspirit! Y ou could buy a
lot of burn-head-water with asilver piece, many fat women, lots of chocolate or anmunition.

He stepped over the degping man and squatted down near the second pair, carefully wiping his
hands on a corner of the blanket so the next victim wouldn't fedl blood dripping on hisface.

Hed kill only two of the four in thetent. Cadaw d'nwit, anight-gift for the Long Hairsto wake
up to. His giggle was utterly soundless.

The joke was worth missing the other two silver pieces. Besides, held stop in one more tent
tonight on hisway out of camp.



Ddlicate asamaiden'skiss, the Skinner's hand sank toward the deeping Brigaderos face.

CHAPTER EIGHT

"| suspect we're going to get very sick of thisview before spring,” R said. It's only a couple of
weeks since the Brigaderos arrived and I'm sick of it already. The strategic arguments for standing on
the defensve were strong. He il didntt likeit.

He bent to the eyepiece of the brass-and-iron tripod-mounted binoculars. The gun-redoubt the
enemy were building— dowly, since they'd gotten reluctant to move outside their walls at night — was
mostly complete. Walls of wicker basketsfull of earth, loopholed for the heavy siege guns. The guns
themsdves wereralling out of the nearest of the fortified camps, soda-bottle shaped thingson
four-whedled carriages, drawn by multiple yokes of oxen.

The chanting of the morning prayer had barely died; the breaths of the command group on the
tower were puffs of white, although there had been no hard frost. Bells rang from the hundreds of
cathedrons and churches throughout the city. Silvery fog lay on the surface of the river behind the
roof-crowned hills of Old Resdence. Steam rose from the kave mugs most of the officersheld.

Kdtin Gruder took abite out of apastry. "If one hasto fight in winter," he sad, "thisis actually
not bad. Clean shests, hot medls, running water, women. Aslong as the food holds out, of course.”

Muzzaf Kerpatik nodded. "Two ships camein last night under tow," he said. "Eight hundred tons
of provisons, and another two hundred thousand rounds of 11mm from Lion City."

Raj glanced up at the black-uniformed nava commander. The sailor cleared histhroat:

"Their batteries on the south shore aren't much, at night,” he said. "The channd'sfairly degp on
the north side, we just steam up and they try to hit the sound of our engines. Which isdifficult enough if
you're used to deding with sound on weter.”

Tonhio Lopeyz, Rg reminded himsdif.
"Good work, Messer Commodore Lopeyz," he said, nodding.

Provisions aren't tight yet, he thought. Plenty of beans and bullets, but he needed men. What
he could do with another five or six thousand veteran cavalry . ..

"What sort of rate of fire do you think they can get with those siege pieces, Grammeck?' he
asked.

Dinnasyn looked up from his plotting table. "Oh, not more than one shot per half hour per gun,
mi heneral," hesaid. "Their crewslook like amateurs, mostly — | think they keep those gunsin storage
between wars. Probably only afew rea gunners per tube. Still, aday or so and six gunsfiring those
forty-kilo round-shot would bring any hundred meters of wall down, even with the earthwork backing
weve put in. Curtain walls like this—" he ssamped afoot "— just can't take the racking stress.” Which
was why they'd been replaced with low earth-backed walls sunk behind moats, in the Civil Government
and Colony. The western Midworld was consderably behind the times.

Therewas arattling bang from the rear of the tower. The Y -beams creaked as the platform came
level with the pargpet, and the crew manhandled a 75mm field gun forward onto the flagstones. A gunner



waved aflag from besideit, and the platform sank as oxen on the ground below heaved at their traces
and compensated for the pull of the counterweights. The timber platform bumped rhythmically againgt the
gtones of the tower'sinner wall asit went down. The gun-crew trundled the weapon into position on the
wooden disk that waited for it. Behind the wheels were long curving ramps; ahead of them rope-buffered
blocks. The gunners did marlingpikes through iron brackets sunk into the circular wooden disk and
heaved experimentally. There was agrating sound from the "lubricating” sand beneath the planks, and the
weapon pivoted, the muzzle just clearing the crendllations of the parapet.

"Will the Sructure takeit?' Ry asked.

"l think s0," Dinnasyn said cautioudy. "Weve got the floors below this braced with heavy
timbers." Helooked at the Brigaderos. "Amateurs. Hasn't it occurred to them to check trgjectories?
Heght is digance.”

No, Rg thought. But then, it wouldn't have occurred to me unless Center had pointed it out.

The second gun did into position. Dinndsyn looked to the towers left and right of his position; the
guns there were ready too.

He touched off asmoke rocket. Thelittle firework sizzled off northward, its plume drifting
through the cold morning air. Center looked out through Rg's eyes at the smoke. Glowing linestraced
vectors across hisvison.

"Colond," Rg said quietly. "Bring that gun around another two degrees, and you'll make better
practice, | think."

Dinnalsyn relayed the order. "We lost agreat cannon-cocker when you were born to the
nobility, mi heneral," he said cheerfully, bending his eyesto the binoculars. Then: " Fwego! "

The gunner jerked hislanyard. The gun dammed backwards, risng up the tracks behind its
whed s, paused for asecond as mass fought momentum, then did downward with arush to clang againgt
the chocks. Bitter smoke drifted with the wind into the eyes of the officers a the side of the tower. They
blinked, and a spot of red fire flashed for an instant in the center of ablot of black smoke over the
Brigadero redoubt. A second later one of the enemy sSiege cannon fired, alonger duller booom and cloud
of smoke. Almogt at the same ingtant there was a splintering crash from far below, and the stone of the
tower trembled beneath their feet.

A brass shdll casing clanged dully on timber asthe crew of thefield gun levered open the breech
of their weapon.

None of the men on the tower commented on the enemy hit. Dinnalsyn turned to the battery
commander at the plotting table. "Triangulate," he said.

The captain moved his parallel setsteels across the paper, consulted a printed table and worked
hisdiderule. The solution was smple, time-to-target over set rangesto afixed location. Center could
have solved the problem to the limit of the accuracy of the Civil Government gunsin afraction of a
second — but that would start looking excessively odd. Besides, he didn't want men who needed a
crutch. Come to that, neither did Center.

The captain called out evations and bearing for each gun in the ten tasked with thismisson. A
heliograph signaler clicked it out in both directions, sunlight on amirror behind adotted cover.

"Ranging fire, in successon,” Dinndsyn said.

From east to west dong the wal guns spoke, each dlowing just enough time to observe the fall
of shot. Rg trained hisown field glasses. Oxen were bellowing and running in the open center of the



Brigadero redoubt, some of them with trails of pink intestine tangling their hooves. Men staggered to the
rear, or were dragged by their comrades. More were still heaving at the massive siege guns, hauling in
gangs of two dozen or more at the block-and-tackle rigs that moved them into and out of position.

"Five round stonk," Dinnasyn'svoice said, cool and dispassionate. "Shrapnd, firefor effect,
rapidfire. Fire"

Thistime the four towers erupted in smoke and flame, each gun firing as soon asits mate had run
back into battery and was being loaded. The rate of fire was much higher than the guns could have
achieved firing from level ground; in lessthan aminute forty shellsburst over the enemy position, a
continuous rolling flicker. Smoke drifted back from the towers, and covered the target. A rending clap
and ball of yellow flame marked a secondary explosion as one of the siege-gun cai ssons went up. Four
more explosionsfollowed at half-second intervass, and the huge barrel of one of the siege gunsflipped up
out of the dust and smoke. When the debris cleared the Brigaderos position looked like a freshly-spaded
garden mixed with awrecker's yard.

Rg bent to the binoculars. Nothing moved in thefield of vison for afew long seconds. Then dirt
dtirred, and aman rose to hisfeet. He had his hands pressed over his ears, and from the gape of his
mouth he was probably screaming. Tears ran down his dirt-caked cheeks, and he blundered out over the
mound of earth and into the zone between the bastion — the former bastion — and the city. Still
screaming and sobbing as he lurched forward, until arifle spoke from thewall. Rg could see the puff of
dust from the front of hisjacket asthe bullet struck.

"Five round stonk, contact-fused HE," Dinndsyn said. "Standard fire, fire."

The guns opened up again, the steady three rounds a minute that preserved barrels and broke
armies. Most of the shellstossed up dirt dready chewed by the explosion of the stacked ammunition.
Severa knocked aside the heavy siege guns themselves, ripping them off their iron-framed fortress
mounts. Whoops and cheers rang out from the Old Residence wall as troops and militiamen jeered and
laughed at every hit. The noise continued until Rgj turned his head and bit out an order that sent a courier
running down the interior sairsto thewall.

"Nothing to cheer in brave men being butchered by an imbecil€s orders,” he said.
"Better theirsthan ours, mi heneral," Kdtin said.

Silencefdl. The gunnerstook the opportunity to swab out the bores of their wegpons, clearing
the fouling before it bound tightly to the metal. A mounted man with awhite pennant on hislance rode out
from the central Brigaderos camp. That would be aherald asking permission to remove the dead and
wounded, formal admission of defest inthis. . . he couldn't quite decide what to call it. "Battle" was
completely ingppropriate.

"True, Kdltin," Rg said. "However, remember that every time you fight someone, you teach them
something, if they'rewilling to learn. Somebody over therewill bewilling to learn. Play chesslong enough
with good players and you get good."

Somebody over there had read Obregon's Sege Operations, at least. Not the supreme
commander, or they wouldn't have committed this fiasco.

"Our army is dready pretty good. We haveto work hard toimprove. All theenemy hastodois
learn afew basics and it would double their combat power."

It would be arace between his abilities and the enemy'slearning curve.

He remembered Cannae again. The perfect battle . . . but even Hannibal had needed Tarentius
Varro commanding on the other Sde.



"Long may you live and reign, Ingreid Manfrond,” Rg whispered.

Some of the other officerslooked at him. He explained: "There are four types of commander.
Brilliant and energetic; brilliant and lazy; supid and lazy; and stupid and energetic. With thefirgt three,
you can do something. With thelast, nothing but disaster can result. | think Ingreid Manfrond has shown
uswhich category he belongsto. Let'sjust hope he's energetic enough to hang on to power."

*k*

"l told you that would happen!" Howyrd Carstens shouted.
"Watch your mouth!™ Ingreid roared back.
"| told you that would happen, Lord of Men," Carstens said with heavy sarcasm.

A sharp gasp came from the cot between them. Both men stepped back. Teodore Welf lay onit,
aleather strap between histeeth. A priest-doctor with the front-to-back tonsure of a This Earth cleric
gripped the end of along iron splinter with tongs and pulled steadily. The meta stuck out of the young
man'sthigh at a neet forty-five degree angle. For asecond it ressted the doctor's muscles, then came free
with agush of blood.

"Let it bleed for asecond,” the doctor said. The flow dowed, and he swabbed the wound with a
ball of cotton dipped in acohol, then papated the area and probed for fragments and bits of cloth.
"Looksclean, and it all cameout,” he said. "Aslong as the bone doesn't mortify, you should be up and
around inawhile. Stay off it till then or you'l limp for years.”

He passed his amulet over the puncture and then cleaned it with blessed iodine. The patient
grunted again as it touched him, then stared as the bandage was strapped on.

"Thiswill eeseyou."

Teodore shook hishead. "No poppy. | need my wits." He glared up at the two older men, swest
pouring down his face, but he waited until the doctor was gone before speaking.

"You'reboth right,” he said. "Carstens, we fucked up. Y ou wereright. Lord of Men, you're right
— we're pressed for time.”

"| suppose you've got a suggestion?’ Ingreid said, stroking his beard.

The boy was a puppy, but he was brave and had his wits about him — and he was aWelf. That
meant a wise Genera would give him respectful attention, because the Welfs till had many followers. It
a0 meant asensble Generd should dlow him full rein for hisbravery. An honorably dead Welf would
be much lessinconvenient after the war than alive, heroic one. He scowled, and his hand clenched.
Damn the wench for miscarrying, just when he was too busy to plow her again. Her hips were good
enough and shelooked hedthy; what had gonewrong? A son of hisand hers would unite the branches
and be unassailable, an obvious choice for dection when he grew too old to hold power. His older sons
would be ready to step in to the high offices around the Sedt.

"All right," he said. "What's your idea?' He held up ahand. "No more about detaching troopsto
guard our rear. If | let regiments go, the whole host will sart to unravel, screaming for agarrison here and
adetachment there. | need them here, under my eye — too many can't understand that thiswar ismore
important than raids on the border."

"Lord of Men, the Civviesjust showed usthat you can throw arock harder from ahill." Teodore
jerked his chin at the map across the tent room. "Here'swhat | propose —"

An hour or so later, Ingreid nodded dowly. "That soundslikeit will work," he said.



"It had better work," Howyrd Carstens said. "Unlessyou like the taste of dog-meat.”

*k*

Now | know why our ancestors left the Base Area, Ludwig Bdlamy thought. It was that or
freeze to death. They were between Old Residence and Carson Barracks; away from the sea, the
winters were harder. Frost every night now, and the rains were haf-deet. His men dept huddled next to
their dogs for warmth, dreaming of the orange groves and date-palms of the Southern Territories. And
the Base Area up north was even colder than this. No wonder each succeeding wave of invaderswas
more barbaric — their brains had had longer to freeze in the dark.

He smiled to himself, noticing held shaped the thought in Sponglish. When he fought with hisown
hands or took awoman, or prayed to the Spirit, Namerique still came first to him. For subtle wit or
pondering strategy, Sponglish was more naturd.

"No prisoners," he said quietly. His voice carried in the cathedron gtillness of the oak forest. "No
survivors”

Dogs crouched and men squatted by them, united in atense carnivore eagerness as they heard
the mournful whistle of the gpproaching locomotive. Open fields ran from the forest edge, black soil with
cold water and allittle dawn-ice in hollows; the winter wheat was a bluish sheen on the surface of it. They
were north of the railroad, the embankment sweeping from southwest to northeast akilometer away. It
crossed asmall stream on a single stone-piered wooden bridge, and the train and its escorting armored
car had stopped there, checking carefully under the piers. He brought up the binoculars, watching the
Brigade dragoons splashing through thigh-deep icy water asthey poked and prodded and checked
below the surface. The smell of cold and wet plowed earth and leaf-mould and dog filled his nostrils as
he watched, the scent of the hunt.

They climbed back up, some to the armored car running on flanged whedls, othersto the rear car
of thefifteen hitched to the locomotive. Black smoke billowed from the stack; he could see the thrall
shoveling coa with awill — warmth for himsdlf, aswell as power for the engine. The chuff of the vertical
cylinders carried across the fields, and along shower of sparks shot out from under the heavy timber
frame as the bell-cranks drove the four coupled wheels of the engine against the strap iron surface of the
rals. Thelocomotive lunged forward, jerked to ahdt asthe chain came taut, then bumped forward again
asthe carsdid up in turn and rammed the padded buffer bar at the rear of the coa cart. A ripple of
collisons banged each of the carstogether, leaving the whole mass coasting forward at |ess than walking
pace. The process repeated itself severd times before the train began to move in unison with the linking
chainstaut.

The armored car did ahead more smoothly, holding down its speed to match the train it escorted.
It took the better part of akilometer for the train to reach the speed of agaloping dog. Which put it
about —

Whump.

The armored cars front wheels crossed the tie he'd selected. The mine was nothing complicated;
acartridge with the bullet pulled, stuck into afive-kilo bag of black powder. A board with anail init
rested over the bullet, and the whole affair was carefully buried under the crosstie. The car'sforward
motion carried it squarely over the charge before the gunpowder went off. It flipped off the track and
landed upside down, the piston-rods on its underside still spinning the wheelsfor an ingtant despite the
buckling of the frame. Then orange-white flame shot out of every opening in the hull; the black iron mass
bucked and heaved in the center of the fire as ammunition went off in bursts and spurts.

More sparks shot out from under the locomotive's wheels as the panic-stricken driver threw the



engineinto full reverse. Thefreight cars had no brakes, however; the whole mass plowed into the rear of
thelocomotive, sending it plunging off the tracks even before it reached the crater. The middle cars of the
train bucked into the air asthe diding weight met the suddenly immobile obstacle ahead. The rear end
cracked like awhip, sending the last two carsflicking off the track and crashing to the ground with
bone-shattering force.

"Chargel” Ludwig shouted.

The trumpet sounded, and the 2nd Cruisers poured out of the wood with aroar. A few of the
Brigade warriorsin the caboose staggered free of the wreckage in time to meet the sabers;, then the
troopers were jJumping to the ground and hammering their way into the wrecked train. He looked east
and west. The scouts blinked mirror-signasto him. All clear, no other trainsin sight.

"Bacon!" acompany commander shouted back to Ludwig. "Beans, cornmea and hardtack,
pig-lard.”

Shotsran out as his men finished off thelast of crew and escort. Ludwig frowned.
"Sted, you fools," he roared.

They needed to conserve ammunition, since the enemy stores were usdaess to them — athough
any powder they captured was al to the good. Good lads, but they still get carried away now and
then, hethought.

The peasants they'd gathered up were edging out of the woods too, several hundred of them.
Ludwig grinned to himsdf; they were welcome to what his men couldn't load on their spare dogs— and
they'd hide it much more thoroughly than the raiders could, since they knew the countryside. A squad
was down by the bridge, prying stones|oose from the central pier with picks and stuffing more linen bags
of gunpowder into it.

"Fireinthehole!" one shouted, as they climbed back out of the streambed.

A minute later the dogsdl flinched asapillar of black smoke and water and stone erupted from
the gully. Thetimber box-trestle that spanned the creek heaved up in the center and collapsed in
fragments. Boards and bits of timber rained down across half the distance between the wreck and the
bridge. Ludwig noticed that his sword was till out; he sheathed it as a man staggered by under aload of
sides of bacon and dropped two for his dog. Loads of food were going on the pack-saddles even asthe
animasfed. Like most carnivores, war-dogs could gorge on meat and then fast for aconsiderable time
without much harm. Today they'd bolt aman-weight of therich fatty pig-flesh each.

Thefirst of the peasants arrived, panting. They were ragged men, lumps of tattered cloth and
hair, more starved-looking even than usua for peonsin midwinter. The Brigade quartermasters had
amplified their supply problems by taking as much as possible from areas within wagon-transport
distance of the railroad, not waiting for barged |oads at the Padan River end of theline.

"Thank you, lord," the peon leader said, bowing low.

Hisfollowers went straight for the tumbled cars, some of them stuffed raw cornmedl from ripped
sacksinto their mouths as they worked, moaning and smacking, the yellow grain staining their beards and
smocks.

"The Gubernio Civil comesto free you from the Brigade," Ludwig said. "Congder thisa
beginning. And you don't have to wait for us; you can take more yourselves.”

"How, lord?" the serf headman asked. Peasants were already trotting back to the woods, with
sacks on their backs. "We have no weapons, no gunpowder. The masters have swords and dogs and



guns”

"Y ou don't have to blow up the tracks," Ludwig said. "Come out just before dark. Unspike the
railsfrom the crossties, or saw them through. Wait for the trainsto derail. Mogt of them have only afew
soldiers, and few have armored cars for escort. For wegpons. . . you haveflails and mattocks and
scythes. Good enough to kill men dazed by awreck in the dark. Most of the redl Brigade warriors are
off fighting at Old Residence, anyway."

And if they got too paranoid to run trains at night, there went half the carrying capacity of the
raillroad.

The peon headman bowed again, shapeless wool cap clutched to his breast. "L ord, we shall do
asyou command,” he said. The words were humble, but the ferd glint in the peasant's black eyes set
Ludwig'steeth on edge.

Captain Hortez came up as the peasant douched off. "Ready to go, sir,” the Descotter said. He
looked admiringly at the wreck. "That was snesky, S, very sneaky.”

"I must be learning the ways of civilization; that redly soundslike acompliment,” Ludwig said. "It
did stand to reason the Brigaderos would eventudly start checking bridges.”

"What next?'

"WEell try thisafew more times, then well start putting the mine before the bridge. Then when
they're fixated on looking for mines near bridges, well put them nowhere near bridges. After, well start
over with the bridges. And we can just tear up sections of track."

Rip up theiron, pileit on ahuge stack of ties, and set atorch to it. Time consuming, but effective.
"And the dower they run the trains so they can check for mines—"

"— and the more carrying capacity they divert to guards—"

"— the better," Ludwig finished.

"A new sport,” Hortez said. "Train wrecking." Flames began to rise from the wooden cars as
troopers stove in casks of lard and spilled them over the wood. Hortez |ooked at the line of peons
trudging back towards the forest. "The peasants are getting right into the spirit of this, too. Pretty soon
they'll be doing more damage than we are. Surprising, | thought the Brigadero reprisals would be more
effective”

"AsMesser Rg told me, you can only condemn men to death once,” Ludwig sad. "Threatsare
more effective as threats. Once you've stolen their seed corn and run off their stock and burned down
their houses, what else can you do?'

Hortez chuckled. The bannerman of the 2nd Cruisers came up, and Ludwig swung hishand
forward. The column formed by platoons, scouts fanning out to their flanks; they rode south, down into
the bed of the stream. The brigade call-up had been most complete dong theline of rail, too. The local
home guards were graybeards or smooth-cheeked youths. Mostly they lost the scent if you took
precautions. . . possibly they really logt it, dthough the first few times groups chasing them had barreled
into ambush enthusiagtically enough.

"I wouldn't like to be alandowner around here for the next couple of years, though,” the
Descotter officer said.

Ludwig Bellamy remembered the way the serf'sface had lit. Spirit, we'll have to fight another
campaign to put the peons back to work after we beat the Brigade. No landowner liked the idea of



the peasantry running loose. A pity that war could not be kept as an affair among gentlemen.

Solve the problems one at a time, he reminded himsdlf. Victory over the Brigade wasthe
problem; Messer Rg had assigned him part of the solution, disrupting their logigtics.

Whatever it took.

CHAPTER NINE

"Now that wasredly quite clever,” Rg said. "Not complicated, but clever.”

Hefocused the binoculars. The riverside wall was much lower than the outer defenses, but he
could see the suburbs and villas on the south shore of the White River easily enough. Most of it was
shdlow and silty, here where it ran east past the seaward edge of Old Residence. Once the Midworld
had lapped & the city's harbor, but amillennium of silting had pushed the delta severa kilometers out to
sea. He could aso see the ungainly-looking craft that were floating halfway across the four-kilometer
breadth of theriver.

Both were square boxes with sharply doping sides. A trio of squat muzzles poked through each
flank; in the center of the roof was aman-high conning tower of boiler plate on atimber backing. A
flagpole bore the double lightning-flash of the Brigade.

"How did they get them into postion?' Rg said. There wasno Sign of enginesor oars.

"Kedging," Commodore Lopeyz said. He pulled at the collar of hisuniform jacket. " Sent boats
out at night with anchors and cables. Drop the anchors, run the cables back to the raft. Cable to the
shore, too. Crew inside to haul in the cablesto adjust position.”

"Nothing you can do about them?' Ry said.

"Damn-dl, generd," the navd officer said in frugtration. He shut hislong brasstelescopewith a
snap.

"They'rejudt rafts" hewent on. "Even with those battering pieces and ameter and a half of
oakwood on the sides, they draw less water than my ships, so | can't get at them. I'd haveto ramthem a
dozen times anyway, break them up. They're floating on log platforms, not a displacement hull.
Meanwhileif | try exchanging shots, they'd smash my steamers to matchwood before | made any
impression — those are forty-kilo siege guns they mount. And they're close enough to close the shipping
channd dong the north bank."

Asif to counterpoint the remark, one of therafts fired around. The heavy iron ball carried two
kilometers over the water, then skipped a dozen times. Each strike cast a plume of water into the sky,
before the roundshot crumpled a fishing wharf on the north bank. The cold wind whipped Rg's cloak
againg his caves, and stung hisfreshly shaven cheeks. He closed his eyes meditatively for perhapsthirty
seconds, consulting Center. Images clicked into place behind hislids.

"Grammeck," he said, squinting acrossthe river again. "What do you suppose the roofs of those
thingsare?'

The artilleryman scanned them carefully. "Planking and sandbags, | think," he said.
" Shrapnel-proof. Why?'



"Well, | don't want to take any cannon off thewalls," Rg said thoughtfully. "Hereswhat well
do." Hetook a sketchpad from an aide and drew quickly, weighting the paper against the merlon of the
wall with the edge of his cloak.

"Makearaft," Rg said. "Weve got half adozen shipyards, that oughtn't to be any problem.
Protect it with railroad strap-iron from one of the foundries here, say fifty millimeters on abacking of two
hundred millimeters of oak beam. No loopholes for cannon. Put one of the mortarsin the center instead,
with acircular lid in segments. Iron segments, hinged. Make three or four rafts. When they're ready, well
use the same kedging technique to get them in range of those Brigadero cheeseboxes, and see how they
like 200mm mortar shells dropping down on them.”

"Ispirito de Persona,” Dinnalsyn said with boyish ddlight. " Spirit of Man. Y ou know, that'll
probably work?"

Helooked at the sketch. " Mi heneral, these might be useful west of the city too — therivers
deep enough for acouple of kilometers, nearly to the bridge for something this shallow-draft. If | took
one of those little teakettles they use for locomotives here, and rigged some sort of covered paddle. . ."

Ra nodded. "Seetoit, but after we deal with the blockading rafts. Muzzaf, in the meanwhile cut
the civilian ration by one-quarter, just in case.”

"That will be unpopular with the better classes" the Komarite warned.
"l canlivewithit," Rg said.

Thelaborerswould still be better off than in most winters; athree-quarter ration they had money
to buy was consderably more than what they could generaly afford in dack times. Of course, the civilian
magnates would be even more pissed off with Civil Government rule than before. . . but Barholm had
sent him here to conquer the Western Territories. Pacifying it would be somebody el se's problem.

"Hmmm. Commodore Lopeyz, do any of your men have small-boat experience?' Two of the
ramsweretied up by the city docks, upstream of the enemy rafts and unable to move while they blocked
theexit tothe sea

"A lot of them were fishermen before the press-gang came by," the sailor said.

"Gerrin, | want aforce of picked men from the 5th for some night work. The Brigaderos don't
seem to be guarding that boatyard they built theraftsin. Train discreetly with Messer LopeyZz' boatmen,
and in about aweek — that'll be atwo-moons-down night, and probably overcast — well have alittle
raid and some incendiary work."

"Generd Whitehdl, | loveyou," Gerrin said, smiling like adowndragger about to biteinto a
vicim.
"Onto the next problem,” Rg said. "Now —"

* k%

"Whitehal will get usdl killed,” the landowner said. "WEell starve.”

His Holiness Paratier nodded gracioudly, ignoring the manswell-filled paunch. He knew that
Vihtorio Azaiglio had gotten the full yield of his estates sent in to warehousesin Old Residence. Whatever
else happened, nobody in his household was actudly going to go hungry. Azaiglio was stuffing candied
figsfrom abowl into his mouth as he spoke, at that. The room was large and dark and silent, nobody
present but the magnates Paratier had summoned. That itself would be suspicious, and Lady Suzette and
Whitehdl's Komarite Companion had built asurprisingly effective network of informersin the last two



months. They must act quickly, or not at all.

A man further down the table cleared histhroat. "What matters” he said, "isthat the longer we
obey Whitehdl, the more likely Ingreid isto cut al our throats when he takes the city. The commons have
made their bed by throwing in with the easterner — but | don't careto liein it with them.”

"Worse dill, hemight win," amerchant said. Paratier recognized him, Fiddio Enrike.

Everyonelooked a him. Azaiglio cleared histhroat. "Well, umm. That doesn't seem too likely —
but we'd berid of him then too, yes. Hed go off to some other war."

"Hed go, but the Civil Government wouldnt,” Enrike said. "The Brigade are bad enough, but
they're stupid and they're lazy, most of them. If they go down, therell be aswarm of monopolistsand
charter-companies from East Residence and Hayapal co and Komar moving in here, sucking usdry like
leeches — not to mention the tax-farmers Chancellor Tzetzasruns.”

Azaiglio sniffed. "Not being concerned with matters of trade, | wouldn't know," he said.

It had been essentid to invite Azaiglio— hewasthe largest civilian landowner in the city — but
Paratier was glad when one of hisfellow noblemen spoke:

"Curseyou for afool, Vihtorio, Spirit open your eyes! Carson Barracks dways listened to us,
because were here. East Resdenceisamonth's sailing time away if the winds are favorable. Why
should they pay attention to us? What happensif they decide some other frontier ismore important a
decade from now when they're fighting the Colony, and pull out their troops and let the Stalwarts pick
our bones?'

Everyone shuddered. An Abbess leaned forward dightly, and cleared her throat.

"Seynor, you are correct. No doubt the conquest was aterrible thing, but it islong past. The
Brigade needs us. It needs our cities—" she nodded to Enrike "— because they have no arts of their
own, and would have to squat in log huts like the Stalwarts or the Guard otherwise. They need our
nobility because they couldn't administer apig sty by themsdlves.”

"They are heretics," another of the nobles said thoughtfully.

"They may be converted intime," the Abbess said. "East Residence would turn dl of Holy
Federation Church into a department of state.”

There were thoughtful nods. The civilian nobles of the Western Territoriesin generd and the
provinces around Old Residence in particular had turned having the second headquarters of the Church
among them into avery good thing indeed.

"The Civil Government was awonderful thing when it wasrun from here)" Enrike said. "As| said,
being the outlying province of an empire run from East Residence is another matter altogether.
Effectivdy, we run the Western Territories under the Brigade — who provide uswith military protection
at a price much more reasonable than the Governor's charge.”

"Not to mention the way Whitehd|'s stirred up the commons and the petty-guilds against their
betters," someone said irritably. " The Brigade dways backed us againgt those scum.”

Paratier raised ahand. Silence fell, and he spoke softly into it: “These tempord matters are not
our primary concern. Love for Holy Federation Church, the will of the Spirit of Man of the Stars—
these are our burden. Rg Whitehdll is zedousfor the true faith, yet the Handbooks caution usto be
prudent. If General Ingreid takesthis city by storm, he will not spare the Church.”

Needlessto say, he wouldn't spare anyone else either.



"However, if he wereto receive the city asagift from us— then, perhaps we might appease him
with money. Thiswar will be expensve.

The Brigade troops had to be paid and fed from the Genera's treasury while they werein the
fidd. It wasfull right now, Forker had been amiser of memorable proportions and had fought no wars of
note, but gold would be flowing out of it like blood from a heart-stabbed man. The conspirators looked
at each other uneasly; there was no going back from this point.

"How?' Enrike asked bluntly. "Whitehdl's got the militiaunder his control."
"Hisofficers" the head of the Priests Guard said. "But not many of them.”

"The gates are often held by these battalions of paid militiamen he'sraised,” the Abbess said
thoughtfully.

Therewereforty thousand of the militia, but most of them were labor-troops at best. Half of
them had volunteered when Rg Whitehall caled; athousand of the best had gone into the regular infantry
battaions. From the rest he had culled seven battaions of full-time volunteer troops, uniformed and
organized like Civil Government infantry but armed with captured Brigaderos weapons. Thetraining
cadre came from hisregulars, but the officerswere loca men.

Priests Guard officer snorted. "Every one of the battalion commanders he gppointed isarabid
partisan of Whitehdl's," he said. "I've checked, sounded afew of them out very cautioudy.”

Paratier nodded. "Many men of sound judgment, devoted to Holy Church, were considered for
those positions,” he said thoughtfully. "Y et every one ready to take Our counsd was rejected.”

