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Prologue

Thelron Triangle
Autumn, 533 AD

Bdisariuswatched Eusebius and his crew asthey carefully dipped the mine off the deck of the
Victrix, usng aramp they'd set up in the stern for the purpose. Because of itsdesign, it had been
relatively easy to adapt the fireship to the task of becoming amine-layer. Doing so with the Justinian
would have required amajor reconstruction of the armored gunship.

The sun till hadn't come up, but there was enough light from the approaching dawn for Belisariusto
see. Quietly, amost soundlessly, the mine did below the surface of the water. Eusebius measured off the
depth of the mine's placement using the prepared lines, squinting at the marks nearsightedly.

A trio of ducksflew past swiftly, just abovetheleve of the reeds. Their quacking sounded like the
dap of bamboo canes.

You arefortunateto seethem, said Aide, the crystaline being that rested in Bdlisarius neck
pouch. Those ar e pink-headed ducks, very rare herein the Indus Basin. Indeed, they're not
common even in Brahmaputra.

When we've defeated the Malwa, Belisariusreplied slently to the voicein hismind, perhaps 'l
retireto a monastery and write a treatise on natural history based on my travels. Of course, first
we have to defeat the Malwa.

Wewill, said Aidefirmly; and that was not ajoke.

Aide had come—been sent—to Belisarius from the far future; from one of two dternate futures,
more precisely. Aide's purpose was to prevent the Mawa Empire from conquering the world asit had
aready conquered most of the Indian subcontinent.

Thered horror of aMawavictory would come tens of tens of thousands of yearsin the future, when
the Earth was ruled by the so-called "new gods' that had evolved from men. In human terms, though,
what aMawavictory meant in this533rd Y ear of Christ was bad enough.

Laying the mine took some time, because the crew had to lower it dowly and carefully. There wasn't
reglly much danger of the charge going off smply due to arough landing on the river bottom, especidly
as muddy asthe Induswas. But, understandably, no one wanted to take any chances.

Eventudly, thelines grew dack. The heavy stone weight that had dragged the mine below the surface
had reached the bottom.

"About where we want it," Eusebius proclaimed, checking the marks on thelines. " Shell be Sitting
just the right depth to cave in any ironcladsthe Mawa send at us.”

By now, his crew had placed so many minesin theriversthat formed two sdes of the Iron Triangle
that the rest was routine. The lines were hauled up, after the ends were released so they could dip easily
through the mines handles. Very easly, sncethe shell of the mine was nothing more than an amphora



sedled to contain the charge and the air that kept it floating above the weight that anchored it to theriver
bottom.

All that was | eft was the very thin wire that would transmit the detonation signd when given. Likedl
the mines the Romans had placed in the Indus and the Chenab, the mines were designed to be exploded
on command. It would have been possible to design contact fuses, but the things were tricky and
Bdisarius saw no need for them.

In fact, mines with contact fuses could concelvably become ahandicap. Belisarius wasn't expecting
to usetheriversfor arapid assault, but war was unpredictable. If he did find himself doing so, he didn't
want to be delayed by the dangerous and finicky work of removing the mines. With command detonation
mines, if need be, he could clear theriversin lessthan aminute. Just blow up dl the mines.

Eusebius leaned over therail of the Victrix and handed the end of the signal wireto asoldierina
rowboat. Moments later, while the soldier holding the wire kept agood grip onit, the other soldiersin the
boat rowed it ashore. Thewire would join othersin one of the many little mine bunkersthat lined the
banks of both riversinthe Triangle. A spotter in the bunker would aready have noted the location of the
mine

Eusebius straightened. "And that's pretty much al there isto the business, Generd. The old emperor
hed theright of it."

Grinning, then: "Much as he till pisses and moans about how much hed like to build asubmarine,
But the fact isthat for the purpose of fending off those ironclads the Mawa are building upriver, these
mineswill do thetrick just fine. And it'salot lessrisky than spar torpedoes.”

"Not to mention asubmarine," Bdlisarius chuckled. "All right. | just wanted to get a sense of how it
wasgoing."

Had the Mawa been smply an Indian dynasty, they would not have posed athregt to the present
world, let donethat of the far future. Aide had showed Bdisarius visions of both past and future. Indian
nations had often been rich and powerful and influentia, and would be again; but never in the timeline that
led to Aide and those who created him had the men and women who ruled Indialooked beyond their
own subcontinent. Missionaries and traders from Indiawould turn most of Southeast Asainto a cultura
extenson of Hindu India; and, through Buddhism, Indiawould have amgor impact on the societies of
the Far Eadt. Still, no Indian ruler in that timeline ever attempted to conquer the world in the manner that
the Mawa Empire was doing—using methods of conquest that were even more savage than Genghis
Khan's, with an end goa that had none of the Mongols tolerance as actud rulers.

But the ruler of the Mawa Empire was not a man or woman, to begin with. Thered ruler of the
empire was not the official emperor, Skandagupta. It was Link, amachine, a monster, whichthe"new
gods' had sent to change the past and bring their bleak futureinto existence. If the Mawaarmies
defeated Belisarius and his outnumbered forces here in the angle of the Indus and Chenab Rivers, the
loserswould not only be the citizens of the Roman Empire but dso dl other humansin al times.

Bdisarius glanced to the side, where the Justinian was dowly steaming. The gunship was keeping a
distance from the mine-laying activity, but it was still close enough to cometo the Victrix's support in the
unlikely event that the Mawartried to launch an attack on the fireship.

Thevery unlikely event. The Victrix hersdlf had aready proven to the Malwa, severd times, that she
could destroy any wooden riverboats sent against her. And the one time the Mawa had sent down a
partialy armored boat, the Justinian had blown it into wreckage in less than aminute. For the past
severa weeks, there had been no Mawaincursons on theriver at al. From the reports of spies, the
enemy had apparently decided to wait until their new heavy ironclads were finished.

Furthermore, if Justinian and Eusebius were right, even those wouldn't do them any good. The
Mawa had no way to build completely iron ships; none, at least, that would have ashallow enough draft
for theserivers. Their ironcladswere just that: clad iniron. The underlying boats were still wooden—and
even these samdl mineswould be enough to break such hullsin half.



"Totel you the truth, Generd," Eusebius commented, "I don't even understand why the Mawa have
kept building those ironclads. Thereé's no way to lay these mines secretly, even working at night the way
we've been doing. By now, they must know weve got both rivers saturated with them.”

Bdisarius had wondered about that himself. Link had just as much knowledge of future warfare as
Aide did. The effectiveness of mines against warshipsin any congtricted area of water was so well
established in that future that he couldn't imagine Link having any red hope hisironclads could bull ther
way through alarge and well-laid minefield.

Your theory'stheright one, | think, Aidesaid. Link isshifting to the defensive.

Yes. | hadn't thought it would, not this quickly. I'd expected the monster to try a massive
assault to drive us out of the Punjab, before we could get really settled in. But . . . it'snot. And if it
waits much longer, it'll betoo late.

Too late, indeed. The Romans and their Persian dlieswere dowly but surely gaining control of the
Indus and both of its banks dl the way from the Sukkur gorge to the Iron Triangle, after dready having
conquered the Sind south of the gorge. So the spearhead that Belisarius had driven into the Punjab during
the course of his campaign the previous year would soon be well supplied. The fortifications acrossthe
northern side of the Triangle were dready strong enough to break any army Link could send against them
within ayear or two. Not even the Mawa Empire had an inexhaustible supply of men and munitions,
ready to hand.

Especially men. Their morale must be closeto the breaking point, | think. Link'sarmy
needsarest, and it knowsit. That'swhy it didn't order the assault. It can afford a stalemate,
even for long period, whereit can't afford another string of defeats.

The sun was coming up.

Softly, proudly: You really hammered them, these past few years.

Chapter 1

Bukkur Island, on the Indusriver
He dreamed mostly of idands, oddly enough.

* * *

He was sailing, now, in one of his father's pleasure crafts. Not the luxurious
barge-in-all-but-name-and-glitter which his father himself preferred for the family's outings into
the Golden Horn, but in the phasel os which was suited for sailing in the open sea. Unlike his
father, for whom sailing expeditions were merely excuses for political or commercial transactions,
Calopodius had always loved sailing for its own sake.

Besides, it gave him and his new wife something to do besides sit together in stiff silence.

* % %

Caopodius haf-deeping reverie wasinterrupted. Wakefulness came with the sound of his



ade-de-camp L uke moving through the tent. The heaviness with which Luke clumped about was
ddiberate, designed to dlow his master to recognize who had entered his domicile. Luke was quite
capable of moving easly and lightly, as he had proved many timesin the course of the savage fighting on
Bukkur Idand. But the man, in this as so many things, had proven to be far more subtle than hisrough
and muscular gppearance might suggest.

"It'smorning, young Caopodius,” Luke announced. "Timeto clean your wounds. And you're not
esting enough.”

Caopodius sighed. The process of tending the wounds would be painful, despite dl of Luke's care.
Asfor the other—

"Have new provisons arrived?’
Therewasamoment'ssilence. Then, reluctantly: "No."

Cdopodius et the slence lengthen. After afew seconds, he heard Luke's own heavy sigh. "Were
getting very low, truth to tell. Ashot hasn't much himsdlf, until the supply shipsarrive.”

Caopodius levered himsdf up on hiselbows. "Then | will eat my share, no more." He chuckled,
perhaps abit harshly. "And don't try to cheat, Luke. | have other sources of information, you know."

"Asif my hardest job of the day won't be to keep hdf the army from parading through thistent,”
snorted L uke. Caopodius felt the weight of Luke's knees pressing into the palet next to him, and, a
moment later, winced as the bandages over his head began to be removed. "Y ou're quite the soldiers
favorite, lad," added Luke softly. "Don't think otherwise."

* % %

In the painful time that followed, as L uke scoured and cleaned and rebandaged the sockets that had
once been eyes, Caopodiustried to take refuge in that knowledge.

It helped. Some.

* % %

"Arethere any signs of another Mawa attack coming?' he asked, sometimelater. Caopodius was
now perched in one of the bastions his men had rebuilt after an enemy assault had overrun it—before,
eventudly, the Mawa had been driven off theidand altogether. That had required bitter and ferocious
fighting, however, which had inflicted many casudties upon the Roman defenders. His eyes had been
among those casudlties, ripped out by shrapnel from amortar shell.

"After the bloody beating we gave 'em the last time?' chortled one of the soldiers who shared the
bagtion. "Not likdly, Sir!"

Caopodiustried to match the voice to aremembered face. Asusud, the effort failed of its purpose.
But he took thetimeto engagein smal talk with the soldier, so asto fix the voiceitsdf in hismemory.
Not for thefirst time, Caopodius reflected wryly on the way in which possession of vision seemed to dull
al other human faculties. Since hisblinding, he had found his memory growing more acute along with his
hearing. A smpleingtinct for self-preservation, heimagined. A blind man had to remember better than a
seeing man, Snce he no longer had vison to congtantly jog hislazy memory.

After his chat with the soldier had gone on for afew minutes, the man cleared histhroat and said
diffidently: "Y ou'd best leave here, g, if you'll pardon mefor saying so. The Mawall likely be starting
another barrage soon." For amoment, fierce good cheer filled the man's voice: "They seemto havea
particular grudge againgt this part of our line, seeing's how their own blood and guts make up agood part
of it."

Theremark produced aripple of harsh chuckling from the other soldiers crouched in the
fortifications. That bastion had been one of the most hotly contested areas when the Mawalaunched
their mgjor attack the week before. Caopodius didn't doubt for amoment that when his soldiers repaired
the damage to the earthen walls they had not been too fastidious about removing al the traces of the
carnage.



He sniffed tentatively, detecting those traces. His olfactory sense, like his hearing, had grown more
acute also.

"Mugt have stunk, right afterward,” he commented.

The same soldier issued another harsh chuckle. "That it did, Sir, that it did. Why God invented flies,
theway | look at it."

Caopodius fdt Luke's heavy hand on his shoulder. "Timeto go, Sir. Therell be abarrage coming,
sure enough.”

In times past, Ca opodius would have resisted. But he no longer felt any need to prove his courage,
and apart of him—adtill wondering, eighteen-year-old part—understood that his safety had become
something his own men cared about. Alive, somewherein the rear but till on theidand, Caopodius
would be asource of strength for his soldiersin the event of another Mawa ondaught. Spiritual strength,
if not physica; asymboal, if nothing ese. But men—fighting men, perhaps, more than any others—live by
such symbols.

So he dlowed Luke to guide him out of the bastion and down the rough staircase which led to the
trenches below. On the way, Caopodius gauged the steps with hisfeet.

"One of thoselogsistoo big," he said, speaking firmly, but trying to keep any critica edge out of the
words. "It'sawaste, there. Better to useit for another fake cannon.”

He heard Luke suppressasigh. And will you stop fussing like a hen? wasthe content of that small
sound. Calopodius suppressed alaugh. Luke, in truth, made a poor "servant.”

"Weve got enough,” replied Luke curtly. "Twenty-odd. Do any more and the Mawawill get
suspicious. We've only got three red ones|eft to keep up the pretense.”

Asthey moved dowly through the trench, Ca opodius considered the problem and decided that Luke
was right. The pretense was probably threadbare by now, anyway. When the Mawafindly launched a
full-scale amphibious assault on the idand that was the centerpiece of Calopodius diversion, they had
overrun hdf of it before being beaten back. When the survivors returned to the main Mawaarmy
besieging the city of Sukkur acrossthe Indus, they would have reported to their own top commanders
that severa of the "cannons' with which the Romans had apparently festooned their fortified idand were
nothing but painted logs.

But how many? That question would still be unclear in the minds of the enemy.

Not al of them, for acertainty. When Belisarius took his main force to outflank the Mawain the
Punjab, leaving behind Calopodius and fewer than two thousand men to serve asadiversion, he had aso
left some of the field guns and mortars. Those pieces had savaged the Mawa attackers, when they findly
grew suspicious enough to test the red strength of Calopodius position.

"Thetruthis," said Luke gruffly, "it doesn't redlly matter anyway." Again, the heavy hand settled on
Caopodius dender shoulder, thistime giving it alittle squeeze of gpprova. "Y ou've aready done what
the general asked you to, lad. Kept the Mawa confused, thinking Belisarius was dtill here, while he
marched in secret to the northeast. Did it aswell as he could have possibly hoped.”

They had reached one of the covered portions of the trench, Calopodius sensed. He couldn't seethe
earth-covered logs which gave some protection from enemy fire, of course. But the qudity of sound was
abit different within ashelter than in an open trench. That was just one of the many little auditory
subtleties which Caopodius had begun noticing lately.

He had not noticed it in times past, before helost hiseyes. In thefirst days after Bdisariusand the
main army left Sukkur on their secret, forced march to outflank the Mawain the Punjab, Calopodius had
noticed very little, in truth. He had had neither the time nor the inclination to ponder the subtleties of sense
perception. He had been far too excited by his new and unexpected command and by the chalenge it
posed.

Martial glory. The blind young man in the covered trench stopped for amoment, staring through



sghtlesseyesa awall of earth and timber bracing. Remembering, and wondering.

The martia glory Calopodius had sought, when he left anew wifein Congtantinople, had certainly
cometo him. Of that, he had no doubt at al. His own soldiers thought so, and said so often
enough—those who had survived—and Calopodius was quite certain that his praises would soon be
spoken in the Senate.

Precious few of the Roman Empires most illustrious families had achieved any notable feats of arms
inthe great war againgt the Mawa. Beginning with the top commander Belisarius himsdlf, born into the
lower Thracian nohility, it had been largely awar fought by men from low gationsin life. Commoners, in
the main. Agathius—the now-famous hero of Anatha and the Dam—had been born into abaker's family,
about as menid aposition asany short of outright davery.

Other than Sittas, who was now leading Bdlisarius cataphractsin the Punjab, dmost no Greek
noblemen had fought in the Mawawar. And even Sittas, before the Indus campaign, had spent the war
commanding the garrison in Congtantinople that overawed the hostile aristocracy and kept the dynasty on
the throne,

Had it been worth it?

Reaching up and touching gently the emptiness which had once been his eyes, Caopodius was il
not sure. Like many other young members of the nobility, he had been swept up with enthusiasm after the
news came that Bdlisarius had shattered the Mawain Mesopotamia. Let the adult members of the
aristocracy whine and complain in their sdlons. The youth were burning to serve.

And servethey had . . . but only as couriers, in the beginning. 1t hadn't taken Calopodiuslong to
redizethat Bdisariusintended to use him and hishigh-born fellows mainly for liaison with the haughty
Persans, who were even more obsessed with nobility of bloodline than Greeks. The posis carried
prestige—the couriers rode just behind Bdlisarius himsdf in formation—but little in the way of actua
responsbility.

Standing in the bunker, the blind young man chuckled harshly. "He used us, you know. As
cold-blooded as areptile.”

Silence, for amoment. Then, Calopodius heard L uke take a deep breath.

"Aye, lad. He did. The genera will use anyone, if hefedsit necessary.”

Calopodius nodded. He felt no anger at the thought. He smply wanted it acknowledged.

He reached out his hand and felt the rough wall of the bunker with fingertips grown sensitive with
blindness. Texture of soil, which he would never have noticed before, came like aflood of dark light. He
wondered, for amoment, how hiswife's breasts would fedl to him, or her belly, or her thighs. Now.

He didn't imagine he would ever know, and dropped the hand. Calopodius did not expect to survive
thewar, now that he was blind. Not unless he used the blindness as areason to return to Congtantinople,
and spent therest of hisliferesting on hislaures.

The thought was unbearable. | am only eighteen! My life should still be ahead of me!

That thought brought afina decison. Given that hislife was now forfeit, Caopodiusintended to give
it the full measure whileit lasted.

"Menander should be arriving soon, with the supply ships.”
"Yes" sad Luke.

"When he arrives, | wish to spesk with him."

"Yes" sad Luke. The"servant" hesitated. Then: "What about?'

Again, Caopodius chuckled harshly. "Another forlorn hope." He began moving dowly through the
bunker to the tunnel which led back to his headquarters. "Having lost my eyeson thisidand, it ssemsonly
right | should lose my life on another. Belisarius idand, thistime—not the one heleft behind to fool the
enemy. Thereal idand, not thefdseone."



"Therewas nothing fal se about thisidand, young man,” growled Luke. "Never say it. Mawawas
broken here, as surely asit was on any battlefield of Bdisarius. Thereisthe blood of Roman soldiersto
prove it—aong with your own eyes. Mot of all—"

By some means he could not specify, Calopodius understood that L uke was gesturing angrily to the
north. "Most of all, by the fact that we kept an entire Mawa army pinned here for two weeks—by your
cunning and our swesat and blood—while Bdlisarius dipped unseen to the north. Two weeks. Thetimehe
needed to dide alanceinto Mawals unprotected flank—we gave him that time. We did. You did."

He heard Luke's dmost shuddering intake of bresth. "So never spesk of a'false' idand again, boy. Is
ashidd fdse, and only asword 'true”? Stupid. The general did what he needed to do—and so did you.
Takeprideinit, for there was nothing fasein that doing."

Caopodius could not help lowering hishead. "No," he whispered.

But was it worth the doing?

Thelndusriver in the Punjab
Belisarius headquarters
Thelron Triangle

"l know | shouldn't have come, Generd, but—"

Calopodius groped for words to explain. He could not find any. It wasimpossible to explainto
someone el se the urgency hefdt, sinceit would only sound . . . suicidd. Which, intruth, it dmost was, at
least in part.

But...

"May—maybe | could help you with supplies o—or something.”

"No matter," stated Bdisariusfirmly, giving Caopodius shoulder a squeeze. The generd'slarge hand
was very powerful. Caopodiuswas alittle surprised by that. His admiration for Belisarius bordered on
idolization, but he had never redlly given any thought to the genera'’s physica characterigtics. He had just
been dazzled, firdt, by the man's reputation; then, after findly meeting him in Mesopotamia, by the rlaxed
humor and confidence with which heran his saff meetings.

Thelarge hand on his shoulder began gently leading Caopodius off the dock where Menander's ship
had tied up.

"I can ill count, even if—"

"Forget that,” growled Belisarius. "I've got enough clerks.” With a chuckle: "The quartermasters don't
have that much to count, anyway. We're on very short rations here."

Again, the hand squeezed his shoulder; not with sympathy, thistime, so much as assurance. “The
truthis, lad, I'm delighted to see you. Were relying on telegraph up here, in thisnew little fortified
half-idand we've created, to concentrate our forces quickly enough when the Mawalaunch another
attack. But the telegraph's a new thing for everyone, and keeping the communi cations straight and orderly
has turned into a mess. My command bunker isfull of people shouting at cross-purposes. | need agood
officer who can take charge and organize thedamn thing.”

Chearfully: "That'syou, lad! Being blind won't be ahandicap at dl for that work. Probably be a
blessng.”

Caopodius wasn't certain if the genera’s cheer wasredl, or smply assumed for the purpose of
improving the morae of abadly maimed subordinate. Even as young as he was, Calopodius knew that
the commander he admired was quite capable of being as caculating as he was cordid.



But...
Almost despite himsdlf, he began feding more cheerful.

"Well, therésthismuch,” he said, trying to match the generd's enthusiasm. "My tutorsthought highly
of my grammar and rhetoric, as| believe | mentioned once. If nothing ese, I'm sure | can improvethe
quality of the messages."

The generd laughed. The gaiety of the sound cheered up Caopodius even more than the generd's
earlier words. It was harder to feign laughter than words. Calopodius was not guessing about that. A
blind man aged quickly, in some ways, and Calopodius had become an expert on the subject of false
laughter, in the weeks Since helost his eyes.

Thiswasred. Thiswas—
Something he could do.

A future which had seemed empty began to fill with color again. Only the colors of hisown
imagination, of course. But Calopodius, remembering discussions on philosophy with learned scholarsin
far away and long ago Constantinople, wondered if redity was anything but imagesin the mind. If so,
perhaps blindness was smply amatter of custom.

"Yes," hesad, with reborn confidence. "I can do that."

* * %

For the first two days, the command bunker was a madhouse for Calopodius. But by the end of that
time, he had managed to bring some semblance of order and procedure to the way in which telegraph
messages were received and transmitted. Within aweek, he had the system functioning smoothly and
effidently.

The generd praised him for hiswork. So, too, in subtle little ways, did the twelve men under his
command. Caopodius found the latter more reassuring than the former. He was dtill abit uncertain
whether Belisarius approva was due, at least in part, to the genera's obvious feding of guilt that he was
respong ble for the young officer's blindness. Whereas the men who worked for him, veteransal, had
seen enough mutilation in their lives not to care about yet another cripple. Had the young nobleman not
been ablessing to them but rather a curse, they would not have let sympathy stand in the way of criticism.
And the generd, Calopodius was well aware, kept an ear open to the sentiments of hissoldiers.

Throughout that first week, Calopodius paid little attention to the ferocious battle which was raging
beyond the heavily timbered and fortified command bunker. He traveled nowhere, beyond the short
distance between that bunker and the smal one—not much more than a covered holein the
ground—where he and L uke had set up what passed for "living quarters.” Even that route was sheltered
by soil-covered timber, so the continua sound of cannon fire was muffled.

The only time Ca opodius emerged into the open was for the needs of the toilet. Asawaysina
Bdisarius camp, the sanitation arrangements were gtrict and rigorous. The latrines were located some
distance from the areas where the troops dept and ate, and no exceptions were made even for the blind
and crippled. A man who could not reach the latrines under his own power would either be taken there,
or, if too badly injured, would have his bedpan emptied for him.

For thefirgt three days, Luke guided him to the latrines. Thereafter, he could make the journey
himsdlf. Sowly, true, but he used the time to ponder and crystdlize his new ambition. It wasthe only time
his mind was not preoccupied with theimmediate demands of the command bunker.

Being blind, he had come to redlize, did not mean the end of life. Although it did transform his dreams
of fame and glory into much softer and more muted colors. But finding dreamsin the course of dealing
with the crude redlities of alatrine, he decided, was perhaps appropriate. Life was a crude thing, after all.
A project begun in confusion, fumbling with unfamiliar tools, the end never redly certain until it
came—and then, far more often than not, coming as awkwardly as a blind man attendsto histoilet.

Shit is a'so manure, he came to understand. A man does what he can. If hewasblind . . . hewasalso



educated, and rich, and had every other advantage. The rough soldiers who helped him on hisway had
their own dreams, did they not? And their own glory, cometoit. If he could not sharein that glory
directly, he could saveit for the world.

When he explained it to the generd—awkwardly, of course, and not at atime of hisown
choosng—Bdisarius gave the project hisblessing. That day, Caopodius began his history of the war
againg the Mawa. The next day, dmost as an afterthought, he wrote thefirst of the Dispatchesto the
Army which would, centuries after his death, make him asfamousas Livy or Polybius.

Chapter 2

Axum
Capital city of the Ethiopian empire

Acrossthe Erythrean Sea, Bdlisarius wife Antoninawoke to the risng sun, coming through the
window in her chamber in the Taakha Maryam. By now, more than ayear and ahaf snce Mawa
agents had blown up the roya palace of the Ethiopian kingdom of Axum, the Taakha Maryam's
recongtruction was virtualy complete.

Stubbornly, aswastheir way in such things, the Axumites had ingsted on rebuilding the paace
exactly asit had been. If the heavy stonework was still susceptible to well-placed demoalitions, they
would prevent such by the spears of their regiments, not the cleverness of their architects.

Inthe mornings, at least, Antoninawas glad of it. At night, in the gloom of candldight, she sometimes
found the TaakhaMaryam oppressively massive. But, in the daytime—especialy at daybreak, with her
eadt-facing chamber—the Ethiopian penchant for placing many windows even in outer walswas very
pleasant.

The windows were massive too, admittedly, with their Christian crossesin every oneto serve as
supportsfor the heavy stone aswell asreminders of the new Ethiopian faith. Still, the sunlight flooding
through bathed her deeping chamber in agolden glory that matched her mood.

Whichit did, she suddenly redized. Sitting up in her bed, holding the coveringstight to ward off the
chill, she pondered the fact.

Why?
It wasn't the morning. Y es, the sunlight was splendid. On the other hand—thislate in autumn, in the
mile-high dtitude of the Ethiopian highlands—it was dso damnably cold.

She shivered alittle. But that was solely amatter of the body. Her spirits remained higher than they'd
beenin. ..

Months. Since Eon died, leading the Axumitesin their seizure of the Indian port of Chowpatty. Not
only had Antoninalost one of her closest friendsin that battle, but the unexpected degth of the young
ruler of Ethiopia—the negusa nagast, or "King of Kings'—had plunged the kingdom of Axuminto a
successon crigs. A crisswhich Eon himsdlf, ashelay dying, had appointed Antoninato solve.



Sheld dreaded that task dmost as much as sheld grieved Eon's death. Y et now, this morning, she felt
light-hearted again.

Why?

* * %

It was not an idle question. By now, alot closer to the age of forty than thirty, Antoninahad cometo
know hersdlf very well. Her mind did not work the same way as her husband's. Bdlisariuswas a
caculator; aman who considered al the angles of aproblem before deciding how he would handleit.
Antonina, on the other hand, reached her conclus ons through more mysterious, ingtinctive ways.

Thiswas not thefirgt timein her life sheld awakened in the morning, flush with the satisfaction of
having cometo adecision during her deep. And if Belisarius sometimes shook his head wryly over the
matter, Antoninaremained serene in the knowledge that her way of handling such difficult busnesswas
S0 much easier than her husband's.

A servant entered, after politely coughing to announce her arrival. The woman didn't knock, for the
smple reason that the Talakha Maryam had very few doors—and knocking on the thick walls of the
entrance would be akin to rgpping on agranite cliff.

"The agabe tsentsen wishesan audience.”

Antoninagrinned. Sheredly was in agood mood.

"I'll bet he didn't put it that way."

The servant rolled her eyes. "So rude, heis! No, Lady, hedid not. He—ah . . ."

Antoninadid from under the thick coverings and scampered toward her wardrobe against the far
wall. Her haste was not caused by any concern for keeping Ousanas waiting, it was smply dueto the
cold.

"Hetold youto roll thelazy Roman dut out of bed." Still grinning, Antoninaremoved her night clothes
and began dressing for the day.

"Wdl. Hedidn't cdl you adut. Lazy Roman, yes."

* % %

Ousanas was waiting impeatiently in the sdlon of her suite.

"About time," he grumbled. He gave her figure aquick look, up and down. "How doesit take so long
to put on such smple garments? By now—amost mid-morning—I expected to see you bedecked in
jewelsand feathers”

Antoninaturned her head and looked out awindow. The sun had just barely cleared therim of Mai
Qoho, the great hill to the east of Ethiopias capital.

"If thisis'mid-morning,’ I'd love to see your definition of 'dawn.’ " She moved to anearby settee
and sat down. "Oh, leave off, Ousanas. Whatever brought you here at this unfit hour, it can't be that
urgent.”

She pointed to anearby chair. "Sit, will you?

Ousanas sneered at the chair. Then, folded himself onto the carpet in alotus position. Ever since held
traveled to Indiawith Belisarius, he claimed that awkward-looking posture was agreat aid to
thought—even if held have no truck with the ridicul ous Indian notions concerning philosophy.

"That depends on how you define 'urgent. Antonina, we must resolve the succession problem. Soon.
Garmat's agents are telling him that the Arabsin the Hijaz are getting restive, especidly in Mecca. And,
especialy, of course, the Quraysh tribe.”

Antonina pursed her lips. "What about the Ethiopians themsdves? Not to be crude about it,
Ousanas, but so long asit'sonly the Arabs who are 'restive,’ theré's really not much they can do about it.
Militarily spesking, at leedt.”

"To be sure. The regiments of Axum can suppress any combination of Arabs, even with much of the



army in India. But neither | nor Garmat isworried about an actua rebellion. What we are concerned with
isthe eroson of trade. Things had been going very well, in that regard, until the news of Eon's degth
arrived. Now . . ."

He shrugged. "All the Arab merchants and traders had thought the Situation secure for them, with Eon
married to a princess of the Quraysh and the succession running through his half-Arab son. But with a
babe for aprince and ayoung girl for awidowed regent queen, they are fretting more and more that the
dynasty will be overthrown by Ethiopians. Who will impose anew dynasty that will return the Arabsto
their earlier servitude.”

Antoninagrimaced. "In other words, the Axumites are reasonably content with the Situation but the
Arabsdon't believeit, and because they don't believeit therell be more and more trouble, which will
gart making the Axumitesangry.”

The agabe tsentsen nodded curtly. "Y es. Weredlly can't postpone this matter, Antonina. The longer
wewait, theworseit will get. We need to assure everyone that the dynasty is stable.”

"Morethan'stable; " Antoninamused. "Those Arab merchants—the Axumites, too, for that
matter—won't Smply be worrying about atempts at rebellion. Theré'sdso amore ingdious, long-term
danger.”

She rose and moved dowly toward another window. The glorious mood sheld awakened with was
growing stronger by the minute. She was on the verge of making her decision; she could senseit. She
thought the sight of the southern mountains would help. So mgestic, they were. Serene, in their distance
and their unmoving steadiness.

The problem was figuring out what the decison wasin the first place. At was often the case, sheld
made her decision while adegp—and now couldn't remember what it had been.

She smiled, thinking of how Belisarius had reacted so many timesin the past to her habits. Peevigh,
the way men usudly got when the workings of the world upset their childish notions.

How in the world can you make a decision without knowing what it isin thefirst place?

Antoninawas moving dowly enough that she was ableto finish her thought before reaching the
window.

"Thereareredly only two options, it would seem—neither of which will please anyone. Thefirst
option, and the smplest, would be for Rukaiyato remain unmarried. If not for therest of her life, at least
until the infant negusa nagast is old enough to take the throne and rule himsdif."

"Unmarried and chaste," Ousanas grunted. "We can't afford any royal bastards, either. Not
produced by awidowed queen.”

Histone skepticd, he added: "And | don't see much chance of that, being honest. Wahs isonly a
few months old, and Rukaya. . ."

"Has the normal urges of ayoung woman. Yes, | know."

Shedid know, in fact—and in consderable detail. She was not guessing based on generdities. Inthe
time after their wedding, Rukaiya had confided in Antoninathe great physica pleasure shetook from
being married to Eon.

"She's only elghteen. Expecting her to abstain from sex until sheisin her latethirtiesis. . . not a
gamble anyonewill be pleased with. Rukaiyaleast of dl, once her grief for Eonfindly fadesaway. Asit
happens, | think sheld doit, if she agreed. She'savery strong-willed and salf-disciplined person. But she
wouldn't likeit—and even if she restrained herself, the gossip would be endless.”

"Endless—and savage," Ousanas agreed. "That would be true for any young widowed queen, even
an ugly one. For one as beautiful as Rukaiya? Not a chance, Antonina. Long before Wahs could reach
an ageto assume the throne, the ugly rumorswould be believed by haf the populace—and amuch
bigger portion of the kingdom's dlite.”

Antoninahad reached the window, by now, but didn't look out of it yet. Instead, she turned to face



Ousanas.

"Y es. That leaves the second option, which is no better. If she marries anyone prestigious enough to
be an acceptable match, everyone will start worrying that her children by her second husband will
become too powerful. A second and informal dynasty, asit were, growing up within theforma one. A
recipefor civil war, ageneration from now."

Ousanas nodded. "The Axumites would not accept an Arab husband, and the Arabs—though they'd
have no choice, given the military redlities—wouldn't like an Axumite one any better. For that matter, the
Axumites wouldn't like it—except those who were part of the husband's clan.”

He scowled at the floor's covering. "Ugly carpet. Ethiopians may know stone and iron work, but thelr
weaving iswretched. Y ou should get aPersan one.”

His eyeswidened, dightly, and helooked up. "Persan .. . . Y ou know, Antonina, that may bethe
solution. Find her aforeign husband of suitable rank. A Persian grandee or a Roman senator.”