The officer nodded. "It'sunnatura. Y ou can't lie to him, to Whitehdl. He looks at you and, well,
he can tell." The priest-soldier touched hisamulet. "Theresashimmer in front of his eyes sometimes,
have you noticed? It's not natural .”

The Priest coughed discretely. ™Y et men change. Moreover, not dl of the officers chosen for
those battalions were hand-picked by the heneralissimo. Heis but one man, with much to do.”

The others leaned forward.

*k*

"Funwhileit lagted,” Grammeck Dinndsyn said digmdly.

R4 nodded. Thefirst set of Brigaderos gun-rafts had burned and exploded spectacularly when
the mortar shells dropped on them — and the steamers had brought in cargo ships unhindered for severd
weeks.

Today was adifferent story. It wasacold bright day, with thin streamers of cloud high above,
cold enough to dull scent. The waterspouts and explosions across the river were clear and bright, like
miniatureimagesin an illustrated book. Thelong booom of heavy guns echoed flatly, and huge flocks of
wintering birds surged up out of the reeds and swamps at the sound. The new enemy rafts had their
doping sides built up smoothly into peaked roofs, and the whole surface glinted with the dull gray of iron.
Hexagond plates of it, like some marblefloors, asthick asaman's arm and bolted to the heavy timber
wall beneath. A mortar-shell struck one as he watched. It exploded, and the water surged away from
that side of theraft in agreat semicircle. When the smoke cleared and the spray and mud fdll, theiron
was polished brighter, but barely scarred.

A port opened in the armored side of the raft, and the black muzzle of afortress gun poked
through. The holein the center was twice the width of aman's head. Red flame bel ched through the cloud



of smoke. Theforty-kilo shot struck the side of the Civil Government mortar-raft only athousand meters
away. White light sparked out from the impact, and a sound like a monstrous dull gong. The smdler
mortar raft surged backward under the impact.

More roundshot were striking around the mortar raft, raising plumes of water or bouncing off the
armor.

"The son of awhore's keeping hisraftsfairly close to the shore batteries, too, in daytime,”
Dinnasyn said. "Enough hits and they'll break the timber backing or spall off fragmentson ours.”

Rg sghed. "Recdl them,” he said. "Thisisn't getting us anywhere.”

Dinnasyn nodded jerkily, and signed to hisaide. Rockets flared out over the water. After afew
minutes, the mortar rafts began to back jerkily, asthe crewsinside winched in the cables and paid out on
the ones attached to the anchors set closer to the southern shore.

"Losien,” Dinnadsyn said: sorry. Then more thoughtfully: "Although . .. mi heneral, if weput a
chilled-iron penetrating cap on the mortar shells, maybeadday fuse. .. or | could. .. hmmm. | know
the theory, with alittletime | could set up arifling lathe for some of the big smoothbores we found here.
Fire dongated solid shot with lead skirts like the Sege guns back home — we use cast sted from the
Kolobassian forges, of course, but | could strengthen the breeches of these cast-iron pieces with bands.
Heat some squared wrought-iron bars white-hot and then wind them on —"

"Good man," Ry said, clapping him on the shoulder in comradeship. "Delegateit, though, don't
get too focused on this one aspect. And this sort of move and counter-move can go on indefinitely.”

observe, Center sad.

Thered world vanished, to be replaced with the glowing blue-white curved shield of Bellevue
seen from the holy realm of Orbit. Blossoms of eye-searing fire bloomed againgt the haze of the upper
atmosphere. They came from dotsthat fell downward, dodging and jinking. Fingers of light touched them
and they died, but others survived, penetrating deeper and deeper until some went down into the night
sde of the planet below. Down to the grids of light that marked cities, and then sun-fire billowed out in
circles, risng in domes of incandescence toward the stratosphere. . .

Rg shook hishead. "Muzzaf," he said. "Two-thirds rations for the populace again. Grammeck,
what redlly has me worried is the area southeast of the wall. Meet me in the map room this afternoon,
and well go over it."

*k*

Swest incense drifted over the pounded dirt of the cleared zone between the inner face of the
wall and the buildings of Old Residence. A hundred meterswide, it stretched on ether Sde of them likea
wavering road. Much of it was as busy as aroad; men marching, or exercising their dogs, or supply
wagons hauling rations and ammunition. This section was the 24th VVaencia Foot's, and they were
inducting their recruits, the oneswho'd survived probationary training.

The new men stood in ranks, facing the wall and the rest of the battalion, with the unit sandard
beside the commander and Rg. The colors moved out to parade past the files, and the unit saluted them
— both arms out rigidly at forty-five degrees with the pams down and parald to the forearm, the same
gesture of reverence that they would have used for aholy relic passing in areligious processon. The
banner was commendably shot-riddled and many times repaired; it had Sandoral embroidered onit,
and Port Murchison.

The battalion chaplain gathered up his materias, atiny star-shaped branding iron and a sharp
knife. The unit commander was Mg or Ferdihando Felasquez, a stocky middle-aged man with a patch



over one eye, legacy of aColonist shell. He had ariding-crop thonged to hiswrist.

That was how the oath was administered. | swear obedience unto death, though | be burned
with fire, pierced with steel, lashed with the whip. A taste of sdlt, the brand to the base of the thumb,
aprick on one cheek with the knife, and atap on both shoulders with the riding crop. Some officers
didn't bother with it persondly, but Rg had had the same scar on his thumb since he turned eighteen and
took up the sword.

"Captain Hanio Pinya, isn't it?' Rg said, as the men went back to parade rest.

"Ci, mi heneral," the younger man said, stiffening dightly, obvioudy conscious of the newness of
the Captain'stwo stars on hishelmet.

Felasquez spoke: "' I'm forming one extracompany,” he said. "Putting about haf recruits and half
veteransin it, and splitting the rest of the new men up among the others.”

"How arethey shaping?' Rg asked.

"Not bad, seyor," the newly promoted captain said. "They'real over eighteen and below
twenty-five, dl over the minimum height, and they can dl see aman-sized cutout at five hundred meters
and run acouple of klicks without keeling over. Better raw material than we generdly get.”

They dl nodded. Infantry units usualy got peons sent by their landlordsin lieu of taxes, or
whatever the pressgang swept up when a unit was ordered to move and had to make up itsroster.

"Odd to have so many townsmen," Felasquez said. " Although some of them are peasantswho
got in before the enemy arrived. No clerks, shopkeepers or house servants — all farmers or manua
laborers”

The three men moved down the ranks. The recruits were al |ooking serious now — taking the
oath did that to aman — and they'd had enough drill aready to remain immobile at parade rest. With
Old Residence to draw on there had been no problem equipping everyone up to regulation standards,
and better than the deazy junk that garrison units often got stuck with at home. Blanket roll over the left
shoulder, wrapped around with the waxed-linen sheet that was part of the squad tent. A short spade or
pickaxe stuck through the leather bindings, its head just showing over the shoulder. Spare socks, pants
and knitted-wool pullover insde the blanket roll. Bandolier with seventy-five rounds, and twenty-five
more in awaxed cardboard box. Three days alowance of hardtack. Rifle and bayonet; roll of bandages,
gun-oil and cleaning gear; cup, bowl and spoon of enameled iron; share of the squad's cooking geer . . .

"And by theway," Rgj said, when the officers returned to the standard. "We've managed to get a
satisfactory reloading shop set up, so double the usua firing practice and collect all your spent brass.
Work them hard."

"They'll sweat, mi heneral," Felasguez promised. "Although I'd prefer to get them out under
canvas 'til the new men shake down. They'll pick up Sponglish faster with no digtractions, too."

"Ingreid might object to maneuvers,” Ry replied dryly. "Wall duty will give them some experience
of being shot &, at least.” The Brigaderos had been infiltrating sniperswithin range of thewall by night
and picking off the odd man.

Felasquez cleared his throat and rested one hand on the pole of the battalion standard.

"Men," hesaid, inaclear carrying voice. "Y ou are no longer probationers, but members of the
24th VVaencia Foot. For two hundred and fifty years, this flag has meant men not afraid of hard work or
hard fighting. May the Spirit of Man of the Stars help you be worthy of that tradition. Y ou will now have
the honor of an address by our heneralissimo supremo, Rg Whitehdl."



A brief barking cheer echoed off the surface of thefortification wall. Rg stepped forward, his
hands clasped behind his back.

"Fellow soldiers," he said; the cheer was repeated, and he waved for silence. "I've been cdled
the Sword of the Spirit of Man. It'strue the Spirit hasguided me. . . but if I'm the hilt of the Spirit's
sword, my troops are the blade. These veterans—" his stance stayed the same, but he directed their
attention to the ranks behind him "— have marched with me from the eastern desertsto the Western
Territories, and together we've broken everyone who tried to stop us. Because the Spirit was with us,
and because we had training and discipline that nobody could match.”

The soldiers made no sound, but Rg could almost fedl the pride they radiated. Poor bastards,
he thought. Every fifth man in the 24th had died in the trenches at Sandoral. Mostly from artillery, with no
chance to strike back.

"Victory doesn't come cheagp," he went on. "But none of us has been killed running away." Even
the Sth'sretreat from El Djem hadn't been abugout. Tewfik's men had been glad enough to break
contact. "If you can become worthy comrades of these men — and it won't be easy — then you'll have
something to be proud of "

Or you'll be cripples, or bodiesin a ditch, he thought, looking at the young men. Only the
knowledge that he shared the danger he sent them into made it tolerable.

"Onelast thing. Before you enlisted, probably only your mothersloved you." He alowed himself
adightamile

"Now that you're wearing this—" he touched his own blue jacket "— probably not even your
motherswill, any more. And that's no joke. We guard the Civil Government, but damned little gratitude
we get for it. Gratitude isnice; 0 is plunder, when we find it — but that's not what wefight for. There's
preciouslittle faith or honor in this Fallen world; what thereis, mostly wears our uniform. We fight for
Holy Federation, for our oaths. . . and mostly, for each other. The men around you now are your only
family, your only friends. Obey your officers, stand by your comrades, and you've nothing to fear from
anyone who waksthis earth.”

* k%

"Put your backs intoit," Howyrd Carstens shouted.

"You put your fuckin' back intoit," the soldier growled back at him. "I'm afree unit brother, not
agoddam peon!"

The Brigade-colond jumped down from his dog. Swesting, muddy, stripped to the waist despite
the chill, the soldier backed a pace. Carstensignored him. Instead he walked past to the head of the
cable and grabbed the thick hemp rope, hitching his shoulder into it.

"Now pull, you pussies," heroared.

Men, dogs and oxen strained. The siege gun began to inch forward, over the last steeper section
of the hastily-built road. With a groaning shout the teams burst onto the surface of the bluffs. It wasfull
dark, lit only by afew carefully shuttered lanterns. And by the flare of the occasiona Civil Government
shdll, landing in the entrenchments at the eastern face of the hill. Everyone ducked at the wicked crack of
the 75mm round going off, but the shrapnel mosily flayed the forward surface of the hill withits
earthwork embankments and merlons of wickerwork and timber.

"That's how to do aman'sjob, boys," Carstens said, panting and facing the others.
Most of the troops on the line had collgpsed to the ground once the heavy cannon was on the



leve hilltop. Their bodies and breath seamed with exertion; the dogs beside them were panting, and the
oxen bawled and dobbered. Men ran up to hitch new cablesto theiron frame of the gun's mount and
lead the animals back down the dope for the next weapon. Winches clanked, dragging the gun acrossthe
log pavement laid on the hilltop, an earthquake sound as multiple tons of iron thundered over the
corrugations. The soldiers gave Carstens atired cheer asthey looped up the heavy ship's hawser they
had used for haulage.

"And keep your jacketson," Carstens called after them. A chill was aways a danger when you
swesated hard and then stopped in cold weather. There were too many men down sick asit was.

"Y es, mother," atrooper shouted back over his shoulder — the same onewho'd chalenged his
superior to get down in the dirt with them. The men were laughing asthey trotted down the uneven
surface, dodging around the wagons that followed the gun with loads of ammunition and shot.

His escort brought up his dog, and he took down the cloak strapped to the saddle and flung it
around his shoulders. His heart was il beating fast. Not as young as | was, hethought.

The areaahead |ooked like a spaded garden in the dim light. Earth wasflying up fromit, as
thousands of men worked to dig the gunsinto the edge of the bluff facing the city. A dozen positions
faced the wall two kilometers away, each adeep narrow notch cut into the loess soil of the bluff from
behind and then roofed over; other teams worked on the dliff-face itsdf, reinforcing it with wicker
baskets of earth and thick timbers driven down verticaly. Behind the guns were bunkers with beam and
sandbag covers, to hold the ammunition and spare crewmen. As he watched, the latest gun was aligned
with itstunnellike position and a hundred men began heaving on ropes. Those were reaved through
block-and-tackle at the outer lip of the position, in turn fastened to treetrunks driven deep into the soil.
The monstrous soda-bottle shape of the gun was two meters high at the breech, and nearly ten meters
long. It did into position with ajerky inevitability, iron wheedls squealing on rough-hewn timber.

Cargtensfollowed it, to where Ingreid and Teodore waited under the lip of the forward
embankment. Just then an enemy shell plowed into the face beyond. Dirt showered up and fell back,
pattering on the thick plank roofing overhead. He bowed to the Brigade's ruler and exchanged
wrigt-clagps with the younger nobleman.

"Glad to see you on your feet," he said.

Teodore nodded, then waved a hand toward the city. "Our oyster,” he said. "A tough one, but
we've got theforksfor it."

Cargtens peered through histelescope. The white-limestone walls were brightly lit by Civvie
searchlights, and he squinted against the glare. A globe of red fire bloomed, and a shell screeched
through the air to burst ahundred metersto his|left. Dirt filtered through between the planks overhead,
and he sneezed.

"They're not making much practice againg this redoubt,” he said.
"Told you," Teodore said with pardonable smugness.

Ingreid barked laughter and thumped him on the back; the glove rang on his backplate with a
dull bong.

"Thistime we're the ones pissing on 'em from above," Ingreid said. He took the telescope from
his subordinate and adjusted it. "How long will it take?"

"We're a extremerange,” Teodore said. "Wouldn't work at al without —" he stamped a hed!
"— ahundred meters of hill under us. With adozen guns, and overcharging the loads— four, five days
to bring down a gtretch of wall."



"And we've got their supplies cut off, too," Ingreid said happily. Histeeth showed yellow ina
grin. "Sow-moation fighting, but you two have been doing well. When thewall comesdown . . ."

"Dont' like to put everything in one basket,” Teodore said.

The older men laughed. "Weve got another bullet in that revolver,” Carstenssaid. "They'll dl be
looking this way — the best time to buttfuck "em."

CHAPTERTEN

"I'll bloody well leave, that'swhat I'll do,” Cabot Clerett snarled, pacing the room. It was small
and ddicatdy furnished, lit by asnglelamp. The slk hangings stirred dightly as he passed, wefting a
scent of jasmine.

"Cabot, you can't leavein the middle of acampaign; not when your career has begun so
glorioudy!" Suzette sad.

"Whitehal obvioudy won't let me out of hissight again,” Cabot said. "He doesn't make mistakes
twice. And al hesdoing is sitting here. I'll go back and tell uncle the truth about him. Then I'll collect
reinforcements, ten thousand extramen, and come back hereand do it right.”

"Cabot, you can't mean to leave me here?' Suzette said, her eyeslarge and shining.
"Only for afew months," he said, sitting beside her on the couch.

She seized hishand and pressed it to her breast. "Not even for amoment. Promise me you
won't!"

*k*

"Let meout, my son," the priest said shortly.

"I'm no son of yours, you bad pimp in askirt," the trooper growled. He was from the 1st
Cruisers, atal hulking man with athick Namerique accent.

Savage, the priest thought. Worse than the Brigade, most of whom were a least minimaly polite
to the orthodox clergy.

The East Gate had asmal postern exit, anarrow door in the huge main portal. A torch stoodina
bracket next to it, and the flickering light caught on the rough wood and thick iron of the gate, cast
shadows back from the towers on either side. A crackle of rifle-fire came from somewhere, perhapsa
kilometer away. Faint shouting followed it; part of the continua cat-and-mouse game between besieger
and besieged. Behind him Old Residence was mostly dark, the gasworks closed down for the duration
as coa was conserved for heating and cooking. Lamps were few for the same reason, showing mellow
gold againgt the blackness of night. The white puffs of the priest's bresth reminded him to dow his
breething.

"l haveavalid pass," he said, waving the document under the soldiers nose. Therewas atrickle
of movement in and out of the city, Since it was advantageous to both sides.

"Indeed you do," avoice said from behind him.



Hewhirled. A man stepped out of the shadow into the light of the torch; he was of medium
height, broad-shouldered and deep-chested, with a swordsman's thick wrists. Much too dark for an
ex-Squadrone, a hard square beak-nosed face with black hair cut in abowl around hishead. Mgor
Tegjan M'brust, the Descotter Companion who commanded the 1st Cruisers. The priest swallowed and
extended the pass.

"Signed by MessaWhitehdl, right enough,” the officer said.

More of the 1t Cruiser troopers came out, standing around the cleric in an implacablering. Their
bearded faces were dl dabs and anglesin the torchlight; most still wore their hair long and knotted on the
right side of their heads. He could smell the strong scent of swesat and dog and lesther from them, like
anmas

Another figure walked up beside M'brust and took the document. "Thank you, Tegan,” she said.
A smdl dender woman wrapped in awhite wool cloak, her green eyes colder than the winter night.
"Yes, | Sgnedit. | did wonder why anyone would take therisk of leaving the city just to fetch a copy of
the Annotations of the Avatar Sgermo. The man couldn't understand the plain sense of the Handbooks
himself and he's been confusing others ever snce.™

The priest's hand made a darting motion toward his mouth. The troopers piled onto him, one
huge calloused hand clamping around his jaw and the other hand ripping the paper out of hislips. He
gagged helplesdy, then froze as a bayonet touched him behind one ear.

Suzette Whitehd | took the damp crumpled paper and held it fastidioudy between one gloved
finger and thumb. "In cipher,” shesaid. "Of course.” She held it to the light. The words were gibberish,
but they were spaced and sized much like red writing. "A substitution code.”

The relentless green gaze settled on him. Her expression was as cadm as astatue, but the
Descotter officer beside her was grinning like acarnosauroid. He threw back his cloak and held up one
hand, with apair of armorer'spliersinit, and clacked them.

The priest moistened hislips. "My personisinviolate,” he said. "Under canon law, apriest —"
"Thecity isunder martial law," Suzette said.

"Church law takes precedence!™

"Not in the Gubernio Civil, Reverend Father."

"l will curseyou!”

The marble mask of Suzette'sface gave adight upward curve of thelips. Tggan M'brust laughed
aoud.

"Wdl, Reverend Father," he said, "that might dlarm ordinary soldiers. | redly don't think my boys
will much mind, seeing asthey'redl This Earth heretics™

The hands holding him clamped brutally as he struggled. "And," M'brust went on, "I'm just not
very pious.”

"Ra Whitehal isthe Sword of the Spirit," Suzette said. "He isapiousman .. . . whichiswhy |
handle thingslike thisfor him." Sheturned her head to the soldiers. " Sergeant, take him into the
guardhouse there. Get the fireplace going, and bring abarrel of water."

"Ya, mez," the man said in Namerique: yes, lady.

M'brust clacked his pliers once more, turning hiswrist in obscene parody of a dancer with



castanets. "They say priests have no bdls" he said. " Shall we see?’

The priest began to scream as the soldiers pulled him into the stone-lined chamber, hedls
dragging over the threshold. The thick door clanked shut, muffling the shrieks.

Even when they grew very loud.

*k*

"Not much longer," Gerrin Staenbridge said.

Thethick fabric of the tower shook under their feet. A section of the onefacing fell into the
moat with an earthquake rumble. The rubble core behind the three-meter blocks was brick and stone
and dirt, but centuries of trickling water had eaten pockets out of it. The next round gouged deep, and
the whole fabric of thewall began to flex. Dust rose in choking clouds, hiding the bluffstwo kilometers
away. The sun wasrising behind them, throwing long shadows over the cleared land ahead. The ragged
emplacements dong the bluffswere dready in sunlight, gilded by it, and it was out of that light that the
steady booming rumble of the Sege guns sounded.

"Timeto go," Rg agreed.

They walked to the rear of the tower and each stepped afoot into aloop of rope. The man at the
beam unlocked hiswindlass.

"I'll play it out dow like" he said. "And watch yor gep, Srs.”

Gerrin smiled, teeth white in the shadow of the stone. When they had descended allittle, he
spoke.

"| think he wastelling uswhat he thought of officerswho stay too long in adanger zone. Insolent
bagtard.”

The tower shook again, and smdl chunks of rock fell past them. Rgj grinned back. "True. On the
other hand, what do you suggest as punishment?’

"Assgn him to the rearguard on the tower," Gerrin said, and they both laughed.

There were dummies propped up al along the section of wall the Brigade guns were battering,
but there had to be some real men to move and fire up until the last minute, before they rappelled down
on aropeand ranfor it. All of them were volunteers, and men who volunteered for that sort of duty
weren't the sort whose blood ran cold at an officer's frown.

They reached the bottom and mounted the waiting dogs, trotting in across the cleared zone. Ry
stood in his stirrupsto survey the whole areaingde the threatened stretch of wall. The construction gangs
had been busy; for an area akilometer long and inward in a semicircle eight hundred meters deep, every
house had been knocked down. The ruins had been mined for building stone and timbers; what was | eft
was shapeless rubble, no part of it higher than aman'swais. Lining theinner edge of the rubblewasa
new wall, twice the height of aman. It was not very neat — they had incorporated bits and pieces of
housesinto it, taking them asthey stood — and it was not thick enough to be proof against any sort of
artillery. It was bulletproof, and pierced with loopholes dong its entire length, on two floors. The ground
justin front of it wasthick with abarricade of timbers. Thousands of Brigadero swordblades had been
hammered into them and then honed to razor sharpness.

Thefdling-anvil chorus of the bombardment continued behind them. The tower lurched, and a
segment of its outer surface broke free and fell, adow-motion avalanche. Very faintly, they could hear
the sound of massed cheering from the enemy assault troops waiting in the lee of the bluffs.



Rg grinned like ashark at the sound. He hated battles. . . in the abstract, and afterwards. During
one hefdt dive asat no other time; everything was razor-clear, dl the ambiguities svept away. It wasthe
pure pleasure of doing something you did very wdl, and if it said something unfavorable about him that he
could only experience that purity in the middle of daughter, o beit.

"Good morning, messers,” he said to the assembled officers, once they wereinsde the interior
wall. The room |looked to have been some burgher's parlor, with a rosewood table now dusty and
battered. Over his shoulder: "Get the rest of them off the wall. The enemy will be expecting that about
NOW.

"Now," he said, tapping his hands together to firm up the gloves. The juniorswere looking at him
expectantly.
tell them, Center said, asi havetold you, over theyears.

Ra nodded. "We're receiving ademondtration,” he said, "of two things. The advantage of
numbers, and the benefits of fortification.”

He looked around and settled an eye on Captain Pinya. "What's the primary advantage of
superior numbers, Captain?'

Theinfantryman flushed. " Greater freedom to pursue multiple avenues of attack, sr,” he said.

"Correct. Mogt of the redlly definitive ways to thrash an enemy in battle involve, when you come
right down to it, pinning him with one part of your forces and hitting him e sewhere with another. The
greater your numbers, the easier that isto do. If you have enough of an advantage, you can compel the
other Sdeto retreat or surrender without fighting at al. Those of you who were with me back in the
Southern Territories will remember that the Squadron had a very large advantage in numbers— athough
they had a substantial disadvantage in combet effectiveness.

"Infact, they could have made us leave by refusing to fight except defensively. Keep abig force
hovering some distance from us, and use the rest to cut off our foraging parties. Pretty soon we'd have
had to either charge right into them, or Starve, or leave. Instead they obligingly charged straight into our
gunsthemselves.

"Y ou haveto attack to win, but the defensiveis stronger tactically,” Rg went on, looking down at
the map.

"It'seffectively aforce magnifier. Soisfortification, aslong asyou don't get too stuck toit. Ina
firefight, aman standing behind awal isworth five times one running toward him; one reason why I'm
known as the 'King of Spades.’ Y ou may note that here we're outnumbered by fiveto one. . . but the
Brigade hasto attack. That effectively puts us on an equd footing, and restoresthe tacticd flexibility
which the enemy's superior numbers deniesus.

"That, gentlemen,” he went on, tapping the map, "isthe essence of my plansfor thisaction.”
There was a place marked for every unit on the paper, but nobody's plan survived contact with the
enemy. "We use the fortifications to magnify the effect of our blocking forces, which in turn freesup
reserves for decisive action esawhere, with local superiority. | remind you that were still operating on a
very narrow margin here. Our edgeisthe speed of reaction which our greater flexibility and discipline
provide. | expect intelligent boldnessfrom dl of you."

The meeting broke up as men dispersed to their units. Staenbridge was the last to leave.
"Kick their butts, Gerrin," Rgj said.
They dapped fists, wrist to wrist insde and then outside. "My pleasure, Whitehdl,” the other man



sad.
*k*

"Spirit of Man," rifleman Minadli sad.

From the second story firing platform he had an excellent view of the city wall going down. He
hed lived dl hislifein Old Residence, working in the family's stonecutting shop. It was like watching part
of the universe disgppear. The quivering at the top of thewall got worse, the whole edifice buckling like a
reed fencein ahigh wind. Then the last sway outward didn't stop; at first it was very dow, along toppling
motion. Then it was gone, leaving only arumbling that went on and on until he thought it was an
earthquake and the whole city would shake down around his ears. Dust towered up toward the sun.
When it was over the wal was just aridge of tumbled stone, with afew snags standing up from it where
the tower had been.

A cannonball struck with agiant crack and fragments of stone blasted around it. The next round
came through the gap, burying itself in the rubble. Minatdli had never felt so done, even though there
were men on either Sde of him, nearly one per meter asfar as he could see. The platoon commander
was alittleway off, chewing on the end of an unlit stogie and leaning on his shesthed saber.

Minatelli siwallowed convulsively. The man down on one knee at the next loophole was aveteran
of twice his age named Gharsa. He was chewing tobacco and spat brownly out the dit in the onein
front of him before he turned his head to the recruit.

"Sight yor rifleyet?’ he sad.
"Nnn-no," the young man said, straining to understand.

He'd spoken alittle Sponglish before he volunteered; the priest in their neighborhood taught
|etters and some of the classical tongue to poor children. A month in the ranks had taught him the words
of command, the namesfor parts of arifle and an immense fund of scatology. He still found most of the
rankers difficult to understand. Why did | enlist? he thought. The pay was no better than a stonecutter's.
The priest had said it was Holy Federation Church's work, and held findly gotten between Mélicie
Guyterz'slegsthe time he got to go back to the home street in uniform. The memory held small
consolation. He certainly hadn't been the first one there.

"Gimme." The older man picked up Minatelli's wegpon and clicked the grooved ramp forward
under the rear Sght, raising the notch.

"Das saven hunnert," Gharsasaid. "Aim ad ter feet. An’ doan’ forget to set it back when dey
pass de marks."

He passed the wegpon back. "An' wet der foresight,” he said, licking histhumb and doing that to
hisownrifle.

Minatelli tried to do the same, but his mouth was too dry. He fumbled with his canteen for a
second and swallowed a mouthful of cold water that tasted of canvas.

"Graces," hesad. Thanks.

The veteran spat again. "Ever' one you shoot, ain't gonnashoot me," he said. "We stop 'em, er
they kill usal."

The young man braced hisrifle through the dit and watched the field of rubble and the great
plume of dust at the end of it. It occurred to him that if he hadn't enlisted, held be at home waiting with his
family — completely helpless, instead of mostly so. That made him fed alittle better, as he shuggled the



chilly stock of hisrifle againg his cheek.

"Could beworse," he heard the veteran say. "Could berainin'." The day was overcast, but dry so
far. Thelight was gray and chill around him, making faceslook asif they were aready dead.

Footsteps sounded on the wood of the parapet behind him. He turned his head, and then froze.
Captain Pinya, the company commander — and Mgor Felasquez, and Messer Rg) himsdlf.

"Carry on, son," Messer Rgj said. He looked unbelievably calm as he bent to look through the
dit. A companionable hand rested on the young soldiers shoulder. ™Y ou've got your rifle sSghts adjusted
correctly, | see. Good man.”

They waked on, and the tense waiting Slencefell again. "Y' owe meadrink, lad,"” Gharsasaid.
Some of the other troopers chuckled.

"Upyours,” Minateli replied. It didn't seem so bad now, but he wished something would happen.

* k%

"Upyarz™

The white pennant showed over the edge of the western gate. That wasthe signd. The Brigade
colonel swung his sword forward, and the regiment poured after him. They were very eager; nobody had
been told why they were held here, away from the attack everyone knew was coming on the other sde
of the city. It had to be kept secret, only the colonel and hisimmediate staff, and they informed by
Generd Ingreid himsdf and his closest sworn men. Sullennessturned to ardor as he gave them thetadein
brief words.

"We're getting a gate opened for us, boys," he said. "Straight in, chop any easternersyou see,
hold the gate for the rest of the host. Then the city's ours.”

"Upyarz" the men roared, and pounded into agallop behind him. None of them had enjoyed
gtting and eating hdf-rations or lessin the muddy, stinking camps. He didn't envy the citizens of Old
Resdence when the unit brothers were through with them.

The road stretched out ahead of him, muddy and potholed. The dogs were out of condition, but
they'd do for one hard run to the gate. Get in when the Civvie militiamen opened it, hold it and a section
of thewall. The following regimentswould pour through into the city and the defense would disintegrate
like aglasstumbler falling on rock. They'd take Whitehal from behind over to the eadt, the way the wild
dog took the miller'swife.

Hewas gtill grinning a the thought when his dog gave ahuge ye ping bark and twisted into the air
ina bucking heave. The Brigade officer flew free, only alifetimesinginct curling himin midair. Helanded
with shocking force, and something stabbed into histhigh with excruciating pain. It camefreein hishand,
athing of four three-inch nails welded together so that a spike would be uppermost however it lay. A
catrop. . .

"Treachery!" he groaned, trying to get up.

His knee wasn't working, and he dumped back to the roadway. Behind him the regiment was
piling up in howling, cursing confusion, men sawing at the reins as dogs ye ped off acrossthe fidds. Some
of them were running three-legged, one paw held up againgt their chests. Others were down, biting
franticaly at their paws or flanks. Dismounted men came running forward; riding boots had tough soles,
and they had little to fear from the caltrops. Two of them helped him up.

The gates were less than a hundred meters away. They did not open, but two new-cut squaresin



them did, at about chest height from the ground. The black muzzles that poked through were only 75mm,
he knew — but they looked big enough to swallow him whole. He could even see the lands, the spird
grooves curving back into the barrels. Drawing his sword he lurched forward curaing. There was just
enough time to see athousand riflemen rise to the crendlations of thewall before the cannon fired
point-blank canister into the tangled mass of men and dogs halted before them.

* k%

"Here dey come,” Gharsasaid.

Rifleman Minatelli squinted over the sights of hisrifle. His mouth was dry again, but he needed to
pee. The rubble out where the city wall had been was nearly flat, but the cannonade had lifted. The first
line of Brigaderos appeared like magic as they toiled up the ramp the fallen stone made and over the
sumps of thewal. Hisfinger tightened on thetrigger.

"Wait for it!" the lieutenant barked.