Antonina shook her head. "That won't work, either. A Persan husband isimpossible, from Rukaiyas
standpoint. Now that she's had the experience of being Eon'swife, just how well do you think sheld take
to aPersian husband? With their attitudes?’

Ousanas went back to scowling at the carpet. " Sheld have him poisoned, within ayear. Or smply
gtab him hersdf. ButaRoman.. . ."

"No. | could probably find her a suitable Roman husband—suitable from her standpoint—abut that
wouldn't solve the political problem. Romeis now smply too strong, Ousanas. A Roman husband during
Rukaiya's regency would make everyone fear—Arabs and Ethiopians dike—that Axum was becoming a
Roman satrapy. Inredity, if not in name.”

"True." He gave her adly littlelook. " Perhgps you should poison your husband, Antonina. It'shis
fault, you know. If Bdisarius hadn't spent the past five years proving to everyone that Roman military
power issupreme. . . even against the Mawa empire, theworld's greatest . . ."

Antonina smiled back, swestly. "Can't, I'm afraid. I'm here and he'sin the Punjab. Damnation. One
of thereasons I'd like to settle the succession problem is so that | can get back to him—at which point, |
assure you, poisoning the fellow will be the last thought on my mind. I'm finding that my own urges
haven't subsided any, even at my advanced and decrepit age.”

Findly, she turned and |ooked out the window. "So. We need an impressive husband. Impressiveto
Rukaiyaas much as her subjects, so she isn't tempted to stray and no one thinks otherwise. But—buit!
—onewho has no preexigting ties that will make anyone worry about undue influences. And whose
loydtiesto Axum are unquestioned.”

Far to the south, the snow-capped peaks of the Simien Mountains shone brightly, but the flanks were
gl dark. The sun hadn't risen high enough yet to bathe themin light.

Dark, massive, mgjestic beneath their crowns—and quite indifferent to any of those words. What did
mountai ns care about attempts to depict them—much less the petty politica frets and worries of humans?
They amply were. And, being so, dwarfed any dynasty.

She understood her decision, then. It cameto her, dl a once, and in dl its splendor.

"It'sso obvious," she said happily. "I can't believe it took methislong to figureit out."

"Perhaps you will be so kind as to make clear this 'obvious decison to me, at some point?' Ousanas
sad grumpily.

Antonina bestowed the sweet smile on the mountains. "Oh, yes. Y ou can be sure of it, when thetime
comes.”



Peshawar, in the Hindu Kush

Kungaslaunched thefind assault just before dawn. By sunrise, his Kushan soldiers had
demondtrated to the Pathan clansmen that they were just as adept at fighting in the rocks asthe
rebels—and far more disciplined.

Not to mention numerous. Kungas had cal culated—correctly, it was now clear—that the Mawa
were too preoccupied with Bdisariusin the southern Punjab at the moment to launch any serious attack
on the new Kushan kingdom he was forging in the mountains to the northwest. So, held | eft askeleton
force guarding the passes while he took most of hisarmy to suppressthisfirst attempt by any Pathan
tribesmen to rebd againg hisrule.

Firs—and hopefully last. For dl his ruthlessness, when need be, Kungas took no pleasurein killing.

"Suppress' was aeuphemism.

By late morning, the clansmen were routed and the Kushans had broken into their walled town
nestled in the rocks of the mountains. Then, they began the massacre Kungas had ordered. No member
of that Pathan clan would be alowed to survive. Not women, not children, not oldsters. All animalsin the
town were to be daughtered aso. Then, the town itself would be completely destroyed. Not smply
gutted by fire, but blown up. Razed from existence. Kungas had enough gunpowder to afford that, now
that the supply linesthrough Persia had been stabilized.

While his Kushans finished that business, Pathans from other clansdlied to Kungas chased down and
butchered the Pathan warriors who tried to flee into the shelter of the mountains.

There weren't many of those. Pathans could be as stupid as any humans alive, but they never lacked

courage. All but ahandful of the defeated clansmen died in the town, desperately trying to defend their
kinfolk.

* * %

By mid-afternoon, it was done. The entire clan had ceased to exigt.

Throughout, Kungas remained & his position high on anearby mountain—a spur of the same range,
redly—watching.

Throughout, there was no expression on hisface. None at dl. To the Pathan chieftains who stood
therewith him, the leaders of the dlied clans, it did not even seem likeaface at al. Just an unmoving, iron
mask.

* * %

Those old men had been told that, in his paace in Peshawar, the new king of the mountainswas
known to show an expression, now and then. Not often, and usually only in the presence of his Greek
wife

That was possible, they thought, although they had their doubts. It was hard to imagine that inhuman
mask of aface ever showing an emation.

Sill ...
Maybe. The woman was known to be a sorceress, after dl.

Whet the clan chieftains knew, however, wasthat with aking like thisand hiswitch of aqueen,
rebellion wasinsane.

Any form of open resistance. The destroyed clan hadn't even rebelled. They'd smply thought to use
the old and well-tested method of intimidating a new would-be ruler of the mountains by neting
oneof hisofficids.

* * %



The officid had, indeed, been nated.

In return, Kungas had now proved that he was, indeed, the king of the mountains. The arithmetic of
the equation was clear even to thoseilliterate clan leaders.

Clans nated officids.
Kings—rea ones—assassnated clans.

* * %

So beit. The old men, no strangersto brutality themselves, chose to look on the bright side. The new
king did not meddle with them much, after dl, aslong asthey obeyed him. And trade was picking up a
lot. Even the clansin the far mountains were getting richer.

* * %

When Kungas returned to Peshawar, he wasin avery foul mood.

"That was afilthy business," hetold hiswife Irene. Scowling openly, now, in the privacy of their
quartersin the palace. "It'syour fault. If you hadn't stirred up thoseidiot clansmen letting their young
women claim to be Sarmatians and join your idiot so-caled 'queen's guard,’ it wouldn't have happened.”

The accusation was grosdy unfair, and on many counts, but Irene kept silent. Until Kungas mood
lightened, there was no point arguing with him.

Yes, it wastrue that Irene's subtle undermining of Pathan patriarchdism irritated the clan chiefs. So
what? Everything irritated those barbaric old men. They wereto "conservative thinking" what an ocean
wasto "wet and sdty." They practicdly defined the term.

And, again, so what? Irene and Kungas—with Belisarius, in times past, while they'd still been with
him in Persa—had discussed the matter thoroughly. No one had ever ruled these mountains, in the sense
that "ruled” meant in the civilized lowlands. Just as no one had ever "ruled” the great steppesto the north
into which she and Kungas planned to expand their kingdom.

But if aking couldn't rule the mountains and the steppes, he could dominate them. Dominate them as
thoroughly and as completely as, in afuture erain another universe, the Mongol khanswould dominate
them.

There was one key difference, though, and Kungas understood it as well as she did. The new
Kushan relm in central Asawould use the same methods as the Mongols, true enough. Methods which,
in the end, amounted to the ssimple principle: oppose us and we will slaughter all of you, down to the
babes and dogs.

But it did not have the same godl. In the future of that different universe, Genghis Khan and his
successors had had no other purpose than smply to enjoy the largesse of their rule which came with the
annual tribute. Kungas and Irene, on the other hand, intended to forge areal nation herein centra Asia,
over time. And that could not be done smply by dominating the ancient clans. The domination wasitself
but ameans to an end—and the end was to undermine them completely, in the only way the human race
had ever found it possible to do so.

"Civilization," in aword. Creste a center of attraction in the new cities and towns, with their
expanding wealth and trade and education and culture and opportunities for individuas from anywhere.
And then just let the old clan chiefsrot away, whilether clans dowly dissolved around them. Irene's
"Sarmatian women's guard” that Kungas had just denounced was only one of a hundred methods that she
and Kungas were using for that purpose.

It was not even the one that irritated the clan chiefs the most. That honor probably belonged to the
new Buddhist monasteries that Kungas was starting to set up al over. Intheend, for dl their savage
attitudes toward women, the old clan chiefs didn't redly care what women did—aslong asthey did it
outsdetheir tightly controlled villages.

Why should they? From their viewpoint, beyond the sexud pleasure they provided, women were
amply domestic animals and beasts of burden. No different, redly, from their other livestock. Aslong as



they had enough women to keep breeding clansmen, who cared what wild women did somewhere €l se?

Boys, on the other hand, mattered. And now—curse him!'—the new king was seducing boys away
from their proper and traditiona alegiancesto babble mystica nonsense in monasteries. Even teaching
them to read, asif any Pathan tribesman ever needed such an effeminate skill.

The process would take decades, of course, even generations. But it would work, as surely asthe
sunriss—provided that Kungas established from the beginning that however much the clan chiefs hated
him they did not dare to oppose him openly. Or try any violent tactic againgt him, whatsoever.

Which he had just done. More efficiently, ruthlesdly, pitilesdy, and savagdly than any of the clan
chiefs had ever imagined he would. Just as, in adifferent universe, the Mongols had obliterated the cult of
the Hashasin which had given the world the term "assassin” to begin with—by demondirating that they
were perfectly willing to transform the definition of the word by an order of magnitude.

Yet...

Irene knew her husband very well, by now. Kungas enjoyed her intelligence and her sense of humor,
but thiswas no time for rational argument, much lessjests.

She fell back on an emotional apped that was even more powerful than horror and disgust and
anger.

"Theresthis, if it helps. The dynasty is secured.”

Shelooked down, stroking the silk raiment covering her belly. Shewas ill, to dl appearances, as
dender asever. "Well. Mogt likdy. | might have amiscarriage.”

His eyes were drawn to her waist, and she could sense Kungas mood shifting. So, smiling gently, she
ventured alittle joke.

"Of course, you'll make that good, soon enough.”

For amoment, Kungastried to maintain hisferocious mood. "Typica! Salacious Gregk women.
Seductresses, every one of you. If you weren't so beautiful . . ."

In point of fact, Irene wasn't beautiful a all. Attractive, perhaps, but no more than that. Her thick and
luxurious chestnut hair was not even much of an asset, any longer, tied back as she now had it in apony
tall. And shed found, to her disgruntlement, that becoming a queen hadn't made her big nose any smaller
or made her narrow, close-eyed face any fuller. Even with the ponytail, she till looked like exactly what
she was—an intellectua, not a courtesan.

Happily, none of that mattered to Kungas. Her little joke wasn't redlly even that. By the end of the
evening, most likely—tomorrow night, at the latest—K ungas would demonstrate that there wasn't any
danger that the new dynasty would die out from lack of vigor.

Kungas sighed. "It redlly was ahateful business, Irene. Damn those old men! | would have preferred

Helet the thought trail away. Then, gave her something in the way of an apologetic shrug.

In point of fact, it had been Irene who suggested that he restrict himsdlf to smply executing dl of the
clan chiefs—and Kungas who had declined the suggestion.

"No," held sad. "That won't be enough. However supid and vicious, no clan chief isacoward.
They'll accept their own degths, readily enough, as stubborn asthey are. The only thing that will reglly
terrify them isthe extinction of their entire clan. So | have no choice but to demondtrate that I'm quite
willing to do so. Maybeif | doit once, right now, I'll never haveto do it again.”

Hed been right, and Irene had known it. She'd only advanced her suggestion because she knew how
much Kungas detested the alternative. As hard aman as he was, and as hard alife asheld led, not even
Kungas could butcher babies to punish octogenarians without shrieking somewhere in hisiron-masked
soul.

Findly, she could sense the mood bresaking. The surest Sgn came when Kungas made his own jest.



"And who'sthe father, by the way?'

Irene's eyes narrowed. "Don't be stupid. As often as you mount me, when would | have the timeto
cuckold you? Even assuming | wasn't too exhausted, you insensate brute.”

Kungaswas gtill scowling. In hisown way, he could teach stubbornnessto clan chiefs.

"Not that," he said curtly, waving the notion aside with an economicd little gesture. "I don't doubt my
cock's the only onethat getsinto you. But it's just a conduit. Spiritualy speaking. Who'sthe real father?
Have we moved up to gods, yet? Will | discover as an old man that the children | thought mine were
actualy sred by Zeus and who knows how many randy members of the Hindu pantheon?*

"What aheathen notion!™ Irene exclaimed. ™Y ou should be ashamed of yoursdf!”

"I'm not a Chrigtian," he pointed out.

"You're not redly aBuddhigt, either, even if you insst on the trappings. So what? It's still a barbarous
notion.”

She drew hersalf up with as much dignity as she could manage. That was. . . hard, given that she
wasdmogt laughing.

"Andit'sall nonsense, anyway. Of course, you're the father. The ancestry getsinteresting, though.”

Hisfirg smile came, findly. "More interesting than Alexander the Great? WWhom—to my immense
surprise—you have explained was one of my forefathers. Odd, really, given that he passed through this
arealong before we Kushans got here.”

"My scholars assure meit istrue, nonetheless. But now, they tell me, it seemsthat in addition—"

"Pease! Don't tell me I'm descended from Ashoka also!™

Irene had consdered Ashoka, infact, and quite serioudly. But, in the end, she'd decided that claiming
India's most famous and revered emperor as one of her husband's forefathers would probably cause too
many palitical problems. Indias ever-suspicious rulers would assume that meant the Kushans had designs
on Indiaalso.

Which, they didn't. To meddle in Indias affairs—even the Punjab, much lessthe great and popul ous
Gangetic plain—would be purefolly. Aslong as she and Kungas controlled the Khyber Pass and the
Hindu Kush, they could expand to the north without stirring up animosities with ether the Indians or the
Persans. Animosities, at least, that would be severe enough to lead to war. Soon enough, of course,
Persians and Indians—and Romans and Chinese too, for that matter—would be complaining bitterly
about Kushan control of the trade routes through central Asia

But those quarrel's could be negotiated. Irene was an excellent negotiator—even without the
advantage of having a husband who could terrify Pathan clan chiefs.

"Nonsense," shesaid firmly. "Y ou're no relation to Ashokaat al, so far asmy scholars can
determine. Just aswell, redlly, since we have no ambitions toward India. However—what a happy
coincidence, given the centrdity of Buddhism to our plans—would you believe that—"

Kungas choked. Irene pressed on.

"It'struel” sheingsted. "Not the Buddha himsealf, of course. After he became the Buddha, that is. He
was quite the ascetic sage, you know. But before that—when he was Hill just plain Sddhartha Gautama
and was married to Y ashodhara. It turns out that their son Rahula—"

Kungas burst into laughter, and Irene knew that she'd saved his soul again. That was always her
greatest fear, that a soul which had shelled itsdf iniron for so long would eventualy becomeiron itself.

The mask, theworld could afford. Even needed. But if the soul beneath the mask ever becameiron,
infact, she dreaded the consequences. If so, in the new universe they were helping to shape, the name
"Kungas' would someday become aterm like " Tamerlane’ had been in another. A namethat sgnified
nothing but savagery.

No fear of that, so long as she could make Kungas laugh that way. No fear at all.



Thelron Triangle

Asaways, the sound of Luke's footsteps awakened Cadopodius. Thistime, though, as he emerged
from deep, he sensed that other men were shuffling their feet in the background.

Hewas puzzled, abit. Few visitors came to the bunker where he and Luke had set up their quarters.
Calopodius suspected that was because men felt uncomfortable in the presence of ablind man, especidly
one asyoung as himsdlf. It was certainly not due to lack of space. The generd had provided him with a
very roomy bunker, connected by a short tunndl to the great command bunker buried near the small city
that had emerged over the past months toward the southern tip of the Iron Triangle. The Roman army
cdled that city "the Anvil," taking the name from the Punjabi civilians who made up most of itsinhabitants.

"Who'sthere, Luke?' he asked.

His aide-de-camp barked alaugh. "A bunch of boys seeking fame and glory, lad. The genera sent
them.”

The shuffling feet came nearer. "Begging your pardon, Sir, but we were wondering—as he says, the
genera sent usto talk to you—" The man, whoever he was, lgpsed into an awkward silence.

Caopodius sat up on his pdlet. " Speak up, then. And who are you?”

The man cleared histhroat. "Name's Abelard, sir. Abelard of Antioch. I'm the hecatontarch in charge
of the westernmost bastion at the fortress of—"

"Y ou had hot fighting yesterday," interrupted Calopodius. "1 heard about it. The genera told methe
Mawa probe was much fiercer than usud."

"Cameat uslike demons, sir," said another voice. Proudly: "But we bloodied 'em good.”

Caopodius understood at once. The hecatontarch cleared histhroat, but Calopodius spoke before
the man was forced into embarrassment.

"I'll want to hear al the detaild" he exclamed. " Just give me amoment to get dressed and summon
my scribe. We can doiit dl right here, at the table there. I'll make sure it goesinto the next dispatch.”

"Thank you, gr," said Abdard. His voice took on adightly aggrieved tone. "T'isn't true, what Luke
says. It's neither the fame nor the glory of it. It'sjust . . . your Dispatches get read to the Senate, Sir.
Each and every one, by the Emperor himself. And then the Emperor—by express command—has them
printed and posted &l over the Empire.”

Ca opodius was moving around, feding for hisclothing. "True enough,” he said cheerfully. "Ever since
the old Emperor set up the new printing pressin the Great Paace, everybody—every village,
anyway—can get acopy of something.”

"It'sour families, Sr," said the other voice. "They'll see our names and know were al right. Except
for thosewho died in thefighting. But at leest . . "

Caopodius understood. "Their nameswill exist somewhere, on something other than atombstone.”



Chapter 3

The Euphrates
Autumn, 533 AD

They had approached Elafonisos from the south, because Calopodius had thought Anna might
enjoy the sight of the great ridge which overlooked the harbor, with its tower perched atop it like
a hawk. And she had seemed to enjoy it well enough, although, as he was coming to recognize,
she took most of her pleasure fromthe sea itself. Asdid he, for that matter.

She even smiled, once or twice.

Thetrip acrossto theisland, however, was the high point of the expedition. Their overnight
stay in the small tavern in the port had been . . . almost unpleasant. Anna had not objected to the
dinginess of the provincial tavern, nor had she complained about the poor fare offered for their
evening meal. But she had retreated into an even more distant silence—almost sullen and
hostile—as soon as they set foot on land.

That night, as always since the night of their wedding, she performed her duties without
resistance. But also with as much energy and enthusiasm as she might have given to reading a
particularly dull piece of hagiography. Calopodius found it all quite frustrating, the more so since
his wife's naked body was something which aroused him greatly. As he had suspected in the days
before the marriage, his wife was quite lovely once she could be seen. And felt.

S0 he performed his own duty in a perfunctory manner. Afterward, in another time, he might
have spent the occasion idly considering the qualities he would look for in a courtesan—now that
he had a wife against whose tedium he could measure the problem. But he had already decided to
join Belisarius expedition to the Indus. So, before falling asleep, his thoughts were entirely given
over to matters of martial glory. And, of course, the fears and uncertainties which any man his
age would feel on the eve of plunging into the maelstrom of war.

* % %

When troublefinaly arrived, it was Anna's husband who saved her. The knowledge only increased
her fury.

Stupid, really, and some part of her mind understood it perfectly well. But she still couldn't stop
hating him.

Supid. The men on the barge who were clambering eagerly onto the small pier where her own little
river craft wastied up were making no attempt to hide their leers. Eight of them there were, their
half-clad bodies swegty from thetoil of working their clumsy vessd up the Euphrates.

A little desperately, Annalooked about. She saw nothing beyond the Euphrates itself; reed marshes
on the other bank, and a desert on her own. There was not atown or avillage in sight. She had stopped
at thislittle pier smply because the two sailors she had hired to carry her down to Charax had inssted
they needed to take on fresh water. There was awdl here, which was the only reason for the pier's



exigence. After taking ataste of the muddy water of the Euphrates, Annacouldn't find herself in
disagreement.

She wished, now, that sheld insisted on continuing. Not that her insistence would have probably done
much good. The sailors had been civil enough, since shed employed them at asmal towninthe
headwaters of the Euphrates. But they were obvioudy not overawed by anineteen-year-old girl, even if
shedid come from the famous family of the Mdisseni.

She glanced appedingly at the sailors, till working the wdll. They avoided her gaze, acting asif they
hadn't even noticed the men climbing out of the barge. Both sailors were rather elderly, and it was clear
enough they had no intention of getting into afracaswith eight rivermen much younger than
themsalves—all of whom were carrying knives, to boot.

The men from the barge were close to her, and beginning to spread out. One of them wasfingering
the knife in a scabbard attached to hiswaist. All of them were smiling in amanner which even asheltered
young noblewoman understood was predatory .

Now in sheer desperation, her eyes moved to the only other men on the pier. Three soldiers, judging
from their weapons and gear. They had dready been on the pier when Annas boat drew up, and their
presence had amost been enough to cause the sailorsto pass by entirely. A rather vicious-looking trio,
they were. Two Isaurians and athird one whom Annathought was probably an Arab. | saurians were not
much better than barbarians; Arabs might or might not be, depending on where they came from. Anna
suspected this one was an outright bedouin.

The soldierswere lounging in the shade of asmall pavilion they had erected. For amoment, as she
had when shefirgt caught sight of them, Annafound herself wondering how they had gotten therein the
first place. They had no boat, nor any horses or camels—Vyet they possessed too much in the way of
goodsin sacksto have lugged them on their own shoulders. Not through this arid country, with their
armor and weapons. She decided they had probably traveled with a caravan, and then parted company
for some reason.

But thiswas no time for idle speculation. The rivermen were very close now. The soldiersreturned
Anna's beseeching eyes with nothing more than indifference. 1t was clear enough they had no more
intention of intervening than her own sailors.

Still—they could, in away that two elderly sailors couldnt.
Pay them.

Moving as quickly as she could in her eaborate clothing—and cursing hersdf slently, again, for
having been so stupid as to make thisinsane journey without giving athought to her gppare—Anna
waked over to them. She could only hope they understood Greek. She knew no other language.

"I need help,”" she hissed.

The soldier in the center of thelittle group, one of the Isaurians, glanced &t the eight rivermen and
chuckled.

"I'd say s0. You'l belucky if they don't kill you after they rob and rape you."

His Greek was fluent, if heavily accented. As he proceeded to demonstrate further. " Stupid
noblewoman. Brains like a chicken. Are you somekind of idiot, traveling alone down this part of
Mesopotamia? The difference between ariverman here and apirate—"

Heturned his head and spit casualy over the leg of the other Isaurian. His brother, judging from the
close resemblance.

"I'll pay you," she said.
The two brothers exchanged glances. The one on the side, who seemed to be the younger one,

shrugged. "We can use her boat to take us out of Mesopotamia. Beats walking, and the chance of
another caravan . . . But nothing fancy,” he muttered. "We're dmost home.”

Hisolder brother grunted agreement and turned his head to look at the Arab. The Arab's shrug



expressed the same tepid enthusiasm. "Nothing fancy,” he echoed. "It'stoo hot.”
The Isaurian in the middle lazed to hisfeet. He wasn't much taller than Anna, but his stocky and
muscular build made him seem to loom over her.

"All right. Hereéstheway it is. Y ou give us hdf your money and whatever other vauablesyou've got.”
He tapped the jewe ed necklace around her throat. " The rivermen can take therest of it. They'll settlefor
that, just to avoid abrawl.”

She dmost wailed. Not quite. "1 can't. | need the money to get to—"

The soldier scowled. "Idiot! Well keep them from taking your boeat, welll leave you enough—just
enough—to get back to your family, and well escort you into Anatolia”

He glanced again at the rivermen. They were standing some few yards away, hesitant now. "Y ou've
no business here, girl," he growled quietly. " Just be thankful you'll get out of thiswith your life."

His brother had gotten to hisfeet also. He snorted sarcagtically. "Not to mention keeping your
precious hymen intact. That ought to be worth alot, once you get back to your family."

The fury which had filled Annafor months boiled to the surface. "I don't have ahymen,” she snarled.
"My husband did for that, the bastard, before he went off to war.”

Now the Arab was on his feet. Hearing her words, he laughed aoud. "God save us! An abandoned
littlewife, noless”

The rivermen were beginning to get surly, judging from the scowls which had replaced the previous
leers. One of them barked something in alanguage which Annadidn't recognize. One of the Aramaic
diaects, probably. The Isaurian who seemed to be the leader of the three soldiers gave them another
glance and anidlelittle wave of hishand. The gesture more or lessindicated: relax, relax—you'll get a
cut.

That done, his eyes came back to Anna. "Idiot," he repeated. The word was spoken with no hedt,
just lazy derison. "Think you're the first woman got abandoned by a husband looking to make his fortune
inwar?'

"Hedready has afortune,” hissed Anna "He went looking for fame. Found it too, damn him.”

The Arab laughed again. "Fame, isit? Maybein your circlest And what isthe name of this paragon of
martid virtue? Anthony the Illustrious Courier?'

The other three soldiers shared in the little laugh. For amoment, Annawas distracted by the oddity
of such flowery phrases coming out of the mouth of acommon soldier. She remembered, vagudly, that
her husband had once told her of the poetic prowess of Arabs. But she had paid little attention, at the
time, and the memory smply heightened her anger.

"Heisfamous,” Annainssted. A certain innate honesty forced her to add: "At least in
Congantinople, after Belisarius letter was read to the Senate. And his own dispatches.”

The name Belisarius brought a sudden little stiliness to the group of soldiers. The Isaurian leader's
eyes narrowed.

"Bdisarius? What's the generd got to do with your husband?

"And what's his name?"' added the Arab.

Annatightened her jaws. "Caopodius. Caopodius Saronites.”

The dillnessturned into frozen rigidity. All three soldiers eyeswere now dmogt dits.

The Isaurian leader drew adeep breath. "Are you trying to tell usthat you are the wife of
Calopodiusthe Blind?'

For amoment, a spike of anguish drove through the anger. She didn't redlly understand where it
came from. Caopodius had always seemed blind to her, in hisownway. But . . .

Her own deep breath was a shaky thing. "They say heisblind now, yes. Belisarius letter to the
Senate said s0. He saysit himsdlf, in fact, in hisletters. |—I guessit'strue. | haven't seen him in many



months. When heleft. . ."

One of the rivermen began to say something, in asurly tone of voice. The gaze which the Isaurian
now turned on him was nothing casud. It was aflat, flat gaze. As cold asa snake's and just as deadly.
Even agirl as sheltered as Annahad been dl her life understood the sheer physical menaceinit. The
rivermen al seemed to shuffle back a step or two.

Heturned his eyes back to Anna. The same cold and flat gleam wasin them. "If you arelying . . ."

"Why would | lie?" she demanded angrily. "And how do you expect meto proveit, anyway?"

Bdatedly, athought cameto her. "Unless. . ." She glanced at thelittle sailing craft which had brought
her here, ill piled high with her belongings. "If you can read Greek, | have severd of hislettersto me."

The Arab sghed softly. "Asyou say, why would you lie?' Hisdark eyes examined her face carefully.
"God help us. You redly don't even understand, do you?'

She shook her head, confused. "Understand what? Do you know him yourself?*

The Isaurian leader's Ssgh was amore heartfelt thing. "No, lass, we didn't. We were so rich, after
Charax, that we left the generd's service. We—" he gestured at his brother "—I'm Illus, by theway, and
he's Cottomenes—had more than enough to buy us abig farm back home. And Abdul decidedtogoin
withus"

"I'm sick of the desert,” muttered the Arab. "Sick of camels, too. Never did like the damn beasts.”

The Arab was of the same height as the two I saurian brothers—about average—but much less
gtocky in hisframe. Still, in hislight half-armor and with a spatha scabbarded to hiswaist, he seemed no
lessdeadly.

"Cometo think of it," he added, dmost idly, "I'm sick of thieves, too."

The violence that erupted shocked Annamore than anything in her life. She collgpsed in asquat,
gripping her kneeswith shaking hands, dmaost moaning with fear.

There had been no sign; nothing, at least, that she had seen. The Isaurian leader smply drew his
patha—so quick, so quick!—took three peculiar little haf steps and cleaved the skull of one of the
rivermen before the man even had time to do more than widen hiseyes. A second or two later, the same
spatha tore open another's throat. 1n the same amount of time, his brother and the Arab gutted two other
rivermen.

Then—

She closed her eyes. Thefour surviving rivermen were desperatdly trying to reach their barge. From
the sounds—clear enough, even to ayoung woman who had never seen aman killed before—they
weren't going to makeit. Not even close. The sounds, wetly horrid, were those of apack of wolvesina
sheep pen.

Sometime later, she heard the | saurian's voice. " Open your eyes, girl. It'sover.”

She opened her eyes. Catching sight of the pool of blood soaking into the planks of the pier, she
averted her gaze. Her eyesfell on the two sailors, cowering behind the well. She amost giggled, the sight
was so ridiculous.

The Isaurian must have followed her gaze, because he began chuckling himself. "Silly looking, aren't
they? Asif they could hide behind that little well."

Heraised hisvoice. "Don't be stupid! If nothing else, we need you to sail the boat. Besdes—" He
gestured at the barge. "Y ou'll want to loat it, if there's anything in that tub worth looting. Well burn
whatever'sleft.”

He reached down ahand. Annatook it and came shakily to her feet.
Bodies everywhere. She started to close her eyes again.
"Get used toit, girl," the Isaurian said harshly. ™Y ou'll see plenty more of that where you're going.



Especidly if you makeit to theidand.”
Her heed fdt muzzy. "Idand? What idand?"

"The idand, idiot. The Iron Triangle,' they cal it. Where your husband is, dong with the generd.
Right in the mouth of the Mawa."

"I didn't know it was an idand,” she said softly. Again, honesty surfaced. "I'm not redlly even sure
whereit is, except somewherein India”

The Arab had come up intime to hear her last words. He was wiping his blade clean with a piece of
cloth. "God save us." He half-chuckled. "It's not redlly an idand. Not exactly. But it'll do, seeing as how
the genera'sfacing about a hundred thousand Mawa."

He studied her for amoment, while he finished wiping the blood off the sword. Then, sghed again.
"Let's hope you learn something, by thetime we get to Charax. After that, you'll be on your own again.
At leeg—"

He gave the Isaurian an odd little look. The Isaurian shrugged. "We werejust telling ourselves
yesterday how stupid we'd been, missing out on theloot of Mawalitsaf. What the hell, we may aswell
take her the whole way."

His brother was now there. "Hell, yes" he boomed. He bestowed on Annaavery cheerful grin. "l
assume you'll recommend usto the generd? Not that we deserted or anything, but I'd really prefer a
better assignment this time than being on the front lines. A bit dicey, that, when the genera’s running the
show. Not that heisn't the shrewdest bastard in the world, mind you, but he does ingg onfighting.”

The other two soldiers seemed to sharein the humor. Annadidn't really understand it, but for the first
time since she'd heard the name of Cal opodius—spoken by her father, when he announced to her an
unwanted and unforeseen marriage—she didn't find it hateful.

Rather the opposte, in fact. She didn't know much about the military—nothing, really—»but she
suspected . . .

"l imagine my husband needs abodyguard,” she said hesitantly. " A bigger one than whatever he has,"
she added hadtily. "And he's certainly rich enough to pay for it."

"Done," said the Isaurian leader ingtantly. "Done!™

* * %

Not long afterward, astheir ship sailed down the river, Annalooked back. The barge was burning
fiercdly now. By thetime the fire burned out, there would be nothing left but ahulk carrying what was |eft
of anot-very-vauable cargo and eight charred skeletons.

The I saurian leader—I1lus—misunderstood her frown. "Don't worry about it, girl. In this part of
Mesopotamia, no one will care what happened to the bastards.”

She shook her head. "I'm not worrying about that. It'sjust—"

Shefedl dlent. Therewas no way to explain, and one glance at Illus face was enough to tell her that
he'd never understand.

Caopodius hadn't, after all.
"So why the frown?"
She shrugged. "Never mind. I'm not used to violence, | guess.”

That seemed to satisfy him, to Annasrdief. Under the circumstances, she could hardly explain to her
rescuers how much she hated her husband. Much lesswhy, since she didn't redlly understand it that well
hersdf.

Still, she wondered. Something important had happened on that pier, something unforeseen, and she
was not too consumed by her own anger not to understand that much. For thefirst timein her life, a
husband had done something other than crush her like an insect.

She studied the surrounding countryside. So bleak and dangerous, compared to the luxurious



surroundings in which she had spent her entirelife. She found hersalf wondering what Caopodius had
thought when hefirst saw it. Wondered what he had thought, and felt, the first time he saw blood
gpreading like apool. Wondered if he had been terrified, when hefirst went into a battle.

Wondered what he thought now, and fdlt, with hisface amangled ruin.

Another odd pang of anguish cameto her, then. Caopodius had been ahandsome boy, evenif she
had taken no pleasurein the fact.

Thelsaurian's voice came again, interrupting her musings. "Weird world, it is. What awoman will go
through to find her husband.”

She felt another flare of anger. But there was no way to explain; in truth, she could not have found the
words hersdlf. So dl shesaidwas. "Yes"

* % %

The next day, as they sailed back to the mainland, he informed Anna of his decision. And for
the first time since he met the girl, she came to life. All distance and ennui vanished, replaced by a
cold and spiteful fury which completely astonished him. She did not say much, but what she said
was as venomous as a serpent's bite.

Why? he wondered. He would have thought, coming from a family whose fame derived from
ancient exploits more than modern wealth, she would have been pleased.

Hetried to discover the source of her anger. But after her initial spate of hostile words, Anna
fell silent and refused to answer any of his questions. Soon enough, he gave up the attempt. It was
not as if, after all, he had ever really expected any intimacy in his marriage. For that, if he
survived the war, he would find a courtesan.

Chapter 4

Thelron Triangle, in the Punjab
Winter, 533 AD

"Y ou can describeit better than that,” rasped Justinian. The former Emperor of the Roman Empire
was now its Grand Judticiar, since his blinding at the hands of traitors and Mawa agents had made him
indigible for the throne under Roman law. But hed lost very little of his peremptory habits.