Poles had been planted in the rubble to give the defenders exact ranges. Minatelli tried to
remember everything held been told and shown, dl at once. Tuck the butt firmly but not too tight into the
shoulder. Let theleft eye fall closed. Pick your target.

He selected aman. Thefirgt rank of the Brigaderos were carrying ladders, ladderstall enough to
reach his position.

Hed seen the heretics riding through the streets occasiondly al hislife. Once achild had thrown
an apple a one, inthe avenue near his parent's street. The big fair man had drawn his sword and diced it
in half before the rotten fruit could strike, booming laughter as the urchin ran. The motion had been two
quick to see, ablur of bright metal and a shuck asit parted the applein halves.

When were they going to get the order?
A rocket hissed up into the air. Pop.
"Company —"

"Platoon—"

"Firgl"

He squeezed the trigger. BAM. Loud enough to hurt his ears as two thousand rifles spoke.
Smoke erupted dl around the semicircle of theinner wall. The rifle whacked him on the shoulder, il
painful despite dl the firing-range practice hed had. His hand seemed to be acting on its own asit pushed
down the lever and reached back to his bandolier. His eyeswere fixed and wide, hurting already from
the harsh smoke. It blew back over his head, and the Brigaderos were ill coming. The next round
clattered against the groove atop the bolt. He thumbed it home and tried to aim again. Another wave of
Brigaderos topped the rubble, and another one behind them — they were dl wearing breastplates. The
muzzle of hisrifle shook.

"Pick your targets," the officer said behind him.

He swallowed againgt atight throat and picked out aman — bearded and tall, carrying his
rifleemusket across his chest. Tiny asadall a eight hundred meters.

"Fire."

Heaimed at the ground just below thelittle stick-figure and squeezed again. Thistime the recoil
was asurprise. Did the man fall? Impossible to tell, when the smoke hid his vison for asecond. Men



were faling. Dozens— it must be hundreds, the enemy were packed shoulder to shoulder in the breach,
running forward, and another line behind them. How many waves was that?

"Kegp aming for the ones coming over thewall," the officer said again. "The men downdarsare
firing at the ones closer. Pick your targets.”

"Fire."
Again. "Independent fire, rapid fire, fire."

He started shooting as fast as he could, muzzle hopping from target to target. A foot nudged him
sharply, bringing him back to himsdf with agart.

"Sow down, lad,” the older man said. He fired himsdlf, levered open the action and blew into the
chamber, reloaded, raised the rifle. Without looking around he went on: " Steady, er de cross-eyed ol'
bitch'l jam on yu, for shore.”

Minatdli copied him, blowing into the breech. The hest of the sted was papable on hislips,
shocking when the air was so cold. He reloaded and braced the forestock against the stone, firing again,
and forced himsdf to load once morein time with the man beside him. It was steady as ametronome;
lever, blow, hand back to the bandolier, round in, pick atarget — fleeting glimpse through the smoke —
fire. Clots of powder-smoke were drifting over the rubble. Fresh puffs came from down among the
tumbled stone; some of the barbs were firing back at them. He felt a sudden huge rage at them, stronger
than fear.

"Fuckers," he muttered, reaching back again.

Hisfingers scrabbled; the upper layer of loops was empty. Twenty-five? he thought, surprised.
How could he have fired twenty-five rounds already? There was an open crate of ammunition not far
from him on the parapet; when he needed to he could aways grab ahandful and dump them into his
bandolier loose.

"Fuckers,” hesaid again, snarling thistime. Hisshoulder hurt. "Where arethe fucking cavary?"
He'd spoken in Spanjol, but the men on elther sde laughed.
"Who ever see adead dog-boy?' one asked.

"Dey fukkin' off, asusua,” Gharsasaid, spitting out the loophole again. "Dog-boys out ready to
get dere balls shot off chargin’, glory-os. | built diswal, gonnauseit an' that suit me fine. Dis de easy
life, boy."

Bullets spattered againgt the stone near Minatdlli's face. He fought not to jerk back, leaned
forward further instead. Another wave of Brigaderos was coming through the gap, a banner waving
among them. Heaimed at it and shot asit passed aranging-post. The banner jerked and fell, the men
around it folding up like puppets. A lot of people must have had the same idea. He felt just as scared, but
not alone any more,

"Come on, you fuckerd" he shouted. Thistime he pulled out three bullets and put the tips
between hislips.

**k*
"Determined buggers,” Jorg Menyez said.

Another group of Brigaderos snatched up their [adders and ran forward. A platoon along the
loopholesto ether side of the commanders brought their rifles up and fired; the volley wasamost logt in



the continuous rolling crash of musketry from thewall and of return fire from the Brigaderos outside. The
group with the ladder staggered. The ladder wavered and fell as most of the men carrying it were
punched down by the heavy 11mm bullets from the Armory rifles. The survivorsrolled for cover,
unlimbering the muskets dung over their backs.

Ra peered through the smoke. "There must be ten thousand of them crammed in there" he said.

Bullets from the ground-level loopholes were driving through two and three men. All over the
rubble-strewn killing ground, rounds were sparking and ricocheting off the ground where they did not
drikeflesh. A great wailing roar was risng from the Brigaderos crowded into the D-shaped space, a
compound of pain and fear and frustrated rage.

"They're not sending in another wave," Menyez said.

He looked about; the men holding this sector were his own 17th Kelden Foot. They fired with a
steady, mechanica regularity. Every minute or so onewould lurch backward as the huge but diffuse
enemy firepower scored alucky hit on afiring dit. Stretcher-bearers dragged off the wounded or the
dead, and a man from the reserve platoon of that company would step forward to take the place of the
falen. Cartridge-cases rolled and tinkled on the stone, lying in brass snowdrifts about the boots of the
fighting men.

Ra nodded dowly. He turned and caught the eye of an artillery lieutenant who stood next to a
tall wooden box. Aniron crank extended from one side, and copper-cored wiresran from thetop into a
cdlar trapdoor next toit. Rej raised aclenched fist and pumped it down twice. The young gunnery officer
grinned and spun the crank on the side of the box. It went dowly at fird, then gathered speed with a
whine. The corpord beside him waited until he stepped back panting, then threw a scissor-switch on the
box's other side. Fat blue sparks legpt from it, and from the clamps on top where the cables rested.

*k*

For amoment, rifleman Minatelli thought thewall under him was going to fal asthecity's
ramparts had. The noise wastoo loud for hisravaged earsto hear; instead it thudded in his chest and
digphragm. He flung up ahand againgt the wave of dust and grit that billowed toward hisfiring dit, and
coughed at thethick brickdust stink of it asit billowed over him. The explosionsran from left to right
across the D-shaped space before him, earth and rock gouting skyward as the massive gunpowder
charges concealed in the cellars of the wrecked houses went off one after another. The Brigaderos on
top of the charges smply disappeared — athough for amoment he thought his squinting eyes caught a
human form silhouetted againgt the sky.

Silencefdl for asecond afterwards, ringing with the painful sound that wasinsgde hisears. His
mouth gaped open at the massive craters that gaped across the open space, and at the thousands of
figuresthat staggered or crawled or screamed and ran away from them. Then the big barrels of pitch and
naphthaand coa-oil buried al around the perimeter went off aswell, the smal bursting charges benesth
them spraying inflammable liquid over hundreds of square meters, vomiting the color of hell. Wood
scattered through the rubble of destroyed buildings caught fire. Men burned too, running with their hair
and uniforms ablaze. Men wererunning al over thekilling zone, running to the rear.

They're running away! Minatdlli thought exultantly. Thelords of the Brigade were running away
from him, the stonecutter's son.

He caught up hisrifle and fired, again and again. Then, grinning, he turned to the villainous old
sweat who'd been telling him what to do.

The veteran lay on hisback, one leg crumpled under him. The bullet that killed him had punched
through his breastbone and out through his spine; the body lay in apool of blood turning sticky at the



edges, and more ran out of the older man's mouth and nose. Dry eyeballs|ooked up at the iron-colored
sky; hishemet had fadlen off, and the cropped hair beneath was thin and more gray than black.

"But wewon," he whispered to himself. His mouth filled with sick spit.
A hand clouted him on the back of hishelmet. "Face front, soljer,” the corporal snarled.

Minatdli started, asif waking from adesp deep. "Yessr," he mumbled. Hisfingerstrembled as
they worked the lever of hiswespon.

"Happens,” the corpora went on. He bent and heaved the body closer to thewall, to clear space
on the parapet, and leaned the dead mansfalen rifle beside the loophole. "1 towt de ol* fassaro'd live
for'ver, but it happens.”

"Yesdr."

"l ain't no gr. An" watch watcha shootin', boy."

*k*

Rihardo Terraza grinned as he hel ped manhandl e the gun forward. He could see through thefiring
dit ahead of them; the gun was mounted at the very edge of the new wall, where it met the intact section
of theorigind city fortifications.

The Brigaderos were trying to fal back now, but they weren't doing it in the negt linesin which
they attacked. They were dl trying to get out a once— al of them who could sill walk, and many of
them were carrying or dragging wounded comrades with them. That meant a pile-up, as they scrambled
over thejagged remains of the city wall. The ones closest were only about fifty meters away, when the
muzzle of the gun showed through the letterbox holein the inner wal. Some of them noticed it.

PAMMM. Firing case-shot. Everyonein the crew skipped out of the way as the gun caromed
backward and came to a halt against rope braces.

"Onefor Pochita, you fastardos," Rihardo shouted, legping back to the whed!.

Four other gunsfired down the line; the other battery at the opposite end of the breech in the city
wall opened fire at the same moment. The crowds of Brigaderostrying to get out halted asthe
murderous crossfire dashed into them, while the massed rifles hammered at their backs.

Best bitch | ever trained, Rihardo thought, coughing in the sulfur stink of the gunsmoke. His
eyeswere ginging fromt too.

PAMMM.

"Onefor Havaro!"

* k%

Gerrin Staenbridge gave Bartin's shoulder a squeeze. They were waiting in the saddle, riding
thigh-to-thigh.

The younger man flashed him asmile. Then the massive thudding detonations of the mines came;
they could seethe pillars of earth and smoke, distant across the intervening rooftops. The gates creaked,
the ten-meter-high portals swinging open as men cranked the winches. Thiswastheriver gate, the
furthest south and west in Old Residence you could get. The bulk of the anchoring redoubt loomed on
their left, and beyond it the river wall. Behind them was one of the long radid avenues of the city,
sretching in atwisting curve north and east to the great central plaza. It was packed solid with men and
dogs, four battaions of cavalry and twenty guns.



The gates boomed againgt their rests. Gerrin snapped his arm forward and down. Trumpets
blared, and the 5th Descott rocked into agallop at his hedls. The gate swept by and they were out in the
open, heading west dong the river road. Cold wind cuffed at hisface, and the sound of thousands of
paws griking the gravel road was an endless thudding scuff. The ragged-looking entrenchments of the
Brigade sege batteries were modd-tiny ahead and to the right. And directly to the right the plain was
covered with men, inarching or running or riding, ahuge clot of them around the ggping wound in the
city'swal where the guns had knocked it down. Almost to the railway gate and that was opening too. . .

He clamped hislegs around the barrdl of his dog and swung to the bounding rhythm of the galop;
his saber beat an iron counterpoint to it, clanking against the stirrup-iron. Distance . . . now. A touch of
the rein to the neck and his dog whedled right and came to a hdt, with the bannerman by hissideand a
score of Sgndlersand runners. The column behind him continued to snakeitsway out of the gate; the
ground shook under their paws, the air sounded with the clank of their harness. Riding eight men deep,
each battalion spaced at a hundred yards on either side of two batteries of guns. His head went back and
forth.

Smooth, very smooth, he thought. Especidly since there hadn't been time or spaceto drill for
thisin particular. They'd decided to keep each battalion stationary until the onein front wasin full gallop,
and that seemed to have worked. . . .

Thetimeit took adog to run akilometer and a half passed.
"Now," hesad.

Trumpets sang, and the great bar of men and dogs came to ahalt — tall-end first, asthe last
battalion out of the gate stopped with their rear rank barely clear of the portals. Another demanding call,
picked up and echoed by every commander's buglers. He turned in his saddle to seeit; he wasroughly in
the middle of the long column, asit snaked and undulated over the uneven surface of the road. It moved
and writhed, every man turning in place, with the commanders out in front like aregular fringe before a
belt. Spaces opened up, and the whole unit wasin platoon columns. A third signd, and they started
forward at right angles to the road, front-on to the shapeless mass of the Brigaderos force.

It looked asif the enemy had ridden most of the way to the wall, then dismounted for the assaullt.
Now the greet herd of riderless dogs was fouling any attempt to get the men who hadn't been committed
to face about. More harsh brassy music sounded behind him, discordant, multiplied four times. The
platoon columns shook themselves out, diding forward and sideways to leave the men riding in adouble
line abreast toward the enemy. And.. . . yes, the most difficult part. The men to hisright, near the gate,
were holding their mountsin check. To hisleft the outer battalions were swinging in, the whole formation
dantwiseto thewall with the left wing advanced asthey moved north.

Too far to seewhat Katin was doing, as he deployed out of the railway gate to the north of the
breach. Presumably the same thing, and that was his problem, hisand Rg's. He could rely on them to do
their parts, just as he could rely on Bartin to keep the left wing moving at precisely the speed they'd
planned.

The mass of Brigaderos ahead of him was growing with shocking speed. That was the whole
point, hit them before they could recover from the shock of the disaster in the breach — and before the
vadtly larger bulk of their forces could intervene.

He heded hisdog into adightly faster canter, to put himsalf in plain view. "Bannerman,
trumpeter,” he said, pulling his dog up to awalking pace. "Signd dismount and advance."

Thelong line did not hat exactly in unison — that was neither possible nor necessary with aforce



this sze, and the command lagged unevenly asit relayed down to the companies and platoons— but
there wasn't more than thirty seconds difference between the first man stepping off the saddle of his
crouching dog and the last. There was acomplex ripple down the line as each unit took its dressing from
the standard, and the battalion commanders and bannermen adjusted to their preplanned positions. Then
the four battalions were waking forward in a staggered double line with rifles at port arms.

The guns stopped and turned to present their muzzles to the enemy athousand meters away. Al
except the splatguns; they were out on the left wing, insurance in case the enemy reacted more quickly
than anticipated. Metallic clanging and barked orders sounded. A series of POUMF sounds thudded
down the line, sharpening to CRACK! behind him and to the right from the muzzle blast of the nearest
guns. Thefirg shells hammered into the enemy. Thefirg fire came from them; he could hear the bullets
going by overhead, not much menace even to amounted man at this range. Unless you were unlucky.
The cannon were settling down into a steedy rhythm. Dogs milled about ahead of them, some shooting
off acrosstherolling flatland in panic. More and more rifle-muskets thudded from the enemy, tiny puffs of
dirty smoke. Here and thereaman fdl in the Civil Government line, sillent or shouting out hispain. The
ranks advanced at the same brisk walk, closing tofill in the gaps.

Eight hundred meters. " Sound advance with volley fire by ranks,” Gerrin said quietly. Kdtin
should be in place behind them, anvil to the hammer.

BAM! And nearly fifteen hundred riflesfired in unison. The front rank checked for ten seconds,
aim and fire and gect and reload, and the rear rank walked through, on another ten paces, stopped in
ther turn. BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM, an endless stuttering crash. The front rank again. More men faling,
but the disciplined rifle fire was stabbing into the Brigaderos like giant hay knivesinto apile of fodder. He
was closer to the breach in the wall now, close enough to seethat it was still jammed with men trying to
retreat. The ones outside were trying too, running across from hisright to left, but there was nowhereto
go. Thetwo salying forces had met at the westernmost junction, facing about to put the trapped forcein
abox.

"At thedouble!"

*k*

Theindde of the mortar-raft was hot, thick with the choking scent of overheated meta and
burning cod. Thelittle locomotive engine wheezed and puffed at the rear of the enclosure, shoving the
heavy box of iron forward. The chain drive-bdt from its flywhedl s ratcheted againgt the shaft acrossthe
stern, and water from the covered paddie-whedl spattered against the board partition that separated the
enginefrom the gap in theraft'sfloor.

Commaodore Lopeyz stuck his head out of the top hatch, wondering bitterly why heldd
volunteered for this. Because everyone else seemed to be volunteering for something, he thought

dryly.

The cold air flowing over the top of the dope-sided box was shocking after the fetid heat inside.
Thewind wasin hisface as he went up the narrowing White River at awaking pace. It carried thelong
black plume of smoke from the stack behind him, to where the other two rafts followed in hiswake.
None of them was doing more than four knots. . . but they hadn't far to go, and it was aminor miracle
none of them had broken down. The surface of the river was steel-gray, with smal whitecaps now and
then as the breeze freshened. The land to the right, on the north back, was rising; he could seellittle over
the levee beside the stream, except the three hundred meter tabletop of the bluffs where the Brigaderos
Sege battery was located.

They wereleved with it now, turning northwest with the bend in the river. The raft shuddered and
dowed under him, fighting the current that grew stronger with every meter upstream. He dropped afew



steps down the ladder and signalled to the engineer; no use trying to talk, when the hiss of steam and roar
of the furnace blended with the sound of the paddles begating water into froth and made the insgde one
bath of noise.

The engineer pulled levers; his swesat-glistening attendants hovered over the drive-bdts, the
improvised part of the arrangement. The right-hand paddle wheel went faster, and the |eft-hand one
dowed. Sowly, clumsily, the mortar raft began to turn its nose in toward the bank. He climbed back up
the ladder to judge the water ahead; his hands and feet moved carefully on the greasy iron. The other
craft were copying him, and the channel was deeper on the north shore. They moved in further, dowing,
until the levee loomed ahead and nearly cut off their view of the bluff akilometer inland.

He signalled again, waving his arms down the ladder. The engines groaned and hissed to silence.
The sudden absence of noise was shocking, like the cool air that funneled down through the hatchway.
The black gang leaned wheezing on their shovels, next to the wicker cod-bins; they and the engineers
were both stripped to their trousers and bandannas, black as Zanjians with the coa-dust and glistening
with heavy sweet. So were the ships gunners grouped around the mortar. Crewmen swarmed out of the
other hatches and the anchors splashed

"Ready?' he cdled to the gunners.

Their officer nodded. Over the squat muzzle of the mortar was a pie-shape of iron on ahooped
frame. The gunner reached up and unfastened a bolt, and one segment of the pie fell down, hinged on the
outer curved frame. Gray daylight poured into the gloom of the hold, and awash of cold air that smelled
of water and sty mud.

Lopeyz pushed his head out the hatchway again. The other two rafts were anchored dongside,
only ten and thirty meters away. Wedge-shaped gaps showed in their top decks aswell.

"Two thousand two hundred,” he cdlled, estimating the distance to the enemy gun emplacements.

Helevdled hisglasses; plenty of activity up there, but only afew of the ant-sized figureswere
turning towardsthe river. Lopeyz grinned to himsdlf. The Brigaderos had cleverly dug their gunsinto the
loess soil, presenting impossible targets for the Civil Government artillery in Old Residence. They had
aso made it impossible to move the big smoothboresin atime of lessthan hours.

"Fwego." He opened his mouth and jammed his pams againgt hisears.
SHUMP.

The raft bobbed under him, and ripples floated away from it in anear-perfect circle. Hot air
snatched at histhree-cornered hat. Smoke billowed through the hold, sending men coughing and gasping.
More swept across the upper deck in the wake of the man-high oblong of orange fire that bel ched out of
the mortars 20cm tube. He blinked against the smoke and watched the blurred dot of the forty-kilo
mortar shell rise, hesitate and fall. It plunged into the riverward dope of the bluffs. A second later earth
gouted up in ahuge plumethat drifted and fell in arain of findy divided dirt. These shells had a hardened
tip made by casting them in awater-cooled mould, and the fuses were set for adelay after impact.

"Up three, increase charge one bag,” he shouted down past hisfeet into the hold.

The crew spun the devating screw and the stubby barrel of the mortar rose. The loader wrapped
another donut of powder onto the perforated brass tube at the base of the shell, and three men lifted it
into themuzzle.

SHUMP.
Thistimeit arched over thelip of the bluff, into theflat areabehind the enemy guns. Lopeyz



raised hisbinoculars and grinned like a downdragger. Men were spilling over the edge of the bluffs, some
picking their way down the steep brush-grown dopes, others plunging in their haste. Still more were
running eastward, down the gentler dope of the bluff to the rear, where the Brigaderos had shaped the
earth into arough roadway. He could hear shouting; it must be very loud, to carry thisfar — and hisears
were ringing from engine-noise and the firing of the mortar.

"Correct left one," he said. The crew turned the iron traversing screw one full revolution, and the
mortar barrel moved dightly to the left. "Fwego.”

SHUMP.
Right into the gun positions dong the lip of the bluff facing Old Residence.
"Frefor effect!" he barked. The other rafts cut loose aswell.

SHUMP. SHUMP. SHUMP. A pause. SHUMP. SHUMP. SHUMP. Ragged clouds of smoke
drifted upriver with the breeze. The edge of the bluff began to come gpart under the hammer of the shdlls.

*k*

The Brigaderos rifles went into the cart with aclatter. Rifleman Minatelli straightened with agroan
and rubbed his back; it had been along day. The sun was setting behind the ruined, gutted Brigaderos
position on the bluff to the west, tinging it with blood — which was gppropriate. The air was getting
chilly, but it &till smelled the way he was|earning went with violent deeth; like alatrine, mixed with a
butcher's shop where the offa hasn't been cleaned away properly. A sour residue of gunpowder mixed
withit dl. It wasn't quite so bad here in the open fields beyond the breach in the wall, where the wind
blew. Some distance off, acompany of cavary sat their saddles, rifles across the pommel and eyes dert.

A wail came up from thefield nearby. The Brigade had offered atrucein return for permission to
remove their wounded and dead. That had turned out to mean friends and often family coming to look
through the bodies when the Civil Government troops had finished stripping them of arms and usable
equipment. Or bits of bodies, sometimes. Minatelli swallowed and hitched the bandanna up over his
nose. A little further off big four-whedled farm wagons piled with dead were creaking back to the enemy
lines. The priests said dead bodies bred disease; Messer Rg) was pious that way, and the word was he
was happy to see the Brigaderos taking them off for burial.

One of the women keening over abody looked hisway. "Why?" she shouted at him. "What did
we ever do to you? Why did you come here?" She spoke accented Spanjol, but probably didn't expect
him to understand.

The young private pulled down his bandanna. "I was born here, you stupid bitch,”" he growled,
and turned away.

The other members of his squad laughed. There were six dl told of the eight who'd started the
day; Gharsadead, and one man with the Sisters, his collarbone broken by abullet. They moved on,
leading the two-ox team, and stopped by another clump of bodies. These had been ripped by canister,
and the smell was stronger. Minatdlli let hiseyes dide out of focus; it wasn't that he couldn't watch, just
that it was better not to. He bent to begin picking up therifles.

"Fuckin' Soirit!" one of hiscomrades said. It was the squad corpora, Ferhanzo. "L ookit!"

Thumbnail-sized siver coins spilled from aleather wallet the dead Brigadero had had on hiswaist
belt. Whistles and groans sounded.

"Best yet," the corpord said, pouring the money back into the wallet and snapping it shut. "Here."



Hetossed it to Minatdlli, who stuffed it into a pocket. The young Old Residencer was the best of
them at arithmetic, so he was holding the cash for dl of them. They're treating me different, hethought.

It hit himagain. | got through it! HE'd been scared — terrified — but he hadn't fucked up. He
was a veteran now.

That made him grin; it aso made him more conscious of what was at hisfegt. That was amass of
cold intestines, coiled like lumpy rope and dready turning gray. Insects werewaking over itina
disciplined column, carrying bits off to their nest, snapper-ants with eight legs and aslong asthefirst joint
of histhumb. He retched and swallowed convulsively.

"Hey, yu shouldda been ad Sandord," one of the other men said dyly. "Hot nuff tu fry 'n egg.
Dem wogs, dey get dl black 'n swole up redl fast, 'n den dey pops lika grape when yu —"

Minatelli retched again. The corpora scowled. Y u shut yor arsemout’,” he said. "Kid'sal right.
Nobody toleyu t' stop workin'."

The platoon sergeant came by. "Yor relieved,” he said. "Dem pussy militiagonnatake over. We
al get day'sleave.”

"'Bout time," the squad corpora said.

The noncom had volunteered his squad for very practical reasons; hefinished cutting the
thumb-ring off the hand of the corpse a hisfeet before he straightened.

"C'mon, boys, well git adrink 'n ahoor," the corpora said.
"1, uh, just want some deep,” Minatelli said.

Thefront of hisuniform was spattered with blood and other fluids from the bodies held been
handling. He should be hungry, they'd had only bread and sausage a noon, but right now the thought of
food set up queasy tremorsin hisgut. A drink, though . . . And the thought of awoman had a sudden
raw attractiveness. It was powerful enough to mute the memory of the day gone by.

The corpord put an arm around his shoulders. "Nu, best thing for yu,” he said. "Wash up first —
the workin' girls got their sandards.”

*k*

The Priest of the Residential Parish entered the door at the foot of the long room asif he were
walking to the greet dtar in the cathedron, not answering asummons sent with armed men. His
cloth-of-gold robesrustled iffly, and the saff in his hand thumped with graceful regularity as he walked
toward the table at the other end of the chamber. Theinner wall wasto hisleft, ahuge fireplace with a
grate of burning coals; to hisright were windows, closed againgt the chill of night. He hated before the
table that spanned the upper end of the room and raised his gloved hand in blessing.

Got to admire his nerve, Rg thought. He has balls, this one.

"Why have you brought me here, my daughter?' Paratier said. "A greet service of thanksgiving
for the victory of the Civil Government and the army of Holy Federation Church isin preparation.”

He stood before the middle of the long table. Behind it sat Suzette, flanked by scribesand a
herald; Rgj was at one comer, hisarms crossed. Thewalls of the room were lined with troopers of the
5th Descott, standing at motionless parade rest with fixed bayonets. Evening had falen, and the lamps
werelit; the fireplace on the interior wall gave their bright kerosene light a smokey cod-ember undertone
on the polished black-and-white marble of the floor and the carved plaster of the celling. The Priest
looked sternly a Suzette, then around for the seet that protocol said should have been waiting for him.



Rg admired his calm assumption of innocence.

"The Spirit of Man of the Starswaswith usthisday,” Suzette said softly. "ltswill was done—
but not yours, Y our Holiness."

"Heneralissmo Whitehal —" the Priest began, in avoice as smooth as old oiled wood.

"Lady Whitehdll isacting in her capacity ascivil legate here" Rg said tondlesdy. "l am merely a
witness. Please address yoursdlf to her."

Soirit, he thought. He had known good priests, holy men — the Hillchapel chaplain when hewas
aboy, and agoodly number of military clericssince. Priest-doctors and Renunciates, even some monks
of the scholarly orders, in East Residence.

Paratier, however . . . there seemed to be something about promotion beyond Sysup that acted
asafilter mechanism. Perhaps those with agenuine vocation didn't want to rise that high and become
ecclesagtical bureaucrats.

"Bring in thefirst witness," Suzette said.

A door opened, on the table sde of the wall beyond the fireplace. A man in the soiled remnant of
priestly vestments came through in awheeled chair, pushed by more soldiers. Hishead rolled on his
shoulders, and he wept silently into the stubble of his beard.

"What isthis?' Paratier boomed indignantly. "Thisisapriest of Holy Federation Church! Whois
respongblefor this mistreatment, abominable to the Spirit?"

"l and officers under my direction," Suzette said. Shelifted acigarette in along holder of sauroid
ivory. "He was apprehended attempting to leave the city and make contact with the barbarian generas.
The ciphered documents he carried and his confession are entered in evidence. Clerk, read the
documents.”

One of the men sitting beside Suzette cleared histhroat, opened aleather-bound folder, and
produced the tattered message and severa pages of notesin a copperplate hand.

"To His Mightiness, Genera of the Brigade, Lord of Men, Ingreid Manfrond, from the Priest of
the Residentid Parish, Paratier, servant of the servants of the Spirit of Man, greetings.

"Lord of Men, weimplore you to ddiver usfrom the hand of the tyrant and servant of tyrants
Whitehdl, and to forgive and spare this city, the crown of your domains.

"In earnest of our good faith and loyalty, we pledge to open to you the east gate of Old
Residence and admit your troops, on aday of your choosing to be determined by you and Our
representative. Thisman isin my confidence and bearsasignet —"

"Producethering,” Suzette added.
A box was opened; insdewas aring of plain gold, set with acircuit chip.

"— which isthe mark of my intentions. With Usin Our determination to end the suffering and
bloodshed of Our people are the following noble lords—"

Paratier thumped his staff on the marbleflags. "Silencel” he said, his aged voice putting out an
agtonishing volume. "How dare you, adulteress, accuse—"

"The prisoner will address the court with respect or hewill beflogged,” Suzette said flatly.
Paratier stopped in mid-sentence, looking into her eyes. After amoment he leaned on his taff.



Suzette turned her gaze to the man in thewhedled chair.
" Does the witness confirm the documents?*
"Yes, oh, yes," the priest whispered. "Oh, please. . . don't, oh please.”
"Takehim away," Suzette said. "Prisoner, do you have anything to say?"

"Canon law forbids the judicial torture of ordained clerics,”" Paratier snapped. After amoment he
added formaly: "Maost Excellent and lllustrious Lady."

"Treason istried under the authority of the Chair, and witnesses in such cases may be put to the
question," Suzette pointed out.

"Thisis Old Residence; no law supersedes that of Holy Federation Church within thesewalls.
Certainly not thefiat of the Governordl™

"Let the record show," Suzette said coldly, "that the prisoner iswarned that if he speaks treason
again— by denying the authority of the Sole Rightful Autocrat and Mighty Sovereign Lord Barholm
Clerett, Viceregent of the Spirit of Man of the Stars upon Earth— he will be flogged and his sentence
incressed.”

Paratier opened hismouth and fell silent again. "Does the prisoner deny the charges?”
"I do. The documents are forged. A man under torture will say whatever will spare him pain.”

Suzette nodded. "However, torture was not necessary for your other accomplices, Y our
Holiness. Bring themin.”

Seven men filed in through the door, their expressions hangdog. A light sheen of sweset broke out
on Paratier'sface as he recognized them; Fidelio Enrike, Vihtorio Azaiglio, the commander of the Priest's
Guard. . .

"L et the record show the confessions of these men wereread,”" she said. " Prisoner, you are found
guilty of treasonable conspiracy with the enemies of the Civil Government of Holy Federation. The
punishment is degth.”

Paratier'slips whitened, and his parchment-skinned hand clenched on the gaff. Rg stood and
moved to Suzette'sside.

"But," shewent on, "on the advice of the Heneralissimo Supremo this court will temper the law
with mercy.”

A pair of priests came forward; these were easterners themselves, military chaplains attached to
the Expeditionary Force.

One carried a plain robe of white wool. The other bore a copy of the Canonical Handbooks, a
thick book bound in black leather and edged with stedl.

"Y ou are to be spared on condition that you immediately take the oath of a brother in the Order
of Data Entrists,” she said. "From here you will be taken to the mother-house of your Order in East
Residence. There you may spend your remaining years in contemplation of your sSns."

The Data Entrists were devoted to silent prayer, and under astrict rule of noncommunication.
Paratier threw down his saff violently. "Thisis Anne Clerett'sdoing," he hissed.

For the first time since the Priest entered the room, Suzette's face showed an expression,;



aurprise. "The Consort's doing?' she said.