No reason he should, really. Although Belisarius son Photius was officialy the new Emperor,
Justinian's wife Theodorawas the Empress Regent and the red power in Congtantinople. Still, it was
exagperating for the premier general of the Roman empire to be addressed like an errant schoolboy.
Tightening hisjaws abit, Belisarius brought the telescope back to hiseye.

"At an estimate—best | can do, Since they haven't finished it yet—the tower will be at least three
hundred feet tal. From the looks of the—"

"Never mind, never mind," interrupted Justinian. "It doesn't redly maiter. With atower that tall,
they're obvioudy planning for generd AM broadcasting.”



The former emperor's badly scarred eye sockets were riveted on the distant Mawa tower, asif he
could still see. Or glare.

"In God's name, why?" he demanded. "For military purposes, directiona broadcasting would make a
lot more sense and require alot less massive congtruction. That's what we're doing.”

Justinian waved a hand toward the south, where the Roman army was erecting its own "antenna
farm” amog at the very tip of the triangle of land formed by the junction of the Indus and Chenab rivers.

Only thetips of the antennas could be seen from the fortifications on the north sde of thelron
Triangle. The Roman radios were designed to be directional, not broadcast, so there was no need for an
enormous tower. Thekey for directiond radio was mostly the length of the antennas, not their height.

Folding up the telescope, Belisarius shrugged. "Maybe for the same reason we're having Antonina
and Ousanas build exactly such atower in Axum. It'll give us generd relaying capability we wouldn't have
otherwise"

"That's nonsense," Justinian grumbled. "1 could understand them building atower like that in their
capita city of Kausambi. But why build one here, on the front lines? Were not, after dl.”

Bdisarius sad nothing.
After an uncomfortable moment, Justinian chuckled harshly. "Fine, fine. Presumably they don't have

quite our motivation. At least, | think it's safe to assume that monster from the future doesn't have a
peevishwifelikel do."

Bdisarius smiled crookedly. Although they had never discussed it quite openly, both he and Justinian
knew perfectly well—and knew each other knew—that one of the main reasons they'd tacitly agreed not
to build agenerd AM tower in the Iron Triangle was so that the Empress Regent could not eesily
bombard them with instructions.

More easly bombard them, it might be better to say. Asit was, just using the telegraph, Theodora
averaged at least two messages aday to the Iron Triangle.

One of which, dmost every day, was either a peremptory demand that Justinian stop playing soldier
and get back to apogition of safety far to the south in Barbaricum, or a pleading request for the same, or
athrest of dire consequencesif he didn't—or, often enough, al threerolled into one.

"|sthere something were overlooking?' Justinian demanded.

The question wasn't aimed at Belisarius so much asit was at the "jewd™ that hung in apouch
suspended from the Roman generd's muscular neck. Insde that pouch rested Aide, the crystaline being
from the future who had come back into the human past to thwart—hopefully—the intervention of the
so-called "new gods' of the future.

Aidesresponse came only into Belisarius mind. No, the crysta being said, rather curtly. We're not
overlooking anything. Tell that nasty old man to stop being so paranoid. And tell him to stop
being so nasty, whileyou'reat it.

Since Jugtinian couldn't see the expression, Belisarius grinned openly. Outside of himsdlf, Jugtinian
was the only human being who regularly communicated with Aide viadirect contact with the jewd. Most
people found direct contact with Aide rather unsettling. The jewe's means of communication typicaly
involved aflood of images—many of them quite disturbing—not smply words, which could be easily
sanitized in themind of the recipient.

Jugtinian probably found it unsettling dso. Belisarius certainly did, often enough. But if the former
emperor was "nasty” and "paranoid'—termswhich Bedlisariuswould alow were fair enough, evenif "old"
was a bit off the mark—he was aso just about as tough-minded as any human being who'd ever lived.
S0 he seemed to tolerate the problem well enough—and, on the other hand, got the benefit of the direct
contact with Aide that had enabled Justinian, in avery short time, to become the Roman Empire's master
atisan.

Or designer for artisans, it might be better to say. Blind ashewas, it was difficult for Justinian to do



thework himsdf.

Although Aide tolerated that extensive contact for the sake of their mutua project, he didn't like it at
dl. Hedidn't like Justinian.

And why should he, redly? Most people didn't like Justinian.

His peeve apparently satisfied by the remarks, Aide added uncertainly: | don't really know why
they'redoingit. But I'm sureit'snot some clever trick we're missing.

Bdisarius gave Aide the menta equivaent of anod. Then, said to Justinian: " Aide doesn't think so,
athough he doesn't know why they're doing it. What | think is that—"

"Oh, it'sobvious enough,” interrupted Justinian, asif he hadn't been the one to demand an answer in
thefirg place. "Morde, that'sal.”

Again, he waved toward the south. "That mass of wireswe've got stuck al over down thereisjust
something that annoys the soldiers. Weve even had to position guards to keep the silly bastards from
stumbling over them in the dark. Especidly when they're drunk on theloca beer. As many defeats asthe
Malwa have suffered these past few years, that monster Link has got to be worried about morae. A
great big impressive-looking radio tower will help boost its soldiers spirits, evenif it isn't redly that
useful. Especidly those soldiers. Ignorant and illiterate peasants, most of them.”

Again, Belisariusgrinned. "Ignorant and illiterate peasants’ was afair description of most of the
Mawaarmy, true enough. On the other hand, it could be applied to most Roman soldiers also. Over
time, the changes Aide had brought to the world would produce arapid increase in the genera leve of
literacy—was dready doing o, in fact, among many of the Empiresyoungsters. The onesliving in big
cities, at least. But, even five years after Aidesarriva, very little of that had penetrated the Roman
soldiery. It was il true that, bel ow the rank of hecatontarch, not more than one in ten of them could
read and write. For that matter, a hefty percentage of the empirée's officer corpswasilliterate also,
beyond—in most cases—being able to painfully write out their own name.

So beit. Warswere fought with the armies available. Whatever weaknesses and limitations the
Roman army possessed, Belisarius knew it was far superior to that of the enemy. Man for man, certainly,
on average. The Roman Empire, whatever itsmany flaws and failures, was il asociety inwhich a
determined and capable man could rise based on his own merits. The Mawa, on the other hand, with
their rigid adherence to a caste system, had to rely primarily on the sheer mass of the army that northern
Indias teeming population could produce.

That had been, from the very beginning of the war, the basi ¢ equation Bdlisarius had had to dedl with:
using quality againgt quantity, in such away asto eventudly defeat the Mawawithout ever giving them
the chance to use their immense strength againgt him in away that was effective.

It had worked, so far—but it took time. Time, and patience.

* * %

Alas, patience was not a virtue often associated with Justinian, as he proved an hour later, once they
entered the sunken bunker behind the front linesthat served Belisarius for his headquarters.

"So how much longer are you going to dilly-dally?* he asked, after taking achair.

Bédlisarius decided to try the tactic of misunderstanding. "About the submarine?' He harrumphed very
gernly, dmost mgedticdly. " Forever , Justinian—so you can just forget abouit trying to cgjole me—"

He didn't think the tactic would work. Sure enough:

"Stop playing thefool. | don't even disagree with you about the submarine—as you know perfectly
well. | just think it'd be an interesting experiment, that's dl. I'm talking about the offensive againgt the
Malwathat you keep postponing and postponing. I'm beginning to think you've converted to that hesthen
Hindu way of looking at things. All timeiscyclica and movesin great yugas, so why bother doing
anything for the next billion years or s0? Or isit that you think the way your soldiers are copulating with
thelocdl natives, you'll have ahuge population of your own within ageneration or two?"



The former emperor sneered. "Idiot. The population density hereisaready horrible. Y ou'll befacing
garvation soon enough, you watch."

Bdisariustried to keep from scowling, but . . . couldnt, quite. Given that the Romans controlled the
Indus south of the Iron Triangle and their Persian dlieswere rapidly bringing agricultural productioninthe
Sind back up to normal, he wasn't really worried about running out of food. Still, rationsweretight, and .

He sighed, audibly. There wasn't much point trying to keep anything from Jugtinian, as smart ashe
was. "It'saproblem, | admit. Not the food, just the endless headaches. I'm beginning to think—"

"Forget it! I'm the Grand Judticiar of the Roman Empire. Therésno way I'll let you wheedle meinto
adjudicating the endless squabbles you're having with the damn natives here. Bunch of heathens,
ayway."

"Actualy, they're not,” said Belisarius mildly. "A good portion of them, at least. Y ou'd be surprised
how many are converting to Chridianity.”

Justinian's eye sockets were too badly scarred for him to manage the feat of widening them with
aurprise. Perhaps thankfully, since they were horrible-enough looking asit was. Justinian, naturaly,
refused to cover them with anything.

Caopodius did the same, but in his case that was Smply ayoung man's determination to accept
adverdty squarely. In Judtinian's, it was the ingrained, arrogant habit of an emperor. What did he care if
peopleflinched from his gppearance? They'd done so often enough when held still been sighted. More
often, probably. Justinian had never been famous for hisforbearance.

"It'strue,” Bdisariusingsted. "Converting in droves. By now, the prieststell me, a least afourth of
the Punjabisin the Triangle have adopted our faith."

Jugtinian's head swiveled toward the bunker's entry, asif he could look out at the terrain beyond. Out
and up, actudly, since the bunker was buried well benegath the soil.

"Why, do you think?"

"It might be better to say, why not?' Belisarius nodded toward the entrance. "Those are dl peasants
out there, Justinian. Low caste and non-Mawa. It's not asif the Mawa Empire's mahaveda brand of
Hinduism ever gave them anything.”

Justinian was amost scowling. He didn't like being puzzled. "Y es, yes, | can seethat. But I'd il
think they'd be afraid . . ."

Hisvoicetraled off.

Bdisarius chuckled harshly. "Be afraid of what? That the Mawawill daughter them if they overrun
the Triangle? They will anyway, just as an object lesson—and those Punjabi peasants know it perfectly
well. So they're apparently deciding to adhere to Rome as closdly aspossible.”

Still looking &t the heavily timbered entrance to the bunker, Belisarius added: "It's going to be abit of
apolitical problem, in fact, assuming wewin thewar.”

Hedidn't need to elaborate. Emperor he might no longer be, but Justinian still thought like one—and
held been perhaps the most intelligent emperor in Rome'slong history.

"Hal" hebarked. "Yes, | can seethat. If afourth have aready converted, then by the time'—his
scowl returned briefly—"you findly launch your long-delayed offensve and we hammer the Mawa
bastards—"

"I'm glad you're so confident of the matter.”

"Don't be stupid!" Justinian snapped impatiently. "Of course you will. And when you do—as| was
saying before | was interrupted—yprobably two-thirds of them will be Chrigtians. So what doesthat leave
for Khusrau, except a headache? Don't forget that you did promise him the lower Punjab as Persan
territory.”



Bdisarius shrugged. "I didn't ‘promise’ the Emperor of Iran anything. | admit, | did indicate I'd be
favorable to the idea—mostly to keep him from getting too ambitious and wanting to gobble dl of the
Punjab. That would just lead to an endless three-way conflict between the Persians, the Kushans and the
Rajputs”

"Y ou'd get that anyway. Y ou want my advice?"

Naturdly, Justinian didn't wait for an answer before giving it. " Keep the Iron Triangle. Makeit a
Roman enclave. It'd be agood idea, anyway, because we could serve as a buffer between the Persians,
the Kushans and the Rgputs—and now we could justify it on reigious grounds.”

He made an attempt to infuse the last phrase with some heartfdt piety. A very dight attempt—and
even that falled.

Bdisarius scratched his chin. "I'd been thinking about it," he admitted. "Kungaswon't care.”

"Care? Hed be ddighted! | never would have thought those barbarous Kushans would be as smart
asthey are. But, they arethat smart. At least, they're smart enough to listen to Irene Macrembolitissa,
and she's that smart.”

In point of fact, while Bdisarius knew that the king of the Kushanslistened carefully to the advice of
his Greek wife, Kungas made his own decisions. He was quite smart enough on his own to figure out that
getting his new Kushan kingdom embroiled in endless conflicts with Persians and Rgjputs over who
controlled the Punjab would just weaken him. A Roman buffer state planted in the middle of the Punjab
would tend to keep conflicts down—or, &t least, keep the Kushans out of it.

"The Rgputs. . ."

"Who careswhat they think?' demanded Justinian. "All of thisisamoot point, | remind you, until and
unlessyou finaly get your much-delayed offensive underway—at which time the Rejputs will be abeaten
people, and beaten people take what they can get.”

That was Judtinian's old thinking a work. Shrewd enough, within itslimits. But if nothing ese, the
years Bdisarius had spent with Aide'simmense knowledge of human history in hismind had made him
highly skeptica of imperialism. He'd been able to scan enormous vistas of human experience, not only
into the future of this planet but on amultitude of other planetsaswell. Out of that, when it cameto the
subject of empires, Belisarius had distilled two smple pieces of wisdom:

Firg, every empire that ever existed or would exist dways thought it was the end-all and be-all.

Second, none of them were. Few of them lasted more than two hundred years, and even the ones
that did never went more than a couple of centurieswithout acivil war or other mgjor internal conflict.
The human race just naturally seemed to do better if it avoided too much in theway of political
sdlf-aggrandizement. The notion that history could be " guided’—even by someone like Belisarius, with
Aideto serve as his adviser—was pure nonsense. Better to just set up something workable, that
contained asfew conflicts as possible, and let human potentia continue to unfold withiniit. If the
underlying society was hedlthy, the politica structure tended to sort itself out well enough to fit whatever
the circumstances were.

In short, not to his surprise, Belisarius had come to conclude that the ambitions and schemes of his
great enemy Link and the"new gods' who had created the monster were smply the same old imperid
folly writ large. Belisarius didn't really know exactly what he believed in. But he knew what he
didn't—and that was good enough.

"Agreed, then," he said abruptly. "WEell plan on keeping the Triangle. Who knows? Khusrau might
even be smart enough to seethat it'sin his benefit, too."

"Might be," grunted Justinian skepticdly. "I doubt it, though. Don't forget he's an emperor. Wearing
the purple automaticaly makes aman stupider.”

The scarred, savaged face grinned. "Take my word for it. | know."

* % %



Their conversation was interrupted by a particularly loud ripple in the never-ceasing exchange of
barrages between the Romans and the Mawa. Some of the enemy shells even landed close enough to
make the bunker tremble,

Not much. But enough to bring Justinian's scowl back.

"I'm getting tired of that. When in the name of dl that's holy are you going to stop lolling about and
dart the offengve?’

Bdisarius didn't bother to answer.

When thetimeisright, came Aidesvoice. Then, abit plaintively: Which iswhen, by the way?
I'd liketo know myself.

Et tu, Aide? The answer isthat | don't know. When it feelsright. Which it doesn't yet. Things
have to keep brewing for a while, in the Hindu Kush—and most of all, in Majarashtra.

You don't have any way to get in touch with Rao by radio, Aide pointed out. Or Kungas, for
that matter.

Teach your grandfather to suck eggs! | know | don't. What's worse till, isthat eveniif | did
have radio contact with India, | couldn't talk to the three men who matter the most.

There was slence for amoment, as Aidetried to follow Bdisarius train of thought. For dl his
immenseintdlect, Aide had little of the Roman generd'sintuitive sense of srategy.

Oh, hesadfindly. Nar sesthe eunuch.
Yes. And Rana Sanga. And, most of all, Lord Damodara.

There was amoment's sllence, again. Then Aide added, somewhat timidly: Y ou probably better not
mention to Justinian—certainly not Theodoral—that you're stalling the offensive because
you're counting on a Roman traitor and thetwo best generals on the enemy side.

Teach your grandfather to suck eggs!

Chapter 5

Bharakuccha, on India's west coast

"It must be unnerving," Ajatasutrasaid chuckling.

"What must be unnerving?' asked Narsesirritably. "And why do you keep thinking such pointless
chatter will help you win?' The old eunuch moved his bishop, taking the n'sknight. "Check. It
distracts you more than it does me. That's partly why you lose, nine games out of ten. The other partis
because I'm smarter than you."

Ajatasutradidn't even glance at the chess board. Histhin smilewas il directed at Narses. "It must
be unnerving to have Rana Sanga watching you the way he does, whenever you'rein sght. Reminds me
of atiger, trying to decideiif you're prey."

Narses lipstightened, dightly. "He doesn't know anything. He only suspects.”



"Just as| said. Trying to decide whether you're prey."

That was enough to make Narses scowl, dthough he till didn't look up from the board. "Why? Until
he's sure he knows the truth, he won't do anything. He'd be too afraid to. And once he does discover the
truth, why would he ... ."

Hisvoicetrailed off. Even Narses couldn't help but wince alittle.

Ajatasutrachuckled again. "I will say you love playing with danger, old man. I'd never gamble a the
odds you do. Y es, there's the chance that the fiercest warrior of Rgjputana—not to mention its greatest
king—might forgive you once hefinds out that hiswife and children, whom he thought murdered by
bandits, are dive and well. Then again—"

Ajatasutracleared histhroat. "He might be abit peeved at the man who had them kidnapped in the
first place and faked the murders.”

Narses pointed to the chessboard. " Check, | sad.”

Smiling, Ajatasutramoved up apawn to block the bishop. " Granted, you had them hidden in asafe
place afterward. Even in acomfortable place. Granted, aso, that the Mawa had ordered you to have
them actually murdered, so looking at it from one angle you saved their lives. But, then again, that brings
up the next problem. What will Lord Damodara—Mawal's best genera and ablood relative of the
emperor—"

"Distant relative," Narses growled.

"Not distant at al," the assassin pointed out mildly, "if your scheme works. And stop trying to change
the subject. What will Damodara think when he discovers you corraled his wifeinto the kidnapping?
And thereby put his children in mortal danger?

Narsestook the pawn with the bishop. "Mate in four moves. | didn't corral thewomaninto
providing Sanga's family with ahideaway. That was Lady Damodarasideain thefirst place.”

"So?When dl the rocks are turned over and your machinations exposed to the light of day, the fact
remainsthat Damodaraand Rana Sangawill discover that you manipulated and cgoled their wivesinto
theriskiest congpiracy imaginable—and, unfortunately for you, both men dote on those wives."

Casudly, Ajatasutrareached out and toppled hisking. "1 concede. So when the wives bat their
eyelashes at their husbands and ook demure—like only Indian women can do!'—and ing<t that they
were pawnsin your hands, which way you do you think the lightning will strike?!

Finally, Narseslooked up. His eyes were haf-dits; which, aswrinkled as his face was anyway, made
the eunuch look more like areptile than usud. "And why are you so amused? | remind you that—every
step of the way—it was you who did the actud work."

"True. Another game?' The assassin began setting up the pieces again. "But I'min prime physica
condition, and | made sure I've got the fastest horse in Bharakuccha. Y ou aren't, and you didn't. That
mule you favor probably couldn't outrun an ox, much less Rgjput cavary.”

"l likemules." The board now set up—Narses playing the white pieces, thistime—the eunuch
advanced his queen's pawn. "And I've got no intention of running anyway, no matter how the lightning
drikes"

The assassin cocked his head. "No? Why not?"

Narses|ooked aside, staring at ablank wall in the chambers he shared with Ajatasutra. All thewalls
in the palace suite were blank, except for thosein the n's bedroom. The old eunuch liked it that
way. He claimed that usdless decorationsimpeded careful thought.

"Hard to explain. Cal it my debt to Theodora, if you will."

Ajatasutras eyebrows lifted. Although his gaze never |eft the wal, Narses sensed his puzzlement. "I
betrayed her, you know, for the sake of gaining an empire.”

"Yes, | wasthere. And?"



"And so now that I'm doing it again—"
"Y ou're not betraying her .

Narseswaved hishand impatiently. "1'm not betraying my current employers, ether. But I'm il
gambling everything on the same game. The greatest game thereis. The game of thrones.™

The n waited. Sooner or later, the explanation would come. For al the eunuch's acerbic ways,
Ajatasutra had become something of ason to him.

It took perhaps three minutes, during which time Narses eyes never |eft the blank wall.

"Y ou can't cheat forever," hesaid finaly. "I'll winor I'll lose, but | won't run again. | owethat much to
Theodora."

Ajatasutralooked at the samewall. There till wasn't anything there.
"I've been with you too long. That actually dmost makes sense.”
Narses smiled. "Don't forget to keep feeding your horse."

Kausambi, the M alwa capital
At the confluence of the Ganges
and Yamunarivers

Lessthan aweek after histhirteenth birthday, Rajiv knew the worst despair and the two greatest
epiphanies of hisshort life. One coming right after the other.

Gasping for breath, he lowered himself onto astool in one of the cdllars beneath Lady Damodaras
paace. He could barely keep the wooden sword in his hand, his grip was so wesk.

"I'll never match my father," he whispered, despairingly.

"Don't beanidiot," came the harsh voice of histrainer, the man he caled the Mongoose. " Of course,

you won't. A man as powerful as Rana Sanga doesn't come to a nation or tribe more than once a
century.”

"Listen to him, Rgjiv," said hismother. She had watched this training sesson, as she had watched dl
of them, from her stool in acorner. With, as aways, the stool surrounded by baskets into which she

placed the prepared onions. Cutting onions rel axed the woman, for reasons no one else had ever been
ableto determine.

The epiphany came, then.
"You couldn't match him, ether.”

The narrow, weasdl face of the Mongoose twisted with humor. "Of course | couldn't! Never thought
to try—except, likeadamn fool, at the very end.”

Casually—not atrace of wesknessin that grip—the Mongoose leaned his own imitation sword
againg awall of the cellar. Then, with the same lean right hand, reached up and parted his coarse black
hair. The scar beneath was quite visble. "Got that for trying."

Ragjiv was as disturbed as he was exhilarated by his new-found wisdom. "I should stop . . ."

Almogt angrily, hismother snagpped: "Y esl Stop trying to imitate your father!" She pointed to the
Mongoose with the short knife she used to cut onions. "Learn from him."

She went back to cutting onions. "Y ou're not big enough. Never will be. Not so tall, not so strong.
Maybe asfast, maybe not." The onion seemed to fly apart in her hand. " So what?"

Agan, theknife, pointing like afinger. "Neither is he. But the Mongooseis <till alegend.”



The man so named chuckled. Harshly, as he did most things. "My nameisVaentinian, and I'm just a
soldier of Rome. | leave legends to those who bdlieve in them. What | know, boy, isthis. Learn from me
instead of ressting me, and you'll soon enough gain your own fame. Y ou're very good, actudly.
Especidly for one so young.”

Vaentinian took the wooden sword back in his hand. "And now, you've rested enough. Back &t it.
And remember, thistime—small strokes. Stop trying to fight asif you were aking of Rg putana. Fight
likeamiser hoarding his coins. Fight likeme.”

* % %

It was difficult. But Rgjiv thought he made some progress, by the end of the sesson. Hewasfinaly
beginning to understand—red ly understand—what made the Mongoose so dangerous. No wasted
effort, no flamboyance, nothing beyond the bare minimum needed. But that—done perfectly.

The sesson findly over, the second epiphany came.

Raiv stared at his mother. She was dmost the opposite of hisfather. Where Rana Sangawastal and
mighty, she was short and plump. Where the father was still black-haired and handsome—had been, at
least, until the Mongoose scarred his face in their famous duel—the mother was gray-haired and plain.

But he saw her. For thefirgt time, redlly. Asaways, the baskets were now full—those to her right, of
the prepared onions; those to her left, of the discarded peelings.

"Thisishow you cut onions.”

"My boy too," shesaid camly. "Yes. Thisishow | cut onions. And men are easier to cut than onions.
If you don't think likeafool."

"Listen to your mother,” said the Mongoose.

* % %
Later, in the evening, in the chamber they dl used asa centrd salon, Vdentinian complained with the
samewords. "Listen to your mother, you little brat!"

Bgji gaped up at him cheerfully, in the manner of infants the world over. He said something
more-or-lesslike: "Goo." Whatever the word meant, it was clearly not an indication that the infant
intended to obey his mother'singtructionsto stop pestering the Roman soldier. In fact, Bgji wastugging
even moreinggtently on hisdeeve.

"What does he want, anyway?" Vadentinian demanded.

"Goo," Bgji explained.

Dhruvalaughed. "Y ou spoil him, Vaentinian! That'swhy hewon't pay attention to me." Sherose
from her stool and came over to pluck her infant son out of Vaentinian'slap.

Bgi darted walling ingtantly.

"Spoil him, | say."

Perched on his own stool in the chamber, and looking much like arhinoceros on the small item of
furniture, Anastasius Sarted laughing. The sound came out of his huge chest like o many rumbles.

Vaentinian glared at hisfellow Roman cataphract. "What's so damn funny?*
"Do you redly need to ask?"
Lady Damodara came into the room. After taking in the scene, she amiled.

Vdentinian transferred hisglareto her. "Y ou redlize we're amost certainly doomed? All of us"" He
pointed a diff finger a Bgji, who was dtill wailing. "If werelucky, they'll cut the brat'sthroat fird.”

"Vdentinian!" Dhruvaexclamed. "Y oull scare him!"

"No such luck,” the Roman cataphract muttered. "Might shut him up. But the brat doesn't understand
aword I'm saying.”

Heglared at Lady Damodara again. "Doomed," he repeated.



She shrugged. "Therés agood chance, yes. But it's sill abetter chance than my husband would have
had—and me and the children—if we'd done nothing. Either you Romans would have killed him because
he wasn't agood enough generd, or the Emperor of Mawawould have killed him because hewas. This
way there's at least achance. A pretty good one, | think."

Vdentinian wasn't mollified. "Narses and his damned schemes. If | survivethis, remind meto cut his
throat." As pioudy as he could, he added: "He's under a death sentence in Rome, you know. The rotten
traitor. Just be doing my duty.”

Anastasius had never quite stopped rumbling little laughs. Now, the rumbles picked up their pace.
"Should have thought of that sooner!™

Therewas no answer to that, of course. So Valentinian went back to glaring at the infant.

"And besdes" Lady Damodarasaid, till smiling, "thisway we have some entertainment. Dhruva, let
your child go."

As pleasantly asthe words were said, Lady Damodara was one of the great noblewomen of the
Mawaempire. More closdly related to the emperor, in fact, than her husband. So, whatever her
misgivings, Dhruva obeyed.

Sat back on thefloor, Bgji immediately began crawling toward Vaentinian.

"Goo!" he said happily.

* k%

Still later, in the chamber they shared as a bedroom, Anastasius started rumbling again.

Not laughs, though. Worse. Philosophical musings.

"Y ou know, Vdentinian, if you'd stop being annoyed by these minor problems—"

"I kind of likethe brat, actudly," Vdentinian admitted. He was lying on his bed, his hands clasped
behind his head, staring at the calling.

"It'd be better to say you dote on thelittle cresture.” Anastasius chuckled. "But that's not even a
minor problem. | was talking about the other things. Y ou know—the danger of being discovered—hiding
out the way we are here in their own capita city—swarmed by hordes of Y e-tai barbarians and other

Mawa soldiers, flayed and impaled and God knows what € se by mahamimamsatorturers. Those
problems.”

Vdentinian lifted hishead. "Y ou call those minor problems?”

"Philosophicaly spesking, yes."

"l don't want to hear—"

"Oh, stop whining." Anastasius sat up on his bed across the chamber and spread his huge hands. "I
you refuse to consder the ontology of the Situation, at least consider the practical aspect.”

"What in God's name are you talking about?"

"It's obvious. One of two things happens. Wefdl prey to aminor problem, in which case we're
flayed and impaled and gutted and God knows what €l se—but, for sure, we're dead. Follow me so far?”

Vaentinian lowered his head, grunting. "Anidiot can follow you so far. What's the point?”

"Or we don't fal prey to aminor problem. In which case, we survivethe war. And then what?
That'sthered problem—the mgjor problem—because that's the one that takesredl thinking and yearsto
olve"

Vaentinian grunted again. "Weretire on apension, what dse? If the generd's il dive, helll giveusa
good bonus, too. Enough for each of usto set up on afarm somewherein .. ."

"In Thrace?" Anastasus rumbled another laugh. "Not even you, Vadentinian! Much lessme,
half-Greek like | am and given to higher thoughts. Do you redly want to spend the rest of your liferaising
pigs?’

Silence came from the other bed.



"What's S0 fascinating about that celling, anyway?' One of the huge hands waved about the chamber.
"Look at the rest of it. Werein the servant quarters—the old servant quarters, in the rear of the
palace—and it's till fancier than the house of the richest peasant in Thrace.”

"Gy

"So why settle for a hut when we can retire to something like this?'

Anagtasus watched Vdentinian carefully, now. Saw how the eyes never |eft the celling, and the
whipcord chest rose and fell with each bregath.

"All right," Vdentinian said findlly. "All right. I've thought about it. But . . ."

"Why not? Who better than us?'Y ou know how these Hinduswill look &t it. The onesfrom a suitable
class, anyway. The girlswere rescued from a brothel. Nobody knows who the toddler'sfather is.
Hopelesdy polluted, both of them. Thekid, too."

Vaentinian scowled, at the last sentence.

More cheerfully ill, seeing that scowl, Anastasius continued. "But we're just Thracian soldiers. What

do we care about that crap? And—more to the point—who better for afather-in-law than the peshwa of
Andhra?'

Vaentinian's scowl only seemed to deepen. "What makes you think he'd bewilling? The way they
look at things, were about as polluted asthe girls.”

"Exactly! That'swhat | meant, when | said you had to consider the ontologica aspects of the matter.
Moreto the point, consder this: who's going to insult the girls—or the kid—uwith him for afather and us
for the hushands?'

Anastasus waited, serenely. It didn't take more than aminute or so before Vaentinian's scowl faded
away and, inits place, camethe smile that had terrified so many men over the years. That lean, utterly
murderous, weasd grin.

"Not too many. And they'll be dead. Right quick."

"You see?'

Aseasly and quickly as he could when he wanted to, Vaentinian was Sitting up straight. "All right.
WEell doit."

Anagtas us cocked his head alittle. " Any problems with the philosophy of the matter?!

"What the hell does that—"

"The kid's a bastard and the girl's aformer whore with aface scarred by apimp. If any of that'sa
problem for you, I'll take her and you can have the other siter, Lata."
Vdentinian hissed. "Y ou say the hell away from Dhruva.”

"Guess not,” said Anastasius placidly. "We have aded. See how easy it is, when you apply
philosophicd reasoning?’



Chapter 6

The Narmadariver,
in the northern Deccan

Lord Damodarareined in hishorse and sat alittle straighter in the saddle. Then, casudly, swiveled his
head back and forth asif he were working out the kinksin his neck. The gesture would seem natura
enough, to anyone watching. They'd been riding along the Narmadariver for hours, watching carefully for
any sgn of aMarathaambush.

Infact, hisneck was siff, and the movement was pleasant. But the real reason Damodaradid it was
to make sure that no one else was within hearing range.

They weren't. Not even the twenty Rgjputs serving as hisimmediate bodyguard, who were now
halting their mounts aso, and certainly not the thousand or so cavalrymen who followed them. Moreto
the point, the three Mahaveda priestswhom Nanda La had instructed to accompany Damodaratoday
were a least ahundred yards back. When the patrol started, the priests had ridden just behind
Damodara and Sanga. But the long ride—it was now early afternoon—had wearied them. They were not
Rajput cavarymen, accustomed to spending daysin the saddle.

"Tdl me, RanaSanga," he said quietly.

The Raput king sitting on ahorse next to him frowned. "Tdl you what, Lord? If you refer to the
possibility of aMarathaambush, thereisnone. | predicted as much before we even left Bharakuccha.
Raoisplaying awaiting game. As| would, in hispostion.”

The Mawa genera rubbed his neck. "I'm not talking about that, and you know it. | told you this
morning that | knew perfectly well this patrol was awaste of time and effort. | ordered it—as you know
perfectly well—to keep Nanda La from pestering me. Again.”

Sanga amiled, thinly. "Nice to be away from him, isn't it?* He reached down and stroked his mount.
Aslong as hisarm was, that was an easy gesture. "'l admit | prefer the company of horsesto spymasters,

mysdf.”

Damodarawould have chuckled, except the sight of that long and very powerful arm stroking a
Rajput horse brought home certain redlities. About Rgjputs, and their horses—and the Mawa dynasty,
and its spymadters.

"Itistime, Sanga," hesad, quietly but forcefully. "Tdl me.”
The Rajput kept stroking the horse, frowning again. "Lord, | don't. . ."

"Y ou know what I'm talking about. I'veraised it before, severd times." Damodarasighed. "Perhapsa
bit too subtly, | admit.”

That brought aflicker of asmileto the Rgput's stern face. After amoment, Sanga sighed himself.

"Y ou want to know why | have not seemed to be grieving much, these past months.” Theflickering
amile came and went again. "And my references to philosophica consolations no longer satisfy you.”



"Meaning no offense, King of Rgjputana, but you are about as philosophically inclined asatiger.”
Damodara snorted. "It might be better to say, have atiger's philosophy. And you are not acting likea
tiger. Certainly not an enraged one.”

Sangasaid nothing. Still stroking the horse, his eyes ranged across the Vindhya mountains that
paraleled theriver onitsnorthern sde. Asif hewere looking for any signs of ambush.

"Luckily," Damodara continued, "I don't think Nanda La suspects anything. He doesn't know you
well enough. But | do—and | need to know. | . . . cannot wait, much longer. It is becoming too
dangerousfor me. | can senseit.”

The Rgjput king's face till had no expression beyond that thoughtful frown, but Damodarawas quite
certain he understood. Sanga kept as great a distance as possible from the inner workings of the Malwa
empire, beyond its military affairs. But he was no fool; and, aking himself, he knew the redlities of
politica maneuver. He was also one of the very few people, outside of the Mawa dynasty, who had
communed directly with Mawas hidden master. Or mistress, if one took the outer shell for what it was.

"I do not think my family isdead,” Sangasaid finally, speaking very softly. "I am not certain, but . . ."

Damodaraclosed hiseyes. "As| suspected.”