"Of course," the old man said bitterly. "She and her tame Arch-Sysup Hierarch weretrying to
foist the absurd doctrine of the Unified Code on Holy Federation Church. As opposed to the true
orthodox posgition, that the Interface with humanity is an autonomous subroutine only notionally subsumed
in the Spirit Itsdlf.”

"You arein error, Brother Paratier,” Suzette said helplessly, shaking her head. To the priestswho
stood on either sde of him: "Proceed.”

When the new-made monk had stalked out between his guards, she turned to the Sx magnates.

"Asagreed, your lives are spared in return for your testimony.” She paused. Y our property and
persons are forfeit to the State, as are those of your immediate families. Clerk, announce the sentences.”

The room filled with sllence as the prisoners were herded out; some defiant, others stunned or
weeping. When the commander of the detachment had marched his men out, Rg rested one thigh on the
table beside hiswife and laid ahand on her head, stroking the short black hair, fine as silk.

"Thank you," he said. "Of dl my Companions, the best.”

Suzetteroseto her feet, so suddenly that the heavy chair clattered over behind her. She flung her
amsaround Rgj. Startled, he clasped her in turn, feding the dight tremors through her shoulders. She
gpoke in afierce whisper, her face pressed to his neck:

"Anything for you, my love. Anything."

CHAPTER ELEVEN

"Well, now we can see what they've been building,” Rgj said. ™Y ou know, I'd like to get ahold of
the man over there who's been coming up with these clever idess.

"Whh . . . what would you do to him?' the new Alcale of Old Residence said. He shivered
dightly in the breeze; it was another bright cold day, but the wind was still raw from the last week of
drizzle

"Givehimajob,” Rg replied. "l can useaman that clever.”

He bent to look through the tripod-mounted heavy binoculars. The. . . whatever-it-was had just
crept out of the Brigade camp, the one that straddled the local railway leading north. In norma timesthe
line carried coal from the minesthirty kilometersto the north. He'd ordered those closed — the pumps
disassembled and the shafts flooded — before the enemy arrived, athough there had been some coal
stacked on the surface. Now the enemy had come up with acompletely different use. . .

Therailroad battery was mounted on the wheels of severd rail cars. They had been bolted
together with heavy timbers, and more laid as adeck. On that went three forward-facing smoothbore
fortress guns, firing twenty kilo shot. Over the gunsin front was asoping casement; he estimated theiron
facing was at least two hundred millimeters, backed by thick beams. The sides and top were covered in
hexagond iron plates, probably taken from the gun-rafts on the south shore of the lake. Thewhole
assemblage was too wide to be stable on the one and a half meter gauge of the railroad, so hinged
booms extended from either side of the mass. They rested on whedled outriggers made from farm



wagons, but reinforced and provided with iron shieds to the front. The battery was pushed by asingle
locomotive, itsaf protected by the mass of wood and iron ahead of it.

"What do they intend to do with it?" Gerrin Staenbridge asked.
observe, Center said.

The scene before him jumped, with redlity showing through as aghostly shadow. At five hundred
meters the battery stopped its dow forward crawl. The dotted ports on the forward face opened, and
the muzzles of the fortress guns showed through. Flame and smoke bellowed out, and solid shot
hammered into the north face of the wall, into the gate towers, a point-blank range.

Then darkness fdll across the vision, as the sun descended. The Brigaderos crew scrambled to
unchock the whedls of the battery, and it crept |aborioudy backward as the Straining engine tugged it
safely within the gates of the earth-bermed camp.

Ra nodded. "Bring it up to closerange,” he said. "Batter the fortifications during the day,
withdraw it a night."

The Brigaderos had gotten very nervous about leaving their camps during the hours of darkness,
with the Skinnersroaming free.

"Hmmm." Grammeck Dinnasyn considered it. "Shdl | start an interior facing wal?*

"No," Rg sad, smiling dightly. "With the guns at close range, they could cover any assault
through a breach — batter down anything we threw up, and give close support to the ssorming party. In
fact, with the outer wall down they'd command the whole city down to the harbor; it'sall downhill from
here

"Sir." Cabot Clerett stepped forward. "Sir, I'll assemble aforlorn hope. With heavy fire support
from the wadlls, we should be able to reach the casement with satchd charges beforeit getsto close

range”

The young mgjor glanced aside a Suzette. The rest of the officerswere glancing a him; that was
asuicidemissonif they'd ever heard one.

"No, Mgor Clerett," Rg sad, hissmile broadening. "1 don't think I'll give the Sovereign Mighty
Lord cause to remove me from my command just yet." By killing his heir went unspoken.

His smile grew broader ill, then turned into achuckle. The Companions and dignitaries stared in
horrified amazement asit burst into afull-throated guffaw. Cabot Clerett went white around the lips.

"Sir—" he began.

Rg waved him to sllence. " Sorry, mgjor — I'm not laughing at you. At the enemy, rather;
whoever came up with thisideaiisreally quite clever. But it'sayoung man, or | miss my guess. Colond
Dinndsyn, how many field guns do we have within range?'

"Twelve, mi heneral,” the artilleryman said. His narrow face began to show asmile of itsown,
suspecting apleasant surprise. "But they won't do much good againgt that armor.”

"I don't think so ether,” Rgj said, till chuckling. "Sowell wait . . . yes.”

In an eeriereplay of Center'svison, the battery halted at five hundred meters from the north gate.
Some of the civilians on the tower edged backward unconscioudy as the crew edged down behind the
shields rigged to the booms and began hammering heavy wedges behind the whedls. Otherstook out
precut beams and used them to brace the casement itself against the surface of the roadbed; that would



spread the recoil force and make the battery lesslikely to derail itswheels. The Brigaderos worked
rapidly, shoulders hunched against the knowledge that they were within small-arms range of the defenses
— and that while theiron shields on the boom and outrigger might protect them from rifle bullets, they
would do nothing if shrapnel burst overhead.

Hammers sounded on wood and iron, then were tossed aside as the soldiers completed their
tasks and dove gratefully back into the shelter of the casement. The previous attemptsto force a battery
near the walls of Old Residence had given the Brigaderos a hedlthy respect for the artillery of the
Expeditionary Force.

Ra tapped Dinnasyn on the shoulder with hisfist. "Now, Colond, if you'll have your guns
concentrate on the roadbed, just behind that Brigadero toy —"

Dinnasyn began to laugh aswell. After amoment, the rest of the Companionsjoined in,
whooping and dapping each other on the back; Suzette's silvery mirth formed a counterpoint to the deep
male sound. Only the civilians till stared in bewilderment and fear. Cabot Clereit was not laughing ether,
athough there was an angry comprehension in hiseyes.

*k*

POUMPF.

The field-gun mounted on the tower strobed a turnip-shaped tongue of flame into the darkness.
The crock of the shell exploding over the stranded railroad casement was much smaler, ablink of
reddish-orangefire. Like alightning-bolt, it gave an eyeblink vision of what lay below. The casement itself
was undamaged save for thousands of bright scratchesin the heavy gray iron of itsarmor. The
locomoative was still on the tracks, athough alucky shell had knocked the stack off the vertical boiler.
Black smoke till trickled out of the stump, but without the pipe to provide draught over the firebox, there
was no way the engine could pull enough air over the firebox to raise steam.

Not that steam would have done any good. For fifty meters back from the locomotive, the tracks
were cratered and twisted, the wooden rails and ties smashed to kindling and the embankment churned
asif by giant moles.

When the second shell burst over them, the soldierstrying to repair the track under cover of
darkness bolted for the rear, throwing down their tools and running for the safety of the camp. Bodies
and body-parts showed how well that had worked before, in daylight — and since the guns on the
towers of the city wall were dready sighted in, the darkness was no shield. No shield to anyone but the
Skinnerslurking al around; tonight the price of ears had been raised to a gold piece each.

A carbide searchlight flicked on from the main gate, bathing the casement and the men around it.
A thousand Brigaderos dragoons were grouped there, trying to protect the casement and the gunners
within from the savages roaming the night. The only way to do that wasto bunch tightly . . . which made
them a perfect target now, as the guns opened up with afive-shell sonk and two battaions of infantry
volleyed from the towers and wall. The dragoons peeled away from the casement, at first afew men
crawling backward from the rear ranks or running crouched over, then whole sections of the regiment
throwing down their weapons and pelting for the rear. Fire raked them; it would have been safer to wait
inwhatever cover they could claw from the ground, but men in panic fear will run straight into the jaws of
death. Even though death was the fear that drove them.

By the time the searchlight had been shot out by aBrigadero luckier or more skillful than the rest,
only the regiment's commander and asmall group around him remained. He turned and began to walk
stolidly away, the banner flapping at hisside. They disappeared into the darkness; afew seconds later the
doors of the casement swung open, and the gunners dropped to the ground in atight clump. They



hesitated for afew seconds, then began running north after the retreating colondl.

Haf aminute later firing erupted from the darknessitsdlf, the long muzzle-flashes of Skinner rifles
lancing out from positions a ong the embankment. A screeching followed, like saws biting through rock, a
flurry of lighter gunshots from Brigederos rifle-muskets and pistols. Then only screaming, diminishing until
it wasasingle man sobbing in agony. Silencefdl.

"Sir," Cabot Clerett said stiffly, bracing to attention.

Only he and Suzette and Rg remained on the parapet, beside the crews of the two guns and their
commander. The parapet was darkened against the risk of enemy snipers, lit by the palelight of a
one-quarter Miniluna.

"Sir, | request permission to destroy the enemy casement,” Cabot went on, hisvoice as fiffly
mechanical asthe compressed-air automatons in the Audience Hall in East Residence.

"By dl means, Mgor Clereit,” Rg sad.

He had been leaning both e bows on one of the crendlations of the parapet. When he
straightened up, the moon turned his face to shadow under the helmet brim, al but the gray eyesthat
caught afragment of thelight. The younger man could see nothing but cold gppraisa in them. Imagination
painted a sneer benesth.

"It wouldn't do to let them reoccupy it tomorrow,” Rg said. "They did enough damageto the
gatesasit was."

Suzette moved forward. "1'm sure Cabot will do asplendid job,” she said, smiling a him.
Cabot Clerett clicked hedsand inclined his head. "Messa."

And nobody will even notice, he thought savagely, as he clattered down the tower sairsto the
guardhouse at the base. It'll be the cherry on the cake of another brilliant Whitehall stratagem.
Nobody but Suzette will realize what | did.

Two Skinners were standing on top of the casement when he arrived at the head of acompany
of the 2nd Life Guards. They watched slently, leaning on their long rifles, as he lit the rag wrapped
around the neck of awine bottle full of cod oil and tossed it through the open hatch. Another followed,
and ydlow flame began to lick through the hatchway and the gunports and observation dits.

"Better get out of theway, Sir," Senior Captain Fikaros said.

Cabot nodded silently; they rode back to the gate. Men were aready at work on it, cutting out
the cracked timbers and mortizing in fresh, nailing and hammering. He stood and watched silently asthe
casement burned; the timbers of itsframe were fully involved now, and the iron was beginning to glow a
ruddy color around the holes were flame pulsed with arhythm like agreat beast bresthing. The munitions
must have been stored in metal-clad boxes, probably water-jacketed, because it was fifteen minutes
before thefirst explosion. A few of theiron plates flew free, and the heavy casement jumped asfire jetted
out of every opening. Then the whole vehicle disappeared in aglobe of orange-red fire that left
afterimages blinking across hisretinas for minutes. The shock wave pushed at him, sending him staggering
againg the rough surface of the gate. Men within shouted in darm asthetal leaves of the doors rattled
againg their loosened hinges.

"Hope those Skinners had enough senseto get off," Fikaros said. Helaughed. "A tidy endto a
tidy operation. | wonder how many more siege guns the enemy has?'

"Enough,” Cabot Clerett said tonelessly. "Return the men to quarters, Captain.”



"Sir. Carefor adrink in the mess, Mgor?'
"For agtart, Captain.”

*k*

"Soirit damn them," Rgj said with quiet viciousness. 'l need those reinforcements.”

The windows were open, to catch thefirst air of the early spring afternoon. 1t was il alittle chill,
but on asunny day no more than made ajacket comfortable. The air smelled cleaner than usud in acity;
cod was running short, even for cooking-fires.

"How many doesthat make?' Gerrin Staenbridge said. "Landingsin the Crown asawhole."

Jorg Menyez shuffled papers. "Five regular infantry battdions,” he said. "Ordinary line units,
suitable enough for garrison work. And seven battalions of regular cavary. The 10th Residence, Sth and
11th Descott Dragoons, 27th and 31t Diva Valey Rangers, the 3rd Novy Haifa, and the 14th Komar.
Plus about six batteries of artillery, say twenty to twenty-four guns.”

"Good troops,” Rg said. "And as much use in the Crown as they would be in bloody East
Residence— or Al Kebir, for that matter.”

"Y ou've got plenary authority as Theatre Commander,” Gerrin pointed ot.

Rg indicated apile of |etters, his correspondence with the commanding officers of the
reinforcements. Histeeth showed dightly in aferd smile of tightly-held rage.

"I've got power of life and death over the whole Western Territories— in theory,” he said. "Haf
of them didn't even reply. The other half said they can't get into acity surrounded by a hundred thousand
troops."

"Odd, snce we've no problem getting smal shipping in every night,” Staenbridge said.

Antin M'lewis nodded. "Ser," he said. "Me boys could git hunnertsin by land, any night ye name.
Them barbsis stickin' red close-loik ter their walls."

"Thefixisin," Dinndsyn sad.

Ra nodded. "Informaly, I've had word from Administrator Historomo. The battalion
commanders are under word-of-mouth ingtruction from the Chair not to place themsalves under my
orders. They're not under anyone's orders, redly, athough for most purposes they seem to be doing
what Historomo says. He's got them split up in penny packets doing garrison work hismilitiaand
gendarmes could handle just aswell."

He swore again, bitterly. "With another four thousand cavary | could end this bloody war before
whesgt harvest." That would bein four months. "Without them, it may take years.”

"The Brigaderos arein pretty poor shape,” Staenbridge said judicioudy. "They must have lost
twenty thousand men in those attacks over the winter — probably thirty thousand dl told, if you count
the ones rendered unfit-for-service."

"And they're losing hundreds every week to general wastage," Menyez said. "They've had avist
from Corporal Forbus."

M'lewis nodded, and there was a genera dight wince. Cholerain awinter camp wasa
nightmare. "Them campsissmdlin' high," hesaid. "An' their dogsisin purly pitful shgpe.”

"They ill outnumber usfiveto one" Rg said. "Were losng men too, to snipersand harassing



attacks. Not as many, but we didn't have as many to start with. Jorg, what about the militia?’

"Limited ussfulnessonly, mi heneral," Menyez said. "The full-time battalions can hold a secure
fortified position with no flanks, but | wouldn't ask more of them. The part-timers aren't even up to that.
Loca recruitsin our regular infantry units have settled in splendidly . . . but that'slargely because we took
only thebest and in smal numbers”

Raj nodded. "Where's Clerett?' he asked.

"Ah..." someone coughed. "Hewas at luncheon with Lady Whiteha | and some of hisofficers, |
think."

"Wel, get him here)"

He paced like a caged cat until the younger man arrived. When he did, Rgj kept hisface carefully
neutrd.

"Sr." Clerett sduted with lazy precison.

"Mgor," Rg replied. Heindicated the map boards with ajerk of his head. "We were going over
the generd postion, now that winter iscoming to an end.”

Cabot looked at the maps. "Stalemate,” he said succinctly.

"Correct,” Ry replied. He's no fool, and he's learned a great deal, he thought carefully.
Judging aman you didiked was ahard task, cdling for mental discipline. "We are now considering how
to break it. Specifically, we need the four thousand cavary currently Stting in the Crown.”

"With their thumbs up their bums and their wits nowhere," Gerrin Staenbridge added.
Cabot Clerett's face was coolly unreadable. He has learned, Rg thought.
"Sir?" the younger man prompted.

R4 returned to his chair and sat, kicking aside the scabbard of his saber with adight unconscious
movement of hisleft foot. He paused to light a cigarette, drawing the harsh smoke into hislungs, then
pulled out a heavy envel ope from the same inner pocket that had held the battered platinum case.

"Under my proconsular authority, I'm promoting you to Colond." He held out the papers; Clerett
took them and turned the sedled envel ope over in his hands.

A pro forma murmur of congratulations went around the table. Cabot Clerett bowed his head
dightly informa acknowledgement. The promotion meant less to the Governor's nephew than to a career
officer, of course.

"I'm a so detaching you from command of the Life Guards. Y ou will proceed to Lion City
immediately, and take command of the forceslisted in your orders— essentidly, dl the cavary and
fieddd-gunsinthe Crown. Pull them together, put them through their paces for aweek or so, improvisea
gaff. Then move them out; the Brigade hinterlands have been pretty well stripped of troops, so there
shouldn't be much in your way. Use your discretion, but get those men and dogs near here as quickly as
possible. Then communicate with me; well usethe river-barges, dip thetroopsin at night.”

"Sir." Cabot smiled, adow grin. A mgor independent command . . . and given because the
reinforcing unitswould obey him. Since he wasthe heir, they'd better. "Sir, do you think it advisable to
trap another four thousand men here behind the walls?"

"l do," Rg sad dryly.



The militiaand the regular infantry between them could hold the city walls againgt anything but an
al-out atack. With fourteen thousand Civil Government cavary, he could take the mounted units out and
use them as amobile hammer to begat the enemy to dust againgt the anvil of thefortified city.

Cabot tucked the unopened envelope into the inner pocket of hisuniform jacket.

"I'm to proceed to Lion City, mobilize and concentrate the cavary and guns, formtheminto a
field force, and rgjoin the main Expeditionary Force, using my discretion asto the means and place?’ he
sad.

"Correct, colond.”

"Immediady?’

"Assoon aspossible.”

"I believe I'll be ableto proceed tonight,” Cabot said cheerfully. "If you'll excuse me, Sr?1 have
some goodbyes.”

R4 ground out the cigarette savagely as the Governor's nephew |eft the room.
"Wasthat atogether wise?' Gerrin murmured.

"Perhaps not," Rg ground out. "But it'sthe only bloody thing I could think of." Helooked
around. "Now let's get on with the planning, shal we?'

*k*

"Glad to seeyou again, Ludwig," Ry said.

Ludwig Bellamy grinned. The expression was not as boyish asit had been four months ago. His
face had thinned down, not starved but drawn closer to the strong bones.

"Glad to be back, mi heneral," he said.

They turned their dogs and rode inward from the gate where the last of the 2nd Cruisers was
entering; it was pitch-black, overcast and with no moon. Dim light came from the lanterns on the gate
towers above, and from shuttered lanterns in the hands of some of the officers. The heavy portas
boomed shut behind them, and the locking bars shot homein their brackets with an iron clanking.

"Captain M'lewis did excedllent work getting us past the enemy pickets," Ludwig went on.
"Warn't hardly nao problem,” M'lewissaid. "Them barbsain't tirrin’ by noight.”
"We could smell them," Ludwig said. "Although what they've got |eft to crap, | don't know."

R4 rodein silencefor afew moments. An occasond diver of light gleamed from a second-story
window, as some householder cracked a shutter to check what was going by outside. The dogs paws
beat on the pavement, a scud-thump sound, in time with the creak of harness among his escort.
Belamy's men had theirs stuffed with rags to muffle noise. A mount sneezed and shook its head with a
jingleof bridleirons.

"Theralroad'swrecked, then?' hesaid at last.

"They're repairing segmentswith plain wood rails" Ludwig said; pride showed in hisvoice. "And
hauling trains with oxen. Thewhole area's up in arms, peasant revolt and famine, with three or four
regiments beeting the bush for insurectos. We swung north, and they're trying to run wagon trains from
the Padan River down to the camps here. Also we saw troops heading north, toward the frontier; the



peasants gave us rumors about Guard and Stalwart raiding, and pirates along the coast.”

Ra nodded. "' Scavengers around adying bull,” he said. "Commodore Lopeyz has sunk three
corsairsin the last month, found them hanging about just over the horizon." One hand indicated the delta
of the White River to their left. "What with one thing and another, | think the enemy will be forced to
make amove soon.”

"How'sthe supply Stuation, Sr?'

"Not bad, but getting worse. We've enough to keep the men and dogs on full rations for now,
athough the civilians are being shorted. No famine, though.”

Apart from the odd body found dead in adoorway in the morning, but that happened in any city,
under siege or not.

"What'l they do?"
"I'mnot sure. . . but they'll do something. Soon."

*k*

"No!" Ingreid Manfrond said, sweeping the map aside.
His eyeswere bloodshot as he glared at the other Brigade commanders.
"Lord of Men—" Teodore Welf began.

"Shut up, you puppy!" Ingreid roared. "Y ou logt me twenty thousand men with your last bright
idea"

Teodore stepped back from the table, clicked heels— his armor clanked too — and gave a tiff
bow before leaving. Ingreid stared after him; it was abreach of protocol to leave the Generd's presence
before permission was granted. Most of the other officerslooked elaborately elsewhere; afew looked
cadculaing, wondering if the triumvirate was breaking up. The weak spring sunlight came through the
tentflap with agust of air, ruffling the maps on the table. The sour smell of the camp wasworse, men with
runny guts and dogs too.

"Your Mightiness," Howyrd Carstens said, "he was right thistime. Weve got to ded with this
new army." Histhick calloused thumb swept over to the Crown, then up the peninsulafrom Lion City.

"They're over the Wdadavir,” he said. "Our arseis hanging in the breeze like a bumboy's, and if
he heads southwest and cuts us off from the Padan valey we're fucked — how many men are
dismounted aready because we can't bait their dogs?”’

"Y ou think | should send Wdf off, with hismother's milk gill wet on hislips?' Ingreéid said. "Give
him fifteen regiments?’

Hisvoice was no longer aroar, but still hoarse with anger. He snapped hisfingers, and a servant
cameforward with wine. It wastoo early intheday . . . but he needed it. The raw chill of this damned
winter had gotten into his bones.

I'm not sixty yet, hethought. | can out-ride and out-fight any of them. But the price kept
going up every yedr.

Cargtens shook his head. "Whoever you want," he said. " Send me, or go yourself. Take twenty
thousand men, the ones with the best dogs and the fewest troopers down sick. That'll till leave uswith
seventy thousand fit for service here, more than enough to blockade the city. Stamp on thislittle Civvie
column — there can't be more than four regiments worth. Then come back here."



Ingreid shook hishead. "I'm not splitting our forces" he said. "I'm through underestimating
Whitehdl, Spirit of Man of This Earth curse him. What well dois—"

He began giving his orders, pointing with astubby finger now and then.

Carstens hawked and spat on the ground when he wasfinished. "Might work," he said.
"Anyway, yourethe Generd "

Ingreid was conscious of their eyeson him. A proper Genera led the warriors of the Brigade to
victory. So far held lost two-score regimentsin battle, and half as many again to sSickness. It wasn't a
distinguished record . . . and hisgrip on the Seat was still new and uncertain.

"l am the Generd," he said. "And I'll have Whitehdl's skull for adrinking cup beforethe first
whest's reaped this year."

CHAPTER TWELVE

"He's up to something,” Rg said. The setting sun glittered red on the lancepoints of aregiment of
Brigaderos cuirassers moving at the edge of sght. " Something fairly subgtantid.”

Once more they were gathered on one of the north gate towers, Suzette looking alittle pale from
the lingering aftermath of influenza and some woman's problem she wouldn't tell him about, curled up
under amound of furs,

"Movin' troops,” M'lewis added, nodding. Parties of his Scouts were out every night, collecting
information and the ear-bounty. "L ooksloik back 'n forth, though."

Gerrin and Ludwig Bellamy bent over the map table. "Well," the older man said thoughtfully,
"Ingreid's done bloody silly things before. Hmmm . . . moved about ten thousand men from the south
bank of theriver to the north, and none of them have been moved back."

"Ingreid'strying hard to be clever," Rg said absently, tapping hisjaw with athumb. "He's going
to do something — no way of hiding that — but he doesn't want usto know where."

"All-out assault?" Ludwig Bellamy said.

"Possibly. That would cost him, but we can't be strong enough al along scores of kilometers of
wall. With his numbers, he could feint quite heavily and then hit uswith therest of it somewheredse.”

A crackle of tenson went through the officers, like dogs sniffing the spring air and bristling. Rg
looked out again at the enemy camps, blocks of men and banners were moving, tiny with the distance.

observe, Center said.

The vison was amap, with countersto represent troops and arrows for their movements.
Areyou sure? Rg thought.

probability 82% +5, Center replied. examine the movements of artillery.

"Ah," Rg said doud. "He's moving the men around, but the guns have been going in only one
direction.”



The other men were silent for an ingtant. "Foolish of him," Staenbridge said.

Ludwig nodded. "1 think he's short of draught oxen,” he said. ""Probably they've been eating them.
Shortsighted.”

"Then heréswhat well do,” Rg said. "Jorg, select the best eleven battdions of your infantry, and
hold them in readiness down by the river docks. Y ou'll command. Move the rest up here to the northern
sector. Gerrin, | want you here with me. Ludwig, you'l take the armored cars and al the cavary except
the 5th and 7th—"

When hefinished, there was slence for along moment.

"That'srather risky, isntit?' Gerrin said carefully. "l think it'sfairly certain we could stop Ingreid
head-on."

Ra amiled grimly. What's that toast? he asked Center: it was something from one of the endless
historical scenarios hisguardian ran for him.

"A toast, messers,” hesaid, railsing hiscup. "He fears his fate too much, and his desserts are
small, who will not put it to the touch —towin or loseit all.”

*k*

"Wherérewe going, Corpord?' rifleman Minatelli murmured.

The 24th VVdenciawere tramping down the cobblestoned streets toward the harbor in the
late-night chill. They were till blinking with deepiness, despite a hurried breskfast in their billets. Men
with torches or lanterns stood at the streetcorners, directing the flow. It was dark despite the starsand
moons, and he moved carefully to avoid treading on the boothed s of the man in front. The cold siity smell
of theriver estuary was strong, underneath the scent of wool uniforms and men. Occasiondly awindow
would open acrack asthefolk insde peered out at the noise below. Trapped and helpless and
wondering if their fate wasto be decided tonight . . .

"How dafuck should | know?" the corpord snarled. "Jest shut —"
"Alto!"

"y
Almost as helplessas| am, Minadli thought.

Although he had hisrifle. That was comforting. The Battdion wasdl around him, which was il
better. And Messer Rg always won his battles, which was more comforting still — everyone was sure of
thet.

Of course, the last battle— hisfirst — had shown him you could get killed very dead indeed in
the middle of the most smashing victory. Gharsias lungs and spine blasted out through his back illustrated
quite vividly what could happen to an experienced veteran on the winning end of aone-sided daughter.

It wasn't worrying him as much as he thought it should, which was cause for concernin itsdlf.
The long column of infantry stumbled to a hdt in the crowded darkness.
"Stand easy!" The men relaxed, and a murmur went through the lines. " Silence in the ranks."

Minatdlli lowered hisrifle-butt to the stones and craned his neck. Hewas alittle taller than
average, and the Street's angle was downward. The long rows of helmeted heads stretched ahead of him,
dirring alittle and the dull metal gleaming in the lamplight; the furled Company pennants ahead of each



hundred-odd, and the taller twin staffs a the head where the color sergeants held the cased nationd flag
and battdion colors. Another full battalion was passing down the street that crossed the one from the 24®
'shillet, marching at the quickstep.

"Something big on," he muttered out of the corner of his mouth to the corpord.

Officerswaked up and down beside the hated column. Another battalion was marching down
behind them, crashing to ahalt at abarked order when they saw the 24th blocking their way. Bresth
steamed under the pale moonlight.

"Doan’ matter none," the corporal whispered back, without moving his head. "We jest go where
were—"

The trumpet rang sharply. Men giffened at the sound.
"Attent-hun. Shoulder . . . arms.”
"—%’]t.”

Minatelli came to and brought thelong Armory rifle over hisright shoulder, butt resting on his
fingers. The trumpet sounded again. He wished the corporal hadn't sounded alittle nervous himself.

"Alo sngra, waymanod" By the | eft, forward.

Hisleft foot moved forward automaticaly, without his having to think about it. Hobnails gritted on
the cobbles; they were wet and dippery with the dew, athough morning was still afew hours off.
Marching was easy now, not like at first. The problem with that wasthet it gave him timeto think.

Where were they sending everyone? Because from the sound, there must be at least four or five
battalions on the move, dl infantry. They'd been turned out with full kit — but no tents or blanket rolls,
only one day's marching rations, and two extra boxes of ammunition each in their haversacks.

They marched through the Seagate and onto the road by the wharves. It was alittle lighter here,
because the warehouses were backed up against the wall and |eft more open space than the streets.
Mogt of the docks were empty, looking eerie and abandoned with starlight and moonlight glittering on the
oily surface of thewater. They halted again at the fishing harbor, upstream from the berths where the
deep-hulled ocean traders docked.

"Company E, 24th Vdencia," aman called softly.

Captain Pinyaturned them left from the battalion column onto arickety board wharf. Boats were
waiting dongside the pier, fishing smacks and ship's longboats and some barges with longboats to tow
them. Men waited at the oars, in the ragged dops sailors wore; there were others directing theinfantry, in
Civil Government uniform but with black jackets, and cutlasses by their Sdes— marines. The company
commander stepped down into along-boat, followed by the trumpeter and bannerman.

The lieutenant of Minatdlli's platoon hopped down into a barge. " Sergeant, get the men settled,”
hesad.

"Come on, straight-leg,” one of the marines snarled a Minatelli. He was holding a painter
snubbed around a bollard, anchoring the flat-bottomed grain barge to the wharf. " Get your assesinit.
I've got to help row thisbleeding sow."

The corpord clambered down. "About al yu good fur, fishbait," he said. "Y u herd daman, boys.
Timefur ajoyride.”

*k*



"Easy, girl,” Robbi M'Telgez said. "Easy, Tonita" Hisdog wuffled at him deepily from the straw
of her gdl. The corpora turned up the kerosene lamp and rolled up his shirtdeeves, taking the
currycomb and beginning the grooming at the big anima's head. Tonitastail thumped at the ground as he
worked the siff brush into the fur of her neck-ruff. It was not time for morning grooming, still hourstoo
early, but the dog didn't mind. Most of the other mounts were still adeep, curled up in their straw. The
stable smelled of dog and straw, but clean otherwise; the animaswere al stable-broken, and waited for
their trip to the crapground. It was aregular stable, requistioned from aloca magnate when the 5th was
billeted.

MTegez fet the dogs teeth nibble dong his shoulder in amutua-grooming gesture as he worked
over her ribs. Thetask had ahomey familiarity, something hed done dl hislife— back home on the
farm, too; the M Telgez family owned five saddle-dogs. He'd raised one from a pup and taken it to the
army with him; Tonitawas his second, bought with the battalion remount fund as athree-year old, just
before the Southern Territories campaign. War was hard on dogs, harder than on men. Idly, he
wondered what hisfamily would be doing right now. Pawas dead these two years; hiselder brother
Halsandro had the land. It was amonth short of spring for Descott, so the flocks would be down in the

valey padure.

Probably the women would be up, getting breskfast for the men; his mind's eye showed them all
around the wooden table, spooning down the porridge and soured milk.

Maand Halsandro'swife and his sigters, they'd spend the day mostly indoors, spinning and
weaving and doing chores around the farmyard. The water furrow for the garden would need digging out,
it dwaysdid thistime of year, so Halsandro would be at that with the two hired men. Hed send Peydro
and Marhinz, the younger M'Telgez boys, down to the valey pensto guide the sheep and the family's
half-dozen cattle out for the day. They'd be Stting their dogs, shivering alittlein their fleece jackets, with
their rifles acrosstheir thighs. Talking about hunting, or girls, or whether they'd go for asoldier liketheir
brother Robbi . . .

"Hey, corp,” someone called from the stable door. He looked up. "Turnout, an’ double-quick
loik, tEl-T says."

M'Telgez nodded and gave the currycomb afina swipe before hanging it on the stable partition.
Tonitawhined and rose aswell, sniffing at him and rattling the chain lead that held her bridleto theiron
dapledriveninto thewall.

"Down, girl," M'Telgez said, shrugging into his jacket. He picked up hisrifle and turned, away
from the plaintive whining. "Nothin' happnin’."
Y ou couldn't lieto adog. They smelled it on you.

* k%

"Everything isready?' Suzette asked.

The Renunciate nodded stiffly. Her face might have been carved from oak, but there was a sheen
of swesat on her upper lip. Around them the church bustled; the regular benches had been carried out,
and tables brought in instead to fill the great echoing space under the dome. Doctors were setting up,
pulling their bundles of insruments out of vats of boiling iodine-water and scrubbing down. The
wax-and-dust smell of achurch was overlaid with the sharp carbolic stink of blessed water.

"Down to the Stretchers and bandages,” the nun replied. "For once, thereis no shortage.”

Suzette nodded and turned away. They'd commandeered a dozen buildings dong the Streets
leading off from the plaza, and dl the city's remaining hansom-cabs for ambulances. Plenty of



priest-doctors aswell, adthough the Expeditionary Force's own medics would direct everything, having
the experience with trauma. Time between injury and treatment was the most crucia single factor, though.
More of the wounded would live. . . provided Rg won.

Hewill, shetold hersdf. A twingein her belly made her grimace alittle. Fatima put ahand under
her elbow.

"I'mfine" she said, consciousthat shewas till pale. The pain was much less, and the
hemorrhaging had stopped. Almost stopped.

"Y ou shouldn't have," Fatimawhispered in her ear. "I couldn't take the chance," Suzette said, as
softly. "I couldn't be surewhose. . . there will betime.”

She straightened and nodded to her escort at the door. They werelooking alittle uneasy at the
preparations. It was odd, even the bravest soldier didn't like looking at an aid station or the bone-saws
being set out.

"Back to headquarters,” she said.

*k*

"Kaltin, you and the 7th Descott are the only reserve on the whole west section of thewalls" Rg
sad.

They stood around the map, watching hisfinger move and cradling their kave mugs. I'mtrying to
fill a dozen holeswith six corks, he thought. Another shoestring operation . . . He went on:

"Ludwig can watch the east with the bulk of the cavary until it'stime. Gerrin and | are up herein
the north with the 5th and nine battaions of regular infantry, but you're it over there—you and the militia
They're not that steady, and even afairly light attack will spook them. Keep them facing the right way."

"Count onit," the scar-faced man said, dapping fists.

"l am. Waya con Ispirito de Hom."

R straightened and sighed as Gruder left. "Wdll, at least we're getting good fighting wesather," he
sad.

The windows showed the ghostly glimmer of false dawn, but the sky was il bright with sars.
Y esterday’s rain was gone, athough the ground outside the wallswould till be muddy. Nothing would

limit vighility today, though.
"l hope you messers are dl aware how narrow our marginsare, here," Rg said. "The blocking

force hasto hold." He nodded at the infantry commanders. "And the rest of you, when the time comes,
move."

"It seemssmple enough,” one said.
Rg nodded grimly. "But in war, the smplest things become extremely difficult. Dismissed.”

Themenfiled out, leaving only him and Suzettein the big room. ™Y ou'd be more useful back at
theaid station," he said. " Safer, too. Thisistoo cursed close to the walls for comfort.”

Suzette shook her head. "East Residence would be safe, my love. I'll be here," she said.

*k*

"Mamma, an' yell nivver seetheloik of that comin' down t' road from Blayberry Fair," one of



the Descotter troopers on the tower murmured.

Therolling northern horizon was black across an arc five kilometerswide. The Brigade was
coming, deployed into fighting formation; the front ten ranks carried ladders and the blocks behind had
their muskets on their shoulders and bayonetsfixed. The sunwasjust up, and thelight ran like aspark in
grassfrom east to west across the formation asit hove into view, flashing on fifty thousand sted points.
They chanted asthey marched, avast burred thunder, timed to the beating of athousand drums.
Between the huge blocks of men came guns, heavy siege models and lighter brass fieldpieces, hauled by
oxen and dogs and yet more columns of Brigaderoswarriors.

"Now, thisisn't particularly clever,” Rg said lightly.

To himsdf headded: But it just may work. Brute force often did, athough it was aso likely to
have Sde-effects. Even if Ingreid won this one, he was going to lose every fifth fighting man in the
Brigade'swhole population doing it.

"Counter-battery?* Dinnasyn asked.
"By dl means” Rg said.
"Lancersto thefore," Gerrin Staenbridge noted.

The dull sheen of armor marked the forward ranks, they'd | eft the polearms behind, of course.
Muskets were dung over their backs.

"Those |obgter-shellswill give them some protection,” Rg said. "'From fragments and glancing
ghots, at least.”

The gunners Sgnd-lantern clattered. The chanting of the Brigaderos was much louder, rolling
back fromwalsand hills

"Upyarzl Upyarz!"

Ra swalowed thelast of his kave and handed the cup to the orderly; he shook out his shoulders
with adight unconscious gesture, settling himsdlf to the task.

"Since I'm handling the towers," Gerrin said. "'I'd gppreciateit if you could be ready to movethe
reserves sharpish, Whitehdl," hewent on dryly.

"I'll domy best," Rg replied with adight bow.
They grinned at each other and dapped fists, back of the gauntlet and then wrist to wrist.

*k*

"Right, lads" Rg said, rasing hisvoicedightly.

Pillars of smoke wererising into the cold bright dawn air from the towers, stretching right and |eft
inashalow curveto the edge of sight. Gunsmoke, from the fiel dpieces emplaced on them — the infantry
on thewalls hadn't started shooting yet. The POUMPEF . . . POUMPF of the cannonade was
continuous, a thudding rumble in the background. Behind it the sharper crack sound of the shellsburdting
was muffled by thewalls. As he spoke ahuge BRACK and burst of smoke came from one tower far to
the west, where a heavy enemy shell had scored alucky hit. Another came over the wall with asound
likeaship'ssailsripping in astorm and gouted up acone of black dirt from the cleared spaceinsde the
walls. The sulphur smdll of powder smoke drifted to them, like aforetaste of hell to come.

"The whole Brigade's coming thisway," Rg went on. "Maost of our infantry went out upriver to
take them in the flank. Pretty well dl the cavary's going to go out the west gate and take them in that



flank.

"Theproblemis," hewent on, rising dightly onto histoes and sinking back, "isthat dl that'sleft to
hold them while that happensisus. . . and the rest of the infantry on the walls, of course.”

He raised one hand and pointed at the north gate towers, hisleft resting on the hilt of his saber.
"Colond Staenbridge and Captain Foley each hold aside of the gate, with acompany of the 5th. The
rest of you—and me — have to stop whatever gets over thewals. If we do, it'svictory. If wedont. . ."

He paused, hands clasped behind his back, and grinned at the semicircle of hard dark faces.
Things were serious enough, but it was aso almost like old times. . . five years ago, when held
commanded the 5th and nothing more.

"Y ou boys ready to do a man'swork today?"
The answer was awordless growl.

"Hell or plunder, dog-brothers."

*k*

"Switch to antipersonnd,” Bartin Foley said briskly.

The front line of the Brigaderos host was only three thousand meters away. Therolling ground
had broken up their dignment alittle, but the numbers were stunning; worse than facing the Squadron
chargein the Southern Territories, because these barbs were coming on in most unbarbarian good order.
The forward line gleamed and flickered; evidently they'd taken the timeto polish their armor. It coiled
over thelow riseslike agiant metalic snake. Fifty meters behind it came the dragoons, tramping with
their bayoneted rifles doped. He could make out individua faces and the markings on unit flags now, with
the binoculars. Mot of the heavy gunswere far behind, smashed by the fieldpieces mounted on the
towers or stranded when the shelling killed the draught-oxen pulling them. Also further back were
columns of mounted men, maybe ten thousand of them — ready to move forward quickly and exploit a
breach anywhere along the front of the Brigade attack.

Terrible as a host with banners, he thought — it was afragment from the Fall Codices, a bit of
Old Namerique rhetoric. The banners of the enemy flapped out before them in the breeze from the north.
Hundreds of kettledrums beat among them, athuttering roar like blood hammering in your ears.

POUMPF. The gun on histower fired again. The smoke drifted straight back; Foley could see
the shell burst over the forward line of Brigaderos troopers and hear the sharp spiteful crack. Menfdll,
and more airbursts dashed at the front of the enemy formation. Gunsfired all dong theline, but not as
many as there might have been. Half the 75s had been kept back to support the cavalry. The duller
sound of smoothbores followed as the brass and cast-iron cannon salvaged from storage al over Old
Residence cut loosg, firing iron roundshot. He turned the glasses and followed one that landed short,
skipped up into the air and then trundled through the enemy line. Men tried to dap aside or dodge, but
the ranks were too close-packed. Half a dozen went down, with shattered legs or feet ripped off at the
ankle.

The ranks closed again and came forward without pause; the fallen ladders were snatched up
once more. The smoothbores were much less effective than the Civil Government field guns, and dower
to load — but there were several hundred of them on thewalls. Their gunnerswere the only militiamenin
this sector, but they ought to be reliable enough with the bayonets of the Regulars near their kidneys. . .
The defenders artillery fired continuoudy now, lofting aplume of dirty white smoke over thewdl and
back towardsthe city. A few of the Brigaderos siege guns had set up and werefiring over the heads of
their troops, more of their light three-kilo brass pieces were wheeling about to support from close range.



Foley ignored them; held devel oped a profound respect for the Brigade's troopers, but their
artillery was like breaking your neck in the bath — it could happen, but it wasn't something you worried
about.

They must have lost two, three thousand men already, Foley thought.

"Spirit, they really want to make our acquaintance," he said. "1 knew | was handsome, but thisis
ridiculous.” Thelieutenant beside him laughed alittle nervoudy.

Rifles bristled dong the forward edge of the tower. More would be levelling in the chambers
below hisfeet, and along thewall to either sde. The city cannon werefiring grapeshot now, bundles of
heavy iron ballsin rope nets. It dashed through the enemy, and they picked up the pace to a ponderous
trot. Approaching the outermost marker, afine of waist-high pyramids of whitewashed stones—
gpparently ranging posts weren't atrick the Brigade was familiar with. One thousand meters.

"Wait for it,” he whispered, the sound lost under the rolling thunder of the cannonade.

The Brigaderos broke into arun. Foley forced histeeth to stop grinding; he touched the stock of
the cut-down shotgun over his back, and loosened the pistol in hisholster. At al costs the Brigade
mustn't take the gate, that was why there were companies of the 5th in the towers on either sde. Gerrin
wasin overdl command of thewall, dl he had to worry about was this one tower and the hundred and
fifty odd meninit. The troopers were knedling at the parapets, and boxes of ammunition and
hand-bombs waited open at intervals. Nothing elsehecould do . . .

"UPYARZ! UPYARZ!™

Thefront rank of dismounted lancers pounded past the whitewashed stone markers. A rocket
soared up from the tower on the other side of the gate and popped in a puff of green smoke.

IINOVV! n

Along thewall, hundreds of officers screamed fwego in antiphond chorus. Four thousand rifles
fired, ahuge echoing BAAAMMMMM louder even than the guns. The advancing ranks of armored men
wavered, suddenly looking tattered as hundreds fell. Limply dead, or screaming and thrashing, and flags
went down aswell. Foley caught his bregth; if they cracked . . .

"UPYARZ! UPYARZ!"

They came on, into the teeth of a continuous damming of platoon volleys. And behind them, the
first line of dragoons halted. The long rifle-muskets came up to their shoulderswith ajerk, likea
centipede rippling along the line. Their ranks were three deep, and there were thirty thousand of them.

"For what we are about to receive —"

Everyone on the tower top ducked. Foley didn't bother — he was standing directly behind one
of the merlons, with only his head showing.

Ten thousand rounds, he thought. The front rank of the dragoons disappeared as each musket
vomited ameter-long plume of whitish smoke. Even so you'd have to be dead lucky —

Something went crack through the air above his head. Something else whanged off the barrel of
the cannon asiit recoiled up the timber ramp and went bzzz-bzzz-bzzz asit diced through agunner's
upper am. The man whirled in place, arteria blood spouting.

"Tourniquet,” Foley snapped over his shoulder. " Stretcher-bearers.”
The next rank of Brigaderos dragoons trotted through the smoke, hated, fired. Then thethird. By



that time the first rank had reloaded.

"Lieutenant,” Foley said, raising hisvoice dightly — the noise level kept going up, it dwaysdid,
old soldierswere usudly dightly deaf — "see that the men keep their sights on the forward elements.”

It'sgoing to be close. | wish Gerrin were here.

*k*

"Damn," Rg sad mildly, reading the heliograph sgndl.
"Ser?' Antin M'lewis asked.

Hewaslooking alittle more furtive than usua, a stand-up fight was not the Forty Thieves
common line of work, but needs must when the demons drove.

"They've put together ared reserve" Rg said meditatively.

Somebody over there had enough authority to control the honor-obsessed hotheads, and enough
sense to keep back a strong force to exploit a breakthrough. Gunsmoke drifted back from thewalsin
clouds. He wished the walls were higher, now — even with the moat, they weren't much more than ten
or fifteen metersin most places. Height mattered, in an escalade attack. He grew conscious of M'lewis
waiting.

"l can't send Ludwig out until they've committed their reserve," Rgj explained. M'lewiswasn't an

educated man, but he was far from stupid. "Twenty thousand held back istoo many of them, and too
mobile by haf. Got to get them locked up in action before we can hit them from behind.”

M'lewis sucked a histeeth. "Tricky timin', ser," he said.
Rg nodded. "Five minutes is the difference between ahero and agoat,” he agreed.
A runner trotted up and leaned over to hand Rg a dispatch.

Current stronger than anticipated, heread. Infantry attack will be delayed. Will advance
asrapidly as possible with forces in bridgehead. Jorg Menyez, Colonel.

"How truly good,” Rg muttered. He tucked the dispatch into hisjacket; thelast thing the men
needed was to see the supreme commander throwing messages to the ground and stamping on them.
"How truly wonderful "

* k%

"WEélIl proceed as planned,” Jorg Menyez said firmly.
"Sir—" one of theinfantry baitalion commanders began.
"I know, Mgor Huarez," Jorg said.

He nodded down towardstheriver. Thelast of Huarez' battalion was scrambling out of their
boats, but that gave them only six battalions ashore— less than five thousand men. The rest were
scattered along the river with the sailors and marines|aboring at the oars.

"Commodore Lopeyz," Menyez said. "I'm leaving you in command here. Send the sseamboats
back for the remainder of the force." Rowing had turned out to be less practical than they'd thought from
tests conducted with small groups. Speeds were just too uneven. "Assemble them here. As soon as
three-quarters are landed, the remainder isto advance at the double to support me. Emphasizeto the
officers commanding that no excuses will be accepted.”



Trandation: anyone who hangs back goes to the wall. Of coursg, if the schemefailed they
weredl dead anyway, but it didn't hurt to be absolutely clear.

Hetook a deep breath of the cold dawn air. Off akilometer or so to the east the walls of Old
Residence were hidden, but they could hear the massed rifles and cannon-fire well enough. A hazy cloud
waslifting, asif the city were aready burning. . . . Below him werewhat he had. A few thousand
infantrymen, second-line troops officidly. Peonsin uniform, commanded by the failed younger sons of
very minor gentry. Ahead was better than four score thousand Brigade warriors.

"Fellow soldiers," he said, pitching hisvoiceto carry. Whatever he said would go back through
the ranks. With appropriate distortion, so keep it smple.

"Messer Rg and our comrades need us" he said. "If we get therein time, we win. Follow me."

Heturned, and his bannermen and signalersformed up behind him. Normaly company-grade
officers and above were mounted, but thistime it was everyone on their own poor-man's dogs. "Battaion
columns, five abreast,” he said. "Double quickstep.”

The Brigadero emplacements on the bluff above were ruined and empty, but there would be
somebody there. Somebody to report.

"Hadelande! " he snapped, and started toward the sound of the guns.

*k*

"Follow me!" Rgj called.

Hetouched his hed to Horace's flank. The trumpet sang four brassy notes, and the column broke
into ajog-trot; he touched the reinslightly, keeping his dog down to the pace of the dismounted men
behind him. The fog of black-powder smoke was thick, like running through heavy mist that smelled of
burning sulfur. Thewall to hisright was amost hidden by it despite the bright sun, towerslooming up like
idands. The noise was aheavy surf, the continuous crackle of rifle-fire under the booming cannon. A
louder crack sounded as aforty-kilo cannonball struck the ramparts, blasting loose chunks of stone and
pieces of men.

Messengers and ambulances were moving in the cleared zone behind the walls. Now they saw
men running, unwounded or nearly so. The fugitives shocked to ahat asthey saw the Starburst banner
and Rg benegath it; everyone recognized Horace, at least.

"Y ou men had better rgjoin your unit,” Rg said. They wavered, turned and began scrambling
back up the earth mound on theinsde of thewall.

Ra opened the case a his saddlebow, calming the restless dog with aword as a shell ripped by
overhead to burst among the outermost row of houses behind. Through the binoculars he could see the
rough pine-log ends of scaling ladders against the merlons of the wall, and infantrymen desperately trying
to push them aside with the points of their bayonets. Any defender whose head was above the
stonework for more than a second or two toppled backward; there must be forty or fifty blue-clad
bodies lying on the earth ramp, most of them shot through the head or neck. The defenders were pulling
the tabs of hand-bombs and pitching them over the side; more showered down from the towersa
hundred metersto either sde, thrown by hand or from pivot-mounted crossbows.

A dozen more scaling ladders went up, even as smoke and flashes of red light above the parapet
showed where the bombs were landing among men packed in the mud of the moat, waiting their turn at
the assaullt.

"Deploy," Rg said. The trumpet sang, and the 5th faced right in adouble line, one rank kneeling



and the one behind standing. A ratcheting click sounded as they |oaded their wegpons. "And fix
bayonets." It would cometo that, today.

"Captain, can those splatguns bear from here?!
"Judt, gr," the artilleryman said.

The multi-barrel ed wespons were fifty meters behind thefiring line, itsdlf that distance from the
wall. The crews spun the €levating screws until the honeycombed muzzlesroseto their limit.

R4 drew hissword and raised it. The bullets that had sent sparks and spalsflying all dong the
parapet under assault halted as Brigaderos helmets showed over the edge, masking their comrades
supporting fire. The Civil Government soldiers rose themselves, firing straight down; but the first wave of
Brigaderos were climbing with their pistols drawn. In ashort-range firefight single-shot rifleswere no
match for revolvers. Smoke hid the combatants as dozens of five-shot cylinders were emptied. Seconds
later the unmusical crash of stedl on sted sounded as scores of the barbarians swarmed over the parapet,
sword against bayonet.

"Wait for it."

One moment the firing platform above was a mass of soldiersin blue uniformsand warriorsin
sted breastplates, stabbing and shooting point-blank and swinging clubbed rifles. The next it held only
Brigaderos, the defenders pitching off the verge and into the soft earth of the ramp below, or retreating
into the tower doors. A banner with the double lightning flash of the Brigade waved triumphantly.

"Fwego!" His sword chopped down.

BAM. Then BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM, crisp platoon volleys running down theline. A long
braaaap four times repesated from the splatguns.

Time shocked to ahalt for a second. There were hundreds of Brigaderos jammed onto the
fighting platform of thewall, and most of them did not even know where the bullets that killed them came
from. Many were looking the other way, waving on comrades below or hauling up the assault laddersto
lower down from thewall. Thewhole line of them shook, dozensfaling out and down to crash with
bone-shattering force. Some of the Civil Government soldierswho'd jumped down were still moving, it
was soft unpacked earth below on the ramp and agrazing impact, but doing it with thirty kilos of sted on
you was another matter atogether.

Half the enemy were dtill up, even with the splatguns punching four-meter swaths through the
packed ranks. A few had timeto fire revolvers or begin the cumbersome drill of loading their
rifle-muskets — both about as futile as spitting, but he admired the spirit — before the next rattle of
volleys hit them. The splatguns traversed, sngpping out their loads with mechanical precision.

"Ceasefire" Rg sad. "Marksmen only."

Silence fell asthe trumpet snarled; the best shotsin each squad stepped forward a pace and
began adow crackle of independent fire at anyone unwise enough to climb the ladders and show his
head over the parapet. The Civil Government troopsin the towers at each end of the breach were
cheering asthey fired and lobbed handbombs. That meant the enemy were giving back from the foot of
thewadll, dthough the damming roar of noise continued dsewhere. And incredibly afew of theinfantry
whao'd tumbled down from the fighting platform were up and forming afiring line a the base of the earth
ramp. Rg heded Horace forward; ayoung officer was limping down the improvised unit of walking
wounded, hustling men with the dack faces of battle-shock into line, dapping them across the shoulders
with theflat of his saber. Here was someone who also had the right ingtincts.

"Lieutenant," Rgj sad.



He had to repeat the command twice before the young man heard; when he turned his eyeswere
wide and garing, theiris swalowed in the pupil.

"Ceaefire, lieutenant."
"Ci, mi heneral."

"Good work, son." The younger man blinked. "Now get them back up there. Anyone who can
shoot."

"Back up, Sr?' The lieutenant was shivering alittle with reaction. He looked at the earth ramp
above, littered with enemy bodies, two deep in places. A fair number of bodiesin blue-and-maroon
uniforms, too. One was crawling down the timber staircase that rose from the flat cleared zoneto the
ramparts, leaving aglisening trail behind him.

"Back up," R said. He scribbled an order on his dispatch-pad and ripped it off. "Get thisto
your battalion commander.”

Telling him to thin histroops out to cover the bare patch; probably unnecessary, but it never hurt
to be careful. There were aready some riflemen from the towers up above fanning out onto the rampart,
firing out at the enemy or pitching bodies down into the moat — the right place for them, let the
Brigaderos get an eyeful.

"Hoptoit, lad."
A dispatch rider pulled upin aspurt of gravd. "Ser," he said, extending anote from his gauntlet.

Estimate ten thousand mounted enemy reserves moving eastward with artillery, it sad.
Remaining ten thousand dismounting and preparing to advance southeast toward wall. Gerrin
Saenbridge, Colondl.

"Well, that'sthat,” Rgj muttered. "Verba acknowledgement, corpord.”

Another messenger, thisone on foot. "Sir, barbs on the wall, east four towers— Malga Foot's
sector. Mgor Fillipsyn saysthey'll be over inaminute.”

"Lead on," Ry replied.

"Messenger,” he went on, as the command group rode back toward the 5th's waiting ranks. "To
Major Bellamy. Now."

The enemy had ten thousand men in reserve to exploit a breakthrough. He had six hundred-odd
to plug the holes.

*k*

"Battalionsto form square," Jorg Menyez said.

The trumpeters were panting, like al the rest of them — they'd come better than akilometer at
the double quickstep, dl the way up from the riverbank, over the railway embankment, looping north and
west until they were dmost in sight of the eastern gate of Old Residence. They still managed the complex
cal, repeating it until al the other units had acknowledged. A find prolonged single note meant execute.

The 17th Kelden Foot were in the lead; they swung from battalion column to line like an opening
fan. So did the 55th Santander Riflesat the rear. The units on either side did like a pack of cardsbeing
stacked, the e ght-deep column thinning to amuch longer column of twos. Five minutes, and what had
been adense clumping of rectangles eight ranks broad and sixty or so long was an expanding box,
shaking out until it covered arectangle three hundred men long on each sde. Thefifth battalion stayed in



the center asreserve.
Here'swhere we seeif they can do it, Menyez thought, hislips compressed in atight line.

This sort of thing was supposed to be the cavary'swork. Infantry were for holding bases and
lines of communication. He'd said often enough that that was wrongheaded; now he had achanceto
proveit. . . or die. Worse, the whole Expeditionary Force would die.

He swept his binoculars across the front of the enemy formation, counting banners. Theair was
very clear, crigp and cool in hislungs, smdling only of damp earth. The city wasapillar of gunsmoke,
risng and drifting south. Sparkling, moving steel was much closer, rippling as the enemy rode over the
rolling fields, bending asthey swung to avoid an olive grove.

"About ten thousand of them, wouldn't you say?" he said to his second in command.

"Eight to twelve," the man replied. "Three regiments of lancers, therest dragoons and thirteen. ..
no, Sixteen guns.”

"Runner,” Menyez said. "To dl battalion commanders. Fire by platoons at any enemy fiedpiece
preparing to engage at one thousand meters or less.”

That was maximum range for the three-kilo bronze smoothbores the enemy used, and well within
range for massed fire from Armory rifles. No artillery hereto support him, curseit. A few rounds of
shrapnd were just the thing to take the impetus out of a Brigade lancers charge.

"For the rest, standard drill as per receive cavalry."

"Los h'esti adala cwik," his second said as the messenger trotted off: they'rein a hurry. The
Brigaderos were coming on at around trot, and it looked asif the dragoons intended to get quite close
before dismounting.

"Ask mefor anything but time, as Messer Rg says," Menyez said, clearing histhroat.

That was one good thing about an infantry battle. He drew a deep breath, free of wheezesfor
once. At least there weren't any dogs around, not close enough to affect him.

"They'll probably come at acorner first," he went on. That was the most vulnerable part of an
infantry square, where the smallest number of rifles could be brought to bear. "They do seemtobeina
bit of arush.”

*k*

Private Minatdlli wasn't aware of hearing the trumpet. Nevertheless, hisfeet were ready for the
order when it was relayed down to his platoon; prone and kneeling.

The men ahead of him flopped down, angling their bodies like a herringbone comb. He went
down on hisleft knee, conscious of the cold damp earth soaking through the woal fabric of hisuniform
trousers. This had been avineyard until someone grubbed up the vinesfor firewood, and shattered
stumps of root still poked out of the stony loam amid the weeds. Now that they were halted he could
hear the battle along the city walls, the boom and rattle of it muffled by distance and underlain by a
surf-roar of voices.

His own personal Brigaderos were much closer. Hidden by afold in the ground, but he could see
the lancepoints. There looked to be an almighty lot of them. . . .

Omniscient Spirit of Man, he thought as they came over the crest of theriselike atida wave.
There were thousands of them, big men in armor on huge Newfoundlands and St. Bernards. Pounding



aong in perfect dignment with lances raised, three ranks deep, heading straight for the front right corner
of the square. Right at him. Fifteen hundred meters away and still far too close, and getting closer every
second. Hisarms seemed to raise hisrifle of their own valition, and it took an effort that Ieft his hands
shaking to snap it back down to rest on the ground.

"Set gghtsfor four hundred meters.”

The order went down the ranks. Minatelli snapped the stepped ramp forward under the rear
sght with histhumb, lifting the leaf notch to the second-to-last position; for more than that, it had to be
raised verticaly and used as aladder-sight. Four hundred meters till seemed awfully close.

"Hre on the command.”

Feet tramped behind him. He looked back for amoment; two companies of the reserve battalion
were lining up acrossthe V-angle of the square's corner. Minatelli hoped none of them would fire too low
— even standing, the muzzles would be only ahaf-meter over hishead. When he turned his head back
the Brigaderos were close enough to turn his mouth even drier. Picking up speed; they were going to
dart their galop at extremerifle range, get through the killing zone as quickly asthey could. He could
hear the drumbeat sound of the massed paws, fed it vibrating through the ground. The armor was
polished blazing-bright, hurting his eyes under the early morning sunlight. Banners and hel met-plumes
streamed with the wind of the riders speed; the long lanceheads glittered as they swung down into
position.

"UPYARZ!"

"Wait for it."

The officer sounded inhumanly cam; Minatelli took along bresth and let it out dowly. If he
missed, that was one more sauroid-sticker coming at him. Another breath.

"Aim."

Therifle came up and the butt snuggled into his shoulder. Let the weight of the bayonet drop it a
little, am at the dog's knees. Ignore the open snarling mouths.

"Frd"

BAM. A hammer thudding into his shoulder. And crack as hundreds of bulletswent over his
head. Reload. The deadly beauty of the lancers charge was shredding, dogsfaling and menflyingin
bone-shattering arcs. BAM and more of them were down. Adjust the sights. BAM. Charge coming
forward in blocks and chunks, piling up where galoping dogs didn't have enough time to avoid the dead
and wounded — heavy dogs with an armored man on their backs weren't dl that nimble. BAM and the
Brigade standard was down, and alancer dropped his weapon and bent far over to snatch it off the
ground. BAM and his body smashed back over the cantle of his saddle; a couple of dozen infantrymens
eyes must have been caught by the movement.

Thank the Spirit for agtiff breezeto carry off the powder-smoke, otherwise held befiring blind
into afogbank by now.

BAM. The metd of the chamber was hot againgt the callus on histhumb as he pushed home
another round. The kick wasworse, therifle hit you harder when the barrel began to foul. Dogs snarling,
asound like dl the fear in the world, fangs aslong as daggers coming closer to hisface. Lancepoints very
close...

BAM. BAM. BAM.



**k*

"Back and wait for it!" the company commander barked.
Soirit damn it, where are Jorg and Ludwig? Rg thought.

Up the street, the Brigaderos paused as they saw the improvised barricade of overturned wagons
and tables. They were amixed group, dismounted lancers and dragoons. . . Then an officer shouted and
they came pounding down the pavement with their rifle-muskets leveled. Probably planning to reservefire
until thelast minute. Not agood decision, but there weren't any in their Situation.

Nor in his, now that the enemy were over the wdlls.
"Pick your targets, make it count,” the captain said. Riflesbristled over the barricade. "Now!"

The volley dammed out, the noise echoing back from the shuttered buildings on either sde. At
lessthan ahundred meters, with the Brigaderos crammed into astreet only wide enough for two wagons
to pass, nearly every bullet hit home. Men fell, punched off their feet by the heavy bullets. The survivors
paused to return fire, hiding the chaos at the head of their column with amantle of powder-smoke. Into it
fired the splatguns in the buildings on either sde of the barricade, taking the whole length of the street
back to the cleared circuit ingde thewalsin amurderous X of enfiladefire. The braaaap sounded again
and again.

Damned if | like those things, Ra thought as the smoke lifted alittle. The head of the roadway
was covered in bodies, many gtill moving. The splatguns were certainly effective, but they madethe
whole business too mechanical for histaste.

you need not worry. Center'svoice held acold irony. if you fail here, men will hunt each
other with chipped flint befor e the next upward cycle begins.

Did 1 say | wouldn't use them? he thought.
"That'sthat for the moment,” he went on aoud. "They'll be back soon."

He ducked into the commandeered house they were using asforward HQ. His spursrang on the
oak boards as he climbed the stairs to the second story.

"Still not spreadin’ out, ser,” the Master Sergeant there said, pointing without lowering his
binoculars.