Heamost added: as| feared. But did not, because Rana Sanga had become as close to him as
Damodara had ever let aman become, and he would not wish that terrible grief on the Rgjpuit.

Evenif, most likdly, that abbsence of grief meant that Damodara would soon enough be grieving the
lossof hisown family.

"Narses," he murmured, amost hissing the word. He opened hiseyes. "Y es?!

Sanganodded. "I am not certain, you understand. But . . . yes, Lord. | think Narses spirited them
away. Then faked the evidence of the massacre.

Damodara scowled. "Faked some of the evidence, you mean. There were plenty of dead Y e-tai on
the scene”

Sanga shrugged. "How else would Narses fake something? He is as dangerous as a cobra. A very
old and wise cobra.”

"So heis," agreed Damodara. "'I've often thought that employing him was as perilous abusiness as
using acobrafor aguard in my own chambers.”

Again, he rubbed his neck. "On the other hand, | need such aguard. | think."

"Oh, yes. You do." Sangaleft off his pointless scrutiny of the Vindhyas and twisted his head to the
west, looking toward Bharakuccha. "Y ou're far more likely to be ambushed back there, by NandaLal,
than you are here by Raghunath Rao."

Since Damodara had long ago come to that same conclusion, he said nothing. No need to, redly.
There were no longer many secrets between him and Rana Sanga. They had campaigned together across
central Asaand into Mesopotamia, winning every battle along the way, even againgt Belisarius. And had
gl lost the campaign, not through any fault of theirs but because Mawahad failed them.

In the upside-down world of the Mawa empire, his accomplishments placed him in greater peril than
defest would have done. Mawa feared excdllent generdss, in many ways, more than it did bad ones.

"Wewill return to Bharakuccha," Damodaraannounced. "This patrol is pointless, and I'd just as soon
reach the city before nightfal.”

Sanganodded. He started to rein his horse around, but paused. "L ord. Remember. | swore an oath.”
After Sangawas gone, Damodara stared sourly at the river. Rajputs and their damned sacred
oaths.

But the thought came more from habit, than anything else. Damodara knew how to circumvent the
oath that the Rgjputs had given to the emperor of Mawa, swearing their eternd fedlty. Held figured it out



long ago—and hadn't need any of Narses hintsto do so.

The thing was quite obvious, redly, if aman was prepared to gamble everything on asingle daring
maneuver. The problem was that, military tactics asde, Damodarawas by nature a cautious and
consarvative man.

Damn Narses!

That thought, too, after amoment, Damodara dismissed as smply old habit. True enough, the Roman
eunuch was maneuvering Damodara, and doing so ruthlessy—and entirely for Narses own purposes.
The fact remained that he was probably wiser in doing so, than Damodara had been in hesitating. Could
you curse aman who manipulated you in your own best interests?

Of course, you could—and Damodaradid it again. Damn Narses!

But . . . Malwaremained. Mawaand its secret ruler. The greatest, the most powerful—and certainly
the most venomous—cobrain the world. Next to which, even Narseswas asmall menace.

So, findly, on adirt road next to the Narmadariver, Malwas greatest genera made the decison that
had been long yearsin the making.

* * *

Many thingswent into that decision.

Fird, that he knew himsdlf to be caught in atrap, if he did nothing. If Mawawon thewar, it was
Damodara's assessment that he himself would be diminated as too dangeroudy capable. Mot likely,
however—another assessment, and one that he was growing ever more sure about—the war would not
be won. In which case, Damodarawould join in the genera destruction of the dynasty.

Second, hisfearsfor hisfamily. Either of those two outcomes—certainly the firs—would result in
their destruction also. In the event of a Roman victory, Damodara did not think that the victorswould
target hisfamily. But that meant nothing. In the chaos of a collgpsing Mawaempire, rebdlionswere sure
to erupt al over India—and all of them would be murderous toward anyone associated with the Mawa
dynasty. The likdihood that Damodaras wife and children would survive that carnage was dmost nil.

Third, and finaly—and in some ways, most of all—Damodarawas sick and tired of Malwals secret
overlord. Looking back over the years of hislife, he could see now that the superhuman intelligence from
thefuturewas. . .

Anidiot. A beast and amongter, too. But most of dl, just an arrogant, blithering, drooling idiot.

Damodara remembered the one conversation held had with Belisarius, and the Roman generd's
musings on the folly of seeking perfection. Hed thought, at the time, that he agreed with the Roman.
Now, hewas certain of it.

So, he cameto hisdecision.

Damn all new gods and their schemes.

He might have added: Damn Malwa. But, given hisfuture prospects—if he had any—that would be
quite absurd. From this moment forward, Damodara and hisfamily would only survive insofar as he was
Mawa

He spent the rest of the ride back to the city convincing himself of that notion. It was not easy. The
inner core of Damodarathat had kept him sane since he was aboy was laughing at himsdlf dl theway.

* % %

Once the patrol returned to Bharakuccha, just after sunset, Damodarawent immediately to Narses
chambers. The Malwa generd made no attempt to hide his movements. Nanda La would surely have
spieswatching him, but so what? Damodara regularly consulted with Narses, and dways did so openly.
To have begun cregping about would raise suspicions.

"Yes, Lord?' Narses asked, after politely ushering Damodarainto theinner chamber where they

always discussed their affairs. In that chamber—for a certainty—Nanda La's spies could overhear
nothing. " Some wine? Food?"



The old eunuch indicated a nearby chair, the most luxuriousin the chamber. "Please, be seated.”

Damodaraignored him. He was carefully studying the third man in the room, the hawk-faced assassin
named Ajatasutrawho had been Narses chief associate since the failure of the Nikarevolt in
Congantinople.

"Do | want to ask him to leave, Narses?' Damodara asked abruptly.

The question brought a sudden stiliness to the room. Along with atightnessto Narses expression,
and—perhaps oddly—alittle smile to the face of the n.

Damodarawaited. And waited.

Findly, Narsesreplied. "No, Lord, | think not. Ajatasutra can answer al your questions. Better than
| can, actudly, because. . ."

"He'sbeen there. Yes" Damodaras eyes had never |eft the assassin. "My next question. Do | need
to ask himto leave?'

For thefirst time since he entered the room, he glanced at Narses. "Or would it be wiser for meto
summon Rana Sanga? For my protection.”

Seeing Narses little wince, Damodaraissued acurt little laugh. "Not looking forward to that, are
you? | thought not." He turned his gaze back to the assassin. "Well, then. Perhaps three other Rgjputs.”

Ajatasutras thin smile widened. "Unless one of them isJaimd or Udal, 1'd recommend four. Five
would bewiser. However . . ."

Gracefully, Ajatasutradid off hischair. Then, to the Malwagenera's surprise, went down on one
knee. From nowhere, a dagger appeared. Flipped easily and now held by thetip, Ajatasutralaid the
blade across his extended | eft forearm, offering the wegpon's hilt to Damodara.

"Thereisno need for Rgputs, Lord of Mawa." There was not atrace of humor inthe n'stone
of voice, and the smilewas gone. "Thisbladeis at your service. | have served Mawafaithfully sincel
was aboy. Never more so than now."

Damodara studied the man, for amoment. A quick decision was needed here.

He madeit. Then, reached out and barely touched the dagger hilt with thetip of hisfingers.

"Keep the wespon. And now, Ajatasutra, tell me of my family. And Rana Sanga's.”

Narseswas fidgeting abit. Smiling asthinly asthe assassin had done, Damodara murmured to him: "

shdl stand, | think. But perhaps you should be seated. Have some food. Some wine. Now that the
assassin's blade is sworn to me, it may be your last medl.”

Ajatasutra barked alaugh. "Ha! Like cutting an old crocodil€'s neck. Take me an hour, afterward, to
sharpen the edge properly.”

Narses scowled at him. But he took a seat—and some wine. No food. Perhaps his appetite was
missng.

By thetimethe n had finished hisreport, and answered al of Damodaras questions, the
Mawa general was seated on the luxurious chair. Seated on it, his neck perched against the backrest,
and garing & the calling.

"Guarded by the Mongoose, no less," he murmured. "The armstrainer for a Rgjput prince, no less.
Narses, were thisafable told to me by astory-teller, | should have him discharged for incompetence.”

Wisdy, Narses said nothing.

Damodara rubbed his face with ahand. Once, both the hand and the face had been pudgy. Two
years of campaigning had removed most of the generd'sfat. Along with much ese.

"The moment | move, my family—Sanga's too, once they're discovered—are as good as dead. May
| presume that among al these other incredibly intricate schemes, you have given some thought to that
problem?



Therewaslittle visble sign of it, but Damodara could sense Narsesrelaxing. Aswell he might. That
last question made clear that hed survive thisnight.

"Quite abit more than 'some." Firds—meaning no offense, Lord—it is not true that ‘the moment you
move anything will happen. Kausambi is hundreds of miles and amountain range avay from here. Great
Lady Sati and the main Mawaarmy arein the Punjab, till farther than that.”

"Telegraph," Damodara stated. "And, now, the new radio.”

"Seven of the nine telegraph operatorsin Bharakucchaare mine. In the event the eighth or ninth are
on duty, | have men ready to cut the wires. I'd rather not, of course. That would itself be asigna that
something isamiss. They wouldn't assume rebellion, smply Maratha marauders. But a patrol would be
sent out to invedtigate.”

Damodarawaved his hand impatiently. "I have Rgputsto deal with patrols. But I, aso, would rather
not have the little problem.”

Narses glanced at Ajatasutra.

"All I need isto know the day,” the assassin said camly. "Not even that. A three-day stretch will do.
Nanda Ld will be suspicious regarding the unfortunate deaths, of course, but won't have time to do
anything about it."

Damodara nodded. "'l can manage the three days. That till leavestheradio.”

Narsessmiled. "Theradio station isguarded by Ye-tai. A specid detachment—chosen by Toramana
and under hisdirect authority."

Damodara brought his gaze down from the celling. "Toramana.. . ." he mused. "Despite his upcoming
marriage to Rana Sanga's haf-sster Indira, can weredly trust him?”

"Trust him?' Narses shrugged. "No, of course not. Toramanas only red loyaty isto hisown
ambition. But we can trust that."

Damodara frowned. "Why are you so certain hisambition will lead himto us? NandaLa isjust as
aware of the implications of Toramanas marriage to a Rgjput princessaswe are. Y et he seems
completely confident in Toramanas loyalty. Even to the point of ingsting that | place Toramanain charge
of the city's security, whenever | leave Bharakuccha.”

"Lord..." Narses hestated. "Forgive me, but you are ill too much the Mawa."

"Meaning?'

"Meaning that you are il abit infected—pardon mefor the term—uwith that unthinking Mawa
arrogance. Y our dynasty has been in power too long, too easily, and with . . ."

The eunuch let the sentencetrail off. For an ingtant, his eyes seemed to move, asif he had started to
glance at Ajatasutra and stopped himsdlf.

Damodara understood the significance of that little twitch of the eyes. Narses, other than Rana Sanga
and Bdisarius, was the only human being not amember of the Mawadynastic family who had had direct
contact with Link, the cybernetic organism who was the Mawa empire's secret overlord and provided
the dynasty with its ultimate source of power.

And—yes, its ultimate source of arrogance.

Damodara pondered Narses words, for amoment. Then, decided the eunuch was probably right. It
would befittingly ironic if adynasty raised and kept in power by asuperhuman intelligence should fdl, in
the end, because that same power made the dynasty itself stupid.

Not stupid, perhaps, so much asunseeing. Nanda Ld, for instance, was extremely intelligent. But he
had been so powerful, and so feared, and for so long, that he had grown blind to the fact that there was
other power—and that not al men feared him.

"What are Toramanasterms?' he asked abruptly. "And do not irritate me by pretending you haven't
aready discussed it with him. Your lifeis sl hanging by athread, Narses.”



"Nothing complicated. A high position for himsalf, of course. Acceptance of histiesto the Rgputs
through his upcoming marriage. Beyond that, while he does not expect the Y e-tal to continue to enjoy the
same specid privileges, he wants some guarantees that they will not be savaged.”

Damodara cocked hishead. "'l shouldn't think he'd care about that, if he's solely driven by hisown
ambitions”

Narses|ooked uncomfortable, for amoment. "L ord, | doubt if thereisany manwho is solely driven
by ambition." Hislipsgrew twisted. "Not even me."

Ajatasutraspoke. "Toramana dtill has hisclanties, Lord. They wear lightly on him, true, but they
exist. Beyondthat . . ."

The assassin lifted his shoulders, in amovement too dight to beredly consdered ashrug. "If the
Ye-ta aresingled out for destruction, how long could asingle Ye-tai genera remain in favor? No matter
what hisforma pog.”

"True." Damodara thought about the problem, for atime. The chamber was silent while he did so.

"All right,” hesaid findly. "It would beridiculousto say that I'm happy with your plan. But . . . it
seems as good as any. That leaves Rao, and his Marathas.”

Now that the discussion had returned to the matter of war, a subject on which Damodarawas an
expert, the Mawagenerd sat up straight.

"Threethings are needed. Firg, | need to extract the army from Bharakuccha. It's one thing for meto
begin the rebdlion—"

"Please, Lord!" Narsesinterrupted, raising his hand. "The restoration of the rightful emperor to his
proper place." He waved the hand negligently. "I assure you that | have dl the needed
documentation—not here, of course—to satisfy any scholar on the matter.”

Damodarastared at him. The eunuch's face was serene, sure, certain. To al appearances, Narses
thought he was speaking nothing but the solemn truth.

The generd barked alaugh. "So! Fine. As| was saying, it's one thing for meto begin the—ah—
restoration with thearmy in thefield. The men in their ranks, the officers at their head. Quite another to
try to launch it here, with the men scattered dl over the city in billets™

Narses nodded. So did Ajatasutra.

" Second—Ieading directly from that—I need to draw out Rao."

Narses grimaced. "Lord, even if you could get Rao out of Deogiri . . . the casudlties. . . you redlly
need your army intact—"

"Oh, be glent, you old schemer. Leave matters of war to me. | said 'draw himout.' | said nothing of
fighting abattle. First, because | need that excuseto pull the entire army out of Bharakuccha. Second,

because | will need to make aquick settlement with the Marathas. | can't start anew war without ending
this one.”

Hearing alittle cough from Ajatasutra, Damodara looked at him.

The assassin waggled hishand. "A single combat. Rao againgt Rana Sanga. All of India has been
waliting for yearsto see that match again.”

Narses frowned. "Why in the name of—"

"Quiet, Narses." Damodara pondered the notion, for amoment.

"Yes. .. Tha might very well work." He eyed Ajatasutraintently. "With the right envoy, of course.”

Despite the command, Narses could no longer restrain himself. "Why in the name of God would Rao
be so stupid asto accept such an idiotic proposa as—"

The eunuch'sjaws amogt literaly sngpped shut. "Oh," he concluded.

Ajatasutras thin smile came. "No one has ever suggested that Raghunath Rao was stupid. Whichiis
precisely the point.”



He gave Damodaraalittle nod. "1 will take the message.”

"Y ou understand—"

"Yes, Lord. Nothing may be said directly. Rao will do ashewill."

Damodara nodded. "Good enough. If it doesn't work, so beit. Then, the third thing | need. We will
have to secure Bharakucchainstantly, when the time comes. | can't afford asiege, either. Oncethe
rebellion—ah, restoration—begins, I'll have to crossthe Vindhyas and march on Kausambi immediately.
If I can't reach and take the capita before Sati and whatever forces she brings arrives from the Punjab,
thereés no chance. Even for me, much lessmy family.”

Narsesfrowned. "Lord, | am surel can get your family out of Kausambi before Emperor
Skandagupta—ah, the false emperor—redlizes they're gone. Why take the risk of ahasty assault on the
city? Kausambi's defenses are the greatest in the world.”

"Do not teach me warfare, spymaster,” Damodara stated flatly. "Do not. Y ou think | should launch a
rebellion—Iet's cal things by their right name, shal we?—in one of the provinces. And then what? Y ears
of civil war that shreds the empire, while the Romans and the Persanswait to pick up the pieces. Of
which there won't be many."

Damodararubbed hisface. "No. | have never been able to forget Ranapur. There aretimes| wake
up inthemiddle of the night, shaking. | will not visit twenty Ranapurs upon India.”

"But...Lord..."

"Enough!™ Damodararoseto hisfeet. "Understand this, Narses. What ageneral can do, an emperor
cannot. | will succeed or | will fail, but I will do so asan emperor. Therewill be no further discussion on
the matter."

"Bequiet, old man," Ajatasutramurmured coldly.

Heroseto hisfeet and gave Damodara a very deep bow. "Lord of Mawa. Let usdo the thing like
an assassin, not atorturer.”

Chapter 7

Charax, on the Persian Gulf

"I can't," said Dryopusfirmly. Annaglared a him, but the Roman officia in charge of the greet port
city of Charax was quite imperviousto her anger. His next words were spoken in the patient tone of one
addressing an unruly child.

"Lady Saronites, if | dlowed you to continue on this—" He paused, obvioudy groping for aterm less
impolitethan insane. "—headstrong project of yours, it'd be worth my career.”

He picked up aletter lying on the great desk in his headquarters. "Thisisfrom your father, demanding
that you be returned to Constantinople under guard.”



"My father has no authority over me!”

"No, he doesn't." Dryopus shook his head. "But your husband Ca opodius does. Without his
authorization, | smply can't dlow you to continue. | certainly can't detail aship to take you to
Barbaricum.”

Annaclenched her jaws. Her eyes went to the nearby window. She couldn't see the harbor from
here, but she could visudize it easily enough. The Roman soldiers who had dl-but-formaly arrested her
when she and her smdl party arrived in the great port city of Charax on the Persian Gulf had marched her
past it on their way to Dryopus palace.

For amoment, wildly, she thought of gppeding to the Persans who were now in officia control of
Charax. But the notion died as soon asit came. The Aryans were even more strict than Romans when it
came to the independence of women. Besides—

Dryopus seemed to read her thoughts. "1 should note that all shippingin Charax isunder Roman
military law. So there's no point in your trying to go around me. No ship captain will take your money,
anyway. Not without a permit issued by my office.”

He dropped her father's letter back onto the desk. "I'm sorry, but there's nothing elsefor it. If you
wish to continue, you will haveto get your husband's permission.”

"He'sal theway up theIndus,” she said angrily. "And there's no telegraph communication between
here and there."

Dryopus shrugged. "No, there isnt—and it'll be some time before the new radio system starts
working. But there is atelegraph line between Barbaricum and the Iron Triangle. And by now the new
line connecting Barbaricum and the harbor a Chabahari may be completed. Y ou'll still have to wait until |
can get a ship there—and another to bring back the answer. Which won't be quickly, now that the winter
monsoon has started. I'll have to use agaley, whenever the first one leaves—and I'm not sending a
gdley just for this purpose.”

Annas mind raced through the problem. On their way down the Euphrates, 11lus had explained to her
thelogic of travel between Mesopotamiaand India. Hed had plenty of timeto do so. Theriver voyage
through Mesopotamia down to the port at Charax had taken much longer than Anna had expected,
mainly because of the endless delays caused by Persian officids. Sheld expected to bein Charax by late
October. Instead, they were now hafway into December.

During the winter monsoon season, which began in November, it wasimpossible for saling craft to
make it to Barbaricum. Taking advantage of the relatively sheltered waters of the Gulf, on the other hand,
they could makeit asfar as Chabahari—which was the reason the Roman forcesin India had been
working so hard to get atelegraph line connecting Chabahari and the Indus.

Soif she could get asfar as Chabahari . . . Sheld still have to wait, but if Caopodius permission
came she wouldn't be wasting weeks herein Mesopotamia.

"Allow meto go asfar as Chabahari then," sheinssted.
Dryopus started to frown. Anna had to fight to keep from screaming in frustration.
"Put me under guard, if you will!"

Dryopus sighed, lowered his head, and ran his fingers through thinning hair. "Hes not likely to agree,
you know," he said softly.

"He's my husband, not yours,”" pointed out Anna. "Y ou don't know how hethinks." She didn't see
any reason to add: no more than | do.

His head till lowered, Dryopus chuckled. "True enough. With that young man, it'sadways hard to
tdl.”

He raised his head and studied her carefully. "Areyou that besotted with him? That you ingst on
going into the jaws of the greatest war in history?"

"He'smy husband," shereplied, not knowing what elseto say.



Again, he chuckled. ™Y ou remind me of Antonina, abit. Or Irene."

Annawas confused for amoment, until she redlized he wasreferring to Belisarius wife and the
Roman Empire's former head of espionage, Irene Macrembolitissa. Famous women, now, the both of
them. One of them had even become aqueen hersdlf.

"I don't know either one," she said quietly. Which was true enough, even though shed read
everything ever written by Macrembolitissa. "So | couldn't say.”

Dryopus studied her abit longer. Then his eyes moved to her bodyguards, who had been standing as
far back in acorner aspossible.

"You heard?'

[llus nodded.

"Can | trust you?' he asked.

[llus shoulders heaved a bit, asif he were suppressing alaugh. "No offense, sr—but if it'sworth
your career, just imagine the price we'd pay." Histone grew serious. "WEell seeto it that she doesn't, ah,
escape on her own.”

Dryopus nodded and looked back at Anna. "All right, then. Asfar as Chabahari."

* * %

On their way to the inn where Anna had secured lodgings, I1lus shook his head. "If Caopodius says
'no, you redlize you'll have wasted alot of time and money."

"Hesmy husband," replied Annafirmly. Not knowing what e seto say.

Thelron Triangle

After the generd finished reading Annas message, and the accompanying one from Dryopus, he
invited Calopodiusto st down at the table in the command bunker.

"I knew you were married," said Bdlisarius, "but | know none of the persond details. Sotell me.”

Caopodius hesitated. He was deeply reluctant to involve the generd in the petty minutiae of hisown
life. Inthelittle Slence that fel over them, within the bunker, Calopodius could hear the artillery barrages.
Aswastrue day and night, and had been for many weeks, the Mawa besiegers of the Iron Triangle were
shelling the Roman fortifications—and the Roman gunners were responding with counter-battery fire. The
fate of the world would be decided here in the Punjab, Calopodius thought, some time over the next year
or 0. That, and the whole future of the human race. It seemed absurd—grotesque, even—to waste the
Roman commander'stime. . .

"Tell me," repeated Bdisarius. For dl their softness, Caopodius could easily detect the tone of
command in the words.

Stll, he hestated.

Belisarius chuckled. "Be at ease, young man. | can spare the timefor this. In truth—" Caopodius
could sense, if not see, the little gesture by which the general expressed a certain ironic weariness. "l
would enjoy it, Calopodius. War isameans, hot an end. It would do my soul good to talk about ends,
for achange.”

That was enough to break Caopodius resistance.

"I redly don't know her very well, sir. Weld only been married for ashort time before | 1eft to join
your army. It was—"

Hefumbled for the words. Bdlisarius provided them.



"A marriage of convenience. Y our wifesfrom the Mdisseni family.”

Caopodius nodded. With his acute hearing, he could detect the dight sound of the genera scratching
his chin, as he was prone to do when thinking.

"Anillugtriousfamily," sated Bdisarius. "One of the handful of senatorid familieswhich can actualy
clam an ancient pedigree without paying scribesto fiddle with the historica records. But afamily which
hasfdlen on hard timesfinancidly.”

"My father said they wouldn't even have apot to pissinif their creditors ever redly descended on
them." Cadopodius sighed. "Y es, Generd. Anillustrious family, but now short of means. Whereas my
family, asyou know . . ."

"The Saronites. Immensdly wedlthy, but with a pedigree that needsa lot of fiddling.”

Caopodius grinned. "Go back not more than three generations, and you're looking a nothing but
commoners. Not in the officid records, of course. My father can afford alot of scribes.”

"That explains your incredible education,” mused Bdisarius. "' had wondered, abit. Not many young
noblemen have your command of language and the arts.”

Caopodius heard the scrape of achair asthe generd stood up. Then, heard him begin to pace
about. That was another of Belisarius habits when he was deep in thought. Caopodius had heard him do
it many times, over the past weeks. But he was a bit astonished that the generd was giving the same
attention to this problem as he would to amatter of Strategy or tactics.

"Makes sense, though,” continued Belisarius. "For dl the surface glitter—and don't think the Persians
don't make plenty of sarcastic remarks about it—the Roman aristocracy will overlook alow pedigree as
long asthe 'nobleman’ iswedthy and well educated. Especially—as you are—in grammar and rhetoric.”

"I can drop three Homeric and biblical dlusonsinto any sentence," Cadopodius said, chuckling.

"I've noticed!" The generd laughed. "That officid history you're writing of my campaignswould serve
asaHomeric and biblica commentary aswell." He paused amoment. "Y et | notice that you dont doitin
your Dispatches to the Army."

"Itd be awaste," said Calopodius, shrugging. "Worse than that, really. | write those for the morae of
the soldiers, most of whom would just find the dlusions confusing. Besides, those areredly your
digpatches, not mine. And you don't talk that way, certainly not to your soldiers.”

"They're not my dispatches, young man. They're yours. | gpprove them, true, but you write them.
And when they're read a oud by my son to the Senate, Photius presents them as Calopodius' dispatches,
not mine"

Calopodius was gartled into silence.

"You didn't know? My son iseeven yearsold, and quite literate. And since he is the Emperor of
Rome, even if Theodora gill wieldsthe actual power, heinssts on reading them to the Senate. HE's very
fond of your dispatches. Told mein hismost recent | etter that they're the only things he reads which don't
bore him to tears. Histutors, of course, don't approve.”

Caopodiuswas gtill speechless. Again, Belisarius laughed. ™Y ou're quite famous, lad.” Then, more
softly, dmost sadly: "I can't give you back your eyes, Caopodius. But | can give you thefameyou
wanted when you cameto me. | promised you | would.”

The sound of his pacing resumed. "In fact, unless| missmy guess, those Dispatches of yourswill
someday—centuries from now—1be more highly regarded than your officid history of thewar.”
Calopodius heard avery faint noise, and guessed the general was stroking his chest, where the jewe
from the future named Aide lay nestled in his pouch. "I have it on good authority that historians of the
future will prefer sraight narrative to flowery rhetoric. And—in my opinion, a least—you write
sraightforward narrative even better than you toss off classicd dlusons.

The chair scraped asthe generd resumed his seat. "But let's get back to the problem at hand. In
essence, your marriage was arranged to lever your family into greater respectability, and to provide the



Mélisseni—discreetly, of course—afinancia rescue. How did you handle the dowry, by the way?'

Caopodius shrugged. "I'm not certain. My family's so wedlthy that adowry's not important. For the
sake of appearances, the Melisseni provided alarge one. But | suspect my father loaned them the
dowry—and then made arrangements to improve the Mdisseni's economic Stuation by linking their own
fortunesto those of our family.” He cleared histhroat. "All very discreetly, of course.”

Bdisarius chuckled dryly. "Very discreetly. And how did the Mdisseni reect toit al?"

Cdopodius shifted uncomfortably in hischair. "Not well, asyou'd expect. | met Annafor thefirst
time three days after my father informed me of the prospective marriage. It was one of those carefully
rehearsed 'casud vists.' She and her mother arrived at my family'svillanear Nicodemia."

"Accompanied by asmal army of servants and retainers, 1've no doubt.”

Caopodius smiled. "Not such asmall army. A veritable hogt, it was." He cleared histhroat. "They
stayed for three days, that first time. It was very awkward for me. Anna's mother—her name's
Athenais—barely even tried to disguise her contempt for me and my family. | think she was deeply bitter
that their economic misfortunes were forcing them to seek ahusband for their oldest daughter among less
illustrious but much wedthier layers of the nobility.”

"And Annahersdf?"'

"Who knows? During those three days, Annasaid little. In the course of the various promenades
which we took through the grounds of the Saronites estate—God, talk about chaperonesl—she seemed
distracted to the point of being amost rude. | couldn't really get much of asense of her, Generd. She
seemed distressed by something. Whether that was her pending marriage to me, or something else, |
couldn't say."

"And you didnt much care. Be honest."

"True. I'd known for yearsthat any marriage | entered would be purely one of convenience.” He
shrugged. "At least my bride-to-be was neither unmannerly nor uncomely. In fact, fromwhat | could
determine at the time—which wasn't much, given the heavy scaramangium and headdress and the
elaborate cosmetics under which Annalabored—she seemed quite attractive.”

He shrugged again. "So beiit. | was seventeen, Generd." For amoment, he hesitated, redlizing how
slly that sounded. He was only ayear older than that now, after dl, evenif . ..

"Y ou were aboy then; aman, now," filled in Belisarius. "The world looks very different after ayear
spent in the carnage. | know. But then—"

Caopodius heard the generd's soft sigh. " Seventeen years old. With the war against Mawalooming
ever larger in thelife of the Roman Empire, the thoughts of avigorous boy like yoursaf werefixed on
feats of martial prowess, not domestic bliss.”

"Yes. I'd aready made up my mind. As soon as the wedding was done—well, and the marriage
consummated—I'd be joining your army. | didn't even see any reason to wait to make sure that I'd
provided an heir. I've got three younger brothers, after al, every one of them in good hedlth.”

Again, slencefilled the bunker and Caopodius could hear the muffled sounds of the artillery
exchange. "Do you think that'swhy shewas so angry at mewhen | told her | wasleaving?1 didn't redly
think she'd care.”

"Actualy, no. | think . . ." Calopodius heard another faint noise, asif the genera were picking up the
letterslying on the table. "Theresthisto consder. A wife outraged by abandonment—or glad to seean
unwanted husband's back—would hardly be taking these risksto find him again.”

"Thenwhy isshedoing it?'

"I doubt if she knows. Whichisredly what thisisal about, | suspect.” He paused; then: "She'sonly a
year older thanyou, | believe."

Caopodius nodded. The general continued. "Did you ever wonder what an eighteen-year-old girl
wants from life? Assuming she's high-spirited, of course—but judging from the evidence, your Annaiis



certainly that. Timid girls, after al, don't race off on their own to find ahusband in the middle of awar
zone"

Caopodius said nothing. After amoment, Belisarius chuckled. "Never gaveit amoment's thought,
did you? Well, young man, | suggest the time has cometo do so. And not just for your own sake."

The chair scraped again asthe generd rose. "When | said | knew nothing about the details of your
marriage, | wasfudging abit. I didn't know anything about what you might cal the'insde of thething.
But I knew quite abit about the'outside of it. This marriage isimportant to the Empire, Caopodius.”

IIWMI

The genera clucked histongue reprovingly. "Theré's more to winning awar than tactics on the
battlefield, lad. Y ou've dso got to keep an eye—aways—on what afuture day will cal the 'home front.'

" Cdopodius heard him resume his pacing. "Y ou can't be that naive. Y ou must know that the Roman
arigtocracy isnot very fond of the dynasty.”

"My family is," protested Caopodius.

"Yes. Y ours—and most of the newer rich families. That's because their wedlth comes mainly from
trade and commerce. The war—all the new technology Aide's given us—has been a blessing to you. But
it looks very different from the standpoint of the old landed families. Y ou know aswell as| do—you
must know—that it was those families who supported the Nikainsurrection afew years ago.
Fortunately, most of them had enough senseto do it at adistance.”

Caopodius couldn't help wincing. And what he wasn't willing to say, the general was. Chuckling,
oddly enough.

"The Méelisseni came that closeto being arrested, Caopodius. Arrested—the whole family—and all
their property seized. If Annasfather Nicephorus had been even dightly lessdiscreet . . . Thetruth? His
head would have been on a spike on the wall of the Hippodrome, right next to that of John of
Cappadocids. The only thing that saved him was that he was discreet enough—barely—and the
Mélisseni are one of the haf-dozen most illustrious families of the Empire.”

"I didn't know they werethat closdly tied . . ."

Calopodius sensed Belisarius shrug. "We were able to keep it quiet. And since then, the Mdlisseni
seem to have retreated from any open opposition. But we were ddlighted—I'm speaking of Theodora
and Justinian and mysdlf, and Antoninafor that matter—when we heard about your marriage. Being tied
closdy to the Saroniteswill inevitably pull the Mdisseni into the orbit of the dynasty. Especidly snce—as
canny asyour father is—they'll start getting rich themsalves from the new trade and manufacture.”

"Don't tel them that!" barked Calopodius. "Such work isfor plebeians.”

"They'll change their tune, soon enough. And the Mdisseni are very influential among the older layers
of the aristocracy.”

"I understand your point, Genera." Calopodius gestured toward the unseen table, and the letters atop
it. "So what do you want meto do? Tell Annato cometo the Iron Triangle?’

Caopodius was startled by the sound of Bdlisarius hand dapping the table. "Damn fool! It'stimeyou
put that splendid mind of yoursto work on this, Calopodius. A marriage—if it'sto work—needs
grammar and rhetoric dso.”

"l don't understand,” said Calopodiustimidly.
"I know you don't. So will you follow my advice?'
"Always, Generd."

Bdisarius chuckled. "Y oure more confident than | am! But . . ." After amoment's pause: "Don't tell
her to do anything, Caopodius. Send Dryopus aletter explaining that your wife has your permisson to
make her own decison. And send Annaaletter saying the samething. I'd suggest . . "

Another pause. Then: "Never mind. That'sfor you to decide.”



In the slence that followed, the sound of artillery cameto fill the bunker again. 1t seemed louder,
perhaps. "And that's enough for the moment, young man. 1'd better get in touch with Maurice. From the
sound of things, I'd say the Malwa are getting ready for another probe.”

Caopodius wrote the lettersimmediately thereafter, dictating them to his scribe. The letter to
Dryopustook notime at all. Neither did the oneto Anna, a first. But Caopodius, for reasons he could
not determine, found it difficult to find the right words to conclude. Grammar and rhetoric seemed of no
useatdl.

In the end, moved by an impulse which confused him, he smply wrote:
Do asyou will, Anna. For myself, | would like to see you again.