Rg leveled his own glasses through the window. The Brigaderos were over thewadll in three
places, and the numbers were enough to make hisbelly clench. The defendersin the towers were il
holding out, keeping up their fire on the enemy-held sections of the wall. Despite that more and more of
the barbarians were coming over, and they'd dropped knotted ropes and ladders down to the earth ramp
backing the wall. The only good news was that they didn't seem to know what to do once they got
down. Mogt of them were milling around, returning fire at the towers. A thousand or so were pushing
directly in at the houses where the 5th had taken refuge, standing and exchanging fire with the riflemen
hidden in door and window and garden wall.

They were probably a mix-and-mash from dozens of units, he decided, and no senior officers
had made it over the defenses yet. Plenty of aggression — you'd expect that from men who'd kept on
coming through the killing zone and the moat and the wall — but nobody directing them.

That changed as he watched. A new banner went up on the wall, and he could hear the roar from
the Brigaderos. A running wardog, red on black, over asilver W. Teodore Welf's blazon.

What they should be doing is enlarging their breach and taking the gate fromthe rear, he



thought. Once they had a gate, the city was doomed. Welf's clever. On the other hand, he's also
young. . . .

"Get my personal banner,” he snapped over his shoulder. He reached around to take the staff,
then blinked as he saw it was Suzette handing it to him.

"l put the bannerman on thefiring ling" shesaid.

The carbine dung from her shoulder clacked on the polished wood of the staff. Rgj swallowed
and nodded, before he braced the pole out the forward window of the parlor and shook the heavy silk
free. It dithered and hissed, snapping in the wind and chiming— aflying sauroid picked out in gold
scaleson the scarlet Lk, with aglver Starburst behind it all.

The stiff breeze swung it back and forth, then streamed it out Sdeways. Rgj ducked down and
pulled Suzette with him as bullets pocked the limestone ashlars around the window.

"I don't think the Whitehdlsare dl that popular around here," he said.

"Provincias," Suzette replied, rounding out her vowelswith a crisp East Residence tone. "What
can one expect?

"I'm amonkey from the wilds mysdlf,” Rg answered her grin, pushing away the knowledge of
what the heavy bone-smasher bullets from the enemy rifle-muskets could do to a human body. Hers, for
example

Instead he duckwalked below the line of the windows to one in the corner and looked out. The
amorphous mob of the Brigade vanguard was turning into something like aformation. Welf's banner was
down among them now, and he and his sworn men — probably a cross between awarband and areal
dtaff — were pushing the remnants and individua survivors of the scorming party and the Sth'sgreeting
into line and behind what cover there was, even if only the hegped bodies scattered in clumps acrossthe
broad C-shaped arc of the cleared zone they held. As soon as that was done they started forward . . .
right towards hisHQ.

Perils of a reputation, he thought dryly. Teodore had apersond mad on with him; aso hewas
probably apprehensive about leaving Rg in hisrear.

"Runner,”" he said sharply. " Complimentsto Captain Heronimo, and shift dl splatgunsto the front
immediately.” Suzette handed him a glass and sank down beside him, back to the wall; he drank the
water thirdily.

"Young Teodoreisaclever lad,” he said absently. Thefire directed at the houses was thickening
up, growing more regular. "But he's making amistake. He should leave a blocking force and pedl back
more of thewall, go for the gates."

Suzette touched him lightly on the knee. "Can we stop them?”
"Not for long," he said. "Not for very long at all.”
"Your Mightiness," the courier said, as he spat the reins out of histeeth.

One hand held apistal, the other afolded dispatch. His dog stood with trembling legs, head
down and washcloth-sized tongue lalling asit panted.

"Report,” Ingreid Manfrond said. Howyrd Carstens took the paper.
"Lord of Men," the dispatch rider said, "High Brigadier Asmoto reports we couldn't bregk their



square— it'sadvancing, dowly. Moreinfantry coming up from theriver, marching in square, about as
many again but strung out in half adozen clumps. The High Brigadier requests more troops.”

"No!" Manfrond roared. "Tel him to stop them. They're only foot soldiers, by the Spirit. Go!™

Theman blinked at him out of adirt-splashed face and hauled his dog's head around, thumping
his spurred hedsinto itsribs. The beast gave along whine and shambled into atrot.

Another rider galloped up and reined in, his mount sinking down on its haunchesto bresk. "Lord
of Men," hesaid. "From Hereditary Colonel Fleker, a the eastern gate. Sdly.”

"How many?' Manfrond barked.

"Still coming out, Y our Mightiness. Thousands, mounted troops only — and guns, lots of guns.
They punched right through us."

The Brigade'sruler sank back in the saddle, grunting asif belly-punched. Beside him Howyrd
Carstens unlimbered his telescope and peered to the southeast. They were on arise akilometer north of
the point where the assault had carried the defenses; the action over to the west was mostly hidden
except for therising pals of powder-smoke, but they could see the northeast corner of the city walls.

"I told you the wall wastoo fucking easy," he rasped. "Here they come, gunsand al.”

Ingreid snatched the instrument, twisting the focus with an intensity that dimpled the thin brass
under histhick-fingered grip. Thefirst thing he saw was Brigade troops scattering, athin screen of
mounted dragoons. Some of them were firing backward with their revolvers. Then the head of acolumn
of enemy troops cameinto view, loping aong in perfect dignment at asdow galop. A haf-regiment or so
cameinto view — abattalion, they called it — and then a battery of four guns, then more troops. . .

"Get the message off to Teodore to withdraw now," Carstenssaid. "I'll get the flank organized.”

"Withdraw?" The telescope crumpled in his hands, and the weethered red of hisface went
purple. "Withdraw, when weve won?"

"Won what?" Carstensroared. "We've got our forces split three ways, thousands of them on the
other side of the bloody wall, no gate, and eight thousand of the enemy coming out to corn-cob uswhile
we look the other way!"

"Shut up or I'll have you cut down where you stand!™ Ingreid roared. "Get down there and hold
them off while Wef finishes Whitehdl "

Cargens stared a him increduloudly, then looked down the hill. The bulk of the Brigade force—
Sxty or seventy thousand men — was jammed up against the face of the Old Residence northern wall,
what he could see of it through the smoke. Most of the men werefiring at the walls and the towers, the
oneswho weren't dying in the moat. Artillery ripped at them, and thousands of rifles. A section of the
wall athousand meterslong was quiet, in Brigade hands. . . except that the towers were still mostly
holding out. The north gate was a colossa scrimmage, the moat full of bodies. He looked over at the
enemy force. Already cutting in west, their lead € ement was north of the main Brigade force under the
walls. Carstens could play through what happened next without even trying; the guns— must befifty of
them — pulling into line and the Civvie cavdry curving in like ascythe.

"Get Teodore out of there, you fool,” he said. "I'll try and dow down the retreat.”

*k*

"UPYARZ!"



R4 rose and shot the Brigadero in the face. He toppled backward off the ladder, but the one
below him raised his musket one-handed through the window, poking up from below the frame. Rg felt
time freeze as he struggled to turn the wesgpon in hisleft hand around. He could see the barbarians finger
tightening on the trigger, when something burned aong the ribs on hisright sde. Suzette's carbine, firing
from so close behind him that the powder scorched his jacket.

The Brigadero screamed; his convulsive recoil sent the bullet wild, whtaanngg off the hard stone
of thewall. Suzette stepped forward, her face calm and set. Sheleaned out and fired six times, pumping
the lever of the repeating carbine with smooth economy. Behind her the Magter Sergeant was pulling the
friction-fuse tab on a handbomb; he shouldered her aside without ceremony asthe last shot blasted the
helmet off adragoon climbing up toward the Whitehal | banner. The bomb arched down and exploded at
the base of the ladder. Men screamed, but the heavy timbers remained, braced well out from thewall.
R& and the noncom set the points of their sabers against the uprights and heaved with a shout of effort.
Sted sank into wood, and the ladder tilted sidewayswith agathering rush.

"Stairsl" someone shouted.

Ry left Suzette thumbing rounds into the tube magazine of her Colonid wegpon and led arush to
the head of the dtairs. There were three rounds [eft in hisrevolver; Center'saiming-grid did down over his
vison, and hekilled the first three men to burst up the stairwell. The fourth sumbled over their bodies
because he refused to release the rifle-musket in his hands. Rg kicked him in the face with afull-force
swing of hisleg. Bones crumpled under thetoe of hisriding boot, feding and sounding like lacking inthin
datsin awooden box. The man after that swung a basket-hilted sword at Rgj's knees. Rgj hopped over
it, stamped on the barbarians wrist as he landed, and thrust down between neck and collarbone. Muscle
clamped on the blade, dmost dragging it from his hand; then half adozen troopers were shooting down
the stairway on either sde of him, or thrusting with their long bayonets.

"Watch where yer shootin', fer fuck's soik!" a Descotter voice shouted up to them.

Muzzle-flash showed crimson in the murk from bdow, and theflat crash of stedl on stedl
sounded for an instant.

"Watch who ye letsin tfuckin' door, ye hoor's son,” the Master Sergeant shouted back.

Ra dragged breath back into hislungs, powder-smoke lay in wisps through the shattered
furniture of the parlor. We're not going to stop the next one, hethought with sudden cold clarity.

"Rg." Suzette's voice was raised just enough to cut through the background roar. "Who are
those men?"

He stepped to the side window. Just visible to the left — the west — were troops marching
down the cleared zone behind the walls. They wore Civil Government uniforms, but there weren't any
troopsin that direction except the infantry holding the north wall, who had al they could cope with and
more right now. And none of the Regularsin his command marched that doppily. They weren't marching
at dl, not double-timing, they were running. Running like men fleeing a battle, except that they were
running straight into one.

Ra wasfairly sure Teodore Welf was il dive, from the speed of the reaction. A block of
Brigaderos peded off from the stream coming over thewall and swung out to confront the—

Militia, Rg redlized. It's the local militia.

The confused-looking group hdted and gave fire; too ragged to be ared volley, along staccato
flurry. The Brigaderos heading for them returned it, but they didn't bother to stop. They charged, while
the militiamen fumbled with ramrods and percussion-caps. Rg gave aslent whistle of amazement; the



city troops didn't disintegrate in panic. Some did, running back along the way they'd come, but most
stood to meet the gray-and-black tide. They were going to be daughtered when it cameto
hand-to-hand, but they weretrying, at least.

"Ser," the Master Sergeant said at hiselbow. "Got abunch've t'locals comin' up behind us, say
they wantsthelp, loik."

The seamed, scarred face of the noncom |ooked deeply skeptical.
"Bring them forward, sergeant,” Rg said. "By al means. Beggars can't be choosers.”

*k*

Ludwig Bellamy reined in. "Ceasefirel" he shouted, and the trumpets echoed it. Thelast of the
enemy ahead were hoisting reversed wegpons, or helmets on the muzzles of their rifles. " Get these men
under guard.”

Silencefdl, comparative slence after the roar hed grown accustomed to over the last two hours.
He waved his bannerman forward, and they rode past the last Brigaderos holdouts within the walls of
Old Residence and down the wall toward Messer Rgj's command post.

Bdlamy looked around. " Spirit of Man," he swore.

The carnage around the gate had been bad. Probably more bodies than here. It had taken afair
amount of timeto get the way unblocked. But this looked every bit as bad; smelled asbad, asfar ashe
could tdll through anose dready stunned into oblivion today. The whole two-hundred meter width of
cleared ground inside the wall was carpeted with bodies, no matter how far they rode; black-and-gray
uniformed Brigaderos dragoons, armored lancers, men in the blue and maroon of the Civil Government.
Stretcher-bearers had to step on the dead to get at the wounded, and there were thousands. More
bodies hung from the walls, or carpeted the earth ramp where the enemy had tried to retreat when they
redlized what was happening outside. Occasiondly a patch of living Brigaderos sat with their hands
behind their heads, or putting field-dressings on their own wounded.

He stopped at amound of dead gathered more thickly around abanner of arunning wardog; the
pole still canted up from the earth, but the bodies were two and three deep in acircle around it. Armor
rattled.

"Stretcher bearerd™ he called sharply, reigning aside. A pair trotted over. "Thisonesdive.”
"Sir. Ordersare for our wounded first."

"Thisisan exception," Ludwig bit out. The man's armor was silver-chased and there had been
plumesin hishemet. "Get him to the aid station, now." Although from the amount of blood and the
number of bullet holes, it might befutile.

The three-barred visor was up, and the face insde it was enough like Ludwig Bellamy's that they
might have been brothers. It was something far more practical that prompted his action, though. If that
was Teodore Welf, he had two presents for Messer Rgj today .

He swore again when they findly pulled up in front of the forward HQ building. The sonefacing
looked asif it had been chewed. Men were stting in the windows, or leaning againgt the wdlls, looking a
littlelost. Another stood in the main entranceway. A tal man, hisface black asaZanjian'swith
powder-smoke. Suzette Whitehall stood beside him with her arm around hiswai<t.

Ludwig Bdlamy drew rein and sduted. " Mi heneral," he said.
R4 grinned, aghastly expression in the sooty expanse of hisface. When he removed his hedmet,



there was alighter streak aong the upper part of hisforehead.
"Took you long enough,” he said.

Belamy motioned aman forward; he dismounted and laid aflag at Rgj'sfeet. "It'sthe flag of
Howyrd Carstens, Grand Constable of the Brigade," he said. "We would have brought the heed, but . . ."
Ludwig shrugged. A 75mm shell had landed close enough to Carstensthat there redlly wasn't much | eft
besides the Sgnet ring they'd identified him with.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

"It seemsagood ded of trouble to go to, to hang me hedlthy," Teodore Welf said; hisvoice was
low, becauseit hurt to bresthe deeply.

He was sitting propped up in the big four-poster bed, swathed in bandages from neck to wast,
onearm immobilized in splints. A priest-doctor in the ear-to-ear tonsure of a Spirit of Man of This Earth
cleric stood by the bedside, glaring at Rgj and Suzette and the Companions; he was of the Brigade
nobleman's own household, alowed in during the after-battle truce. It was a.cold spring night, and rain
beat at the diamond-pane windows, but a kerosene lamp and a cheerful fire kept the bedroom warm.
Theflameslit theinlaid furniture and tapestries; also the hard faces of the fighting men behind Rg,.

"I'm athrifty man,” Rgj said, in Namerique dmost as good as Teodore's Sponglish. "I've no
intention of hanging you, or anything € se unpleasant.”

"Excellent, your excdlency: I've had a surfeit of unpleasantnessjust lately,” the young nobleman
sad. "Did you take Howyrd, too?"

"The Grand Congtable? I'm afraid he died holding the rearguard.”
Wef sghed. " Spirit have mercy on the Brigade," he said.

"| doubt that the Spirit will, just now, since the Spirit has tasked me with reuniting civilization and
you'retrying to stop me," Rg said.

The young Brigade noble looked at him; his eyeswent alittle wider when he saw the flat sincerity
iNRy's.
"Particularly since the Spirit has given you Ingreid Manfrond for aruler,” Rg concluded.

Teodore was ayoung man, and still shaken by the wounds and the drugs the surgeons had given
him. His agreement dmost dipped ouit.

Ra nodded. "WEell talk more when you're fedling better,” he said, and raised abrow at the
priest.

The cleric bowed hishead grudgingly. "Lord Welf will live," he said. "Fractured ribs, broken arm
and collarbone, and tissue damage. Much blood loss, but he will walk in amonth. The arm, longer.”

A servant camein with atray bearing teaand a steaming bowl of broth, dodging with asqueak
as she met the high-ranking party going out through the same entranceway. Nothing spilled on the tray
despite her skittering Sideway's, afeat which required considerable dexterity and somerisk of dumping
the hot liquids on her own head. Rg absently nodded approva asthey tramped down the corridor. It



wasn't far to hisown quarters, Teodore Welf was one ace he intended to keep quite close to his chest.

"| suppose you've got some use for him?' Gerrin Staenbridge said, as they seated themselves
around the table. Orderlies set out a cold meal and withdrew. "Apart from making sure that Ingreid
doesn't have the use of him, that is.”

Ra nodded. "Any number of uses. For one thing, while he's here he can't replace Manfrond —
which would be avery bad bargain for us."

Staenbridge laughed, then winced; there was a bandage around his own head. "I imagine he's not
too charitably inclined toward the Lord of Men right now," he said. " About as much we were toward our
good Colonel Ogterville down in the Southern Territories.

Katin Gruder drew the edge of his palm across his neck with an gppropriate sound. Gerrin
nodded.

"I might have done that, if we'd had awar down there after you left," he said to Rg). "Hed have
gotten usdl killed."

R4 nodded. Y oung Teodore probably doesfed likethat," he said judicioudy. " Something we
can make use of later, perhaps. Now, to business.”

Jorg Menyez opened afile. "Ten percent casudties. Fifteen if you count wounded who'll be
unfit-for-service for amonth or more. Unevenly distributed, of course— some of the infantry battalions
that held the north wall are down to company size or less.”

"The 5th's got five hundred effectives,” Staenbridge said grimly.
Ra nodded thoughtfully. "Ingreid lost . . . at least twenty-five thousand,” he said.

"Plusfive thousand prisoners,” Ludwig interjected, around amouthful of sandwich. "From their
rearguard, mostly — they fought long enough to let the rest get back to their camps, but we had them
surrounded by then. None of them surrendered until Carstens died, by theway."

"All of which leaves uswith about seventeen thousand effectives, and Ingreid with nearly sixty
thousand,” Rg said. If the Brigade hadn't had fortified campsto retreat to he would have pursued in the
hope of harrying them into rout. He certainly wasn't going to throw away avictory by assaulting their
earthworks and palisades.

"Still long odds, but their morale can't be very good. What | propose—"

A challenge and response came from the guards outside the door, and then aknock. Rg) looked
up insurprise.

"Message from Colonel Clerett, mi heneral,” thelieutenant in charge of the guard detall said.

"Wdl, bringitin," Rg said. Hed left sanding ingtructions to have anything from Cabot Clerett
brought to him at once.

"An—" the young officer cleared histhroat. "It's addressed to Messa Whitehall"

"Well, then giveit to her," Rg said camly. He kept hisface under careful control; there was no
point in frightening the lieutenant.

The younger man handed the | etter to Rgj's wife with abow and | eft with thankful speed. Suzette
turned the square of heavy paper over in her fingers, raising one dim brow. It was a standard dispatch
envelope, seaed by folding and winding athread around two metd studs set in the paper, then dropping
hot wax on the junction and stamping it with the senders sedl. Silently she dropped it to the table, put one



finger onit and did it over the mahogany toward Rg.

A blesk smilelit hisface as he drew his dagger and flicked the thin edge of Al Kebir sted under
the wax. The paper crackled as he opened it. There was nothing relevant in the first paragraphs. . . the
otherslooked up at hisgrunt of interest.

"Our dashing Cabot fought an action outside Las Plumhas,” he said. A sketch-map accompanied
the description. "He's got the four thousand cavary with him, and twenty-seven guns. Met about ten
thousand of the Brigaderos, and thrashed them soundly.”

Nice job of work, hethought criticaly. Got them attacking with afeigned retrest — barbs
usudly fel for that — and then rolled them up when they stdled againgt hisgun line. Our boy has been to
school.

"What!"

Theroar of anger brought the others bolt upright in surprise; Rg was normally acam man. His
figt crashed down, making the cutlery dance and jingle.

"Thelittle fastardo! The clot-brained, arrogant, purblind little snot!" Rgj's voice choked off;
there were no words adequate for hisfedlings.

Suzette's fingers touched hiswrist; the contact was like cool water on the red-hot hest of his
anger. He drew a deep bresath and continued reading, lips pulled tight over histeeth.

"Our good Colonel Clerett," he said at last, throwing down the paper — Suzette scooped it up
and tucked it into afile of her papers— "has decided that it's pointlessto join us here. Instead he's going
to head straight southwest across the Brigade heartland, wasting the land, and head for Carson Barracks
to draw off Ingreid's main force and free up the Situation.”

The shocked silence held for afull minute. Then Gerrin Staenbridge spoke: ™Y ou know, mi
heneral, that might just work."

Ra gulped water and spoke, hisvoice hoarse. "It might work if | was leading the detachment. |
might'vetold you to do that if you wereleading it. Cabot Clerett —"

observe, Center sad.

Redlity faded, to be replaced by a battlefield. He had an overhead view, of three hillsheld by
ragged squares of Civil Government soldiers. Columns of smoke rose from each, asriflesand cannon
fired down into a surging mass of Brigaderos that lapped around like water around crumbling
sandcastles. As he watched the wave surged up over one of the squares, and the nest linear formation
dissolved into amelee. That lasted less than a minute before nobody but the barbarians was left dive on
the hilltop. Those men turned and did down the dopein acharge like an avadlancheto join the assault on
the next formation.

A flick, and he saw Cabot Clerett standing next to his bannerman. A dozen or so men were il
on their feet around him. Cabot's face was contorted in a snarl that would have done credit to a
carnosauroid. He lunged forward and drove the point of his saber through a barbarian's chest. Six inches
of metal poked out through the back of the Brigaderos leather coat. The blade was expertly held, flat
pardld to the ground so that it wouldn't stick in theribs. It till took a moment to withdraw, and a
broadsword came down on hiswrist. The sword was sharp and heavy, with astrong man behind it. The
young nobl€e's hand sprang free; he pivoted screaming, with arterid blood spouting a meter high from the
stump. The bannerman behind him drove the ornamental bronze spike on the head of the staff into the
chest of the swordsman who'd killed Clerett, then went down under adozen blades. The Starburst trailed
in blood and dirt asit fell.



probability 57% +10, Center went on dispassionately.
Ra blinked back to redlity, feding the others staring at him.

"Well," hesaid camly, "theway | figureit, there's about an even chance or alittle more helll get
himself killed and hisforce wiped out."

Kaltinfilled hiswineglass. "Y ou've taken the odd risk yourself, now and then,”" he pointed out.

Rg shrugged, loosening the tense muscles of his shoulders. "Only when it'sjudtified. We don't
need to take risks now. With those four thousand men, | can wrap thiswar up in ayear or two. The
Western Territories have waited six hundred years for the reconquest, ayear won't make any difference.”

Kaltin'sright, hethought. A couple of years ago I'd have done the same thing myself. For a
moment he felt Center'sicy presence at the back of his mind, wordless.

"Anyway," Ludwig said thoughtfully, "they'll have to detach a pretty big force to ded with Cabot.
That should give us an opportunity.”

"Expengveif it costs four thousand of the Civil Government's ditetroops,” Rg said. He
ghrugged. "Let'sded with the Stuation asit is. Bartin, bring the map easdl over here, would you?'

* k%

"Most Excellent mistress, there's been aterrible disaster!™
Marielooked up from the pile of samples the merchant was showing her.
"Newsfrom thefront?' she said tondlesdly.

The steward shook his head and continued in his Spanjol-accented Namerique. "No, the main
granaries down by the cand, mistress.”

Hewrung his hands;, Marie stood and swept out of the room, up the grand curving staircase to
the rooftop terrace. It was aclear spring night in Carson Barracks, smelling as usud faintly of swamp.
Some previous Genera had bought an astronomica telescope. Marie had ordered it brought out of
storage and set up here, on the highest spot in the city; she wasn't allowed out of the palace much, but
she could see the whole town. When she put her eye to the lens the squat round towers of the grain
storage legpt out at her. Smoke was billowing out of their conical rooftops, red-lit by the flames
underneath. The warehouses were stone block, but the framing and interior partitions and roofswere
timber . .. and grainitself will burn in ahot enough flame.

One of the towers disintegrated in aglobe of orange fire that swelled up ahundred meters above
the rooftops. Burning debris rained down on the surrounding district, and on the barges and rail-carsin
the basins and switching-yards near the end of the causeway.

Flour will not only burn: when mixed with air, asin ahdf-empty bulk storagebin, itisafairly
effective explosve.

"Manhwel," she said crisply to the steward, standing and drawing her shawl about her bare
shoulders againgt the dight damp chill. The ladies-in-waiting were twittering and pointing about her. " Send
al the Paace gtaff but the most essential down to help fight the flames.”

"At once, Most Excellent Migtress," he said.
"Therest of you, back to your work. Don't stand there gaping like peasants.”
All of them surged away, except Dolors and Katrini. And Abdullah, bowing with hand touching



brows and lips and heart, adight smile showing teeth whitein his dark beard. He didn't say aword: none
was necessary. Thanksto afew gallons of kerosene and afew loyal Wef followers, and the Arab's
timing devices, Carson Barracks was now in no state to stand a siege. With harvest four months off, the
centra provinces around therail lineto Old Residence devastated, and every city short of food as winter
stocks dwindled, it would probably be impossible to resupply to any meaningful degree.

"And Manhwel, send my persond condolencesimmediately to Genera Manfrond.”

Therewas afairly good courier service between the capital and the forcesin thefidd. Her lip
curled. Good enough for her to learn how that fool Ingreid Manfrond waswasting hisfighting men.
Every second family in the Brigade was in mourning for afather, a son, ahusband. With Teodore
prisoner and Howyrd Carstens dead, he'd be even worse.

We cannot win thiswar, shetold hersdf. And if Manfrond remains General, he will destroy
the Brigade trying to.

The flames were mounting higher, and the red glow was beginning to spread as timbersfrom the
exploson caught e sewhere, for thousands of meters around. Bells clanged and ox-horn trumpets hooted,
but Carson Barrackswas a city of women and old men and servants now.

Ingreid Manfrond must go . . . and there would be revenge for her mother and for the House of
Widf. The servant shivered as he watched her smile.

She motioned Abdullah closer asthe steward left. The guards at the corners of the terrace were
well out of earshot.

"I suppose you'll bereporting aswell," she said. He shrugged expressively. "Those devices you
showed usworked well."

"They are of proven worth, my lady,” he murmured, bowing again.

"Everything |'ve done has been my own decison,” Marie said after amoment, looking &t his
bland expression. "Why do | get thisfeding that you're behind it?"

"I merely offer advice, my lady,” he said.
"Werelike children to you, aren't we?' she said dowly.

He must be conscious that the guards would hack him in pieces at her word, but therewas a
cat's easein the way he spread his hands.

"Thereis much to be said for the energy of youth, Lady Welf," he said.
"Send my regardsto Teodore," shewent on. "Tdl him | wasright about Manfrond.”

*k*

"He's definitely pulling out,” Ry said.

The windows of the conference room were open to the mild spring day; the air smelled fresh and
surprisingly clean for acity. Buds showed on the trees around the main plaza— those that hadn't been
cut for firewood during the siege— and afresh breeze ruffled the broad estuary of the White River, past
the rooftops of the city. A three-master was standing downstream, sails shining in billowing curves of
white canvas as she hedled and struck wings of foam from her bows. Fillars of smoke marked the
Brigade camps on the distant southern shore, where excess supplies and gun-rafts burned.

"Cautioudy," Jorg Menyez said. "The troops on the south shore are guarding hisline of retreat
southwest of here, dong therall line" Hetraced afinger on the map. "And north of the city he's



withdrawing from the eastern encampmentsfirs.”

Kaltin Gruder rubbed the scarred side of hisface. "We could try and snap up moving columns,”
hesad.

Ra shook his head. "No, we want to speed the parting guest,” he said. "From the latest
dispatches, Clerett isripping through everything ahead of him."

A few of the Companions looked embarrassed; the dispatches were al addressed to Lady
Whitehdll.

R4 cleared histhroat. "1'd say our good friend Ingreid '‘Blind Bull' Manfrond isn't retreating, to his
way of thinking— he's charging in another direction. Right back toward his home pasture at Carson
Barracks, against an opponent he thinks he can get a in the open field.”

And very well may, if Center'sright, Rgj thought. It was so tempting . . .

"Y ou plan to let him withdraw scot-free?' Tgan M'Brust looked unhappy, his narrow dark face
bent over the map, tapping a choke-points aong the Brigade's probable line of retreat.

"Did | say that? Rgj replied, with acarnosaur grin. "Did 1?7 Commodore Lopeyz, heré'swhat |
wantyoutodo..."

*k*

They're holding hard, Rg thought.

Theterrain narrowed down here, adoping wedge where the railway embankment cut through a
ridge and down to theriver. A kilometer on either sde of him hillsrose, not very high but rugged, loess
soil over rock. Trees covered them, native whipstick with red and yellow spring foliage, oaks and
beechesin tender green like the flower-starred grass beneath. The air smelled intensaly fresh, beneath the
sulfur stink of gunpowder.

Just then the battery to hisleft cut loose; some of the aides and messengers around him had to
quiet their dogs. Horace ignored the sound with aveteran's stolid indifference; in fact, hetried to Sit down
agan.

"Up, you son of abitch,” Rg said, with awarning pressure on the bridle.

Three shellsburst over the Brigaderos line ahead of him, two thousand meters away. They were
three deep across the open space, with blocks of mounted troops in support and a huge mob of dogs on
leading linesfurther back, their own mounts. He trained his binoculars; the forward line of the enemy fired
— by troops, about ninety men a atime — turned, and walked through the ranks behind them. Fifty
paces back they hated and began to reload, while the rank reveaed by their countermarch fired in turn
and then did the same. His own men werein athinner two-rank formation about a thousand yards closer,
giving independent fire from prone-and-kneeling and advancing by companies asthe barbarians
retreated. It gave their formation a saw-toothed |ook; once or twice the mounted lancers behind the
dragoons had tried to charge, but the guns broke them up.

The enemy were suffering badly, paying for their stubborn courage. Neither Side's wegpons were
very accurate at athousand meters, but the Civil Government troops didn't have to stand upright and
stock-4till to reload. Still, asteady trickle of wounded came back, bom by stretcher-bearers and then
trandferred to dog-drawn ambulances. Their moaning could be heard occasiondly, from the road that
wound by the hillock held selected to oversee this phase.

Cost of doing business, hetold himsdf. Hed not have paid this sort of butchershill just to hustle



the enemy on their way, though.

Morefiring came from the wooded hills on either sde, anirregular crackling rather than the
damming volleys of open-field combat. That was bad country, tangled gullies overgrown with brush,
steep hillsdes and fdlen timber. Jorg'sinfantry were pressing forward on either flank, but it was dow
work. Up close and personal, asthe men put it.

Antin M'lewis pulled up. "Ser," he said. "Barbs gettin' tight-packed back terwards t'bridge. Them
fish-eatersisin postion.”

Ra nodded. An aide puffed on his cigarette and walked over to touch it to the paper fuse of a
sgnd rocket; quite alarge one, astdl asasmal man with its supporting stick. Themissilelit witha
dragons hiss and a shower of sparks and smoke that sent the aide skipping back and the dogs to wurfling
and sneezing in protest. Their eyesfollowed it, faces turning up like sauroid chicksin anest when the
mother returned. At athousand meters height it popped into aball of lesser streamers, ahuge
danddion-fluff that held for amoment and then drifted northward with the breeze, losing definition asit
went.

*k*

"That'sit," Lopeyz said, from the conning tower of the first ssleamboat. "Sip the cables.”

The reddish smoke of the rocket drifted away. A wailing screech from the whistle of his craft
echoed back from the bluffs, and the three mortar-boats chuffed into the current. Here the river was
tending as much north aswest, and the water ran faster. Their converted locomotive engines wheezed
and clanged; he looked down between his feet and saw the swesat-gleaming bodies of the black gang as
they shoveled the cod into the improvised brick hearths around the firedoors. To hisright on the north
bank of theriver he could hear thefirefight going on in the woods, and see the drifting smoke of it. A little
further on, and the river narrowed. The banks were black with men and dogs, therail bridge swarming
with them like amoving carpet of ants— he could see that even akilometer away.