Chapter 8

Bharakuccha

The day after his meeting with Narses, Damodara went to the chambers occupied by NandaLd, ina
different wing of the great paace. Politdly, he waited outside for permission to enter. Palitely, because
Damodarawas now officidly the Goptri of the Deccan; and thus, in acertain sense, the entire paace
might be said to be his persona property.

But there was no point in being rude. Soon enough, the chief spymaster of the Mawaempire
emerged from his private chambers.

"Yes, Damodara?' he asked. Not bothering, as usua, to preface the curt remark with the generd's
honarifics.

Nanda La seemed to treasure such little snubs. It wasthe only sign of outright stupidity Damodara
hed ever seen him exhibit.

"I have decided to take the fidld against Rao and hisrebels," Damodara announced. "Within amonth,
| think."

"Atlast! | am glad to hear it. But why move now, &fter . . . 7' Hel€eft the rest unstated. After you
have resisted my advice to do so for so long?

"Thearmy isready, well enough. | see no reason to wait until we arewell into garam season. Asit
is, welll be campaigning through the heat anyway. But 1'd like to end the business, if possible, before the
southwest monsoon comes.™

Above the lumpy, broken nose that Belisarius had given him, years ago, Nanda La's dark eyeswere
fixed on Damodara. The gaze was not quite suspicious, but very close.

"You il lack the heavy siege guns—that you have insisted for months are essentid to reducing
Deogiri."

Damodarashrugged again. "'l don't intend to besiege Deogiri. It ismy belief that Rao will comeforth
from the city to meet me on thefield of battle. | sense that he has grown arrogant.”



Nanda La turned his head, peering at Damodara from the side of his eyes. The suspicion had come
to the surface now. "Y ou 'sense? Why? | have gotten no such indications from my spies.”

Damodara decided it was time to put an end to courtesy. He returned the spymaster's sideways look
with aflat, cold stare of hisown. "Neither you nor your spiesarewarriors. | am. So it ismy sense—not
yours—which will guide meinthis metter.”

Helooked away, asif indifferent. "And | am aso the Goptri of the Deccan. Not you, and certainly
not your spies. The decisonismade, NandaLa." Casually, he added: "1 presume you will wish to
accompany the expedition.”

Tightly, NandaLa replied: "Y ou presumeincorrectly. | shal remain herein Bharakuccha And | will
ing st that you leave Toramanaand his Y e-tais here with me." After abrief pause, in adightly more
conciliatory tone, he added, "To maintain the city's security.”

Damodaras eyes continued to rove casualy about the corridors of the paace, asif he were looking
for security threats—and finding none.

"You may have hdf the Ye-ta force" hesad a length, dismissvely. "That's more than enough to
maintain security. But | will leave you Toramanain command, even though | could certainly usehim
mysdf."

* * %

That night, as soon asit was dark, Ajatasutra dipped out of the city. He had no great difficulty with
the task, as many times as he'd done it. Would have had no difficulty at al, except that he was aso
smuggling out the fastest horse in Bharakuccha.

The horse was too good to risk breaking one of itslegs riding on rough Deccan roadswith only a
diver of acrescent moon to see by. So, once far enough from the city, Ajatasutra made camp for the
night.

It was acomfortable camp. Asit should have been, since held long used the site for the purpose and
had a cache already supplied.

He dept well, too. Woke very early, and was on his way south to Deogiri before the sun rose.

By mid-morning, he wasin excdlent spirits. There till remained the not-so-minor problem of
avoiding aMaratha ambush, of course. But Ajatasutrawas sanguine with regard to that matter, for the
good and smple reason that he had no intention of attempting that difficult feat in thefirst place.

All he had to do was not get killed when the Maratha caught him by surprise. Which, they probably
would. With the possible—no, probable—exception of Raghunath Rao, Ajatasutra thought he wasthe
best assassinin India. But the skills of an assassin, though manifold, do not automaticaly include expertise
at laying or avoiding ambushes in broken country like Mgarashtra

No matter. He thought it unlikely that the Marathas would kill asingle man outright. It was much
more likely they would try to capture him—atask which they would find supremely easy snce he
intended to put up no resistance a al.

Theresfter, the | etter he carried should do the rest.

Wl ... It would certainly get him an audience with the Empress of Andhraand her consort. It was
also possible, of course, that the audience would be followed by his execution.

Ajatasutrawas not unduly concerned over that matter either, however. A man who managesto

become the second best nin Indiaisnot, in the nature of things, given to fretfulness.
* k%

The ambush came later than he expected, afull three days after he left Bharakucchaand long after
he'd penetrated into the highlands of the Great Country. On the other hand, it did indeed come asa
complete surprise.

"That was very well done," he complimented his ambushers, seeing a dozen of them popping up
around him. "'l wouldn't have thought alizard could have hidden in those rocks.”



He complimented them again after four of them seized him and hauled him off the horse, abeit abit
more acerbicaly. The lads went about the task with excessve enthusiasm.

"No need for dl that, | assureyou!"

He's got a dagger, Captain!

"Three, actualy. Therés another in my right boot and asmall one tucked between my shoulder
blades. If you'll permit to risejust abit—no?—then you'll haveto roll me over to get it."

He's got three daggers, Captain! One of them's a throwing knife! He's an assassin!

A flurry of harsh questionsfollowed.

"Well, yes, of courseI'm an n. Who e se would be idiotic enough to ride aone and openly
through Maratha territory? But you may rest assured that | was not on my way to make an attempt on
Rao'slife. | have aletter for him. For the empress, actualy.”

A flurry of harsher accusations followed.

"Oh, that's nonsense. If | wanted to assassinate the empress, I'd hardly use ablade for the purpose.

With Rao himsdlf to guard her? No, no, poison'sthe thing. I've studied Shakuntala's habits, from many
spy reports, and her great weakness isthat she refusesto use afood-taster.”

A flurry of dill harsher proposals followed. They began with impalement and worked their way down
from there.

Fortunately, by the time they got to the prospect of flaying the n dive, the captain of the
Maratha squad had findly taken Ajatasutra's advice to look in his left boot.

"See?| told you | was carrying aletter for the empress.”

There came, then, the only awkward moment of the day.

None of them could read.

"And herel took thetime and effort to provide aMarathi trandation, along with the Hindi," sighed

Ajatasutra. "I'm anidiot. Too much time spent in palaces. Ah.. . . | don't suppose you'd just take my
word for it?"

A very long flurry of very harshridicule followed. But, in the end, the Maratha hillmen agreed that
they'd accept the letter as good coin—provided that Ajatasutraread it aloud to them so they could be
sureit said what he clamediit did.

Peshawar
Capital city of the Kushan Kingdom

Kungas, also, found that the first Mawa assassination attempt came later than held expected.
He was not, however, caught by surprise. In fact, he wasn't caught at all.

Kungas was certainly not one of the best assassinsin India. Not even close. He was, however, most
likely the best assassin-catcher. For years, the Mawa had used him as a security specidist. After he
broke from them to join Shakuntalas rebellion, she'd made him the commander of her imperid

bodyguard.

"They'reinthat building," Kujulo murmured, pointing with his chin out of the window. Hewastoo far
away from the window to be seen from the outside, but he was aso too experienced to run therisk that a
large gesture like a pointing finger might be spotted. The human eye can detect motion easier than it can
detect adtill figure. "One of the two you predicted they'd use.”



"It wasfairly obvious" said Kungas. "They're the only two buildings fronting the square that have
both agood angle for ashot and agood rear exit to make an escape from."

Next to him, aso carefully standing back from the window so as not to be spotted, Vima chuckled
softly. "It helps, of course, that we prepared the steswell. Like bait for rats.”

Kungas nodded. The gesture, like Kujulo's chin-pointing, was minima. Something that couldn't
possibly be spotted even fifty feet away, much less across an entire city square.

Bait, indeed. Theking of the Kushans—his queen, rather, acting on hisinstructions—had bought the
two buildings outright. Then, placed her own agentsin the position of "landlords,” with clear and explicit
ingtructionsto rent any of the roomsto anyone, no questions asked—and make sure that their reputation
for doing so became well known in Peshawar.

Inevitably, of course, that quickly made both buildings havensfor progtitution and gambling. All the
better, asfar as Kungas was concerned. Within aweek, al of the prostitutes were cheerfully
supplementing their income asinformersfor the queen.

Irene had known the Mawa assassins were there within half an hour of their arrival.

Piss-poor assassins, in Kungas opinion, when shetold him. They'd started by annoying the whores
with abrusquerefusa of their services.

"All right," hesaid. "'l see no reason to wastetime.”
"How do you want to do it?" asked Kujulo. "Y ou don't want to use the charges, | assume.”
Inthe unlikely event he might need it alast resort, Kungas had had dl the roomsin the buildings that

would be suitable for assassination attempts fitted with demolitions. Shaped charges, basicdly, that would
goray theinterior with shrgpnel without—hopefully—collgpsing thewdlls.

Still, with the ubiquitous mudbrick construction in Peshawar, Kungas saw no reason to take therisk.
There was dways the chance the building might collapse, killing dozens of people. Evenif that didn't
happen, the expense of repairing the damage would be considerable, and the work itself disruptive. Such
an extreme measure might aggravate the residents of Peshawar.

Irene's spies had reported that Kungas was now very popular in the city, even among the
non-Kushan inhabitants, and he saw no reason to undermine that happy state of affairs.

The new king's popul arity was not surprising, of course. Kungas had maintained at least as much
sability asthe Mawahad. More, really, snce the Pathan hillmen had completely ceased their periodic
harassment of the city-dwellers. Hed aso lowered the taxes and levies, eliminated the most egregious of
the Mdwa regulations, and, most of al, abolished dl of the harsh Mawalaws regarding religion. The
enforced Mawa cult of mahaveda Hinduism had never sat well in the mountains. The moment Kungas
issued his decrees, the region's underlying Buddhist faith had surged back to the surface.

No, there was no reason to risk undermining al that by blowing up parts of the city. Especidly such
visble parts, fronting on the main square.

"I've got my men ready,” Kujulo added.

"What arethey armed with? The ns, | mean. Guns?'

"No. Bows. Probably be using poisoned arrowheads.”

Kungas shook his head. "In that case, no. Keep your men ready, but let'stry the Sarmatian girls.”

Kujulo looked skeptical. Vimalooked downright appdled.

"Kungas—ah, Sre—thereisn't aone of them—"

"Enough,” Kungas said. "I know they have no experience. Neither did you or I, once. How elsedo
you get it?'

He shook hishead again. "'If the Malwawere armed with guns, it might be different. But bowswill be
awkward in the confines of those rooms. The girlswill have agood chance. Some of them will die. But . .
. That'swhat they wanted. To bered warriors. Dying comeswithit."



The crack of asmile regppeared. "Besides, it's only fair—since were using one of them asthe
decoy."
* % %
A few minutes|ater, the business began. The Sarmatian girl posing as Irene came into the square on
horseback, surrounded by her usud little entourage of femae guards.

Watching from the same window, Kungas was amused. Irene often complained that the custom in the
area of inggting that women had to be veiled in public was a damned nuisance, personaly speaking—but
ablessng, from the standpoint of duplicity.

Wasthat Irene down there? Who could say, really? Her face couldn't be seen, because of the vell.
But the woman was the right height and build, had the same color and length of hair in that digtinctive
ponytail, wore the proper regalia and the apparel, and had the accustomed escort.

Of coursg, it was the queen. Who elsewould it be?

Kungas knew that the ns across the square wouldn't even be wondering about it. True, Irene
was dmogt certainly not their target and the nswould make no attempt here. They'd wait for
Kungasto show himself. Still, the appearance of the queen in the square so soon after their arriva would
be agood sgn to them. They'd want to study her movements carefully. All their atention would be fixed
on the figure moving within range of the bowsin the windows.

Hewaited for the explosions that would signd the attack. For al that Kungas was prepared to see
Irene's girl warriors suffer casualties, he'd seen no reason to make them excessive. He didn't want to risk
destroying the walls with the implanted shaped charges, true—but there was no reason not to use the
much smdller chargesit would take to Smply blow open the doors.

Blow them open—and spray splintersdl through the room. That should be enough to give the
inexperienced girls the edge they'd need.

* % %

A bigger edge than held expected, in the event. A moment later, the explosions came—and one of
the Malwa assassins was blown right out the window. From the way he toppled to the ground twenty
feet below, Kungas knew he was already unconscious. A big chunk of one of the doors must have hit
him on the back of the head.

Helanded like a sack of meal. From the distance, Kungas couldn't hear theimpact, but it was
obviousthat the n hadn't survived it. Most of the street square was dirt, but it was very
hard-packed. Almost like stone.

"Ruptured neck, for sure,” Vimagrunted. "Probably haf hisbrains spilling out, too.”

Another assassin appeared in the same window. His back, to be precise. The man was obvioudy
fighting someone.

A few seconds later, he too toppled out of the window. Still clutching the spear that had been driven
into his chest, he made alanding that was no better than his predecessor's.

Worsg, probably. This n had the bad luck of landing on the flagstonesin front of the building's
entrance.

The shouts and screams and other sounds of fighting could be heard across the square for abit
longer. Perhaps ten seconds.

Then, slence.

Kungas glanced down into the center of the square, to assure himsdlf that the decoy was unharmed.

He had no particular concern for the girl in question—in fact, he didn't even know who it was—but he
didn't want to face Irene's recriminationsif she'd been hurt.

Sdf-recriminations, realy. But Irene was not exempt from the normal human tendency to shed blame
on othersasaway of handling guilt.

That |ft the question of how many of the Sarmatian squad that launched the attack had been killed or



injured. But that was a different sort of matter. Getting killed in afight with wegponsin hand didn't cause
the same gut-wrenching sensation as getting killed serving as a helpless decoy.

"Odd, redly," Kungas murmured to himself. "But that'stheway it is. Someday I'll have to ask Dadgji
if he can explain the philosophy of it to me."

He turned and headed for the door. "Come. Let'sfind out."

* % %

It was better than he'd thought. Certainly better than held feared.

"See?' he demanded of Vima. "Only one girl dead. One badly injured, but shell probably survive.”

"Shelll never walk right, again,” Vimasaid sourly. "Might lose that leg completely, at least from the
knee down."

Kujulo chuckled. "Will you listen to him? Bad as a doddering old Pathan clan chief!”

For amoment, he hunched his shoulders and twisted his face into a caricature of a prune-faced,
disapproving, ancient clansman. Even Vimalaughed.

"Not bad,” Kujulo stated firmly, after straightening. "Against five assassins? Not bad.”

Irene was upset, of course. The dead and injured girls were names and faces to her. People that
she'd known, even known well.

But there were no recriminations. No saf-recriminations, even. Her Sarmatian guards themsalves
were ecdtatic at their success, despite the casudlties.

It probably wasn't necessary, but Kungas put it into words anyway.

"Make Alexander the Great and the Buddha's son the forefathers of a dynasty—thisiswhat comes
withit, Irene"

"Yes, love, | know."

"They weredl volunteers.”

"Yes, love, | know. Now please shut up. And go away for afew hours.”

Axum, in the Ethiopian highlands

Ousanas glowered at the construction crew working in the greet field just on the outskirts of the city
of Axum. Most of the field was covered with the stone ruins of ancient roya tombs.

"I ought to have the lot of them executed,” he pronounced, "seeing ashow | can't very well execute
you. Under the circumstances.”

Antoninasmiled. "Approximately how much more of your Cassandraimitation will | be forced to
endure?’

"Cassandra, isit?Y ou watch, woman. Y our folly—that of your husband's, rather—will surely cause
the spiritud ruin of the great kingdom of Axum." He pointed an accusing finger at the radio tower. "For
two centuriesthisridiculous field given over to the grotesque monuments of ancient pagan kings has been
left to decay. Asit should. Now, thanksto you and your idiot husband, well be resurrecting that heathen
tageinidolatry.”

Antoninacouldn't help but laugh. "It'sa radio tower, Ousanas!”

The agabe tsentsen of Ethiopiawas not mallified. "A Trojan horse, what it is. Y ou watch. Soon
enough—in the dark, when my eagle eyeis not watching—they'll start carving inscriptions on the damned
thing."



Gloomily, hiseyesranged up and down the huge stone tower that was nearing completion. "Plenty of
room for it, too."

Antonina glanced back at the Greek artisan who was overseeing the project. "Tdl me, Timothy. If |
understand this right, once the tower isin operation anyone who triesto climb onto it in order—"

Theartisan winced. "They'll befried." Warily, he eyed thetall and very muscular figure of the man
who was, in effect if not in theory, the current ruler of Ethiopia. "Ah, Y our Excd—"

"See?' demanded Ousanas, transferring his glare to the hapless artisan. "It'saready starting! | am not
an'excellency,’ damnation, and certainly not yours. A humble keeper of theroya fly whisks, that'sdl |

Timothy sidled back a step. He was fluent in Geez, the language of the Axumites, so he knew that
thetitle agabe tsentsen meant "the keeper of the fly whisks." He aso knew that the modesty of thetitle
was meaningless,

Antoninacameto the rescue. "Oh, stop bullying the poor man. Timothy, please continue.”

"Wl . . . it'shard to explain without getting too technical. But the gist of it isthat abig radio tower
like this needs abig trangmitter powered by"—here he pointed hisfinger a a huge stone building—"the
geam enginein there. Inturn, that—"

The next few sentences were full of mysterioustermslike "interrupter” and " capacitor bank” that
meant absolutely nothing to Antoninaor Ousanas. But Timothy's concluding words seemed clear enough:

"—every timethetranamitter key is depressed, you'd have something like two thousand watts of
power shorting across your body. 'Fry' is about the right word for what'd happen, if you got onto the
tower itsalf. But you'd never makeit that far, anyway. Once you got past the perimeter fence you'd start
coupling to the radialsimplanted around the base of the tower. Y our body would start twitching
uncontrollably and the closer you got, theworseit'd get. Y our hair might even catch on fire"

Ousanas grimaced, but he was till not mallified. " Splendid. So now we will haveto post guardsto
protect idolators from idolatry."

Antoninalaughed again. "Even for you, Ousanas, thisdisplay isabsurd! What'sredly bothering you?
It'sthe fact that you still haven't figured out what 1'm going to decree tomorrow regarding the succession.
Intit?"

Ousanas didn't look at her, still glowering at the radio tower. After amoment, he growled, "It's not so
much me, Antonina. It's Rukaiya. She's been pestering mefor days, trying to get an answer. Even more,
asking for my opinion on what she should do, in the event of thisor that aternative. She has no moreidea
than | do—and you might consider the fact that whatever you decide, she will be the one most affected.”

Antonia struggled—mightily—to keep her satisfaction from showing. She had, infact, deiberately
delayed making the announcement after telling everyone sheld reached adecision, in the specific hope
that Rukaiyawould turn to Ousanasfor advice.

"I'd have thought sheld mostly pester Garmat,” she sad, asif idly.

Ousanas findly stopped glowering and managed abit of agrin. "Well, she has, of course. But | have
a better sense of humor than the old bandit. She needs that, right now."

S0, she does. So, she does.

"Wel!" Antoninasaid briskly. "1t al be settled tomorrow, at the council sesson. In the meantime—"

Sheturned to Timothy. "Please continue the work. Ignore this grumbler. The sooner you can get that
finished, the sooner | can talk to my husband again.”

"And that's another thing!" Ousanas grumbled, as they headed toward the TaakhaMaryam. "It'sjust
awaste. You can't say anything either secret or personal—not with that sort of broadcast radio—and it
won't work anyway, once the monsoon comes with its thunderstorms. So I've been told, at least.”



Antoninaglanced at the sun, now at its midday atitude, asif gauging the season. "Were still some
months from the southwest monsoon, you know. Plenty of time."

Chapter 9

Constantinople

"Y ou'd be putty in your father's hands," Theodora sneered.
"Which one? Bdisarius or Justinian?"
"Either—no, both, since they're obvioudy conspiring with each other.”

The dark eyes of the Empress Regent moved away from Photius and Tahminato glare at aguard
standing nearby. So far as Photius could determine, the poor man's only offense was that he happened to
bein her lineof sght.

Perhaps he also bore a vague resemblance to Bdlisarius. He wastal, at least, and had brown eyes.

Angrily, Theodora dapped the heavily decorated armrest of her throne. "Bad enough that he's
exposing my husband to danger! But hesaso giving away haf my empire!™

She shifted the glare back to Photius. "Excuse me. Your empire.”

The correction was, quite obvioudy, aformdity. The gpology was not even that, given thetonein
which she'd spoken the words.

"You hateto travel," Photius pointed out, reasonably. "And since you're actudly running my
empire'—here he bestowed a cherubic smile on his officia adoptive mothe—"you can't afford to leave
the capital anyway."

"| detest that smile,” Theodora hissed. "Insincere as a crocodile's. How did you get to be so devious,
dready?Youreonly evenyearsold.”

Photius was tempted to reply: from studying you, Mother. Wisdly, herefrained.

If she werein abetter mood, actualy, Theodorawould take it as acompliment. But, she wasn't. She
wasin asfoul amood as she ever got, short of summoning the executioners.

Photius and hiswife Tahminahad once, giggling, developed their own method for categorizing
Theodorastemper. First, they divided it into four seasons.

Placid. The most pleasant season, dbeit usualy brief.

Sour. A very long season. More or lessthe normal climate.

Qullen. Not aslong as sour season. Not quite.

Fury. Fortunately, the shortest season of dl. Very exciting whileit lasted, though.
Then, they ranked each season in terms of its degree of intengity, from aphato epsilon.
Photius gauged this one asa Sullen Epsilon.



Wl . .. Not quite. Cdl it aSullen Delta.

In short, caution was cdled for here. On the other hand, there was sill some room for further
prodding and pushing. Done gingerly.

"| liketo travel myself," he piped cheerfully. "So I'm the logica oneto send on agrand tour to vist
our dliesinthewar. Andit'snot asif you redly need me here"

Hedid not add: or want me here, either. That would be unwise. True, Theodorahad &l the
materna ingtincts of abrick. But sheliked to pretend otherwise, for reasons Photius had never been able
to fathom.

Tahminasaid it was because, if shedidnt, it would give rise to rumors that sheld been spawned by
Satan. That might be true, athough Photius was skeptical. After dl, plenty of people already thought the
Empress Regent had been sired by the devil.

Photius didn't, himsdlf. Maybe one of Hell'sunderlings, but not Satan himself.

Theodorawas back to glaring at the guard. No, adifferent one. Hisoffense. . .

Hard to say. He resembled neither Belisarius nor Justinian. Except for being aman, which, in
Theodoras current humor, was probably enough.

"Finel" she snapped. "Y ou can go. If nothing e, it'll keep Antoninafrom nattering at me every day
once theradio startsworking. By now, months since sheleft, shelll be wallowing in guilt and whining and
whimpering about how much she misses her boy. God knowswhy. Devious little wretch.”

She swiveled the dark-eyed glare onto Tahmina, sitting next to Photius. "Y ou too. Or else once the
cunning little bastard getsto Ethiopia helll start nattering at me over the radio about how much he misses
hiswife. God knowswhy. It's not asif he's old enough yet to have a proper use for awife.”

Y et athird guard received the favor of her glare. ™Y ou can celebrate your sixteenth birthday in Axum.
I'll send the giftsaong with you."

Tahminasmiled sweetly and bowed her head. "Thank you, Mother."

"I'm not your mother. Y ou don't fool me. You're asbad asheis. No child of mine would be so
sneaky. Now go."

* * %
Once they reached the corridor outside Theodora's audience chamber, Photius whispered to
Tahmina "Sullen Ddlta. Closeto Epsilon.”

"Oh, don't bedlly," hiswife whispered back, smiling down at him. To Photius disgruntlement, even
though held grown alot over the past year, Tahminawas till taller than he was. "That wasn't any worse
than Sullen Gamma. She agreed, didn't she?'

"Wel. True"

* % %

The announcement was made publicly the next day. Photius wasn't surprised. It was usudly hard to
wheedle Theodorainto anything. But the nice thing wasthat, if you could, shed move quickly and
decigvely theredfter.

* k%

The Emperor of Rome will visit our alliesin the war with Malwa. All the way to India itself!

The Empress will accompany him, sharing the hardships of the journey.

All hail the valiant Photius!
All hail the virtuous Tahmina!

* * *

After reading the broadsheet, the captain of the Mawa assassination team tossed it onto the tablein
the apartments they'd rented. It was al he could do not to crumpleit in disgust.

"Three months. Wasted."



Hislieutenant, standing at the window, stared out over the Golden Horn. He didn't bother, as he had
innumerable times since they'd arrived in Congtantinople, shifting his gaze to study theimperid paace
complex.

No point in that, now.

The three other members of the team were Sitting at the table in the kitchen. The center of thetable
was taken up by one of the small bombards that Malwa assassination teams generally carried with them.
The weapons were basicdly just smple, very big, one-round shotguns. Small enough that they could be
hidden in trunks, even if that made carrying the luggage a back-breaking chore.

All three of them were glowering at it. The captain would insist that they bring the bombard with
them, wherever they went. And, naturaly, being the plebeians of the team, they'd be the ones who had to
tote the wretched thing.

One of thethree ns spoke up. "Perhaps. . . if we stayed here.. . . Theodora. . ."

The captain dmost snarled a him. "Don't be stupid. Impossible, the precautions she takes. Not even
Nanda La expects usto have achance a her."”

"She haan't | ft the complex once, sncewe arrived,”" the lieutenant chimed in, turning away from the
window. "Not once, in three months. Even Emperor Skandagupta travels more often than that."

He pulled out a chair and sat down at the table. A moment later, the captain did the same.

"We had agood chance with the boy," the lieutenant added. "High-spirited as heis. He and hiswife
both. Now . . ."

Helooked at his superior. "Follow them?'
"Yes. Only thing we can do."
"Not one of us speaks Geez, Sir," pointed out one of the assassins. "And none of us are black.”

Gloomily, the captain shook his head. "Don't belabor the obvious. WEIl have to move fast and reach
Egypt before they do. Try and do it there, if we can. All of us can pass as Persians among Arabs—or the
reverse, if wemug.”

"Wemay wel haveto,” cautioned hislieutenant. " The security in Egypt is reportedly ferocious.
Organized by Romans, too. It'll be easier in Persa—easier ill, in Persan-occupied Sind. The Iranians
ingst on placing grandeesin charge of security, and grandees tend to be doppy about these things."”

"True." The captain stared down at the broadsheet. Then he did crumpleit.

Thelron Triangle

"They're not even going to try to run the mines, | don't think," Menander said. He lowered the
telescope and offered it to Belisarius.

The genera shook hishead. "Y our eyes are as good as mine. At that distance, for sure. What are
you sesing?"

Before answering, Menander came down from the low platform he'd been standing on to observe the
distant Malwanava base. Then, stooped dightly so that his head would be well below the parapet. That
brought hisface on aleve with the generd's, since Bdlisarius was standing in adight crouch aso.

That was something of anew habit, but one that had become well ingrained. Beginning afew weeks
earlier, the Mawa had demondtrated that they, too, could produce rifles good enough for long-range
iping.

"Both ironclads just came out of the bunker. But they steamed north. They're headed away from us."



Bdisarius closed his eyes, thinking. ™Y ou're probably right. I'd dready pretty much cometo the
conclusion that the Mawawere assuming a defendve posture. From that slandpoint, building the
ironclads actually makes sense—where it would be a pure waste of resources to build them to attack us
herein the Triangle. They'd never get through the minefields.”

Menander frowned, trying to follow the generd'’slogic. "But | fill don't see. .. oh."

"Yes. 'Oh." You've gotten a better look at those ironclads than anyone—certainly alonger one.
Could you defeat them—either one—with the Justinian? Or the Victrix?'

"The Victrix would just be suicide. They've got a couple of big gunsin the bows. Eighteen-pounders,
| think. They'd blow the Victrix to pieceslong beforeit could get close enough to use the fire cannon.”

He paused, for amoment. "Asfor the Justinian . . . Maybe. Against one of them, not both. It would
depend on alot of things, including plenty of luck. I'd do better in anight battle, | think."

Bdisariuswaited, patiently. Excellent young officerslike Menander dways started off their
assessments too optimistically. He preferred to give them time for self-correction, rather than doing it
himsdf.

With Menander, it only took half aminute. He was well accustomed to Belisarius habits, by now.
"All right, dl right," he said, smiling dightly. "Thetruth? 1 might win—againgt one of them. But it
would depend on some blind luck working in our favor. Even with luck, I'm not sure | could do it inthe

daytime."

Bdisarius nodded, dmost placidly. "That's how they designed them, Menander. Thoseironclads
weren't designed to break into the Triangle. They were designed to keep you from bresking out.”

He stretched, while ill being careful to keep his head out of sight of any snipers. "Look at thisway.
The Mawanow figure, with those ironclads finished and in service, that they've got the same control over
the rivers north of the Triangle that we have of them to the south. That means they're in position to do to
usthe same thing we did to them last year—cut our supply linesif we attempt any mgor prolonged
offensive. Theré's no way to supply that kind of massive campaign without using water transport. It just
can't be done. Not, at least, with more than fifteen or—at most—twenty thousand men. By the standards
of thiswar, that isn't a powerful enough force to win a pitched beattle. Not here in the Punjab, anyway."

He glanced a thewall of thefortifications, asif he could see through it to the Mawatrenches
beyond. "I estimate they've got upwards of a hundred thousand men out there. ‘Out there meaning in this
immediate vicinity, facing us herein the Triangle. They've probably got another twenty thousand—maybe
thirty—facing Kungas at the Khyber Pass, and thirty or forty thousand more held as areservein Multan.”

"Andwevegot. . ."

"By now? Forty thousand in the Triangle itself, with another twenty thousand or so on their way here
from the Empire, in asteady trickle. The Persians have about forty thousand troops actively engaged on
thisfront. But most of them are till in the Sind, and even in the best of circumstances Khusrau would
have to leave athird of them there to administer the province.”

The young officer made asour face. Belisarius amiled.

"He's an emperor, Menander. Emperorsthink like emperors; it'sjust the nature of the beast. And
Khusrau has the additiona problem that he's bound and determined to keep his new province of Sind
under direct imperia control, rather than letting his noblemen run the show. But that means he hasto use
alot of soldiersas adminigirators. Whether helikesit or not—much lesswhether we likeit or not.”

Menander's sour expression shaded into asmple scowl. "In short, we're outnumbered at |east
two-to-one, and that's not going to change.”

"Not for the better, that'sfor sure. The only way it'll change will be for theworse. If the Mawa
succeed in crushing Shakuntalas rebellion in the Deccan, that would free up Damodaraand hisarmy.
Another forty thousand men, and, in terms of quaity, undoubtedly the best army in the Mawaempire.”

Helet that sink in for afew seconds. Then: "1t'd be worse than that, actualy. The Maratharevolt



inspired and triggered off smaller revoltsand rebellions dl over India. | estimate the Mawa are forced to
keep one-hdf to two-thirds of their army in India proper, just to maintain control of the empire. The truth
isthis, Menander. So far, we've been able to fight aMawa empire that could only use one hand against
us, instead of two. And the weaker hand, at that, since Damodaras in the Deccan. If they break
Shakuntalaand Rao and the Marathas, dl those smaller rebellionswill start fading avay quickly. Withina
year, wed be facing another hundred thousand men here in the Punjalbb—and Damodara could get his
forty thousand here within two months. Three, at the outside.”

The generd shrugged. "Of course, by then we'd be so well-fortified here that | doubt very much if
even aMawaarmy twice this sze could drive us out. But thereé's no way we could go on the offensive
oursalves, ether—certainly not with those ironclads controlling therivers. They'll build afew more, |
suspect. Enough to place two ironclads on the Indus and at least one on each of itsfour main tributaries.”

"A war of attrition, in other words." Menander sucked histeeth. "That . . . stinks."

"Yes, it does. The casudties will become horrendous, once you let enough time pass—and the socia
and politica strain on the kingdoms and empiresinvolved will be just as bad. That's what that monster
over thereis counting on now, Menander. It thinks, with itsiron control over the Mawa Empire, that it
canoutlast acodition of dlies.”

Menander eyed the general. "And what do you think, sir?*

" think that superhuman genius over thereisjust agrandiose version of avillageidiot."

Theyoung officer'seyeswidened, alittle. "Villageidiot? That seems. . ."

"Too sef-confident on my part?' Belisarius smiled. "Y ou watch, young man. What you're seeing here

iswhat Ousanaswould cal thefalacy of confusing the shadow for the true thing—the pae, sickly, red
world verson of theided type."

"Huh?'

The genera chuckled. "Let me put it thisway. Emperors—or superhuman imitations thereof—think in
termslike 'iron control,’ asif it redly meant something. But ironisameta, not a people. Any good
blacksmith can control iron. No emperor who ever lived can redlly control people. That's becauseiron,
asrefractory asubstance asit may be, doesn't dispute the matter with the blacksmith.”

Helooked now, to the southeast. " So, well see. Link thinksit can win thiswaiting game. | think it's
thevillageidiot.”

Deogiri
The new capital of thereborn Andhra Empire
In Majarashtra—the " Great Country"

"It's ridiculous," Shakuntala hissed. "Ridiculoud”

Even as young as she was, the black-eyed glare of the Empress of Andhrawas hot enough to have
Szzled lizardsin the desert.

Alas, the n squatting before her in a comfortable lotus seemed completely unaffected. So, she
turned to other means.

"Summon my executioners” she snapped. "At oncel™

The glare was now turned upon her husband, sitting on athrone next to hers. A dight movement of
Rao'sforefinger had been enough to stay the courtiers before one of them could do her bidding.

"A moment,” he said softly. He turned to face her glare, his expression every bit ascam and
composed asthe n's.



"You are, of course, theruler of Andhra. And |, merely your consort. But since this matter touches
upon my personal honor, | am afraid you will have to defer to my wishes. Either that, or usethe
executionerson me."

Shakuntalatried to maintain the glare. Hard, that, in the face of her worst fear since reading the letter
brought by the n.

After five seconds or so, inevitably, she broke. "Rao—please. Thisisinsane. The crudest ruse, on
the part of the Mawa."

Rao trandferred the cam gaze to the figure squatting on the carpet in the center of the audience
chamber. For amoment, India's two best assassins contemplated each other.

"Oh, | think not," Rao murmured, even more softly. "Whatever ese, not that.”
He rose abruptly to hisfeet. "Take him to one of the guest chambers. Give him food, drink, whatever
he wisheswithin reason.”

Normally, Rao was punctilious about maintaining imperia protocol. Husband or not, wiser and older
head or not, Rao was officialy the consort and Shakuntala the reigning monarch. But, on occasion, when
he felt it necessary, he would exert theinforma authority that made him—in redlity, if not in theory—the
co-ruler of Andhra.

Shakuntaladid not attempt to argue the matter. She was bracing herself for the much more
substantial issue they would be arguing over as soon asthey werein private.

"Clear theroom," she commanded. "Dadgji, you stay."

Her eyes quickly scanned the room. Her trusted peshwawas agiven. Who else?

The two top military commanders, of course. " Shahji, Kondev, you dso."

She was tempted to omit Magji, on the grounds that he was not one of the generals of the army.
Formally spesking, at least. But . . . he was Rao's closest friend, in addition to being the commander of
the Marathairregulars.

Passing him over would be unwise. Besides, who was to say? Sometimes, Maoji was the voice of
caution. He was, in some ways, even more Marathathan Rao—and the Marathas, as a people, were not
given to excessive flamboyance on matters of so-called "honor.” Quite unlike those mindless Rgputs.

"Mdgji."

That was enough, she thought. Rao would not be able to claim she had unbaanced the private
council in her favor.

But, to her surprise, he added aname. "'l should like Bindusarato remain behind also.”

Shakuntala was surprised—and much pleased. Sheld considered the Hindu religious leader hersdlf,
but had passed him over because she'd thought Rao would resent her bringing spiritual pressure to bear.
The sadhu was not a pacifist after the manner of the Jains, but neither was he given to much patience for
glly kshatriyanotions regarding "honor."

It took a minute or so for the room to clear. Asthey waited, Shakuntalaleaned over and whispered:
"I wouldn't have thought you'd want Bindusara.”

Rao smiled thinly. "Y ou are the treasure of my soul. But you are dso sometimes still very young. You
are over your head here, girl. | wanted the sadhu because heis also a philosopher.”

Shakuntala hissed, like an angry snake. She had adisquieting fedling, though, that she sounded like an
angry young snake.

Certainly, the sound didn't seem to have any effect on Rao's smile. ™Y ou never pay enough attention
to those lessons. Still! After dl my pleading.” The smile widened, considerably. Thelast courtier was
passing through the door and there was no one left to see but the inner council.

"Philosophy has form aswell as substance, girl. No one can be asgood t it as Bindusaraunlessheis
also amagter of logic."



* * %

Shakuntala began the debate. Her arguments took not much time, since they were smplicity itsdf.

We have been winning the war by patience. Why should we accept this challenge to a clash of
great armies on the open field, where we would be over-matched?

Because one old man challenges another to a duel? Because both of the fools still think they're
young?

Nonsense!

* % %

When it came histurn, Rao's smile was back in place. Very wide, now, that smile.

"Not so old asdl that, | think," he protested mildly. "Neither | nor Rana Sanga. Still, my beloved
wife has penetrated to the heart of thething. It is ridiculous for two men, now well past the age of
forty—"

"Almogt fifty!" Shakuntaasnagpped.

"—and, perhaps more to the point, both of them now very experienced commanders of armies, not
young warriors seeking fame and glory, to suddenly be gripped by adesreto fight apersonal due.”

To Shakuntalas dismay, the faces of the three generals had that horrid look on them. That
half-dreamy, half-stern expression that men got when their brains oozed out of their skulls and they
started babbling like boys again.

"Beamatch of legend,” murmured Kondev.

The empress amost screamed from sheer frustration. The day-long single combat that Rao and Rana

Sanga had fought once, long ago, was famous al across India. Every mindlesswarrior in Indiawould
drool over the notion of arematch.

"Y ou were twenty years old, then!”

Rao nodded. "Indeed, we were. But you are not asking the right question, Shakuntala. Have
you—ever once—heard me so much as mention any desire for another duel with Sanga? Eveninmy
desp.”

"No," shesaid, tight-jawed.

"| think not. | can assure you—everyone here—that the thought has not once crossed my mind for a
least . . . oh, fifteen years. Morelikely, twenty."

Heleaned forward abit, gripping the armrests of the throne in his powerful, out-sized hands. "So
why does anyone think that Rana Sanga would think of it, either? Have | aged, and he, not? True, heisa
Rajput. But, even for Rgjputs, there is a difference between a husband and afather of children and aman
gl twenty and unattached. A difference not smply in the number of lines on their faces, but in how they
think."

Shahji cleared histhroat. "He haslost hisfamily, Rao. Perhgpsthat has driven him to fury.”

"But has he lost them?' Rao |ooked to Dadgji Holkar. Not to his surprise, the empire's peshwa till
had one of the letters brought by the Mawa assassin held in his hand. Almost clutched, in fact.

"Whét do you make of it, Dadgji?"

Holkar's face bore an odd expression. An unlikely combination of deep worry and even deeper
exultation. "Oh, it'sfrom my daughters. There are little Ssgns—a couple of things mentioned no oneelse
could have known—"

"Torture," suggested Kondev.
"—that make me certain of it." He glanced a Kondev and shook his head. "Torture seems unlikely.
For one thing, dthough the handwriting is poor—my daughters education was limited, of course, in the

short time | had before they were taken from me—it isnot shaky at dl. | recognized it quite easily. | can
even tell you which portion was written by Dhruva, and which by Lata, from that done. Could | do so,



were the hands holding the pen trembling with pain and fear aswell asinexperience? Besides. . ."

Helooked at the door through which the courtiers had left—and, a bit earlier, an assassin. "I do not
think that man isatorturer.”

"Nether do|," said Rao firmly. "And | believe, a my advanced age'—here, ady little smile at
Shakuntala—"1 can tell the difference.”

Shakuntala scowled, but said nothing. Rao gestured a Holkar. " Continue, please.”

"Theletter tells me nothing, naturdly, of the girls location. But it does depict, in far more detail than |
would have expected, the comfort of their lives now. And there are so many references to the mysterious
'ladies to whom they have—thisis blindingly obvious—grown very attached.”

"Y ou conclude from this?'

Dadgji sudied theletter in hishand, for amoment. "I conclude from this that someone—not my
daughters, someone e se—is sending me amessage here. Us, rather, amessage.”

Rao leaned back in histhrone. "So | think, also. Y ou will al remember the message sent to uslast
year from Dadgi's daughters, with the coin?"

Severd heads nodded, Shakuntalas among them.

"And how Irene Macrembolitissa convinced usit was not atrap, but the first step in acomplex
maneuver by Narses?"

All heads nodded.

Rao pointed to the letter. "I think that is the second step. Inviting usto take athird—or, rather, alow
someone elseto do so."

That statement was met by frowns of puzzlement on most faces. But, from the corner of her eye,
Shakuntaa saw Bindusara nodding.

She could sense that she was |osing the argument. For amoment, she had to struggle desperately not
to collgpse into sheer girlish pleading—which would end, inevitably, with her blurting out before the
council news she had not yet even given to Rao. Of the new child that was coming.

Suddenly, Rao's large hand reached over and gave her little one a squeeze. "Oh, be dill, girl. | can
assureyou that | have no intention whatsoever of fighting Rana Sanga again.”

His smilewas smply cheerful now. "Ever again, in fact. And that is precisely why | will accept the
challenge"

In the few seconds those two sentences required, Shakuntala swung from despair to elation and
back. ™Y ou don't need to do this!"

"Of course, | don't. But Rana Sanga does."



Chapter 10

Axum

"What, no elephants?* Antoninaasked sarcastically.

Ousanas shook his head. "They won't fit in the corridors, not even in the Taiakha Maryam. Wetried.
Too bad, though. It would have made a nice flourish. Instead—"

He gestured before them, down the long halway leading to the throne room. "—we must walk."

Antoninatried to picture war e ephantsinside the TaakhaMaryam, her mind boggling alittle. Evenif
the huge beasts could have been inserted into the hdls.. . .

She looked down the long rows of guards and officids, flanking both sides. "They'd have crushed
everybody," she muttered.

"Oh, not the soldiers. Mogt of them would have scampered aside in time, and the oneswho didn't
had no business being sarwen anyway. In fact, Ezanathought it would be auseful test.”

Ezana was the senior commander of the three royd regiments. Antoninathought he was probably
cold-blooded enough to have said that. There was something downright scary about Ezana. Fortunately,
he was not hot-tempered, nor impulsive. Even more fortunately, his devotion to the dynasty was
unguestioned by anyone, including Antonina

Ezana had been one of Eon's two bodyguards while held still been aprince. That wasavery
prestigious position for the soldiers who made up Ethiopias regiments—the "sarwen," asthey cdled
themselves. When Eon had assumed the throne, Ezana had become the commander of the roya
regiments—and the other bodyguard, Wahsi, had been gppointed the military commander of the
Ethiopian naval expedition that Antonina had used to rescue Bdisarius and hisarmy from the sege of
Charax.

Wahs had died in battle in the course of that expedition. Eon's son, the new Axumite King of Kings,
hed been named after him.

So, Antonina had no doubt at al of Ezanas|oyalty to the infant negusanagest, Sred by the prince
he'd guarded and named after hisbest friend. Still, hewas. . . scary.

"The daughter among the officia's, of course, would have been immense," Ousanas continued
cheerfully, "seeing how hdf of them are asfat as eephants, and eight out of ten have brainsthat move
more ponderoudy. But it was my assessment that the loss of one-third would be ablessing for the
kingdom. Ezanawas hoping that half would be crushed.”

Antonina thought the agabe tsentsen was joking, but she wasn't sure. There were waysin which
Ousanas was even scarier than Ezana. But since they were nearing the entrance to the throne room, she
decided sheld smply pretend she hadn't heard.

One-third of Ethiopia's officials, slain in a few minutes! Half, according to Ezana!

Bloodthirsty African maniacs. Antoninawould have been quite satisfied with asmple, unostentatious



Roman decimation.

"All besilent!"

Asif hisbooming commander's voice wasn't enough, Ezanadammed the iron-capped ferrule of his
spear onto the stonefloor. "Be silent!™

The throne room had become perfectly quiet even before the ferrule hit the floor. Leaving aside the
fact that no onein their right mind was going to disobey Ezana under these circumstances, the crowd
packed into the huge chamber was waiting to hear Antoninas decrees. Eagerly, in some cases; anxioudly,
in others; fearfully, in some. But not one person there was indifferent, or inclined to keep chattering.

Actudly, there hadn't been much chatter anyway. Antonina had noticed the unusud quiet the moment
she entered the room. Ethiopians had informal habits, when it cameto roydty, certainly compared to
Roman or Persan custom. Asarule, even during an official session, the royal audience chamber had a
congtant little hubbub of conversation in the background. Nothing boisterous or intrusive, to be sure. But
neither Ethiopian soldier-seamen nor Arab merchants saw any reason not to conduct quiet businessin the
back of the chamber while the negusa nagast and his officials made their various judgments and rulings
around the throne.

Not today. The chamber had been subdued when Antonina entered, and now it was utterly silent.

Wil . .. not quite. Softly and contentedly, the baby ruler of the kingdom was suckling his mother's
breast, as she sat on the throne.

That was being done on Antoninas ingtructions. Normally, for such asession, Rukailyawould have
used awet nurse just as readily as any Roman empress. But Antonina had thought the sight of the baby
feeding would help remind everyone of the cold and hard factsthat surrounded that softest of redlities.

On one side, the cold and hard facts that this was the son of Eon the Great, thiswas his
successor—and this was the woman Eon had chosen to be his queen. On the other, the colder and
harder facts that the successor was a babe, and the queen ateenager. The same cold and hard facts that
had existed when Alexander the Great died—and, within afew short years, had led to civil war, the
eventua divison of the empire between the Diadochi, and the murder of Alexander'swidow and child.

Ezanawaited until Antoninahad climbed the stepsthat led up to the roya dais. The steps were wide,
but shalow. Wide enough to give the guards positioned just behind the throne time to intercept any
would-be n. Shallow enough, that the ruler was not so elevated above his subjectsthat anormal
conversation couldn't be held with those seeking an audience.

Therewas achair waiting for her there, to the right of the queen's. A throne, redly, though not as
large or elaborate as the one in which Rukaiya sat with the infant negusa nagast. But Antonina had
aready decided shed make her decrees while stlanding. She'd learned that trick from watching her friend
Theodorarule Rome.

St, when you're judging and negotiating—but always stand, when you're really laying down
the law.

As soon as Antonina had reached her position and given him alittle nod—she'd aready told Ezana
she wouldn't be using the chair for this—the regimental commander's voice boomed out again.

"Asdecreed by Eon the Great on his deathbed, the Roman woman Antoninawill rule on the
measures to be taken to ensure the royal succession. Eon gave her complete authority for thetask. | was
there, | heard, | bear witness. Her decrees arefina. Her decrees are absolute. They will not be
questioned.”

That was. . . not entirely true. No decreeslaid down by anyone other than God could cover al the
details and complexities. Antoninaknew full well that, starting on the morrow, shed be sitting in that chair
and dickering over thefine points. Still, for the moment—

In case anyone had any lingering doubts, Ezana dammed the spear butt on the stones again. "Not by



anyonel”

Before she began, she glanced around the room. Al the principas were there. Ousanas was standing
on the lowest step of the dais, to her right, as was customary for the agabe tsentsen. Ezana occupied the
equivalent pogition to the I eft, as befit the commander of theroya regiments. Just to hisleft, on the stone
floor, were the rest of the commanders of the regiments sationed in Axum.

Directly front of the dais were assembled the kingdom's officids, with old Garmet at the center.
Officidly, hewasthe viceroy of the Axum-controlled portions of Arabia. In redlity, he aso served asone
of the ruler's closest advisers. Garmat had served Eon's father Kaleb in the same posts that Ousanas had
later served Eon himsdaf—first, asthe dawazz for the prince; then, as the agabe tsentsen for the king. The
half-Arab one-time bandit was cunning and shrewd, and much respected by everyone in the kingdom.

Spread out to either side of the officid's, and ranging beyond throughout the throne room, was the
elite of the relm. The mgority were Ethiopians, but perhaps athird were Arabs. All of the latter were
either tribal or clan chiefs, or experienced and wealthy merchants and traders—or, more often than not,
both together.

There was one Arab standing next to Garmat, in the small group of officias at the center. That was
Rukaiyas father, who was one of the wesalthiest of the Quraysh merchantsin Mecca—and had been
appointed by Eon himsdlf asthe viceroy for Arabiaswest coast. The Hijaz, asit was called, the area
north of Y emen that was dominated by the Quraysh tribe.

"You dl understand the problem we face," Antonina began. She saw no reason to bore everyone
with arecitation of the obvious. Everyone there had had monthsto consider the situation, and by now
everyone understood it perfectly well.

"The future for Axum is splendid, provided the kingdom can pass through the next twenty years
without strife and turmoil. To do so, in my judgment, the throne needs an additiond bulwark."

Since Axumites were expert sailors as well as stone masons, she added another image. "An
outrigger, if you will, to keep the craft from overturning in heavy sees™

She had to fight down a amile, seeing Ousanas and Garmat wince dightly. Both men were fond of
poetry—Garmat more than Ousanas—and she knew she'd be hearing wisecracks later concerning her
pedestrian use of sSmile and metaphor.

Ezana's expression, on the other hand, was smply intent. And it was ultimately Ezanawho mattered
here. Not smply because he commanded the spears of the regiment, but because he—unlike Ousanas
and Garmat, each outsdersin ther different ways—was Ethiopian through and through. If Ezana
accepted her ruling, with no hesitations or doubts, she was confident the rest would follow.

"S0, | have decided to create anew post for the kingdom. The name of this officia will bethe
angabo."

She paused, knowing that the little murmur which swept the room was both inevitable and worked to
her advantage.

The term "angabo" was well known to those people, especidly the Ethiopians. The kingdom of Axum
hed severd legends concerning its origins. The predominant one, contained in the Book of Aksum, hed
that the founder of the city of Axum was Aksumawi, son of Ethiopis and grandson of the Noah of the
Bible. A related legend had it that the kings of Axum were descendants of Solomon and Makeda, the
gueen of Sheba. Those werethe officidly favored legends, of course, since they gave the now-Christian
kingdom an impeccably Biblical lineagefor thar rulers.

But Axum had only converted to Chrigtianity two centuries earlier, and there till existed athird and
older legend. Thislegend had no formal sanction, but it was well-respected by the populace—and neither
the kings of Ethiopianor its Christian bishops had ever made any attempt to suppressit. Axumites were
not much given to doctrinal asperity, certainly by the standards of Rome's contentious bishops and
patriarchs. All the more so since the legend, however pagan it might be, was hardly derisive toward the
monarchy.



According to that older legend, Ethiopia had once been ruled by a great and evil serpent named
Arwe or Waynaba. Once ayear, the serpent-king demanded the tribute of ayoung girl. This continued
until astranger named Angabo arrived, dew the serpent, saved the girl, and was then elected king by the
people. His descendant, it was said, was the Makeda who was the queen of Sheba of the Solomon
story—athough still another verson of the legend claimed Makeda was the girl he rescued.

Antoninaglanced down at Garmat. The old adviser was managing to keep a straight face—which
must have been hard, since he was the one person with whom Antonina had discussed her plans. And he,
unlike her, was standing where he could see Ousanas directly.

Such apity, realy. By now, the quick mind of Ousanas would have redized where she was going
with this—and Antoninawould have paid a princely sum to have been able to watch the expression on
hisface.

Shetried, surreptitioudy, out of the corner of her eye. But, aas, the agabe tsentsen was just thet little
bit too far to the Side for her to see hisface as anything other than adark blur.

"The angabo will command al the regiments of Axum except the three roya regiments. Those will,
as now, remain under the authority of the senior commander. Ezana, as heistoday."

The regimenta commanderswouldn't much like that provision. Traditionaly, they'd been equalswho
met as a council, with no superior other than the negusa nagast himself. But Antoninadidn't expect any
serious problems from that quarter. Ethiopiahad now grown from akingdom to an empire, and the
sarwen were hard-headed enough to recognize that their old egdlitarian traditions would have to adapt, at
least to adegree. Over hdf of the regiments were now in India, after all—so how could the council of
commanders meet in thefirst place?

In essence, Antonina had just re-created the old Roman division between the regular army and the
Praetorian Guard. That hadn't worked out too well for Rome, in thelong run. But Antoninadidn't think
Axum would face the same problem that the Roman Empire had faced, of being so huge and far-flung
that the Pragtorian Guard wound up being thetail in the capital that wagged the dog in the far-off
provinces.

Even with the expansion into the African continent to the south that Eon and Ousanas had planned,
Axum would still remain ardatively compact relm. The three roya regiments would not have the ability
of the Praetorian Guard to override the army, seeing as how most of the regular regiments under the
control of the angabo would be stationed no farther avay than southern and western Arabia—just across
the Red Sea. They'd be even closer once the capital was moved from Axum to the grest Red Sea port of
Adulis, aswas planned aso.

And, in any event, the long run wasthe long run. Antoninahad no illusionsthat she could manipulate
politica and military developments over aspan of centuries. She smply wanted to buy Axum twenty
years of interna peace—and leave it reasonably secure at the end.

"The position of the angabo will be ahereditary one" she continued, "unlike the positions of the
agabe tsentsen, or the viceroys, or the commanders of the sarwen. Second only to the negusa nagast, the
angabo will be accounted the highest nobleman of theream.”

She waited for amoment, letting the crowd digest that decree. The Ethiopian nobility wouldn't much
likethat provision, of course—but, on the other hand, it would please the sarwen commanders. Often
enough, of course, the commanders were noblemen—~but that was not the root source of either their
identity or their authority within the regiments.

"The descendants of the angabo, however, may not under any circumstances assume the throne of
the kingdom. They may marry into the ruling dynasty, but the children of that union will inherit the position
of the angabo, not the negusa nagast. They will be, forever, the highest noblemen of Axum—but they will
aso be, forever, barred from the throne itsdlf."

That was the key. Sheld considered the Antonine tradition of adoption as an dternative, but both she
and Garmat had decided it would be too risky. Unlike Romans, neither the Ethiopians nor the Arabs had



ever used the custom of political adoption in that manner. It would be too foreign to them. This, however,
was something everyone could understand. Sheld essentialy created a Caesar dongside an
Augustus—but then divided the two into separate lineages. Instead of , as the Romans had done, making
the Caesar the designated successor to the Augustus.

Eventudly, some day, one or another angabo might manage to distort the structure enough to
overthrow adynasty. But . . . not for at least a century, she judged. Garmat thought it would be at least
that long before anyone even serioudly tried.

"They'll like this setup, oncethey get used it," held told her confidently, the day before. "Ethiopians
and Arabs dike. Watch and seeif I'm not right. It'salmost adua monarchy, with asenior and ajunior
dynasty, which meansthat if you can't wheedle one, maybe you can wheedle what you need out of the
other. Good enough—when the dternative istherisk of afalled rebelion.”

Then, grinning: "Especialy after they contemplate the first and founding angabo.”

Antonina paused again. By now, many sets of eyeswere swiveling toward a particular personin the
room. Thefirst pair had been those belonging to Rukaiyasfather.

She was not surprised, on either count. Many of the peoplein that room were extremely
shrewd—none more S0 than Rukalyas father, leaving asde Garmat himself.

Best of all, to her, was the sense she got that he wasimmensely relieved. A very dight sense, since
the man had superb control over his public face, but it was fill definitely there. HEd be the one personiin
the room who would consider this as afather, not smply as amagnate of the kingdom—and he doted on
Rukaiya

"To make certain that the position of the angabo and his descendants is established surely and
certainly for dl to see, thefirst angabo will marry Rukalya, widow of Eon the Great and the regent of the
kingdom. Their children will thus be the half-brothers and sisters of the negusa nagest, Wahg."

Sheturned her head enough to look at Rukalya. The girl was staring up at her, blank-faced. The
young queen was gill waiting, till keeping her expression under tight control. Sheld known for sometime
that she would mogt likely have to remarry—and soon—as little as she looked forward to the prospect.

Now, obvioudy, she smply wanted . . . the name.

She dreaded hearing it, of course. Rukaiyawas avery capable, energetic and free-spirited girl. She'd
been raised by alenient and supportive father and married to ayoung prince, abibliophile himsdlf, who'd
enjoyed her intellect and encouraged her learning. Now, she faced the prospect of marriageto. . .

Whoever it was, not someone likely to be much like her father or her former husband.

Antonina had to struggle to keep her own face expressionless. Slly girl! Did you really think I'd
condemn you to such a living death? Nonsense.

It wastimeto end it.

"Therest isobvious. Thefirst angabo, like the Angabo of legend, must be a complete outsider.
Neither Ethiopian nor Arab, and with no exigting tiesto any clan or tribein the kingdom. Y et he must a'so
be afamous warrior and awise counsalor. One whom al know can and has hunted and dain evil
serpent-kings—as this one, in my presence once, helped my husband trap and day the serpent-queen of
Mawa. Who was the greatest, and most evil, creature in the world.”

Finaly, sheturned to look at him squarely.
"QOusanas, thefirg angabo.”

Ousanaswould havefigured it out as quickly as Rukayasfather. By now, he had his expression
completely under contral.

Too bad. It was probably the only chance Antoninawould ever get to make the man's jaw drop.
Noisly, Garmat cleared histhroat. " Does Ousanas accept the post?”
The famous grin came, then. "What does 'accept’ have to do with it?' He nodded toward Ezana,



standing stone-faced on the other side of the dais. "I heard what he said, even if some others were desf.
Thewordswere 'find" and 'absoluteé—and | distinctly remember ‘without question.’ That said . . ."

For amoment, while Ousanas grin faded away, he and Ezana stared at each other. It was not quite a
contest of wills. Not quite.

Ousanas turned to the queen, sitting on the throne. "That said,” he continued quietly, "I would not
force thison Rukaya. She has been very dear to me dso, if not in the same way she wasto Eon."”

The moment Antonina had spoken the name, sheld seen Rukaiyalower her heed, asif shewere
solely concerned with her feeding infant. That was as good away as any to bring hersaf under
composure, of course.

Now, she looked up. Quickly, before lowering her head again to concentrate on Wahs.

There might have been ahint of tearsin her eyes. But dl she said was. "I have no objection,
Ousanas."

"It isdone!" Ezanaboomed. More forcefully than ever, the spearbutt dammed the stones. "It is
done—and theroyd regiments stand ready to enforce the decrees. Asbefore. Asalways. Asever.”

He glanced at Antonina. Seeing her little nod, he boomed: "All clear the chamber! Therewill be no
further audience until the morrow.”

* * %

Atasmdl sgn from Antonina, Garmat remained behind. No onewould think that amiss. Theold
adviser's specid relationship to the throne was well established and accepted. In any event, most people
in the room would already have redlized that he would soon be the new agabe tsentsen, to replace
Ousanas.

She would have liked to have Rukalyas father remain. Under the circumstances, however, that might
giveriseto certain resentments.

Ezana stayed, aso. HE'd begun to leave, but even before Antonina could signa him to stay, Ousanas
ordered him to do so.

Ordered him, outright. Thefirst time held ever done so, in the many years the two men had known
each other and worked closgly together training and nurturing and protecting ayoung prince named Eon.
To Antoninas rdief, Ezana had not ssemed to bridle at dl. In fact, he seemed a bit relieved himsdif.

In the short timethat it took to clear the chamber, Antonina studied Ousanas. The man had seemed
majestic to her for severd years. Never more so than now.

By God, thiswill work.

* % %

Once the room was empty except for the five key people—six, counting the infant—Ousanas smiled
ruefully.

"l will admit—again—that you are agenius, Antonina. Thiswill work, | think. But . . ."
Helooked at Rukaiya. She, back at him. There was sadnessin both faces.
"I am not reedy for this. Not yet. Neither isshe”

There were definitely tearsin Rukalyas eyes, now. She shook her head. "No, | annot. | have. .. no
objection, as| said. Sooner or later, | would have had to marry again, and | can think of no onel'd
prefer. But Eonisdtill too close”

Ezanacleared histhroat. "Yes. Of course. But | think he would be pleased, Rukaiya. And | knew
him aswdl asany man."

She amiled, dightly. "Oh, yes. His ghost will be pleased—but not yet.”

"It doesn't matter," Antoninasaid firmly. "We need to hold the wedding soon, but there is no reason
you need to consummeate the marriage immediatdy. In fact—"

Garmat picked up the cue, ssamlesdy. "It would be abad ideg," he said firmly. "We will need



children from thisunion—many children, to be blunt, to give Wahs ahost of haf-brothers and sstersto
help him rule, since he will have no full ones. But we don't need them right now. No one will even start
thinking about opposition for at least two years.”

"Morelikely five—or ten,” Ezanagrunted. The smile that followed was avery cold sort of thing. "'l
can guarantee that much.”

Garmat nodded. "Actualy, the danger would be for you to have a child too soon. Enough time must
elapsefor it to have been impossible for Eon to have been the father. Impossible. That meanswaiting a
least ayear after hisdeath last summer.”

Therdief on the faces of both Rukaiya and Ousanas was amost comical.

"Of course," Ousanas said. "Stupid of me not to have seen it ingtantly. Or ese—three generations
from now—some over-ambitious and smdl-brained great-grandson of mine might start claiming he was
actudly the great-grandson of Eon.”

Smiling very gently now, he stepped forward and placed his hand on the baby's head. "In my
safe-keeping, aso."

He straightened. "We should do more, | think. Make it impossible the other way, dso. Anddo soin
away that ispublicly obvious, even to bedouin.”

Clearly enough, his brain was back to working aswell asaways.

"Yes" shesad firmly. Thiswas something that Antoninaand Garmat had aready decided upon.
"Thereisno need for meto remain here, and | would very much like to see my husband again. Ousanas
should go with meto India, leading whatever military force Axum can add to thewar."

She gave aquick glance at Ezana. "Except the three roya regiments, of course.”

"WEell leave two regimentsin Arabiadso," said Garmat. "That will be enough. The Arabswill have
no problem with Antoninas decrees on the succession.”

"That will be enough," Ezana agreed. "The kingdom will be stable, and Ousanas can squeeze
whatever advantage he can get for Axum from our degpened participation in the war. By thetime he gets
back, at least ayear will have elapsed from Eon's desth.”

"Rukalya?' Antoninaasked.

"Yes. | agree” Shedso amiled gently. "And | will be ready, by then, for another husband.”

"Done!" Ezanaboomed. He did, however—just bardl y—manage to restrain himsdlf from damming
the ferrule on the stones.

Ousanas scowled. "And, now—for the details! WEIl have a least aweek to squabble—more likely,
two—before a suitable wedding can be organized. The first thing | want clearly established isthat the
roya regiments—not the otherwise-soon-to-be-impoverished mendicant family of the downtrodden
angabo—have to pay for dl the damage done to the floors by heavy-handed commanders.”

"Ridiculous!" boomed Ezana. "' The maintenance of the palace should clearly be paid for out of the
angabo's coffers.”

The spearbutt dammed the floor.



Chapter 11

Chabahari, in the Straits of Hormuz

Chabahari seemed like anightmareto Anna. When shefirgt arrived in the town—city, now—she was
mainly struck by the chaosin the place. Not so long ago, Chabahari had been adeepy fishing village.
Sincethe great Roman-Persian expedition led by Belisariusto invade the Mawa homeland through the
Indus valey had begun, Chabahari had been transformed almost overnight into agreat military staging
depot. The origina fishing village was now buried somewhere within a sprawling and disorganized mass
of tents, pavilions, jury-rigged shacks—and, of course, the beginnings of the inevitable grandiose paaces
the Persansinsisted on putting anywhere that their grandees resided.

Her firgt day was spent entirdly in a search for the authoritiesin charge of the town. She had
promised Dryopus she would report to those authorities as soon as she arrived.

But the search wasfutile. Shefound the officid headquarters easily enough—one of the half-built
palaces being erected by the Persans. But the interior of the edifice was nothing but confusion, a mass of
workmen swarming dl over, being overseen by a handful of harassed-looking supervisors. Not an officia
was to be found anywhere, neither Persan nor Roman.

"Try the docks," suggested the one foreman who spoke Greek and was prepared to give her afew
minutes of histime. "The noble sirs complain about the noise here, and the smell everywheredse.”

Theamdl was atrocious. Except in theimmediate vicinity of the docks—which had their own
none-too-savory aroma—the entire city seemed to be immersed in amiasmamade up of the combined
stench of excrement, urine, sweat, food—half of it seemingly rotten—and, perhaps most of dl, blood and
corrupting flesh. In addition to being astaging areafor the invasion, Chabahari was also adepot where
badly injured soldiers were being evacuated back to their homelands.

Those of them who survive this horrid place, Annathought angrily, as she staked out of the
"headquarters.” Illus and Cottomenes trailed behind her. Once she passed through the aivan onto the
street beyond—insofar as the term "street” could be used at al for a smple space between buildings and
shacks, teeming with people—she spent amoment or so looking south toward the docks.

"What'sthe point?" asked Illus, echoing her thoughts. "We didn't find anyone there when we
disembarked." He cast aglance a the smal mound of Annasluggage piled up next to the building. The
wharf boyswhom Annahad hired to carry her belongings were lounging nearby, under Abdul's watchful
eye.

"Besdes" Illus continued, "it'll be dmost impossible to keep your stuff from being stolen, in that
madhouse down there."

Annasighed. Shelooked down at her long dress, grimacing ruefully. The lowest few inches of the
once-finefabric, aready ill-used by her journey from Congtantinople, was now completdly ruined. And
the rest of it waswell on its way—as much from her own swest as anything else. The €laborate garments
of aGreek noblewoman, designed for sdlonsin the Roman Empire's capita, weretorture in this climate.



A glimpse of passing color caught her eye. For amoment, she studied the figure of ayoung woman
moving down the street. Some sort of Indian girl, apparently. Since the war had erupted into the Indian
subcontinent, the inevitable human turbulence had thrown people of different landsinto the new cauldrons
of such cities as Chabahari. Mixing them up like grain caught in athresher. Anna had noticed severa
Indianseven in Charax.

Mainly, shejust envied the woman's clothing, which wasinfinitely better suited for the climate than
her own. By her senatoriad family standards, of course, it was shockingly immodest. But she spent afew
seconds just imagining what her bare midriff would fed like, if it didn't fed like amass of spongy,
swegty flesh.

[llus chuckled. "Y ou'd ped like agrape, girl. With your fair skin?*

Anna had long since stopped taking offense a her "servant's' familiarity with her. That, too, would
have outraged her family. But Annaherself took an odd little comfort in it. Much to her surprise, she had
discovered over the weeks of travel that shewas at ease in the company of Illus and his companions.

"Damn you, too," she muttered, not without some humor of her own. "1'd toughen up soon enough.
And | wouldn't mind shedding some skin, anyway. What I've got right now fedslikeit's gangrenous.”

It waslllus turn to grimace. "Don't even think it, girl. Until you've seen red gangrene. . ."

A dray walft of breeze from the northwest illustrated his point. That was the direction of the great
military "hospitd" that the Roman army had set up on the outskirts of the city. The smdl dmost made
Annagag.

The gag brought up areflex of anger, and, with it, asudden decision.

"Let'sgothere” shesad.

"Why?" demanded Illus.

Anna shrugged. "Maybe ther€lll be an officid there. If nothing ese, | need to find where the telegraph
officeislocated."

[llus face made his disagreement clear enough. Still—for dl that she dlowed familiarity, Annahad
also established over the past weeks that she was his madter.