Panic broke out at the sight of the Civil Government riverboats, shouts and screams and avast
formless heaving. The bridge locked solid as men tried to stampede to the south bank and safety. Bullets
began to sparkle off the wrought-iron armor of the three boats, some of them punching through the
thinner metd of the smokestacks with adigtinctive ptunggg sound. He swung ameta plate acrossthe
opening, leaving only anarrow dit for vison, and shouted down the hatchway.

"Reduce speed to two knots!™

The central channel was deep here, but narrow, and there were sandbanks and snag-heads all
around. He looked back; the other two craft were following in line, the black coal-smoke pouring from
their stacks and the river frothing in the wake of their paddles. Just then amonstrous tchunggg madethe
interior of the gunboat ring like abell. Lopeyz clutched for a handhold and looked around.

"Four-kilo shot," hisfirst mate shouted over the engine noise. The helmsman hunched his
shoulders and kept hiseyesfirmly ahead.

Lopeyz nodded. Light field piece firing roundshot, no menace to the gunboats.. . . unlessthey got
really lucky and took off a smokestack, in which case the furnaces wouldn't draw and he'd lose steam.
The danger was less unpleasant than the thought of how it would foul up the misson. | have been
around Raj Whitehall too long, hethought.

The earthwork fort holding the north end of the bridge cameinto view. The sdeswere gullied
with the winter rains and poor maintenance, but it was still occupied, and the enemy had moved heavier
gunsin. Fortress modd s throwing forty and sixty-kilo solid shot, which was a threat to the gunboats.



"Prepare to engage,” he cdled.

The gunnersin the forward part of the hull loaded around into the mortar, one set for delayed
explosion. At the same ingtant aflash of red showed on the ramparts of the fort. About a second later a
plume of water five meters high erupted off the port bow as the cannonball struck.

"Range one thousand. Let go the anchors, engines all stop." Silence struck ears accustomed to
the groan and clank of the engine, broken by the sounds of water and of venting steam from the safety
vave. Therewas aniron clank as awedge-shaped segment of the deck armor over the muzzle of the
mortar was released and swung down. " Firel™

*k*

"Spirit," Rg murmured to himsdif.

POUMEF. Thefield-gun fired again, and the crew cheered asthe shell struck just short of the
bridge. It hammered into ground covered with men and dogs, gouting up a candle-shape of dirt and
body-parts. The crowding down there was so bad that the empty spacefilled a once, pressure from the
gdesforcing menin like weter into a splash-hole. All dong the ridge overlooking the narrow ledge of
floodplain Civil Government troops stood and fired down into the dense mass, working their leverswith
the hysterical exultation that a defensdesstarget brings. The bulk of the enemy werefar too closdy
packed to use their weapons, even if they had the inclination. More guns came up; they'd been dowed by
the press of surrendering men and riderless dogs behind.

The fort by the bridge was broken and burning. So was the center span of the bridge itsdlf, the
wooden trestle licking up flames that were pae in the bright midmorning sun. The heads of men and dogs
showed in the water. The swift current swept most of them downstream, toward thetidal estuary and the
waiting downdraggers. More followed them into the water by the minute. . . .

"Ceasefire" Rg shouted.

There hadn't been much fight in the Brigaderos since they realized the bridge was under attack
behind them. A splatgun bounced up, unlimbered and cut loose down the dopeinto the enemy. A pocket
opened for asecond, where the thirty-five rounds punched in together.

"Ceasefire, Spirit-dammit, sound ceasefire!" Rg shouted again.

The bugles sang again and again, and the sound began to relay down the other units. The Civil
Government soldiers were packed almost shoulder to shoulder above their opponents aswell, and the
firing began to die away reluctantly. Asthe noise died, the movement below did aswell. Ten minutes later
the cries of the wounded were the loudest sound; he could see thousands of faces turning toward him,
toward the Starburst banner amid the guns.

"White parley flag," he said to an aide. "Find an officer. Unconditiond surrender, immediately, but
| guarantee their lives and personal liberty if nothing else.” He had better usesfor troops this good than
sending them to the mines.

"Widl, Ingreid's down to what, fifty thousand by now?' Gerrin Staenbridge said.

"Four thousand dead, four thousand surrendered, from their rearguard — roughly,” Bartin Foley
said, looking at his notepad.

The commanders were Sitting around atrestle table. Below them squads of prisonerswere
picking over thefield, collecting the dead and the wegpons under the supervision of Civil Government



infantry. Wagonloads of enemy wounded and plunder groaned up the switchback road, and packs of
captured dogs. Artillerymen and artisans from Old Residence were swarming over the railway bridge and
repairing the damage; the sound of sawing and hammering drifted back adong with the endlessrushing
sound of the river againgt the stone pilings. Still more prisoners were a work repairing the earthworks of
thefort. Even the artillery might be salvageable; those cast-iron and cast-bronze pieces were hard to
damage.

Raj swallowed a mouthful of bread and sausage and followed it with water. ""Grammeck, how
long on the bridge?"

"Ready by tomorrow if we pushit,” the artilleryman said. "No red structural damage.”
Ra nodded. "Kadtin, how many dogs did we capture?’

"More than we can use or feed," the Companion said. "Eight, nine thousand, not counting the
oneswho're better shot. Why?"

Heraised ahand. "All right," he said. The othersleaned forward. "Asyou may have guessed, |
don't intend to give Ingreid afree passage home. If he gets behind the fortifications of Carson Barracks,
we could be here for years— and it'd be cursed hard to cut off its communications, not with the river so
clos"

Staenbridge rubbed a hand dong his jaw, rasping the blueblack stubble. "An open-field
encounter?' he said. "Fifty, fifty-five thousand men . . . chancy.”

Rg shook his head and smiled, weighing down the corners of amap with platesand cups. "l've
no intention of fighting unless he obliges me by attacking astrong position head-on . . . and | think even
the Lord of Men hasredized that's amistake."

The others chuckled and watched intently as Rgj's finger traced the line of the railway between
Old Residence and Carson Barracks, four hundred kilometers to the southwest in the valley of the
Padan.

"He hasto withdraw dong thisline. . . well, he could march straight to the nearest riverport on
the Padan, but that's not what helll do. This stretch of country aong theline of rail is bare and the railway
isusdessfor anything substantia, thanksto Ludwig here." The ex-Squadrone blushed. "Hell haveto
bring in wagon trains from areas with supplies— and at the worst time of year, too."

"Ah, bwenyo," Kdtin Gruder sad. "A razziah, en?'

"Hmmm." Gerrin pursed hislips. "Still, wed have only six thousand men,” he pointed out.
"Difficult to coordinate and not much if we do havetofight."

"Not nearly enough,” Rg agreed. "Well need eeven thousand riflesand dl thefield gunsasa
minimum. Jorg, well take nine battaions of your infantry.”

The Kelden County nobleman looked up, blinking in surprise. "My boys can march,” he said.
"But they're bipeds, mi heneral.”

"Not on dogback they aren't,” Rgj said. That'swhy | asked how many dogs we captured." He
held up his hands against the storm of protest.

"I know, | know; it takes yearsto train a cavaryman, he practically hasto be born at it. | don't
expect them to be able to fight mounted, or maneuver, or switch from mounted to dismounted action
quickly — I don't expect them to do anything but stay on the beasts, then get off and form up on foot for
infantry action. Mounted infantry, not cavary.”



Jorg Menyez closed his mouth on the protest he had been about to make and sat silent for a
second. Then he nodded. "Y es, they can do that," he said.

R4 rapped his knuckles on the rough boards. " Spirit willing and the crick don't rise,” he said.
"Pick the best, leave the units that got hardest-hit during the assault behind. Put agood solid manin
charge, he can recruit up to strength locally. Not likely to be any redl fighting around here for the rest of

the campaign, anyway.

"WEell divideinto three columns" he went on. "Gerrin, Katin and Ludwig to command, fifteen
guns each. Bare minimum supplies, no tents, no camp followers, no wheeled transports except the
ammunition limbersfor the guns. Put six hundred rounds of 11mm per man on pack dogs, three days
hardtack, and that's about it."

Hedrew astraight line on the map aong therailway. "That's Ingreid.” Three X's, one ahead of
the Brigade force and two more on the south and left of it. "That's us. Just enough skirmishing to keep
them dowed down."

A big army wasadow army anyway, and if they were forced to deploy, they'd be dower ill.
Every day cross-country increased their supply problems. Rg stretched out ahand with the fingers
splayed, then pulled it back toward himself and clenched them.

"Well stay close enough together to keep in supporting distance,” he said. "Cut off al foragers,
and retreat sharpish if asubstantial forcetriesto attack. If Ingreid stops and lunges for us, we can al
close up and pick our spot. Either he breaks his teeth on us by attacking entrenchments front-on, or he
has to resume marching toward Carson Barracks — in which case we resume harassment. With any
luck, by the time he getsto his capitd hell be sarving.”

"What about their right flank?" Gerrin asked, tracing an arc to the north of the railway line.

"Our good and faithful Colonel Clerett's up there, burning and killing,” Rg said. "From the
reports, | expect him to reach Carson Barracks long before Ingreid does. Also, I'll put the Skinners on
that flank. Juluk will enjoy that."

"Spirit hep the civilians," Jorg said. Rg shrugged.

"Fortunes of war — and Skinners consider killing civilians poor sport when they've got
Long-Hairsat hand," he said. "When we al get where we're going, we can link up with Clerett, which
will give usfifteen or sixteen thousand firgt-rate troops . . . and Ingreid should be considerably weaker by
then. Any questions?”'

A murmur of assent. "I want to be moving by tomorrow,” he went on. "Here's the disposition of
units—"

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The long gentle ridge above the roadway was covered in peach trees, and the whole orchard
wasin afroth of pink blossom. The scent was overpoweringly sweet, and rain-dewed blossomsfdl to
star the shoulders and helmets of the troopers Sitting their dogs beneath. Grainfiel ds stretched down to
the roadway and rolled away beyond, an occasiona clump of trees or acottage interrupting the
waist-high corn or thigh-high wheet. Ploughed fallow was reddish-brown, pastureland intensaly green.



The sun shone bright yellow-orange in a cloudless sky, with both moons transparent divers near the
horizon. A pterosauroid hovered high overhead, its ten-meter span of wingstiny againgt the cloudless
sky; toothed feathered amost-birds chased insects from bough to bough above the soldiers, chirring at
the feast stirred up by the paws of the dogs. Occasionaly one would flutter to astop, cling to bark with
feet and the clawed fingers on the leading edge of their wings, and hiss defiance at the men below.

"Welook like a bunch of damned groomsmen riding to awedding," Katin Gruder said, brushing
flowers off hisdog's neck. The officer beside him chuckled.

Haf akilometer to the north and a hundred meters below, atrain of wagons creaked dowly
eastward. Oxen pulled them, twenty big white-coated beasts to the largest vehicles, land-schooners with
their canvas-covered hoops; they ranged from there down to the ordinary humble two-whedled farm
carts pulled by a single pair. Kdtin whistled tundesdy through histeeth as he moved his binocularsfrom
east to west. Mogt of the people with the convoy were obvioudy natives, peasantsin ragged trousers and
smocks. More followed, driving a herd of sheep and daughter-cattle in the fields beside the road — right
through young corn and half-grown winter wheet, too.

There were other men on dogback, though, with lobster-tail helmets and black-and-gray
uniforms. Riding in columns of twos on either side of the convoy, and throwing out smdll patrols. One
group of four was riding up the open dope bel ow towards the orchard.

"About two hundred dragoons,” he said, and began to give brisk orders. That wasjust enough to
make sure that no band of disgruntled peons jumped the supply train. Not enough to do anything useful
today.

A bugle sounded; the Brigaderos scouts hauled frantically on their reins as three hundred men
roseto their feet and walked in line abreast out of the orchard. Another two companies trotted down and
took up position across the road ahead of the convoy, blocking their path back towards the main
Brigade amy.

"Now —" Kdtin began, then clicked histongue.

The Brigade kettledrumswhirred. The civilians were taking off straight north through the
grainfidds; if the commander of the convoy escort had any sense, held be doing the same. Instead the
barbariansfired avolley from the saddle— not around of which came anywhere near the Civil
Government force, although he could hear bullets clipping through the treetops five meters overhead —
drew their swords, and charged.

"Morebdlsthan brains," the battalion commander said, and called to a subordinate.

Further back on the ridge, guns crashed. Shellsripped by overhead and hammered up ground
before the charging Brigaderos. At four hundred metersthe riflemen cut loose with volley fire. Thirty
seconds | ater the survivors of the Brigade charge were galoping frantically in the other direction, or
holding up reversed weapons. All but their leader; he came on, sword outstretched. At ahundred meters
from the Civil Government line his dog stumbled and went down asif it had tripped, legs broken by shots
fired low.

"Let'sseewhat weve got,” Kdtin said, touching ahed to hisdog's flank.

Herode up to the fallen man. Boy, he thought. Only ablack down on his pae cheeks; on his
hands and knees, fumbling after his sword. Katin leaned down and siwung the point of his saber in front
of the boy's eyes.

"Yidd," hesad.

Blinking back tears of rage, the young man stood and offered his sword across his forearm.



"I am hereditary Captain Evans Durkman,” he said, and flushed crimson when hisvoice brokein
mid-sentence.

Down below the troopers of the 7th Descott were proceeding in businesdike fashion. The oxen
were unharnessed and driven updope with whoops and dapping lariats. Men stood in the wagonsto load
sacks of cornmeal and beans and dried meat and sausages onto strings of dogs with pack-saddles. An
even louder whoop told of awagon filled with kegs of brandy; there were groans as a noncom rode up
and ordered the tops of the barrels smashed in and the pae liquor dumped on al the remaining vehicles.
Lessthan five minutes after the action began, the first brandy-fueled flameslicked skyward. A few
minutes after that, the whole train was burning. Sullen prisoners smashed their own riflesagaing theiron
tyres of the wagon wheels under the muzzles of the Descotter guns.

"Y ou won't get away with this, you bandit,” the extremely young Brigadero growled in passable
Sponglish.

Severd of the men around Kaltin chuckled. He smiled himself; not an unkindly expression, but
the scars made it into something that forced the younger man to flinch alittle benesth his bravado.

"If you mean that force of fifteen hundred men who was going to meet you," he began.

Just then afaint booming came from the northeast, echoing off the low hills. It took the Brigadero
afew moments to recognize the sound of adistant cannonade, and then he went chak-white under his
paeskin.

"— that'sthem,” Kaltin finished. "Now your boots, young messer."

The other man noticed that the prisoners were barefoot; he surrendered his own grudgingly,
watching in puzzlement as the footwear were thrown onto the roaring bonfire that had been awagon a
few minutes before.

"We don't havetime or troopsto guard you," Kaltin said helpfully to the hangdog group of
prisoners. "And | doubt Ingreid has mounts, weapons or footwear to spare — to say nothing of food. So
if you've got any sense, you'l dl start walking home right now. I'm sure your mother will be reassured to
see you, Hereditary Captain Durkman.”

He sheathed his sword and gathered up hisreins. The Brigadero burgt into sputtering Namerique,
Kaltin spoke alittle of that language, mostly learned from his concubine Mitchi. Judging by the termsfor
body parts, most of what the youngster was saying was obscenities. Severa of his older subordinates
grabbed him by the arms. They probably understood exactly what the aternative to release was for an
inconvenient prisoner, and were surprised they were il dive.

Markman shook them off. "When are you going to stop hiding and skulking?' he said hotly.
"When are you going to come out and give bettle like honest men?’

Kdtin grinned as he turned his mount eastward. "We are giving battle," he said over his shoulder.
"And werewinning."

He turned and chopped a hand forward. " Waymanos! "
**k*
"Well, thisis something new," Bartin Foley said.

The road was a churned-up mass of mud and dung and dogshit; exactly what you would expect
after amajor army passed by. Thelitter of discarded baggage was about what he'd become accustomed
to, after the first week. One of the main problems had been preventing the men loading themsalves down



with non-essentia loot. Some of it had been fairly tempting — even asilver bathtub, for the Spirit's sake!
Masses of servants and thrals and camp followers aswell, not just whores but families.

Thistimeit was guns, their barres glistening under the quick spring rain. The bronze glittered
more brightly asthe clouds split and watery sunlight broke through. Twenty of the gunswerelight
field-pieces; three were heavier, not quite sege guns but nearly . . . and that must be about al of Ingreid's
remaining artillery, counting what had bogged down in fords and fallen off bridges and broken its axles
before getting thisfar.

"They're over here, ar," Lieutenant Torridez said.

Therutsdidn't stop at the edge of the road; in fact, it was difficult to say just where the road had
been, in the swath of trampled and churned devastation cutting southwest through the fields. Only the line
of the railway embankment madeit certain. There was agood deal of swamp and forest hereabouits, and
drainage channelsin the cleared fields. The three hundred Brigaderos squatting with their hands behind
their heads werein what had probably been a pasture in better days.

"Found them ditting here," Torridez went on. "Didn't give usany trouble at dl.”

Foley wrinkled hisnose dightly at the smell, and made amenta note to make sure the priests
were checking on the mens drinking water. Dysentery like thiswas the last thing they needed. The two
Civil Government officers pulled up beside an older man; he was wearing back-and-breast armor,
athough the troopsin the field were dragoons. He rase, blinking watery gray eyes at the young man with
the hook; his head was egg-bald, and his face had probably been strong before fever and hunger |eft the
skin sagging and ash-colored.

"Colond Otto Witton," he said hoarsdly.
"Captain Bartin Foley," the younger man replied in careful Namerique. "Thisisyour regiment?”

Witton laughed, then coughed wrackingly. "What'sl€ft of it," he said. "The oneswho didn't bug
out last night." He laughed again, then coughed until he retched. "We're the rearguard, officidly.”

Foley touched hislipswith hishook. "Colond, you may bein luck," he said. "I'm sending back
an escort with our walking wounded." The Brigadero nodded, as aware as he of the other option.
"However, there areafew things1'd liketo know . . ."

Witton grunted and spat red-flecked spittle into the mud. "Ask away. A brother and ason I've
lost because that pig-ignorant sauroid-fucker Manfrond bungled this war into wreck, and Teodore
Amason'swholelegacy withit. Outer Dark, Forker might have done better.”

"The Spirit of Man iswith Generd Whitehall," Foley said. "Now, what wed like to know is—"

The sound from the edge of the swvamp was nearly haf akilometer away, and still loud enough to
sun. Theform of it was something halfway between a gobbling shriek and afa cons cry, but the volume
turned it into a blur in the background, like the stonesin awatermill. The creature charged before the last
notes died. Its body was seven meterslong and it had the rangy lethdity of abullwhip. Half thelength
wastail, and most of the rest of it seemed to be head, plit in a gape large enough to engulf haf aman's
torso. It was running on its hind legs, massve yet agile, thick drumsticks pushing the clawed eagle feet
forward three metersfor each bounding birdlike stride. The forelegs were smdl by comparison, but they
each bore clawed fingers outstretched toward the prey. Mottled green scales covered the upper part of
its body; the belly was cream, and the wattles under itsthroat the angry crimson of arooster's comb.

The stink of decay had brought it out of the swamps where it hunted hadrosauroids. The target
was the three hundred disarmed Brigaderos, and it would plow into them like a steam-powered saw
through soft wood. A big carnosaur like thiswould kill until everything around was dead before it started



feeding, then lie up on the kills until the last shred of rotting meet was engulfed.
"Dismount, rapid fire, now!" Foley shouted, hisvoice precise and clear and pitched high to carry.

A hundred men reacted smoothly, only the growling of anxious dogs making it different from a
drill. Thefirst shot rang out less than twenty seconds later. Foley could see bullets pocking the mud
around its feet, smal splashes amid the piledriver explosions of mud and water each time the three-toed
feet hit the ground. More were striking the outstretched head, but asauroids brain was smaler than a
child'sfig, in alarge and very bony skull. Then alucky shot hit the shoulder girdle and bounced down the
animal'sflank. It wasfar from a serious wound, but it Sung enough to make the carnosaur think — or to
trigger one of the bundles of hardwired reflexes that passed for thought.

It spunin place, tail swinging around to lever it and jaws snapping shut with asound likeamarble
statue dropping on flagstones as it sought the thing that had bitten it. That put it broadside-on to Foley's
company, and he could hear the bullets striking, asound like hailstones hitting mud. Most of them would
be brass-tipped hardpoint sauroid killers. The beast swung around again and roared, breaking into a
fresh charge. Foley clamped hislegs around the barrel of hisdog and drew his pistol, avare ashe did so
that he might aswdll kissthe beast on the snout as shoot it with ahandgun. Ten metersfrom thefiring line
— abody length — the carnosaur's feet stopped working; one did out in front of it, the other staving
behind instead of moving forward for the next stride. The long head nosed down into the soft dirt,
plowing afurrow toward them.

The jet-colored eyes stayed open as the three-ton carnivore did to a hat barely ameter away.
The troopers went on shooting, pumping four or five rounds each into the sauroid; that was experience,
not nervousness.

Foley quieted hisdog, fighting to control his own breathing. Hed done his share of hunting for
duty back homein Descott, athough held never much enjoyed it. But Descott was too arid to support
many big carnivores, the more so as the grazing sauroids had al been shot out long ago. A pack of
man-high sicklefeet, of which there were plenty, were just as dangerous. But not nearly so
nerve-wracking.

"Sorry for theinterruption,” he said, turning back to Otto Witton. The Brigaderos hands were il
making grasping motions, asif reaching for anonexistent gun.

"They ah, they usudly dont —"

"— come S0 near men,” Foley finished for him. "Except when we make it safe for them by killing
each other off."

Which happened fairly often: one reason why it was so easy for land to dip back into barbarism.
Once atipping-point of reduced population was reached the native wildlife wasimpossible to keep
down. How anyone could think that the Spirit of Man was of this Earth was beyond him, when Man was
so obvioudy unsuited to living here. It probably wasn't the time for atheologica controversy, though.

"Thank you," the older man said. Heinclined his head toward his men, most of them too
exhausted even to run when the carnosaur appeared.

"Danad," Foley said in hisnative tongue: it's nothing.
Witton took a deep breath, coughed, and began: "Ingreid's got about —"

*k*

"Ser," Antin M'lewis said. "'Bout six thousand of ‘em, workin' ter ourn left, through thet swvamp.”



R4 nodded, looking southeast. The main force of the Brigade host had shaken itsdlf out into
battle formation, athough that had taken most of the morning. The countryside here was dmost tabletop
flat, planted in grain where it wasn't marsh. Therewere il an intimidating number of the enemy,
gretching in regular blocks from one end of sight to another, but they were advancing very dowly. Noon
sun cast back eye-hurting flickers from edged metal and banners, but there was atattered ook to the
enemy formations even a this distance.

"Isit my imagination,” Gerrin said, focusing his binoculars, "or are they even dower than usud?'
"One-third of them aren't mounted any more," Rg replied.

They both grimaced; scouts had found charred dog-bonesin the Brigaderos campfires, the last
couple of days. That was not quite cannibalism, but fairly close for anobleman bred to the saddle. The
enemy might be barbarians, but they were gentlemen of a sort. It probably came no easier to them than it
would to either of the Descotters, or to any Messer.

"Well, weve cost them aday,” Gerrin said.

"Indeed. Grammeck, stand ready to give them a quick three-round stonk when they get in range,
then pull out.

"Jorg." Rg raised hisvoice dightly; Menyez was on hislong-legged riding steer, and the beast
liked dogs no better than its magter. " Get the infantry back, mounted and moving.”

"Well backpedal 7" Staenbridge said.

Ra shook hishead. "Take the cavalry, loop over and have adap at that flanking column,” he
sad. "M'lewis, you and the Forty Thieves accompany. WEell cover your flank. Don't push unlessyou
take them by surprise; if you do, run them into the marsh.”

Gerrin nodded, tapping on his gauntlets and watching the Brigade army. "Maybe it's my classica
education,” he said, "but don't you get asort of unfulfilled feeling a winding up acampaign without a
grand climactic battle?"

"| certainly think Ingreid would liketo go out in ablaze of glory rather than lose to runny gutsand
no rations,”" Rg said. "Persondly, it's my ambition to set anew standard someday by winning an entire
war without ever actudly fighting. Thisone, you'll note, isnot over yet."

Thefive thousand Civil Government troops aong the gunline stood, turned and marched smartly
to the rear asthe trumpets blared. They were not exactly on aridge, thisterrain didn't have anything
worthy of the name, but there was avery dight swelling. Enough to hide the fact that they'’d mounted and
ridden off, rather than just countermarching and ready to regppear as they'd done half a dozen times.

"And it's only another week to Carson Barracks," Rgj said.
"Ten days, if Ingreid doesn't speed up,” Gerrin replied. "See you at sundown, mi heneral.”

R4 stood for amoment, looking at the advancing army. Waste, he thought. What a bloody
waste.

Hedidn't hate Ingreid Manfrond for resisting. Rgj Whitehd | knew that it was absolutely
necessary to reunite Bellevue, but the Brigaderos didn't have hisinformation. Y ou couldn't blame the
Brigade'sruler for wanting to defend his people and hang onto his position. It was the man's sheer lack
of workmanship that offended Rg.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

"Generd."

Cabot Clerett's salute was precise. Rgj returned the gesture.

They waked into the tent and sat, waiting sllently while the orderly set out watered wine.
"A fird-classencampment,” Rgj said.

It was: right at the edge of the causeway that carried road and railway to Carson Barracks, and
hence commanding the canal aswell. Clerett had dug the usua pentagonal fort with ditch and bastions,
but hed worked asmall Brigadero fort into one wall, making the position very strong. It smelled dismdly
of swamp and the stingbugs were something fierce, but the men and dogs were negtly encamped,
drainage ditches and latrines dug, purifying vats set up for drinking water. Hed made it larger than
necessary, too; with some outlying breastworks, it would do for the whole force a apinch and aslong as
they didn't have to Stay too long.

"However, Ingreid should be here in about aday or so," Rgj went on.

Cabot |eaned forward. The past few months had fined down his face and added wrinklesto it as
well; helooked older than his years now, stronger, more certain of himsdlf.

Not without justification, Rg thought grudgingly. It had been adaredevil campaign, but apart
from the recklessness of the concept quite skillfully managed. The man could command.

"And werre between him and his capita!" Clerett said, striking the table with hisfist. The clay
cups skittered on the rough planks of the trestle, which looked asif they'd been salvaged from some loca
gable. "We've got him trapped.”

"Well, that's oneway of looking &t it," Rg nodded. "Or you might say that helll have us between
hisfield army and the garrison of Carson Barracks, who together outnumber us by about five to one.”

Clerett'shand clenched on thetable. "I consider it absolutely essentid,” he said, hisvoice alittle
higher, "to maintain my forcein its present position. If Ingreid gets behind the fortifications of Carson
Barracks, he can bring suppliesin through the swamp channels, or move troops out — it could take
yearsto complete this conquest if we wereto alow that.”

"Reconquest,” Ry said, Spping some of the sour wine and looking out the open flap of the tent.
"Itsareconquest.”

The sun was setting over the swamps, red light on the clouds aong the horizon, shadow on the
tall feathery-topped reeds. The milk-white fronds dipped and billowed across the huge marsh, tinged
with blood-crimson. Above them the sky was darkening to purple.

"Y ou consder it absolutely essential ?" he went on. Clerett nodded curtly, and Rgj smiled.
"Well, thenit'sfortunate | agree with you, isn't it, Colond ?"

Clerett nodded again, looking away. He still needed to do that, not experienced enough to hide
his expression completely. "I've been in correspondence with Marie Manfrond — Marie Welf, she
prefers— sincel got herelast week," he said neutraly.



"Excdlent; so havel. Or rather, so has Lady Whitehall."
"Suz— Lady Whitehall ishere?' Clerett asked. His hand tightened on the cup.

"Indeed. So we're aware of the supply situation in Carson Barracks." And | hope she's not
aware of dissension in our ranks, Rg added to himsdf. Maintaining psychological dominance over a
proud and intdligent barbarian like Ingreid's unwilling wife was difficult enough.

Clerett cleared histhroat. "What about Ingreid? I've got about aweek's supplies.”

"I've got three days. Ingreid doesn't have asupply Situation . . . but he's a stubborn fellow, and
he may be learning. We wouldn't want to have him move north up the Padan and entrench in Empirhado
or one of theriverport towns."

Clerett shook hishead. "No more sieges," he agreed.

"Well." Rg stood. "I'd better seeto settling the main force," he went on. "If you'd careto join us
for luncheon tomorrow, we could settle plans.™

There was something pathetic in theway Clerett thanked aman he hated for the invitation.

*k*

"I hopeyourefeding well," Ry said.

Teodore Welf looked from Rg's face to Suzette's, to the Companions grouped around the table.
The Expeditionary Force was digging in outsde, and thisinn at the head of the causeway had been
selected asthe praetorium at the center of the encampment.

"Thank you, Excdllency,” he said. "The dog-litter wasn't too uncomfortable, and theribs are
heding fine. The priestssay | can ride now." Hisarm was gill in a cast and strapped to his chest, but that
was to be expected. "Although at the rate I've been going this past year, my skeleton isgoing to look like

ajigsaw puzzle”

Ra nodded; broken boneswere a hazard of their profession. "I've brought you hereto discussa
few things" hesaid. Y oung Teodore had talked alittle with him, rather more with Ludwig Bellamy and
some of the Companions, and Suzette had ridden by hislitter agood dedl.

He nodded at the pile of |etters before the Brigadero noble. "Y ou can see your cousin Marie
doesn't think much of Ingreid Manfrond's sewardship.”

Teodore nodded cautioudy, running his good hand through hislong strawberry blond hair. "1 may
have made a mistake supporting Manfrond for General," he admitted. "In which case the marriage was an
... ah, unnecessary sacrifice.”

"Let'sput it thisway,” Rg sad. "Ingreid Manfrond came at me with rather more than a hundred
thousand fighting men — about hdf the home-levy of the Brigade, and the better half. Right now,
between disease, desertion and battle, in the siege and the retreat, he's down to about forty-five
thousand, al starving. While were stronger than we were when we started.”

Teodore nodded, tight-lipped. Rg went on: "Now, let's say Ingreid has the senseto retrest,
heading for the north or even the Costa dil Orrehenein the far west. Hed be lucky to have twenty
thousand by the time he reached safe territory where I'd have to let him break contact. Persondly | think
every man with him would die or desert before then. But say he did, and raised another hundred
thousand men, stripping your garrisonsin the north. That'd be the last of your fighting men this generation.
Do you think held do any better in areturn match?'



Teodore hesitated for along moment. "No," he said finally.

Center's grid dropped down around the young man's face, showing hesat distribution, capillary
flow, pupil dilation.

subject teodore welf issincere, probability 96% + 2.

"Ingreid Manfrond isn't the only noble of the blood of the Amalsons," Teodore said. Beads of
swesat showed on hisforehead, athough the evening was mild.

R4 nodded again. "Thereisthat,” he said. "But honestly now, could any of the likely candidates
— could you, for example — do more than prolong the war even more disastroudly for the Brigade —
given the dtudtion asit now exists?'

The pause was much longer thistime. "No, curseyou,” he said at lagt, hisvoice alittle thick.
"Ingreid's tossed away the flower of our strength and handed you half the Western Territorieson a
platter. The south and the coastal citieswill go over to you like ashot; there are hardly any Unit Brothers
down there anyway. We'd end up squeezed between you and the Stalwarts and Guard to the north and
ground into dogmesat. It might last one year, maybe two or three, but that'sit.”

subject teodore welf issincere, probability 91% +3, Center said. high probability of
mental reservationsto dowith period after your departure.