"Let'sgo," sherepeated firmly. "If nothing ese, that's probably the only part of this city wherewed
find some empty lodgings.”

"True enough,” said lllus, sghing. "They'll be dying likeflies, over there." He hesitated, then began to
speak. But Annacut him off before he got out more than three words.

"I'm not insane, damn you. If theré's an epidemic, well leave. But | doubt it. Not in this climate, this
timeof year. Atleast . . . not if they've been following the sanitary regulations.”

[llus face creased in a puzzled frown. "What's that got to do with anything? What regulations?’

Annasnorted and began to walk off to the northwest. "Don't you read anything besides those
damned Dispatches?'

Cottomenes spoke up. "No one does," he said. Cheerfully, asusud. "No soldier, anyway. Y our
husband's got away with words, he does. Have you ever tried to read officid regulations?”

Those words, too, brought areflex of anger. But, as she forced her way through the mob toward the
military hospital, Annafound hersdf thinking about them. And eventualy cameto redize two things.

One. Although she was a voracious reader, she hadn't ever read any officia regulations. Not those
of thearmy, a any rate. But she suspected they were every hit asturgid asthe regulationsthat officidsin
Congtantinople spun out like spiders spinning webs.

Two. Caopodius did have away with words. On their way down the Euphrates—and then again, as
they sailed from Charax to Chabahari—the latest Dispatches and the newest chapters from his History
of Belisarius and the War had been available congtantly. Bdlisarius, Anna had noted, seemed to be as
adamant about strewing printing presses behind his army's passage as he was about arms depots.



The chapters of the History had been merely perused on occasion by her soldier companions. Anna
could appreciate the literary skill involved, but the constant dlusionsin those pages were meaninglessto
[llus and his brother, much lesstheilliterate Abdul. Y et they pored over each and every Dispatch, often
enough in the company of adozen other soldiers, one of them reading it doud, while the others listened
with rapt attention.

Asaways, her hushand's fame caused some part of Annato seethe with fury. But, thistime, sheaso
thought about it. And if, at the end, her thoughts caused her anger to swell, it was a much cleaner kind of
anger. Onewhich did not cail in her somach like aworm, but smply filled her with determination.

The hospital was even worse than sheldd imagined. But she did, not surprisingly, find an unused tent in
which she and her companions could make their quarters. And she did discover the location of the
telegraph office—which, asit happened, was situated right next to the sorawling grounds of the
"hospitd."

The second discovery, however, did her little good. The officid in charge, once she awakened him
from his afternoon nap, yawned and explained that the telegraph line from Barbaricum to Chabahari was
gl at least amonth away from completion.

"That'll mean afew weeks here," muttered Illus. "1t take at least that long for couriersto bring your
husband'sreply.”

Instead of the pure rage those words would have brought to her once, the Isaurian's sour remark
smply caused Annas angry determination to harden into something likeiron.

"Good," she pronounced. "WEell put thetimeto good use.”
"How?" he demanded.
"Give metonight to figureit out."

* * *

It didn't take her dl night. Just four hours. The first hour she spent sitting in her screened-off portion
of the tent, with her knees hugged closgly to her chest, listening to the moans and shrieks of the maimed
and dying soldierswho surrounded it. The remaining three, studying the books she had brought with
her—especidly her favorite, Irene Macrembolitissas Commentaries on the Talisman of God, which
had been published just afew months before Annas precipitous decision to leave Constantinople in
search of her husband.

Irene Macrembolitissawas Annas private idol. Not that the sheltered daughter of the Melisseni had
ever thought to emulate the woman's adventurous life, except intdlectualy. The admiration had Smply
been an emotiona thing, the heroine-worship of afrustrated girl for awoman who had done so many
things she could only dream about. But now, carefully studying those pagesin which Macrembolitissa
explained certain features of naturd philosophy as given to mankind through Belisarius by the Taisman of
God, she came to understand the hard practical core which lay beneath the greast woman's flowery prose
and ease with classcal and biblica dlusions. And, with that understanding, came ahardening of her own
soul.

Fate, againgt her will and her wishes, had condemned her to be awife. So beit. She would begin
with that practical core; with concrete truth, not abstraction. She would stedl the bitterness of a wifeinto
the driving will of the wife. The wife of Caopodiusthe Blind, Calopodius of the Saronites.

The next morning, very early, she presented her proposition.

"Do any of you have aproblem with working in trade?’

The three soldiers stared at her, stared at each other, broke into soft laughter.

"We're not senators, girl," chuckled Illus.

Annanodded. "Fine. Y ou'll have to work on speculation, though. I'll need the money | have left to
pay the others."

"Whet 'others?"



Annagmiled grimly. "I think you cdl it themuscle” "

Cottomenesfrowned. "I thought we were'themuscle” "

"Not any more," said Anna. "Y ou're promoted. All three of you are now officersin the hospital
svice"

"What 'hospitd service?!

Annaredlized she hadn't consdered the name of the thing. For amoment, the old anger flared. But
she suppressed it easily enough. Thiswas no timefor pettiness, after dl.

"WEell cal it Caopodius Wife's Service. How'sthat?"

The three soldiers shook their heads. Clearly enough, they had no understanding of what she was
talking about.

"Youll see" she predicted.

It didn't take them long. Illus glare was enough to cow the officid "commander” of the hospita, who
was as sorry-looking a specimen of "officer" as Annacould imagine. And if the man might have
wondered at the oddness of such glorious ranks being borne by such aslllus and histwo
companions—Abdul looked asfar removed from a tribune as could be imagined—he was wise enough
to keep his doubtsto himsdif.

The dozen or so soldierswhom Annarecruited into the Servicein the next hour—"the muscle'—had
no trouble at dl believing that Illus and Cottomenes and Abdul were, respectively, the chiliarch and two
tribunes of anew army "service" they'd never heard of. First, because they were dl veterans of the war
and could recognize others—and knew, as well, that Belisarius promoted with no regard for personal
origin. Second—more importantly—because they were wounded soldiers cast adrift in achaotic "military
hogpitd" in the middle of nowhere. Anna—Illlus, actudly, following her directions—sdlected only those
soldiers whose wounds were heding well. Men who could move around and exert themselves. Still, even
for such men, the progpect of regular pay meant amuch increased chance a survival.

Annawondered, abit, whether walking-wounded "muscl€" would serve the purpose. But her
reservations were settled within the next hour after four of the new "muscle,” at 11lus command, beet the
first surgeon into abloody pul p when the man responded to Anna's command to start boiling his
instruments with a sneer and a derogatory remark about meddling women.

By the end of thefirst day, eight other surgeons were sporting cuts and bruises. But, at least when it
cameto the medicd staff, there were no longer any doubts—none at dl, in point of fact—as to whether
this bizarre new "Caopodius Wife's Service' had any actua authority.

Two of the surgeons complained to the hospital's commandant, but that worthy chose to remain
indde his headquarters tent. That night, Illusand three of hisnew "muscle’ beet the two complaining
surgeonsinto adtill bloodier pulp, and dl complaints to the commandant ceased thereefter.

Complaints from the medical staff, at least. A body of perhaps twenty soldiers complained to the
hospital commandant the next day, hobbling to the HQ as best they could. But, again, the commandant
choseto remainingde; and, again, Illus—thistime using his entire corps of "muscle," which had now
swollen to thirty men—thrashed the complainers sensdess afterward.

Thereafter, whatever they might have muttered under their breath, none of the soldiersin the hospital
protested openly when they were instructed to dig redl latrines, away from the tents—and use them. Nor
did they complain when they were ordered to help completely immobilized soldiers use them aswell.

* * %

By the end of thefifth day, Annawas confident that her authority in the hospital waswell enough
established. She spent agoodly portion of those days daydreaming about the pleasures of wearing more
suitable gpparel, as she made her dow way through the ranks of wounded men in the swarm of tents. But
she knew full well that the swest that seemed to saturate her was one of the prices shewould haveto
pay. Lady Saronites, wife of Caopodiusthe Blind, daughter of theillustrious family of the Mdisseni, was



afigure of power and mgesty and authority—and had the noble gownsto proveit, even if they were
soiled and frayed. Y oung Anna, al of nineteen years old, wearing asari, would have had none at dl.

By the sixth day, as she had feared, what was | €ft of the money she had brought with her from
Congtantinople was dmost gone. So, gathering her now-filthy robesin two small but determined hands,
she marched her way back into the city of Chabahari. By now, at least, she had learned the name of the
city'scommander.

It took her half the day to find the man, in the taberna where he was reputed to spend most of his
time. By thetime she did, as she had been told, he was aready half-drunk.

"Garrison troops," muttered Illus as they entered the tent that served the city's officersfor their
entertainment. The tent wasfilthy, aswell as crowded with officers and their whores.

Annafound the commandant of the garrison in acorner, with ayoung half-naked girl perched on his
lap. After taking haf the day to find the man, it only took her afew minutesto reason with him and obtain
the money she needed to keep the Servicein operation.

Mogt of those few minutes were spent explaining, in considerable detail, exactly what she needed.
Mogt of that, in specifying tools and artifacts—more shovels to dig more latrines; pots for boiling
water; more fabric for making more tents, because the ones they had were too crowded. And o
forth.

She spent abit of time, at the end, specifying the sums of money she would need.

"Twenty solidi—aday." She nodded a an €l derly wounded soldier whom she had brought with her
aong with lllus. "That's Zeno. He's literate. He's the Service's accountant in Chabahari. Y ou can make dl
the arrangementsthrough him."

The garrison's commandant then spent a minute explaining to Anna, aso in considerable
detail—mostly anatomical—what she could do with the tools, artifacts and money she needed.

Illus face was very strained, by the end. Half with fury, haf with apprehens on—this man was no
petty officer to be pounded with fists. But Anna herself sat through the garrison commander's tirade quite
camly. When he was done, she did not need more than afew seconds to reason with him further and
bring him to seethe error of his postion.

"My husband is Calopodiusthe Blind. | will tell him what you have said to me, and he will place the
wordsin hisnext Dispatch. Youwill bealucky manif dl that happensto you isthat Genera Belisarius
has you executed.”

She left the tent without waiting to hear hisresponse. By the time she reached the tent's entrance, the
garrison commander's face was much whiter than the tent fabric and he was gasping for breeth.

The next morning, achest containing ahundred solidi was brought to the hospital and placed in
Zeno'scare. The day after that, the firgt of the tools and artifacts began arriving.

Four weeks later, when Calopodius note finaly arrived, the mortdity rate in the hospital wasless
than half what it had been when Annaarrived. Shewas amost sorry to leave.

In truth, she might not have left at dl, except by then she was confident that Zeno was quite capable
of managing the entire service aswell asitsfinances.

"Don't stedl anything,” she warned him, as she prepared to leave.
Zeno'sface quirked with arueful smile. "1 wouldn't dare risk the Wife's anger.”

Shelaughed, then; and found herself wondering through al the days of their dow oar-driven trave to
Barbaricum why those words had brought her no anger at dl.

And, each night, she took out Calopodius letter and wondered at it aso. Annahad lived with anger
and bitterness for so long—"s0 long," at least, to a nineteen-year-old girl—that she was confused by its
absence. She was even more confused by the little glow of warmth which the last wordsin the letter gave
her, each time she read them.



"Y ou're astrange woman," Illustold her, asthe great battlements and cannons of Barbaricum loomed
on the horizon.

Therewas no way to explain. "Yes," wasdl shesad.

* * %

Thefirgt thing she did upon arriving a Barbaricum was march into the telegraph office. If the officers
in command thought there was anything peculiar about a young Greek noblewoman dressed in the finest
and filthiest garments they had ever seen, they kept it to themsdlves. Perhaps rumors of "the Wife' had
preceded her.

"Send atdegram immediately,”" she commanded. "To my husband, Caopodiusthe Blind."

They hastened to comply. The message was brief:

Address medica care and sanitation in next dispatch STOP Firmly STOP

Thelron Triangle

When Cdopodius received the telegram—and he received it immediately, because his post wasin
the Iron Triangle's command and communication center—the first words he said as soon as the telegraph
operator finished reading it to him were:

"God, I'manidiot!"

Bdisarius had heard the telegram & so. In fact, dl the officersin the command center had heard,
because they had been waiting with an ear cocked. By now, the peculiar journey of Calopodius wife
was a source of feverish gossip in the ranks of the entire army fighting off the Mawa siege in the Punjab.
What the hell isthat girl doing, anyway? being only the most polite of the speculations.

The generd sighed and rolled his eyes. Then, closed them. It was obvious to everyone that he was
reviewing dl of Caopodius now-famous Dispatches inhismind.

"We're both idiots," he muttered. "We've maintained proper medica and sanitation procedures here,
sureenough. But . . "

Hiswordstrailed off. His second-in-command, Maurice, filled in the rest.

"She must have passed through haf the invasion staging posts dong the way. Garrison troops,
garrison officers—with the local butchers asthe so-called 'surgeons.’ God help us, | don't even want to
think .. ."

"I'll writeitimmediately,” said Caopodius.

Bdisarius nodded. "Do s0. And I'll give you some choice wordsto include.” He cocked his head a
Maurice, smiling crookedly. "What do you think? Should we resurrect crucifixion as a punishment?'

Maurice shook hishead. "Don't be so damned flamboyant. Make the punishment fit the crime.
Surgeonswho do not boil their instrumentswill be boiled dive. Officerswho do not seeto it that proper
latrines are maintained will be buried divein them. That sort of thing."

Calopodius was dready seated at the desk where he dictated his Dispatches and the chapters of
the History. So was his scribe, pen in hand.

"I'll add afew nicelittle flourishes," hisyoung voice said confidently. "This strikes me asagood place
for grammar and rhetoric.”



Chapter 12

The Thar Desert
Near thelron Triangle

Three days |ater, at sunrise, Bdisarius and asmdl escort rode into the Thar Desert. "The Great
Indian Desert," asit was dso sometimes cdled.

They didn't go far. No farther than they'd been able to travel in the three days since they'd lft the
Triangle. Partly, that was because Belisarius bodyguards were by now pestering him amost constantly
regarding his security. They hadn't been happy at al when held informed them he planned to leave the
Triangle on aweek-long scouting expedition of his own. The bodyguards had the not-unreasonable
attitude that scouting expeditions should be done by scouts, not commanders-in-chief.

Bdisarius didn't disagree with them, asamatter of generd principle. Nor was this expedition one of
the periodically caculated risks he took, proving to his men that he was willing to share their dangers and
hardships. It was, in fact, purely and Smply a scouting expedition—and not onein which he expected to
encounter any enemies.

Why would he, &fter all? The Thar was enemy enough, to any human. With the exception of some
small nomadic tribes, no one ventured into it willingly. Therewas no logica reason for the Mawato be
sending patrolsinto itsinterior. In any event, Belisarius had been careful to enter the desert much farther
south than the most advanced Mawa contingents.

Aide wasn't any happier at the Stuation than the bodyguards were.

Thisispurey supid. Why areyou bothering, anyway? Y ou already crossed the Thar, once
before, when you werefleeing India. And don't try to deny it! | wasthere, remember?

Bdisariusignored him, for amoment. His eyes continued to range the landscape, absorbing it as best
he could.

True, he had crossed this desart once—al beit a considerable distance to the south. Still, what he
could see here was not redlly any different from what hed seen years earlier. The Thar desert, like most
desarts, is much of asameness.

Yes, | remember—but my memories were those of the man who crossed this desert then. One
man, alone, on a camel rather than a horse, and with plenty of water and supplies. | needed to see
it again, to really bring back dl the memories.

| could have donethat for you, Aide pointed out peevishly. One of the crysta's seemingly-magical
powerswas an ahility to bring back any of Belisarius memories—while Aide had been with him, a
least—asvividly asif they'd just happened.

Bdisarius shook hisheaed dightly. It's still not the same. | need to feel the heat again, on my own
skin. Gaugeit, just as | gauge the dryness and the barrenness.

He gave Abbu, riding just behind him to hisleft, alittle jerk of the head to summon him forward.



"What do you think?" he asked the leader of his Arab scouts.
Abbu's grizzle-bearded countenance glared at the desert. "It is nothing, next to the Empty Quarter!”

Bedouin honor having been satisfied, he shrugged. "Still, itisareal desert. No oases, even, from
whét I've been told.”

He sright, Aidechimedin. Therearen't any. Thedesert isn't asbad asit will become a
millennia and a half from now, when thefirst real recordswere maintained. The Thar isafairly
recent desert. Still, asthe old bandit says, it isindeed areal desert. And no artesian wells,
either.

Bdisarius mused on the problem, for aminute or o.
Could we dig our own wells, then?

| could find the spotsfor you. Very likely ones, at least. Therecordsaregood, and the
aquiferswould not have changed much. But thereareno guarantees, and . . . In adesert this
bad, if even one of my estimates proveswrong, it could be disastrous.

Beisarius was consderably more sanguine than Aide, on that score. He had found many timesthat
Aide's superhuman intellect, while it often floundered with mattersinvolving human emations, rardly falled
when it cameto a straightforward task of deduction based on amass of empirical data.

Still, he saw no reason to take unnecessary chances.

"Abbu, if I send you and some of your men through this desert—a dozen or two, whatever you
wish—aong with achart indicating the likely spotsto dig wells, could you find them?”

Abbu's expression was sour. "1 don't read charts easily,” he grumbled. "Detest the newfangled
things"

Belisarius suppressed asmile. What Abbu said was true enough—the part about detesting the things,
at any rate—but the scout leader was perfectly capable of reading them well enough. Even if he werent,
he had several young Arabs who could read and interpret maps and charts as easily as any Greek. What
was redly involved here was more the naturd didike of an old bedouin at the prospect of digging a
number of wellsin adesert.

You'd bean idiot totrust him to do it properly, anyway. If you want good wells made—ones
that you can depend on, weeks or monthslater—you'd do better to use Greeks.

Teaching your grandfather to suck eggs again? | just want Abbu to find the spots. I'll send
some of my bucellarii with himto do the work. Thracians will be even better than Greeks.

After he explained the plan to Abbu, the scout leader was mollified. "Easy, then," he announced.
"Take usthree weeks."

"Nolonger?'
Abbu squinted at the desert. "Maybe amonth. The Thar is three hundred miles across, you say?'

Not really, Aidechimedin. Not today, before the wor st of the desiccation has happened. Say,
two hundred milesof real desert, with a fifty-milefringe. We're still in thefringe here, really.

"Figure two hundred miles of real desert, Abbu, with another fifty on either Sdelikethisterrain.”
The old Arab ran fingers through his beard. "And you want us to use horses. Not camels?!
Belisarius nodded.

"Then, as| say, three, maybe four weeks. Coming back will be quick, with the wells aready dug.”
Abbu cocked hishead alittle, looking at Belisarius through narrowed eyes.

"Wheat rashness are you contemplating, Generd ?"

Bédisarius pointed with his chin toward the east. "When the time comes—if the time comes—I may
want to lead an expedition across that desert. To Ajmer.”

"Ajmer?" The Arab chief'seyesadmost literaly bulged. ™Y ou are mad! Ajmer isthe main city of the



Rajputs. It would take you ten thousand men—maybe fifteen—to seize the city. Then, you would be
lucky to hold it against the counterattack.”

He stretched out his hand and flipped it, s multaneoudy indicating the desert with the gesture and
dismissing everything dse. Y ou cannot—can not, General, not even you—get more than a thousand
men acrossthat desert. Not even with wells dug. Not even in thisfine rabi season—and welll soon bein
the heat of garam. With camels, maybe two thousand. But with horses? A thousand at most!"

"l waan't actudly planning to take athousand," Belisarius said mildly. "I think five hundred of my
bucdlarii will suffice. With an additiond two hundred of your scouts, as outriders.”

"Agang Rajputs?' Fiercely, Abbu shook hishead. "Not achance, Generd. Not with only five
hundred of your best Thracians. Not even with splendid Arab scouts. We would not get within sight of
Ajmer before we were overrun. Not al the Rgjputs are in the Deccan with Damodara, you know. Many
arenot."

Bdisarius nodded placidly. "A great many, according to my spies. I'm counting on that, in fact. | need
at least fifteen thousand Rgjputsto bein or around Ajmer when we arrive. Twenty would be better.”

Abbu rolled hiseyes. "What lunacy isthis? Y ou are expecting the Rgjputs to become changed men?
Lambs, where once they werelions?"

Belisarius chuckled. "Oh, not that, certainly. I'd have no use for Rgjput lambs. But . . . yes, Abbu. If |
do this—which | may wdl not, since right now it's only a possibility—then | expect the Rgputsto have

Hereined hishorse around. "More than that, | will not say. Thisisal speculation, in any event. Let's
get back tothe Triangle."

* * %

When they returned to the Triangle, Belisarius gave three orders.

The first summoned Ashot from the Sukkur gorge. He was no longer needed there, in command of
the Roman forces, now that the Persians had established firm control over the area.

"I'll want him in charge of the bucedllarii, of course" hetold Maurice, "snceyoull haveto reman
behind."

The bucdlarii were Belisarius picked force of Thracian cataphracts, armored heavy cavarymen. A
private army, in essence, that held maintained for years. A large one, too, numbering by now seven
thousand men. He could afford it, since theimmense loot from the past years of successful
campaigns—fird, againg the Persans; and then, in dliance with them againgt the Mawa—had made
Bdisariusthe richest person in the Roman Empire except for Justinian and Theodora.

Maurice had been the leader of those bucdllarii sncethey werefirst formed, over ten years earlier.
But, today, he was essentialy the second-in-command of the entire Roman army in the Punjab.

Maurice grunted. "Ashot'll dofine. | fill say it'sacrazy idea."

"It may never happen, anyway," Bdlisarius pointed out. "It's something of along shot, depending on
severd factors over which we have no control at all.”

Maurice scowled. "So what?'Long shot' and 'no control’ are the two phrases that best describe this
war to begin with."

Rightly said! chimedin Aide.

Bedlisarius gave the crystd the menta equivaent of avery cross-eyed look. If | recall correctly, you
wer e the one who started the war in the first place.

Oh, nonsense! | just pointed out theinevitable.

* % %

The second order, which heissued immediately theresfter, summoned Agathius from Mesopotamia.
"We don't need him there ether, any more," he explained to Maurice.



"No, we don't. Although | hate to think of what chaos those damn Persianswill crestein our logistics
without Agathiusto crack the whip over them. Still .. "

The chiliarch ran fingers through his grizzled beard. "We could use him here, better. If you go haring
off on this preposterous mad dash of yours, I'll have to command the troops here. Bloody fighting, that'll
be, al acrossthefront."

"Bloodier than anything you've ever seen,” Bdisarius agreed. "Or |'ve ever seen—or anyone's ever
seen. The two greatest armies ever assembled in history hammering at each other across not more than
twenty miles of front. And the Mawa will hammer, Maurice. Y ou can be surethat Link will give that
order before the monster departs. Whatever ese, it will want this Roman army kept in its cage, and not
ableto come after it."

Maurice's grunted chuckle even had a bit of real humor. Not much, of course. "But no fancy
maneuvers required. Nothing that really needs the crooked brain of Bdisarius. Just stout, S mple-minded
Maurice of Thrace, like the centurion of the Bible. Saying to one, come, and he cometh. Saying to
another, go, and he goeth.”

Bdisarius amiled, but said nothing.

Maurice grunted again, seeing the amile. "Wdll, | can do that, certainly. And | agreethat it would help
alot to have Agathius here. He can manage everything ese while | command on the front lines.”

* k%

Thethird order he gave to Ashot, afew days|ater, as soon as he arrived.

Morein the way of aset of orders, actually. Which of them Ashot chose to follow would depend on
... thisand that.

"Marveous" said Ashat, after Belisarius finished. The stubby Armenian cataphract exchanged a
familiar look with Maurice. The one that trandated more-or-lessas: what sins did we commit to be
given such a young lunatic for a commander?

But he verbalized none of it. Even the exchange of looks was morein theway of afamiliar habit than
anything redlly heartfelt. It was not asif he and Maurice weren't accustomed to the experience, by now.

"I don't much doubt Kungaswill agree," he said. "So | should be back within amonth.”
Belisarius cocked an eyebrow. "That soon?"
"There are advantages to working as closely as| have with Persians, Generd. | know at least two

dehgansin Sukkur who are familiar with theterrain I'll have to pass through to reach Kungas. They'll
guide me, readily enough.”
"All right. How many men do you want?'
"Not more than thirty. We shouldn't encounter any Mawa, the route I'll be taking. Thirty will be
enough to scare off any bandits. Any more would just dow us down."
* * %
Ashot and hislittle troop | eft the next morning. Theregfter, Belisarius went back to the routine of the
sege
"I hate Seges," he commented to Caopodius. "But | will say they don't require much in the way of
thought, once everything's settled down.”
"Meaning no offense, Generd, but if you think you hate Seges, | invite you to try writing ahistory
about one. Grammar and rhetoric can only do so much.”
* k%
Antonina stared down &t the message in her hand. She was trying to remember if, & any timein her
life, sheld ever fet such conflicting emotions.

"That isthe oddest expression | can ever remember seeing on your face,” Ousanas mused. "Although
it doesremind me, abit, of the expression | once saw on the face of ayoung Greek noblemanin



Alexandria"

Stling for timewhile shetried to sort out her fedings, Antoninamuttered: "When did you ever know
any Greek noblemen in Alexandria?

Glancing up, she saw Ousanas was amiling, that serenelittle smile that was dwaysalittle
disconcerting on hisface.

"I haveled avaried life, you know. | wasn't dways shackled to thiswretched little African backwater
in the mountains. On that occasion—there were several—the youth fancied himsdlf a philosopher. |
showed him otherwise."

Lounging on anearby chair in Antoninas salon, Ezana grunted. Hed taken no offense, of course, a
Ousanas wisecrack about Axum. Partly, because he was used to it; partly, because he knew from
experience that the only way to deal with Ousanas wisecracks wasto ignore them.

"And that iswhat caused a peculiar expresson on hisface?' he asked skepticaly. "I would have
thought one of your devastating logical ripostes—for which the world has seen no equa since
Socrates—would have smply left him aghast a hisignorance.”

Ezanawas no douch himsdlf, when it came to wisecracks—or turning a properly florid phrase, for
that matter. Ousanas flashed aquick grin in recognition, and then shrugged.

"Alas, no. My rebuttal went so far over his head that the callow stripling had noideaat dl that I'd
disemboweled him, intellectualy speaking. No, the peculiar expression came not five minutes later, when
acourier arrived bearing the news that the lad's father had died in Congtantinople. And that he had
inherited one of the largest fortunesin the empire.”

He pointed afinger a Antoninasface. " That expresson.”

She didn't know whether to laugh or scowl. In the end, she managed to do both.

"It'saletter from Theodora. Sent by telegraph to Alexandria, relayed to Myos Hormos, and then
brought by adispatch vessdl the rest of theway." Shehed it up. "My son—hiswife Tahmina, too—is
coming on atour of our dlies. Starting herein Axum, of course. HEll go with usto India."

"Ah." Ousanas nodded. "All isexplained. Y our ddlight at the unexpected prospect of seeing your son
again, much sooner than you expected. Y our chagrin at having to delay your much-anticipated reunion
with your husband. The maternd ingtinct of aproper Egyptian woman clashing with the salacious habits
of aGreek harlot.”

He and Ezana exchanged stern glances.
"Y ou should wait for your son," Ezana pronounced. "Even if you are a Greek harlot.”

Antonina gave them the benefit of her sweetest smile. "'l would remind both of you that Greek women
are also the world's best and most experienced poisoners. And you do not use food-tastersin Ethiopia.”

"She hasapoint,” Ousanas averred.
Ezana grunted again. " She should till wait for her son. Eveniif sheis—"
"Of course I'm going to wait for my son, you—you—fucking idiots!"

* * %

The next day, though, it was her turn to start needling Ousanas.

"What?If it'sthat hard for you, why don't you leave now? There's no reason you haveto wait here
until Photius arrives. Y ou can surely find some way to pass the time in Barbaricum—or Chabahari, most
like—as accustomed as you are to the humdrum lifein this African backwater."

Ousanas scowled at her. For one of the rare times since shed met him, years earlier, the Bantu
once-hunter had no easy quip to make in response.

"Damnation, Antoning, itis difficult. It never was, before, because. . ."

"Yes, | know. The mind—even yours, o great philosopher—makes different categoriesfor different
things. It's convenient, that way, and avoids problems.”



Ousanasran fingersover hisscalp. "Yes" hesaid curtly. "Even mine. And now . . ."

His eyes started to drift toward the window they were standing near. Then, he looked away.

Antoninaleaned over and glanced down into the courtyard below, one of severd in the Taakha
Maryam. Rukailyawas dill there, Sitting on abench and holding her baby.

"Sheisvery beautiful," Antoninasaid softly.

Ousanaswas il looking aside. "Beauty | could ignore, readily enough. | am no peasant boy." For an

ingtant, the familiar smile gleamed. "No longer, at least. | can remember atime when the mere sight of her
would have pardyzed me."

He shrugged, uncomfortably. "Much harder to ignore the wit and the intelligence, coupled to the
beauty. The damn girl iseven well educated, for her age. Give her tenyears. . "

Antoninaeyed him. "1 did choose her for aking'swife, you know. And not just any king, but Eon.
And | chosevery wdll, | think."

"Y es, you did. Eon was besotted with her. | never had any trouble understanding why—but it never
affected methen, ether.”

"The wedding will be tomorrow, Ousanas. Leave the next day, if you will."

"l can't, Antonina. First, because it would look odd, since everyone now knowsthat you are waiting
for Photius. People would assumeit was because | was displeased with the girl, instead of . . . ah, the
exact opposite.”

He brought his eyes back to ook at her. "The bigger problem, however, is Koutina. Which we must
now discuss. Before | do anything else, | must resolve that issue. People are dready jabbering about it."
Antoninawinced. As pleased as she was, overdl, with her settlement of the Axumite successon
problem, it was not a perfect world and her solution had shared in that imperfection. Most of the

problems she could ignore, at least persondly, snce they mainly involved the grievances and
disgruntlements of people she thought weretoo full of themselves anyway.

But Koutina. ..

"I don't know what to do about her," she admitted sadly.

The girl had been the mogt faithful and capable servant Antoninahad ever had. And she'd now repaid
her by separating her from Ousanas, with whom shed devel oped arel ationship that went considerably
beyond a casud sexud liaison.

"Neither do|," said Ousanas. Histone was, if anything, till sadder. "She's dways known, of course,
that as the agabe tsentsen I'd eventually have to make a marriage of state. But—"

He shrugged again. "The position of concubine was acceptable to her.”

"It'snot possible, now. Y ou know that."

"Yes. Of course." After amoment's hesitation, Ousanas stepped to the window and looked down.

"' She gpproached me about it two days ago, you know," he murmured.

"Rukaya?'

"Y es. Shetold me she understood my existing attachment to K outina and would have no objection if
| kept her asaconcubine.” He smiled, turned away from the window, and held up astiff finger. " 'Only
one, though!" she said. 'Koutinais different. Any othersand | will have you poisoned. Not the
concubine—you!" "

Antoninachuckled. "That . . . isvery much like Rukaiya.

Which, it was, athough Antoninawas skeptical that Rukaiyawould actualy be able to handlethe
Stuation that easily. Granted, the girl was Arab and thus no stranger to the ingtitution of concubinage.
Even her recent conversion to Christianity would not have made much difference, if any. Concubinage
might be frowned upon by the church, but it was common enough practice among weathy Christians
aso—including plenty of bishops.



Still, she'd been a queen for some time now—and Eon's queen, to boot. There had never been any
hint of interest in concubines on Eon's part. Of course, with awife like Rukaya, that was hardly
surprising. Not only was she quite possibly the most beautiful woman in the Axumite empire, she had wit
and brains and a charming persondity to go withit.

But it didn't matter, anyway. "Ousanas—"

"Yes, yes, | know." Hewaved his hand. " Absolutely impossible, given the nature of my new position
asthe angabo. The situation will betricky enough asit is, making sure that the children Rukaiyawill bear
me have the proper relationship with Wahg. Throw into that delicate balance yet another batch of
childrenwith Koutina. . ."

He shook hishead. "It would be madness. She's not barren, either.”

Koutinas one pregnancy had ended in amiscarriage. That was not particularly unusua, of course.
Most likely, Koutinas next pregnancy would produce a child.

Suddenly, Ousanas shook hishead again, but thistime with rueful amusement. "Hal It's probably a
good thing Rukaya is so comely and enjoyable to be around. I'm afraid therell be no more sexud
adventures on the part of the mighty Ousanas. As agabe tsentsen, | could do most anything in that regard
and only produce chuckles. Asangabo, | will haveto be like the Caesar's wife you Romans brag
about—even if, mind you, | can't see where you've often lived up to it.”

Antoninagrinned. "Theodora does. Which, given her history, may seem ironic to some people. On
the other hand, the one advantage to being an ex-whore—take it from me—isthat you're not subject to
the notion some women have that the man in some other woman's bed is much more interesting than the
oneinyour own." She stuck out her tongue. " Bleah."

"l canimagine. However . . ."

"Yes, | know. We are no closer to asolution. And the problem is as bad as it could be, because
Koutinaisnot only losing you, sheslosing me. | can't very well keep her on as my servant when you will
be accompanying me on the sametrip with . . ."

Her voicetrailed off. Looking suddenly at Ousanas, she saw that his eyes had that dightly unfocused
look she suspected werein her own.

"Photius would haveto agree, of course," Ousanas mused. "Tahmina, rather."

Antoninatried to poke at the idea, to find any weak spots. "It still leaves the problem that Koutina
will bewith us. People might think—"

"Pah!" Ousanas sneer, when hethrew himsdlf into it, could be as magnificent ashisgrin. "What
'people? The only 'people—per son—who matters hereis Rukaiya And she will believe me—shell
certainly believe you—when we explainit to her. For therest . . ."