Teodore sighed and relaxed in hischair. "Anyway, | don't have to worry about it anymore,
Excdlent Henerdissmo.”

Ra grinned, adisquieting expression, and jerked his chin toward the door. "On the contrary,” he
said. "Outside there is a saddled dog, with that priest of your household on another. This," he did a paper
acrossthetable, "isasafe conduct through our lines.™

The blue eyes narrowed in suspicion. ™Y our terms, Lord Whiteha | ?"

"No terms," Rg said, spreading his hands. "1 make you agift of your freedom. Do with it what
youwill."

The Brigadero picked up the paper and examined the seals, gaining afew secondstime. "How
do you know | won't advise Ingreid to resist and tell him what | know of your dispositions?' he said.

"I don't," Ry replied. "But I'm fairly sure of your intelligence. . . and your regard for your
people.” Also of your hatred of Ingreid and regard for the fortunes of the House of Welf, but let's
be polite.

An orderly came in with Welf's sword-belt. The wegpon wasin its scabbard, the flap nestly
buckled over the butt of the revolver oppositeit. Teodore stared at him Wonderingly as he stood to let
the man buckle it about him. Then hisface firmed, and he made aformal bow.

"Messer Heneralissmo, Messa Whitehall, messers," he said, and turned on his hed to walk out
into the gathering darkness.

"That wasabit of arisk," Jorg Menyez said soberly.

"About anine-tenths chance I'm right,” Rg said. He looked around at the Companions and his
wife. "And now we can expect another guest.”

* k%

ll%.lll



Rg shot upright, hand going to the pistol beneath his pillow. Suzette sat up besde him, agleamin
the darkness of the room. The voice came again from outside the door.

R4 padded over toiit, pulling on hisuniform trousers. 'Y es?* he said, walking out into the ready
room.

"Shootin' int' barb camp,” M'lewis said.
"The Skinners?'

"Barb guns, ser," the ferret-faced scout said. There was burnt cork on his cheeks and a black
knit cap over hishair; the testimony was firg-hand. "Purty heavy, then dyin' avay."

"Shall | best to arms, mi heneral?" Tgjan M'Brust asked; he was officer of the night watch.

Raj blinked and looked out the window. Maxilunathree handsbreadths from the horizon, near
the Saber. Four hours until dawn.

"No," hesaid. "Let the men get their deep.” To M'lewis. "Keep an eye on things, but don't
interfere unlessthey move out of their camp.”

*k*

Ra waited impassively, seated at the head of the long table. It was an hour short of noon;
formdlities with safe-conducts and protocol had eaten the hours since dawn. The common room of the
innwas severdy plain, whitewashed sonewalls, hearth, long table, al brightly lit through tall windows
flung open to themild humid air. Theinlaid platinum mace of officelay in front of Rgj; his persona banner
and the Starburst of Holy Federation stood againgt the wall behind him, but otherwise he hadn't made
any effort to fancy it up. Some of the officers sanding behind and to either sde of him were talking softly.
Cabot Clerett was stock-4till but fairly quivering with tension. Once or twice Rgj thought he was actudly
going to wak out on the ceremony, and only aword from Suzette in his ear camed him down alittle.

At last asnarl of Brigade kettledrums sounded outside, answered by alilt of bugles. Boots
crashed to earth as the honor guard presented arms. Bartin Foley's clear baritone announced:

"Her lllustriousness, Marie Wef, Provisond Regent of the Brigade. His Formidability, Teodore
Widf, Grand Congtable of the Brigade."

Foley marched through, saluted, and dropped to parade rest beside the door.

"The Heneralissmo Supremo; Sword-Bearing Guard to the Sovereign Mighty Lord and Sole
Autocrat Governor Barholm Clerett; possessor of the proconsular authority for the Western Territories;
three times hailed Savior of the State, Sword of the Spirit of Man, R AmmendaHalgren daLuis
Whitehd|! The Henerdlissmo will receive the Regent and Grand Congtable. Enter, please.”

The two young Welfswaked in proudly, Mari€'s hand resting on her cousin'sgood arm. Rgj
raised amental eyebrow as he watched the woman's cold hawk-face; beautiful enough, but Ingreid might
aswell havetaken asicklefoot to hisbed, if it had been againgt her will. They hated acrossthe table from
him; Teodore bowed, and Marie made aforma curtsey. Slencefell, until breathing and the low tick of a
pendulum clock in one corner were the loudest sounds.

R4 took the victors privilege. "What of Genera Ingreid Manfrond, who | assumed ruled the
Brigade?' He kept hisvoice carefully neutrd.

"Ex-Generd Ingreid has been deposed by the assembly-in-arms," Teodore said, meeting Rg's
eyeslevdly. "For treasonous incompetence. Civilian authority has been vested in Marie Welf as nearest
in blood to the last legitimate Generd, and military authority in myself. Ingreid Manfrond was placed



under arrest last night. Unfortunately, he killed himsdlf before he could be brought for trid.”

Ra nodded; Marie Welf was wearing ablack ribbon on onearmin formal token of mourning.
She was a so wearing the ceremonia laser-pistol of the Generd's over agown giff with gold embroidery
and slver lace.

"| takeit thisembassy is recognition of defeat?' Rg went on.

Two more siff bows. Thistime Marie spoke, in ahusky contrato. " Heneralissmo, asthe
Brigadesarmiesare dill in thefidd, | request terms of surrender equivaent to those given the Squadron
nobleswho surrendered before thefinal battlesin the Southern Territories.”

Ah, shrewd, Rg thought. Technically reasonable, and it would preserve two-thirds of the
landholdings of individua Brigade members, rather than the one-third he'd been granting up to now.

"I'll certainly recommend those termsto the Sovereign Mighty Lord,” Rg said judicioudly.
Whoever ended up as Vice-Governor out here was going to need the Brigaderosin a not-too-sullen
mood. "And I'm sure those of my officerswith influence at court will aswell."

That was Cabot Clerett's cue. After an embarrassing pause, he spoke in atone suggesting that
the words were being dragged out of concrete:

"I will certainly recommend that course to the Sole Rightful Autocrat.”

R resumed: "Unfortunately, pending confirmation from East Residence dl | can accept is
unconditiond surrender.”

Marie tiffened, but Teodore leaned over to whisper in her ear. "Very well,” she said bleakly, and
drew the ancient laser. She stepped forward to lay it on the table before Rg); Teodore followed with his
sword.

Ra nodded, smiling. It took severa years off hisface. "I'll have rations sent to your camp
immediately, Grand Congtable,” he said. "WEell return the men to their homes asrapidly as possible.
Please, be seated.”

Suzette went round the table to draw Marie Welf to achair. "1 have been looking forward to
meeting you in person,” she said. "Thisis Colond Clerett, nephew to the Governor . . ."

* k%

The citizens of Carson Barracks watched in silence as Rg Whitehal rode through the gates,
following the Starburst flag of the Civil Government. Their slence seemed more stunned than hodtile, as
they crowded thickly before the low squat buildings and the barbaric ornament of gilded terracotta; lines
of infantry kept them from the pavement. Paws thudded, the ironshod whedls of the guns rumbled over
granite paving blocks and the hobnailed boots of marching foot soldiers crashed down. The column was
thick with banners, color-parties representing al the units. The cheering started as the color party trotted
into the centra square; it was packed with the orderly ranks of the Expeditionary Force. Bannermen
pecled off to stand before their comrades as Rgj rode on to the steps of the palace, beneath the
three-story columns shaped in the form of Federation landing boats.

Thenoise beat a him like surf as he pulled Horace to a halt. Teodore Welf stood to hold his
bridle as he swung down; Rg waited until Suzette's fingers rested on his swordarm before he began to
climb the steps. The mace of office and symbol of the proconsular power wasin the crook of hisleft
elbow, responsibility heavier than worlds. The Companionsfollowed himin ajingle of spurson marble.

He stopped at the top of the stairs, turned to face the assembled ranks and held up hisright hand



for dlence. It fell dowly.

"Fellow soldiers," he began. Another long swelling roar. "I said when we started this campaign a
year ago" — wasit that long since Sern Isle? — "that you needn't fear to face any troopsin the world.
Y ou've met an army ten times your numbers, and beaten it utterly. Y our discipline, your courage, your
endurance have won avictory for the Civil Government that men will remember for ever. I'm proud to
have commanded you."

He bowed his head in sdute. Thistime the sound of his name beat back from the high buildings
surrounding the square like thunder echoing down a canyon.

"RAJ!I RAJ! RAJ!I" Hemets went up on rifles, bobbing in rhythm to the chant. Y et when he raised
his hand again, slencefdl asif the sound had been cut off by aknife-blade.

"And thefirst thing | want you to do with your donative of six months pay —" he cut off the
gathering yell with agesture "— isdrink to our fallen comrades.” That sobered the crowd alittle.

"The Spirit has uploaded their soulsto Its net. For the Spirit's sake, and theirs, and mine,
remember that thisland and these people are now a so subjects of the Civil Government of Holy
Federation, not our enemies.”" He smiled and made abroad gesture. "Remember that, and have fun, lads
— you've earned it. Dismissed to quarters!”

He turned through the greet bronze doors with an inward sigh of relief. The Spirit knew the men
deserved the donative, and congratulations from their commander, but held never liked public spesking.
Worse, there was dways the risk some overenthusiastic imbecile would start hailing him with
Gubernatoria honors, which rulersfar less suspicious than Barholm Clerett would neither forget nor
forgive

The dying cheerswere faint ingde the great hdl. Here the only soldiers were those who lined the
red-carpeted passageway to the high seat of the Generals. They snapped to attention and presented arms
as Ry passed by; he was conscious of six hundred years of history looking down from the wals. Six
hundred years since Teodore Amalson conquered Old Residence and started this building; nearly that
since hisgrandson finished it. Never in al that time had men in the uniform of the Civil Government
entered here armed. That was not the only first today. Star Spirit priests proceeded him, swinging their
censers of incense and chanting. Behind the seet the double lightning-flash of the Brigade was hidden by a
huge Starburst banner. Other bannerslay piled on the steps, Brigade battle-flags.

It wasdl highly symbalic, and from their stunned express ons the Brigade nobles who made up
most of the audience appreciated every nuance. Rg paced up to the Seat, treading banners underfoot.
Suzette stopped at the lower Consort's seat; Rgj turned at the top of the dais and raised the mace of
office. Savefor the soldiers braced to attention, every head sank low in bow or curtsey, holding the
posture until he sank back to the cushions.

"The Western Territories have returned to the care of Holy Federation, forever," he said. "And
now, gentlemen, we have agreat ded to do."

CHAPTER S XTEEN

"Spirit, hasit only been amonth?' Rg said, looking down the table. The staff meeting had taken
severd hours, and it was not the only officid gathering of hisworking day. "Middle age and Bureaucrats



Bottomis cregping up on dl of us."

"Good work, Muzzaf." He tapped the sheaf of billeting and supply files before him. "Without you,
wed have had to do all thisourselves.”

Thedimly degant Komarite bowed in hischair. "Willingly | suffer the emplumpment of the civil
serviceinyour cause," hesaid.

The Companions grinned; afew groaned in sympathy.

"One of us should escape,” Gerrin Staenbridge said, leaning back and puffing on his cheroot.
"Somebody's going to have to deal with the west coast.”

Nods of agreement: the Forker family still had many partisans on the Costa Dil Orrehene,
beyond the Ispirito mountains. A good many of them had refused to come in and swear alegiance.

"None of you," Rg said, "I'm going to quarter Juluk and his Skinners out there until they seethe
merits of law, order and submission.”

After amoment's silence, Jorg Menyez spoke. "Now that iswhat they call an elegant solution,”
he said with adow smile. Hisinfantry werein charge of keeping order in the billeting zone, whichwasa
fair definition of "utter futility” where Skinnerswere concerned.

"Kadltin, you will be getting out of town,” Rg went on. "The Stalwarts have been making trouble
north of Lis Plumhas. | want you to take your 7th, the 9th and 11th Descott Dragoons, 27th and 31st
DivaVadley Rangers, the 3rd Novy Haifa, and the 14th Komar and go put astop to it. Y ou'll pick up
fifteen thousand Brigade troops from the northern garrisons; don't hesitate to listen to their officers,
they've had experience with the savages.”

Katin nodded eagerly, then paused. "Ah, those are mostly Clerett'stroops, aren't they?”

"No, they're the Civil Government'stroops,” Rg said coldly. "And it's about time they were
reminded of it. Since Colone Clerett prefersto remain in the city” — and sniff around my wife, damn
him — "I'm sending them with you."

Histone returned to norma. "Incidentdly, no prisoners, and you're authorized to counterraid
across the frontier once you've disposed of those on our soil. With Stalwarts, you haveto speak ina
language they understand.”

"I'd have to swear eternal brotherhood with them before killing them, to make them redly
comfortable” Kdtin said. "Actudly, I'm fairly glad to get away from my own household right now."

A chuckle ran through the other men. ™Y ou redlly should dow down,” someone said. ™Y oulll
wear yoursdf away to asylph.”

Kaltin gave him alook of affronted virtue. "It's Jaine, the little mophead | rescued from the
Skinners? It turned out she was some sort of fifth grand-niece of the family I'm billeted with here."

"That'saproblem?' Rgj asked.

"No, floods of happy tears and she's off to the kinfolk and I'd be afoal to object, wouldn't 17?
Only Mitchi turns out to have gotten attached to the girl and she's moping and blaming me."

"Get her pregnant, man,” Tgan M'Brust said.

"Sheis pregnant. Have you ever dept with awoman who pukes every morning?' Gerrin made a
tsk sound. "Easy for you to say. In any event, I'm glad to be on my way back to thefield.”



"Quickly," Rg said. "And take the Forty Thieveswith you."

Antin M'lewis|ooked up; his men were enjoying themselvesin Carson Barracks, and only afew
had been caught as yet.

"The Honorable Fedherko Chivrez iscoming to join us," Rgj said. "Asthe Governor's
representativein thefield." At the others blank look: "He was Director of Supply in Komar back a
couple of years."

Muzzaf Kerpatik swore sharply in a Sponglish whose sing-song Borderer accent was suddenly
very srong.

Kdtin frowned. "Not the cheating bastard who tried to stiff us on the suppliesjust before the El
Djemrad?’

"Just the one. And the one you and Evrard ran out a closed window headfirst, then held while
Antin here garted to flay him from the feet up.”

"It worked," Kaltin pointed out.

Ra nodded. "And | still want both of you out of town when he arrives, which could be any time."
"Chivrez is Tzetzas dog," Muzzaf cut in. "And the Chancellor never forgetsaninjury.”

"Agreed," Rg sad. "Seeto it you're gone by thistime tomorrow.” The two men |eft.

"If therés nothing e s?'

Ludwig Bellamy coughed palitely. "Ah, mi heneral, Marie and Teodore would like aword with
you thisevening. Confidentia.”

Rg raised abrow, caught by something unusud in the young man'stone. "By al means” he said.
"I thought | might bethere,” Ludwig said. "And possbly Gerrin?!

R4 leaned back in hischair. "They requested that?' he said, his eyes narrowing dightly.

Ludwig flushed dightly and looked a hisfingernails. "No, it wasjust athought.”

"Then I'll seethem aoneinmy private officein—" he consulted awatch "— twenty minutes. If
that'sal, messers? Not you, Gerrin.”

When they were done: "What wasthat in aid of, do you know?"

"Not redly,” the other man said, taking out asmall ivory-handled knife and trimming afingernail.
"Ludwig has been talking to me of late . . . and not for the sake of my winsome charm, worse luck. |
think he'sworried about this administrator they're sending out; he's convinced it would be amistake to
replace you so soon, if that's what he's going to do."

"I was never much good at overseeing civilians" Rg pointed out.

"These Brigaderos are scarcely that, my friend. They're used to astrong hand. And they respect
you, which they wouldn't some lard-bottomed penpusher from East Residence. Things need to settle
down here. A year as proconsular governor would be agood ideg; five would be better.”

"A year might be advisable but it'sunlikdly, and fiveisndther,” Rg replied. It wasfirm Civil
Government policy never to unite military and civil command except in emergencies.

He tapped athumb againgt his chin. "Ludwig's aso been seeing agood dedl of the late Ingreid



Manfrond's widow, hasn't he?"

"My delectable young Arab conduit to the gossip pipdinetellsme so. Ludwig's been hunting with
Teodore agood deal, too. Hadrosauroid heads and deep conversation. | don't think you have to fear
congpiracy; Ludwigs still of an age for hero-worship, and you'reit.”

"Conspiracy againg me, no," Rg said. "Hmmm. Ludwig and Marie. . . that might not be abad
thing, intheright circumstances,”

Those being anew addressin East Residence for Marie Wdf . . . or Bellamy, as she would be
then. Teodore would probably be welcomed there al so, encouraged to have the revenues of his estates
shipped east, given lands and office, and never, never dlowed west of the Kelden Straits again.

"In any case, stick around, wouldn't you?'

*k*

Rg's private office wasfarly smdl; held never felt comfortable working in aroom that had to be
messured in hectares. It gave off the bedchamber he shared with Suzette, which was that sort of place,
and he supposed it must have been amaid's on-cal room before the Palace changed hands. Hed had the
plain wallsfitted with bookcases and map-frames, and a solid desk moved in. Right now the overhead
lantern and the low cod fire made it seem cozy rather than bleak, and he smiled as he welcomed the two
young Wef nobles. The smile was genuine enough. Teodore was alikeable young spark, an educated
man in hisway, and he had the makings of afirst-class soldier. Marie was just as ablein her own way, if
abit darming.

And she'll probably lead poor Ludwig a devil's dance, he thought, but that was— might be
— Bdlamy's problem.

"Be seated, please,”" he said. "Now, you had something you wished to discuss with me?*

The two Brigaderos glanced at each other. He nodded. "That door gives on to my bedchamber,
and it's bolted from the other side," he said encouragingly. " The other door leadsto a corridor with a
guard party ten meters away. It's quite private."

Marie gripped the arms of her chair. "Heneraliss mo Supremo” she said, in fluent but gutturally
accented Sponglish, "we have cometo discuss the future of theworld . . . sarting with the Western
Territories”

R4 leaned back in the swivel-mounted seet. "lllustrious Lady, 1'd say that particular issue has
been settled rather definitely.”

"No, it hasn't,” Mariereplied. "Y ou've said you want to unite the Earth.”

"Bdlevue" Ry corrected. "I've been instructed to unitethe planet Bellevue, yes." Exactly by
whom he'd been instructed was something they had no need to know.

"We bdieve— amogt al the Brigade now believes— that you've been sent by the Spirit to do
just that," Marie said passionately. There was a high flush on her cheeks, and her eyes glowed. "How
else could you have defeated the greatest warriorsin the world with aforce so tiny?"

Teodore coughed discreetly; his sword-arm was out of its cast, dthough gtill alittle weak. "I think
| can spesk for the Brigade's fighting men,” he said. "That's about their opinion too, athough not
everyone putsit down to the Spirit. Some of them just think you're the grestest commander in history."

"I'm flattered,” Rg said dryly. "The Sovereign Mighty Lord has many able servants, though.”



"To the Outer Dark with Barholm Clerett!" Marie burst out. "Weve dl heard of hisingratitude to
you, his suspicion and threats— and weve dl heard of his other servants, Chancellor Tzetzas and hisilk
who'd skin aghost for its hide."

Teodore leaned forward. "Barholm didn't conquer the Western Territories," hesaid. "You did.
We're offering you the Brigade, as Generd — and with the Brigade, the world. Y ou want to uniteit?
Well back you, and with you to lead and train us nothing can stop us. Y our own troops will follow you
to Hell; they dready have, many times. That'll give you the cadre you need. In five yearsyou'll marchin
triumph into East Residence; in ten, into Al Kebir. Y our Companionswill be greater than kings, and your
sons sonswill rule human kind forever!™

Whatever | expected, it wasn't this, Rg thought.

Marie was leaning forward, fists clenched at her throat and eyes shining. Rg looked from one
eager young face to the other, and temptation plowed afist into hisbelly. The taste wasraw and sdlty at
the back of histhroat. He kept most of it off hisface, but neither of the Brigaderos were fools. They
exchanged atriumphant glance, and would have spoken if he had not held up ahand.

"If —" hecleared histhroat. "If you wouldn't mind waiting for mein the conference room,
messer, messa?"

"l could doit," he whispered into the hush of the room. Aloud: "I could.”

It wouldn't even be dl that difficult. The Western Territorieswere naturdly rich, and they had at
least a smattering of civilized skills among the native aristocracy and cityfolk. The Brigade hadn't known
how to use them, but he would. Grammeck Dinnal syn could have the factories here producing Armory
riflesin afew months. Lopeyz was a better fleet commander than any Barholm had on the payroll. They
could snap up Stern Ide and the Southern Territories before winter closed the sealanes. That would give
them sulfur, sdltpeter, copper and zinc enough. Modern artillery would be more difficult, but not
impossible

In ayear he would have a hundred thousand men trained up to a standard nobody on Bellevue
could match. The Skinnerswould flock to his standard. With men like Muzzaf to help organize the
logistics and afleet built in the shipyards of Old Residence and Veronique, they could —

observe, Center said.

*k*

— and Rg Whitehal rode through the streets of aruined East Residence. Crowds cheered his
name with hysterical abandon, even though the harbor was filled with fire and sunken hulks.

Chancellor Tzetzas spat on the guards who dragged him before the firing squad. Barholm wept
and begged. . . .

Maps appeared before his eyes, blocks and arrows feinting and lunging aong the upper
Drangosh. Thetowers of Al Kebir burning, and one-eyed Tewfik knedling to present his scimitar. Fleets
ramming and cannonading on asea of azure, and the white walls of citieshed only read of, Zanj and
Azanian. The Whitehd| banner floated above them.

Ra Whitehall sat on athrone of gold and diamond, and men of races he'd never heard of knelt
before him with tribute and gifts. . .

...and helay ancient and white-haired in avast silken bed. Muffled chanting came from outside
the window, and a priest prayed quietly. A few elderly officers wept, but the younger ones eyed each
other with undisguised hunger, waiting for the old king to die.



One bent and spokein hisear. "Who?" he said. "Who do you |leave the scepter to?"

The ancient Rgj's lips moved. The officer turned and spoke loudly, drowning out the whisper:
"He says, to the strongest.”

Armies clashed, inidentical green uniformsand carrying his banner. Cities burned. At last there
was a peaceful green mound that only the outline of the land showed had once been the Gubernatoria
Palace in East Resdence. Two men worked in companionable silence by acampfire, clad only in
loincloths of tanned hide. One was chipping a spearpoint from a piece of ancient window, the shaft and
binding thongs ready to hand. Hisfingers moved with sure skill, using abone anvil and striker to spall
long flakes from the green glass. His comrade worked with equd artistry, butchering acarcasswith a
heavy hammerstone and divers of flint. It took amoment to redlize that the body had once been human.

*k*

Ra grunted, shaking hishead. Couldn't my sons — he began.

any children of yoursdf and lady whitehall will be female, Center said rlentlesdy. genetic
analysisindicates a high probability of forceful and intelligent per sonalities, but the probability
of any such issue maintaining stability after your death istoo low to be meaningfully calculated.

| could pick a successor, adopt —

irrelevant, Center went on. theruling structure of the civil government will never
voluntarily submit to rule from outside— and you would represent aregime centered on the
western territories. to for ce submission you would be compelled to smash the only
gover nmental structure capable of ruling bellevue as anything but a collection of feudal
domains. thishistorical cyclewould resumeits progression towar d maximum entropy at an
accelerated rate upon your death.

Better for civilization that 1'd never been born, Rg thought dully. The residue of the visions
shook him like marsh-fever.

in that scenario, correct. Center'svoice was dwayswholly cam, but he had experience
enough to detect atinge of compassion in itsovertones. i pointed out that your rolein my plan would
not result in optimization of your wor ld-linefrom a personal per spective.

Ra shook his head ruefully. That you did, hethought.

V oices sounded from the bedchamber, raised in argument. The bolt shot back and Cabot Clerett
came through behind alevelled revolver — one of Rg's own, he noticed in the sudden diamond-bright
concentration of adrendine. The younger man was panting, and his shirt wastorn open, but the muzzle
drew an unwavering bead on Rgj's center of mass.

"Traitor," Clerett barked. His hedl pushed the door closed behind him. "I suspected it and now |
can proveit.”

R4 forced himsalf out of acrouch, made his voice soft. " Colond Cabot, you can scarcely expect
to shoot down your superior officer in the middle of his headquarters,” he said. "Put the gun down. WEell
all be back in East Residence soon, and you can bring any charges you please before the Chair.”

Which will believe anything you care to say, he thought. With acompetent generd asheir, Rg
Whiteha | became much more expendable.

"Back to East Residence," Cabot laughed. Hisface wasfixed in asnarl, and the smdll of his
sweat was acrid. "Y es, with abarbarian army at your back. Y our henchmen may kill me afterwards, but



I'm going to free the Civil Government of your threat, Whitehal — if it isthelast thing | do."

The door opened behind Clerett and Suzette stepped through; shewas dressed in afrilled silk
nightgown, but the Colonid repeating-carbine in her hands had awell-oiled deadliness. Clerett caught the
widening of Rgj's eyes asthey stared over his shoulder. Thetrick isold, but the breeze must have warned
him. He took a half-step to the side, to where he could see the doorway out of the corner of hiseye and
gill kegpthegunon Rg.

Suzette spoke, her voice sharp and clear. "Put the gun down, Cabot. | don't want to hurt you."

"Y ou don't know — you didn't hear,” Cabot shouted. "He'sa traitor. He's even more unworthy
of you than heisof thetrust Uncle placed in him. I'll free both of you fromhim.”

A sharp rap sounded at the other door. Everyonein the study started, but Cabot brought the gun
back around with deadly speed. He was young and fit and well-practiced, and Rg knew there was no
way he could leap the space between them without taking at |east one of the wadcutter bullets, more
likely two or three.

"Mi heneral, the Honorable Fedherko Chivrez has arrived." Gerrin's voice was as suave as evey;
only someone who knew him well could catch the undertone of strain and fear. "He inaststhat you grant
him audience at once to hear the orders of the Sovereign Mighty Lord."

Cabot's snarl turned to asmile of triumph. Hisfinger tightened on the trigger —

— and the carbine barked. The bullet wasfired from less than ameter away, close enough that
the muzzle-blast pocked the skin behind his right ear with grains of black powder. The entry-wound was
asmadl round hole, but the bullet was hollowpoint and it blasted afist-szed opening in hisforeheed, the
gplash of hot brain and bone-splinters missing Rgj to spatter across his desk. Clerett's eyes bulged with
the hydrogtatic shock transmitted through his brain tissue, and hislips parted in asingle rubbery grimace.
Then hefdl face down, to liein aspreading pool of blood.

Strong shoulders crashed into the door. Rgj moved with blurring speed, snatching the carbine out
of Suzette's hands so swiftly that the friction-burns brought an involuntary cry of pain. He pivoted back
towardsthe outer doorway.

Gerrin and Bartin Foley crowded it; others were behind, Ludwig and the Welfs. Among them
was ashort plump man in the knee-breeches and long coat and lace sabot that were civilian dressin East
Residence. His eyes bulged too, asthey settled on Cabot Clerett.

Ra spoke, hisvoice loud and careful. "There's been aterrible accident,” he said. "Colond Clerett
was examining the wegpon, and he was unfamiliar with the mechanism. | accept full responsibility for this

tragic mishap.”

Silencefdl in the room, amid the smell of powder-smoke and the stink of blood and wastes
voided at death. Everyone stared at the back of the dead man's head, and the neat puncture behind his
€.

"Fetch apries,” Rg went on. "Grestings, Illustrious Chivrez. My deepest apologies that you
come among us a such an unhappy time."

Chivrez' shock was short-lived; he hadn't survived ageneration of politicsin the Civil
Government by cowardice, or squeamishness. Now he had to fight to restrain his smile. Rg Whitehall
was standing over the body of the Governor's heir and literdly holding a smoking gun.

He drew an envelope from inside his jacket. "1 bear the summons of the Sovereign Mighty Lord
and Sole Autocrat,” he said. "Upon whom may the Spirit of Man of the Stars shower Itsblessings.”



"Endfile" they al murmured.
A chaplain and two troopers came in and rolled the body in arug. Chivrez cut in sharply:

"The body isto be embamed for shipment to East Residence." Then he cleared histhroat. "Y ou,
Genera Whitehall, areto return to East Residence immediately to account for your exercise of the
authority delegated to you. Immediately. All further negotiations with the Brigade will be conducted
through me and my gtaff.”

"Youwon't doit, will you, sir?' Ludwig Belamy blurted.
R4 looked at the bureaucrat's weasdl eyes.
observe, Center said.

He saw those eyes again, staring desperately into the underside of aslk pillow. The stubby limbs
thrashed againgt the bedclothes as the pillow was pressed onto his face. After afew minutesthey grew
gill; Ludwig Bellamy wrapped the body in the sheets and hoisted it. Even masked, Rg recognized Gerrin
Staenbridge as the one holding open the door.

The scene shifted, to the swvamps outside Carson Barracks. The same men tipped a
burlap-wrapped bundle off the deck of asmall boat. It vanished with scarcely a splash, weighed down
with lengths of chain and a cagt-iron roundshot weighing forty kilos.

"Of courseI'll go," Rg said aloud. Helooked at Chivrez and smiled. "Y ou'll find my officersvery
cooperative, and dedicated to good government,” he said.

R4's smile grew gentle as he turned to Suzette; she stared at him gppalled, her green eyes
enormous and her fingers white-knuckled where they gripped each other.

"It'smy duty to go," he went on.
observe, Center said.

Thistime the scene was familiar. Rg lashed naked to an iron chair in astone-walled room far
beneath the Palace in East Residence. The glowing iron came closer to hiseyes, and closer . . .

chance of personal survival if recall order isobeyed islessthan 27% +6, Center said,
chance of reunification of bellevuein thishistorical cycleislessthan 15% +2 if order is
refused, however .

"It'smy duty to go," Rg repeated. His head lifted, from pride and so that he wouldn't have to see
Suzette's eyesfill. "And may | dways do my duty to the Spirit of Man.”

THE END OF BOOK IV

[front blurb]

FOLLOW ME!



A black beetling shape loomed up out of the rain, casting mounted men aside from ether edge of
itshull like the coulter of a plow. Smoke and steam billowed from the stack toward the rear; therain
hissed when it struck that metal. More steam jetted from under the rear whedls, a steady
chuff-chuff-chuff. A light cannon nosed out from the bow through aletterbox-type dit. Smdl portsfor
rifles and pistols showed along its Sides.

Men were switching their aim to the car. Sparks flew as bullets spanged and flashed off the
surface, but even the brass-tipped hardpoints wouldn't punch through.

"Follow me!" Rg shouted, and dapped his hedsinto Horaces flanks.

Men followed him—no time to check who—and the hound raced forward a along galop, belly
to the earth. Theiron juggernaut grew with frightening swiftness. Rg judged the distance and launched
himsalf—onto the hull of the armored car. His right hand dapped onto a U-bracket riveted to the hull.
Hiswaist was at the edge of the turtleback, and his legs dangled periloudy near the spinning spokes of
the front whed!.

And any second the commander would stick his head out of the hatch and shoot him likea
trussed sheep. . . .
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