He shrugged. "Who careswhat gossip circulates, aslong as Rukaiya doesn't pay attention to it?
Gosspiseasy to ded with. Ignoreit unlessit getstoo obtrusive, at which point you inform Ezanathat
Loudmouths Alpha, Betaand Gamma have become a nuisance. Shortly theresfter, Loudmouths Alpha,
Betaand Gammawill either cease being anuisance or will cease dtogether.”

The grin came. "Such ahandy fellow to have around, even if he lacks the proper gppreciation of my
philosophical taents.”

The more Antonina considered the idea, the more sheliked it. "Y es. Eventudly, thetripisover. So
long asthere are no Ousanas bastards inconveniently lounging about"—here she gave him apointed
look—"there's no problem. Koutina goes to Congtantinople as one of Tahminas maidservants, and . . ."

Her face cleared. "Shélll do quite wdll. Y ou've dready started her education. If she continues
it—she'svery pretty, and very capable—shéll eventually wind up in agood marriage. A senatorid family
isnot out of the question, if she has Tahminasfavor. Which, | have no doubt she will."

For amoment, she and Ousanas regarded each other with that special satisfaction that belongsto
conspirators having reached a particularly pleasing conspiracy.



Then, Ousanasfrowned. "I remind you. Photius will haveto agree.”

Antonina's expression became—she hoped, anyway—suitably outraged. " Of course, hewill! He's
my son, youidiot!"

* * %

When Photius arrived, two weeks | ater, he didn't actually have an opinion, one way or the other.

"Whatever you want, Mother," in the resigned but dutiful tones of an €l even-year-old.

Antoninas older daughter-in-law, on the other hand, proved far more perceptive.

"What amarvelousidea, Mother! And do you think shed be willing to carry around a cuirassfor me,
t00?" The sixteen-year-old gave her husband avery credible eyelash-batting. "1 think 1'd look good in a
cuirass, Photius, don't you?”

Photius choked. "Not in bed!" he protested. "I'd break my hands, trying to give you backrubs.”

Chapter 13

Barbaricum, on the Indian coast

Annaand her companions spent their first night in India crowded into the corner of atavern packed
full with Roman soldiersand dl the other typica denizens of agreat port city—longshoremen, sailors,
petty merchants and their womenfolk, pimps and prostitutes, gamblers, and the usual sprinkling of thieves
and other criminds.

Likeamost al the buildingsin Barbaricum, the tavern was amudbrick edifice that had been badly
burned in the great firesthat swept the city during the Roman conquest. The arson had not been
committed by Belisarius men, but by the fanatic Mahaveda priests who led the Mawa defenders.
Despite the till obvious reminders of that destruction, the tavern wasin use for the smple reason that,
unlike so many buildingsin the city, thewalswere ill standing and there was even afunctiond roof.

When they firgt entered, Annaand her party had been assessed by the mob of people packed in the
tavern. The assessment had not been as quick as the one which that experienced crowd would have
normally made. Annaand her party were. . . odd.

The hesitation worked entirely to her advantage, however. The tough-looking I saurian brothers and
Abdul were enough to give would-be cutpurses pause, and in the little space and time cleared for them,
the magical rumor had time to begin and spread throughout the tavern. Watching it Spread—so obvious,
from the curious stares and glances sent her way—Annawas smultaneoudy appaled, amused, angry,
and thankful.

It's her. Calopodius the Blind's wife. Got to be.

"Who gtarted this damned rumor, anyway?" she asked peevishly, after Illus cleared areasonably
clean spot for her inacorner and shewasfindly ableto sit down. She leaned againgt the shelter of the
wallswith relief. She was well-nigh exhausted.

Abdul grunted with amusement. The Arab was frequently amused, Annanoted with exasperation.



But it was an old and well-worn exasperation, by now, amost pleasant in its predictability.

Cottomenes, whose amusement at life's quirks was not much less than Abdul’s, chuckled hisown
agreement. "Y ou're hot news, Lady Saronites. Everybody on the docks was talking about it, too. And
the soldiers outside the telegraph office." Cottomenes, unlike his older brother, never allowed himsdf the
familiarity of calling her "girl." In al other respects, however, he showed her alack of fawning respect that
would have outraged her family.

After the dockboys whom Anna had hired finished stacking her luggage next to her, they crowded
themselves againgt awadl nearby, ignoring the glares directed their way by the tavern's usua habitués.
Clearly enough, having found this source of incredible largesse, the dockboys had no intention of
relinquishing it.

Annashook her head. The vehement motion finished the last work of disarranging her long dark hair.
The elaborate coiffure under which she had departed Constantinople, so many weeks before, was now
entirdy athing of the past. Her hair was every hit astangled and filthy as her clothing. She wondered if
shewould ever fed clean again.

"Why?" she whispered.

Squatting next to her, lllus studied her for amoment. His eyes were knowing, asif the weeks of close
companionship and travel had finally enabled a half-barbarian mercenary soldier to understand the weird
torments of ayoung noblewoman's soul.

Which, indeed, perhapsthey had.

"You'redifferent, girl. What you do is different. Y ou have no idea how important that can be, to a
man who does nothing, day after day, but toil under asun. Or to awoman who does nothing, day after
day, but wash clothes and carry water."

She stared up a him. Seeing the warmth lurking somewhere degp in lllus eyes, in that hard tight face,
Annawas stunned to redlize how great a place the man had carved for himsalf in her heart. Friendship
was asiranger to Annaof the Melisseni.

"And what isan angdl, inthe end,” said the Isaurian softly, "but something different?”

Annastared down at her grimy garments, noting al the little teers and fraysin the fabric.

"Inthis?"

The epiphany finaly cameto her, then. And she wondered, in the hour or so that she spent leaning
againg the wdls of the noisy tavern before shefindly drifted into deep, whether Calopodius had also
known such an epiphany. Not on the day he choseto leave her behind, all her dreams crushed, in order
to gain hisown; but on the day hefirst awoke, a blind man, and redized that Sght isits own curse.

Andfor thefirg time since sheld heard Caopodius name, she no longer regretted the life that had
been denied to her. No longer thought with bitterness of the years she would never spend in the shelter of
the cloigter, alowing her mind to range through the world's accumul ated wisdom like a hawk finaly
soaring free.

When she awoke the next morning, the first thought that came to her was that she finaly understood
her own faith—and never had before, not truly. There was some regret in the thought, of course.
Undergtanding, for al except God, isadso limitation. But with that limitation came clarity and sharpness,
so different from the froth and fuzz of agirl'sfanciesand dreams.

Inthe gray light of an dien land's morning, filtering into atavern more noisome than any shewould
ever haveimagined, Annastudied her soiled and ragged clothing. Seeing, thistime, not filth and ruin but
samply the carpet of her life opening up before her. A life she had thought closeted forever.

"Practicdity firgt," she announced firmly. "Itisnot asn.”

The wordswoke up Illus. He gazed at her through ditted, puzzled eyes.

"Get up," she commanded. "We need uniforms.”



A few minutes |ater, leading the way out the door with her three-soldier escort and five dock urchins
toting her luggage, Annaissued thefirgt of that day's rulings and commandments.

"It be expensive, but my husband will pay for it. HEsrich."
"He'snot here" grunted Illus.
"Hisnameis. Hes aso famous. Find me abanker.”

It took abit of time before she was able to make the concept of "banker” clear to Illus. Or, more
precisdly, differentiate it from the concepts of "pawnbroker,” "usurer” and "loan shark." But, eventualy,
he agreed to seek out and capture this mythologica creature—with as much confidence as hewould
have announced plansto trap agriffin or aminotaur.

"Never mind," grumbled Anna, seeing the nervousllittle way in which Illuswas fingering his sword.
"I'll doit mysdf. Where'sthe army headquartersin thiscity? They'll know what a'banker' is, be sure of
it"

That task was within Illus scheme of things. And since Barbaricum wasin the actua thegater of
Belisarius operations, the officersin command of the garrison were several cuts of competence above
those a Chabahari. By midmorning, Anna had been steered to the largest of the many new moneylenders
who had fixed themselves upon Belisarius army.

An Indian himsdlf, ironically enough, named Pulinda. Annawondered, as she negotiated the terms,
what secrets—and what dreams, redlized or stultified—Ilay behind the life of the smal and elderly man
sitting across from her. How had aman from the teeming Ganges valey eventually found himself, awash
with wedlth obtained in whatever mysterious manner, a paymeaster to the alien army which was
hammering at the gates of his own homeland?

Did he regret the life which had brought him to this place? Savor it?

Most likely both, she concluded. And was then amused, when she realized how astonished Pulinda
would have been had he redlized that the woman with whom he was quarreling over termswas actualy
awash in good fedling toward him.

Perhaps, in some unknown way, he sensed that warmth. In any event, the negotiations cameto an
end sooner than Annahad expected. They certainly left her with better terms than she had expected.

Or, perhaps, it was smply that magic name of Calopodius again, clearing the waters before her.
Pulinda's last wordsto her were: "Mention meto your husband, if you would."

By mid-afternoon, she had tracked down the tailor reputed to be the best in Barbaricum. By
sundown, she had completed her businesswith him. Mot of that time had been spent keeping the
dockboys from fidgeting as the tailor measured them.

"You dso!" Annacommanded, dapping the most obstreperous urchin on top of hishead. "In the
Sarvice, deanlinessis essentid.”

The next day, however, when they donned their new uniforms, the dockboys were almost beside
themsdveswith joy. The plain and utilitarian garments were, by agrest margin, the finest clothing they
had ever possessed.

The Isaurian brothers and Abdul were not quite as demonstrative. Not quite.
"Welook like princes," gurgled Cottomenes happily.

"And so you are," pronounced Anna. " The highest officers of the Wife's Service. A rank which will
someday"'—she spoke with a confidence far beyond her years—"be envied by princesthe world over."



Thelron Triangle

"Relax, Caopodius," said Menander cheerfully, giving the blind young officer afriendly pat on the
shoulder. "I'll seetoit she arrives safdly.”

"Shels dready left Barbaricum," muttered Calopodius. "Damnation, why didn't she wait?'

Despite his agitation, Caopodius couldn't help smiling when he heard the little round of laughter
which echoed around him. As usua, whenever the subject of Caopodius wife arose, every officer and
orderly in the command bunker had listened. In her own way, Annawas becoming as famous as anyone
inthe great Roman army fighting itsway into India.

Most hushands, to say the least, do not like to discover that their wives are the subject of endless
army gossip. But since, in this case, the cause of the gossip was not the usual sexua peccadilloes,
Caopodiuswas not certain how he fdt about it. Some part of him, ingrained with custom, gtill felt a
certain dull outrage. But, for the most part—perhaps oddly—his main reaction was one of quiet pride.

"| supposethat'saridiculous question,” he admitted ruefully. " She hasn't waited for anything el se.”

When Menander spoke again, the tonein hisvoice was much lessjovid. Asif he, too, shared in the
concern which—much to his surprise—Ca opodius had found engulfing him since he learned of Anna's
journey. Strange, redly, that he should care so much about the well-being of awife who waslittle but a
vagueimageto him.

But . . . Even before hisblinding, the world of literature had often seemed asred to Calopodiusas
any other. Since helogt hissight, it had become al the more so—despite the fact that he could no longer
read or write himsalf, but depended on othersto do it for him.

AnnaMdlisseni, the distant girl he had married and had known for ashort timein Constantinople,
meant practicaly nothing to him. But the Wife of Calopodius the Blind, the unknown woman who had
been advancing toward him for weeks now, she was adifferent thing atogether. Still mysterious, but not
astranger. How could she be, any longer?

Had he nat, after al, written about her often enough in his own Dispatches? In the third person, of
course, as he dways spoke of himsalf in hiswritings. No subjective mood was ever inserted into his
Digpatches, any more than into the chapters of hismassive History of the War. But, detached or not,
whenever he received news of Annaheincluded at least afew sentences detailing for the army her latest
adventures. Just as he did for those officers and men who had distinguished themselves. And he was no
longer surprised to discover that most of the army found a young wife's exploits more interesting than
their own.

She's different.

"Difference" however, was no shidd againg life's misfortunes—misfortunes which are multiplied
severd times over in the middle of awar zone. So, within seconds, Calopodius was back to fretting.

"Why didn't shewait, damnitdl?'

Again, Menander clapped his shoulder. "I'm leaving with the Victrix this afternoon, Calopodius.

Steaming with the riverflow, I'll bein Sukkur long before Anna gets there coming upstream in an oared
river craft. So I'll be her escort on the last leg of her journey, coming into the Punjab.”

"The Sind's not that safe,”" grumbled Caopodius, il fretting. The Sind wasthe lower haf of the
Indusriver valey, and while it had now been cleared of Mawa troops and was under the jurisdiction of
Rome's Persan dlies, the province was still greatly unsettled. "Dacoits everywhere."

"Dacoits aren't going to attack amilitary convoy," interrupted Belisarius. "I'll make sure she getsa
Persian escort of somekind asfar as Sukkur.”



One of the telegraphs in the command center began to chatter. When the message was read doud, a
short timelater, even Calopodius began to relax.

"Guess not," he mumbled—more than alittle abashed. "With that escort."”

Chapter 14

The Lower Indus
Spring, 534 AD

"l don't believe this" mumbled I1lus—more than alittle abashed. He glanced down at hisuniform. For
al thefinery of the fabric and the cut, the garment seemed utterly drab matched againgt the glittering
costumes which seemed to fill thewharf against which their river barge was just now being tied.

Standing next to him, Anna said nothing. Her face was tiff, showing none of the uneasiness she felt
hersdf. Her own costume was even more severe and plainly cut than those of her officers, eveniif the
fabricitsdf was expensive. And she found herself wishing desperately that her cosmetics had survived the
journey from Constantinople. For awoman of her class, being seen with aface unadorned by anything
except nature was well-nigh unthinkable. In any company, much less. ..

The tying-up was finished and the gangplank laid. Annawas able to guess a the identity of thefirst
man to stride acrossiit.

She was not even surprised. Anna had read everything ever written by Irene
Macrembolitissa—severa times over—including the last book the woman wrote just before she left for
the Hindu Kush on her great expedition of conquest. The Deeds of Khusrau, she thought, described the
man quite well. The Emperor of Perdawas not particularly large, but so full of life and energy that he
seemed like agiant as he strode toward her across the gangplank.

What am | doing here? shewondered. | never planned on such asthis!

"So! You arethe onel" were thefirst words he boomed. "To livein such days, when legends walk
among ud”

In the confused time that followed, as Annawas introduced to a not-so-little mob of Persan officers
and officids—mogt of them obvioudy struggling not to frown with disapproval at such adisreputable
woman—she pondered on those words.

They seemed meaninglessto her. Khusrau Anushirvan—"Khusrau of the Immortal Soul"—wasa
legend, not she.

So why had he said that?

By the end of that evening, after spending hours sitting stiffly inachair while Iran'sroydty and nobility
wined and dined her, she had mustered enough courage to lean over to the emperor—sitting next to
herl—and whisper the question into his ear.

Khusrau's response astonished her even more. He grinned broadly, white teeth gleamingina



sguare-cut Persian beard. Then, he leaned over and whispered in return:

"l am an expert on legends, wife of Calopodius. Truth betold, | often think the art of kingshipis
mainly knowing how to makethethings."

He glanced dyly at his assembled nobility, who had not stopped frowning at Annathroughout the
roya feast—but aways, she noticed, under lowered brows.

"But keep it asecret,” he whispered. "It wouldn't do for my noble sahrdaran and vurzurgan to
discover that their emperor isreally acommon manufacturer. | don't need another rebellion thisyear.”

She managed to choke down alaugh, fortunately. The effort, however, caused her hand to shake just
enough to spill somewine onto her long dress.

"No matter,” whispered the emperor. "Don't even try to remove the stain. By next week, it'll bethe
blood of adying man brought back to life by the touch of your hand. Ask anyone.”

Shetightened her lipsto keep from smiling. It was nonsense, of course, but there was no denying the
emperor was acharming man.

But, roya decree or no, it was still nonsense. Bloodstains gplenty there had been on the garments
sheld brought from Constantinople, true enough. Blood and pus and urine and excrement and every
manner of fluid produced by human suffering. She'd gained them in Chabahari, and again at Barbaricum.
Nor did she doubt there would be bloodstains on this garment aso, soon enough, to match thewine stain
she had just put there.

Indeed, she had designed the uniforms of the Wife's Service with that in mind. That waswhy the
fabric had been dyed a purple so dark it was aimost black.

But it was gill nonsense. Her touch had no more magic power than anyone's. Her knowledge—or
rather, the knowledge which she had obtained by reading everything Macrembolitissa or anyone else had
ever written tranamitting the Taisman of God's wisdom—now, that was powerful. But it had nothing to
do with her, except insofar as she was another vessel of those truths.

Something of her skepticism must have shown, despite her effort to remain impassive-faced. Shewas
only nineteen, after dl, and hardly an experienced diplomat.

Khusrau'slipsquirked. "Y oull see”

The next day she resumed her journey up the river toward Sukkur. The emperor himsdlf, dueto the
pressing business of completing hisincorporation of the Sind into the swelling empire of Iran, apologized
for not being able to accompany her personally. But he detailed no fewer than four Persian war gdleysto
serve as her escort.

"No fear of dacoits,” said Illus, with great satisfaction. "Or deserters turned robbers.”
His satisfaction turned a bit sour at Anna's response.
"Good. Well be ableto stop at every hospital aong the way then. No matter how small.”

And stop they did. Only briefly, in the Roman ones. By now, to Annas satisfaction, Belisarius
blood-curdling threats had resulted in a marked improvement in medical procedures and sanitary
practices.

But mogt of the smdl military hospitals dong the way were Persan. The"hospitds' were nothing
more than tents pitched aong the riverbank—mere staging posts for disabled Persan soldiers being
evacuated back to their homeland. The conditions within them had Anna seething, with afury that wasall
the greater because neither she nor either of the Isaurian officers could spesk aword of the Iranian
language. Abdul could make himsdlf understood, but his pidgin was quite inadequate to the task of
convincing skeptical—even hogtile—Persan officids that Annas opinion was anything more than femae
twaddle.

Annaspent another futile hour trying to convince the officersin command of her escort to send a
message to Khusrau himself. Clearly enough, however, none of them were prepared to annoy the
emperor at the behest of a Roman woman who was probably haf-insane to begin with.



Fortunately, at the town of Dadu, there was atelegraph station. Annamarched into it and fired off a
message to her husband.

Why Tdisman medica precepts not trandated into Persian STOP Ingtruct Emperor Iran discipline his
idiots STOP

"Doit," sad Belisarius, after Calopodius read him the message.

The generd paused. "Wdll, the first part, anyway. The Persan trandation. I'll haveto figure out a
somewhat more diplomatic way to passtherest of it onto Khusrau."

Maurice snorted. "How about hitting him on the head with aclub? That'd be somewhat more
diplometic.”
By the time the convoy reached Sukkur, it was moving very dowly.

There were no military hospitals ong the find stretch of the river, because wounded soldierswere
kept either in Sukkur itself or had aready passed through the evacuation routes. The dow pace was now
due entirely to the native population.

By whatever mysterious means, word of the Wife's passage had spread up and down the Indus. The
convoy was constantly approached by small river boats bearing sick and injured villagers, begging for
what was apparently being caled "the heding touch.”

Annatried to reason, to argue, to convince. But it was hopeless. The language barrier was well-nigh
impassible. Even the officers of her Persian escort could do no more than roughly trand ate the phrase
"heding touch."

In the end, not being able to bear the looks of anguish on their faces, Annalaid her hands on every
villager brought dongside her barge for the purpose. Muttering curses under her bregth al the
while—curseswhich were dl the more bitter since she was quite certain the villagers of the Sind took
them for powerful incantations.

At Sukkur, she was met by Menander and the entire crew of the Victrix. Beaming from ear to ear.

The grins faded soon enough. After waiting impatiently for the introductions to be completed, Anna's
next words were: "Where's the telegraph station?”

Urgent stop Must trand ate Talisman precepts into native tongues dso STOP

Menander fidgeted while she waited for the reply.

"I've got acritical military cargo to haul to theidand,” he muttered. " Ca opodius may not even send
an answer.”

"He'smy husband,” came her curt response. "Of course hell answer me.”

* % %

Sure enough, the answer came very soon.

Cannot STOP Is no written native language STOP Not even a phabet STOP
After reading it, Annasnorted. "Well see about that.”

Y ou supposedly expert grammar and rhetoric STOP Invent one STOP

"You'd best get started on it," mused Bdlisarius. The generd's head turned to the south. "Shell be



coming soon.”
"Likeatidal bore" added Maurice.

That night, he dreamed of idands again.

* * %

First, of Rhodes, where he spent an idle day on hisjourney to join Belisarius army while his
ship took on supplies.

Some of that time he spent visiting the place where, years before, John of Rhodes had
constructed an armaments center. Calopodius own skills and interests were not inclined in a
mechanical direction, but he was still curious enough to want to see the mysterious facility.

But, in truth, there was no longer much there of interest. Just a handful of buildings, vacant
now except for livestock. So, after wandering about for a bit, he spent the rest of the day perched
on a headland staring at the sea.

It was a peaceful, calm, and solitary day. The last one he would enjoy in hislife, thusfar.

Then, his dreams took himto theisland in the Strait of Hormuz where Belisarius was having a
naval base constructed. The general had sent Calopodius over from the mainland where the army
was marching its way toward the Indus, in order to help resolve one of the many minor disputes
which had erupted between the Romans and Persians who were constructing the facility. Among
the members of the small corps of noble couriers who served Belisarius for liaison with the
Persians, Calopodius had displayed a great deal of tact aswell as verbal aptitude.

It was something of a private joke between him and the general. "I need you to take care of
another obstreperous aunt,” was the way Belisarius put it.

The task of mediating between the quarrel some Romans and Persians had been stressful. But
Calopodius had enjoyed the boat ride well enough; and, in the end, he had managed to translate
Belisarius' blunt words into language flowery enough to dlide the command through—like a knife
between unguarded ribs.

Toward the end, his dreams slid into a flashing nightmare image of Bukkur Island. A log,
painted to look like a field gun, sent flying by a lucky cannon ball fired by one of the Malwa
gunships whose bombardment accompanied that |ast frenzied assault. The Romans drove off that
attack also, in the end. But not before a mortar shell had ripped Calopodius' eyes out of his head.

The last sight he would ever have in his life was of that log, whirling through the air and
crushing the skull of a Roman soldier standing in its way. What made the thing a nightmare was
that Calopodius could not remember the soldier's name, if he had ever known it. So it all seemed
very incomplete, in a way that was too horrible for Calopodius to be able to express clearly to
anyone, even himself. Grammar and rhetoric simply collapsed under the coarse reality, just as
fragile human bone and brain had collapsed under hurtling wood.

The sound of his aide-de-camp clumping about in the bunker awoke him. The warm little courtesy
banished the nightmare, and Caopodius returned to lifewith asmile.

"How doesthe placelook?" he asked.
"It'shardly fit for aMdisseni girl. But | imagineit'l do for your wife"
"Soon, now."

"Yes" Caopodius heard Luke lay something on the small table next to the cot. From the dight rustle,
he understood that it was another stack of telegrams. Private ones, addressed to him, not army business.

"Any from Anna?'
"No. Just morehills."
Caopodius laughed. "Wdll, whatever € se, she still spends money like aMédisseni. Before she's done,



that banker will betheriches maninIndia"

Luke said nothing in response. After amoment, Calopodius humor faded away, replaced by smple
wonder.

"Soon, now. | wonder what shell belike?"

Chapter 15

L ady Damodara's palace
Kausambi

"We should go back," whispered Rgjiv'slittle sster. Nervoudy, the girl's eyes ranged about the dark
cdlar. "It'sscary down here."

Truth betold, Rgiv found the place fairly creepy himsdf. Thelittle chamber was one of many they'd
found in thislong-unused portion of the pal ace's underground cdllars. Rgiv found the mazelike
complexity of the cdllarsfascinating. He could not for the life of him figure out any rhyme or reason to the
ancient architectural design, if there had ever been one at dl. But that same labyrinthine character of the
little grottoes d'so made them. ..

Widl. A little scary.

But no thirteen-year-old boy will admit as much to his seven-year-old sster. Not even a peasant
boy, much less the son of Rgjputanas most famous king.

"Y ou go back if youwant to," he said, lifting the oil lamp to get a better look at the archway ahead of
them. He could see part of another smdll cdllar beyond. "1 want to seedl of it."

"I'll get lost on my own,” Miraba whined. "And there's only onelamp.”

For amoment, Rgjiv hesitated. He could, after dl, use hissister'sfear and the lack of a second lamp
asalegitimate judtification for going back. No reflection on his courage.

He might have, too, except that his Sster's next wordsiirritated him.
"There are ghosts down here," she whispered. "1 can hear them talking.”
"Oh, don't be slly!" Hetook a step toward the archway.

"I can hear them," shesaid. Quietly, but insstently.

Rajiv started to make a sarcastic rgjoinder, when he heard something. He froze, half-cocking his
head to bring an ear to bear.

Shewasright! Rgjiv could hear voices himsdlf. No words, as such, just murmuring.
"Therés more than one of them, too," hissister hissed.

Again, shewasright. Rgjiv could distinguish at least two separate voices. From their tone, they
seemed to be having an argument of some sort.



Would ghosts argue? he wondered.

That half-frightened, half-puzzled question steadied his nerves. With the steadiness, came amore
acute sense of what he was hearing.

"Those aren't ghosts," he whispered. "Those are people. Live people.”
Mirabai's face wastight with fear. "What would people be doing down here?"
That was. . . avery good question. And the only answer that came to Rgjiv was a bad one.

Hethrust the lamp at hissister. "Here. Take it and go back. Then get the Mongoose and Anastasius
down here, as quickly asyou can. Mother too. And you'd better tell Lady Damodara.”

The girl squinted a thelamp, fearfully. "I'll get lost! | don't know the way."

"Just follow the sameroute | took uson,” Rgjiv hissed. "Any time| didn't know which way to go,
when therewas a choice, | turned to the left. So on your way back, you turn to theright.”

He reminded himsdf forcefully that his Sster was only seven years old. In amuch more kindly tone,
he added: "Y ou can doit, Mirabal. Y ou have to doit. | think we're dedling with treachery here.”

Mirabai's eyes widened and moved to the dark, open archway. "What are you going to do?'
"l don't know," he whispered. " Something.”
He hdf-forced her to take the lamp. "Now go!"

After hissster scampered off, Rgjiv crept toward the archway. He had to move from memory aone.
With the light of the lamp gone, it was pitch dark in these deep cdllars.

After groping hisway through the arch, he moved dowly acrossthe cdllar. Very faintly, he could see
what looked like another archway on the opposite side. Therewasadim light beyond that seemed to
flicker, abit. That meant that someone on the other side—probably at least one cellar farther away,
maybe more—had an ail lamp.

Hisfoot encountered an obstacle and he tripped, sprawling across the stone floor. Fortunately, the
endless hours of training under the harsh regimen of the Mongoose had Rgjiv's reflexes honed to afine
edge. He cushioned hisfal with his hands, keeping the noiseto aminimum.

Hisfeet were dill lying on something. Something . . . not stone. Not redlly hard at dl.

Even before he got to his knees and reached back, to fedl, he was certain he knew what held tripped
over.

Yes. It was abody.

Fingering gingerly, probing, it didn't take Rajiv long to determine who the man was. Small, wiry, clad
only inaloincloth. It had to be one of the Bihari dave minersthat Lady Damodarawas using to dig an
escape route from the palace, if it was someday needed. They worked under the supervision of half a
dozen Y e-tai mercenary soldiers. Ajatasutra had bought the daves and hired the mercenaries.

Now that he was close, he could smdll the stink. The man had voided himsdlf in dying. The body was
noticeably coal, too. Although the blood didn't fed crusted, it was dry by now. And while Rgjiv could
smdl| the feces, the odor wasn't that strong any longer. He hadn't noticed it at al when he entered the
room, and he had agood sense of smell. Rgjiv guessed that the murder had taken place recently, but not
all that recently. Two or three hours earlier.

Hedidn't think it could have happened earlier than that, though. The body wasn't iff yet. Some
years before—he'd been about eight, as he recalled—Rgjiv had questioned his father's lieutenant Jaimal
on the subject, in that smultaneoudy horrified, fascinated and amost gleeful way that young boyswill do.
Jamal had told him that, asarule, abody iffened three hours after death and then grew limp again after
aday and ahaf. But Rgiv remembered Jama dso tdling him that the rule was only arough one. The
times could vary, especidly depending on the temperature. In these cool cellars, it might dl have
happened faster.

It was possible thered smply been aquarrd amongst the daves. But where would adave have



gotten the blade to cut athroat so neatly? The only tools they had were picks and shovels.

So it was probably treachery—and on the part of the Y e-tai. Some of them, at least.

Rgiv had to find out. He hadn't redlly followed the progress of the tunne-digging, Snceit was none
of hisaffair and he was usudly preoccupied with histraining. The only reason held had today freeto do
some exploring was that the Mongoose was now spending more timein the company of Dhruvaand her
infart.

If the tunnel was amost finished—possbly even was finished. . .

This could be bad. Very bad.

Rgjiv moved into the next cdlar, dowly and carefully.

* % %

It seemed to Mirabai that it took her forever to get out of the cellars. Looking back onit later, she
redized it had redlly taken very littletime at dl. The lamp had been bright enough to enable her to walk
quickly, if not run—and her brother's instructions had worked perfectly.

The most surprising thing about it al was that she got more scared when it was over. Sheld never in
her life seen that look on her mother's face. Her mother never seemed to worry about anything.

* % %

"Get Kandhik," Vaentinian hissed to Anastasius. "Bregk dl hisbonesif you haveto.”

* * %

Anastasius didn't have to break any of the Y e-tai mercenary leader's bones. As huge and powerful as
hewas, asmple twisting of thearm did the trick.

* % %

Kandhik massaged hisarm. "I don't know anything,” heinssted. The Y e-tai was scowling
ferocioudy, but he wasn't scowling directly at Anastasius—and he was doing everything in his power not
tolook at Vaentinian at dl.

The Mongoose was afrightening man under any circumstances. Under these circumstances, with that
weasel smile on hisface and asword in hishand, he was terrifying. Kandhik was neither cowardly nor
timid, but he knew perfectly well that either of the Roman cataphracts could kill him without working up a
Swest.

Anastasius might need to take a deep breath. VVaentinian wouldntt.

"Don't know anything," heingsted.

Sangaswife and Lata came into the chamber. So did Lady Damodara.

"Three of the Ye-tal are missing,” the girl said. "The other two are adeep in their chamber.”

Although Y e-tal were sometimes caled "White Huns,” they were definitely Asatic in their ancestry.
Their only smilarity to Europeans was that their feastures were somewhat bonier than those of most
steppe-dwelers. Their complexion was certainly not pae—buit, at that moment, Kandhik's face was
amog ashen.

"Dont know anything," he repeated, thistime pleading the words.

"He'stelling thetruth,” Vaentinian said abruptly. He touched the tip of the sword to Kandhik's throat.
"Stay here and watch over the women. Do everything right and nothing wrong, and youll liveto seethe
end of thisday. If my mood doesn't get worse."

With that, he turned and |eft the room. Anastasius lumbered after him.

Dhruva camein with the baby. She and her sister stared at each other, their eyes wide with fright.

Not aswide as Mirabai's, however. "What should we do, Mother?"

Sangas wifelooked around, rubbing her hands up and down her hips. The familiar gesture camed
Mirabal, abit.

"May aswdl go to the kitchen and wait," she said. "I've got some onionsto cut. Some leeks, too."



"| agree," said Lady Damodara

After severd minutes of listening from the darkness of the adjoining cellar, Rgjiv understood exactly
what was happening. Thethree Y e-tal in the next cellar were, in fact, planning to betray their employers.
Apparently—it was not clear what threats or promises they'd made to do it—they'd gotten two of the
Biharisto dig aside tunnd for them. It must have taken weeks to do the work, while keeping it a secret
from everyonedse,

And, now, it was done. But one of the Y e-tai was having second thoughts.

"—never dedt with anvaya-prapta sachivya. | have! And I'mtelling you that unlesswe have a
guarantee of some—"

"Shut up!" snarled one of the others. "'I'm sick of hearing you brag about the times you hobnobbed
with the Mawa. What 'guarantees?’

The quarrel went back over familiar ground. Rgjiv himself wasinclined to agree with the doubter.
He'd no more trust the Mawaroya clan than he would a scorpion. But he paid little attention to the rest
of it.

Whether or not the doubting Y e-tai was worried about the reaction of the anvaya-prapta sachivya,
it was clear enough he was weakening. He didn't really have any choice, after al, now that the deed was
effectively done. Soon enough, he'd give up his objections and the three Y e-tai would be gone.

Then. . . within aday, Lady Damodara's palace would be swarmed by Emperor Skandagupta's
troops. And the secret escape tunnel wouldn't be of any use, becausethe Ye-tai traitorswould have told
the Mawawhere the tunnel exited. They'd have as many soldiers positioned in the stable as they would
at the pdace. And it wouldn't take them long to torture the stable-kegper—his family, more likely—into
showing them whereit was.

It was up to Rgjiv, then. One thirteen-year-old boy, unarmed, againgt three Y e-tai mercenaries. Who
were. .

He peeked around the corner again.
Definitdly armed. Each of them with asword.
But Rgiv didn't give their wespons more than aglance. He'd aready peeked around that corner

before, twice, and studied them well enough. Thistime he was examining the body of the second Bihari
miner, whom the mercenaries had cast into a corner of the cdllar after cutting histhroat aso.

Not the body, actually. Rajiv was studying the miner'stoals, which the Y e-tai had tossed on top of
his corpse.

A pick and ashove. A short-handled spade, redlly. Both of the tools were rather small, not so much
because most of the Biharis were smdl but smply because there wasn't much room in the tunnelsthey
dug.

That was good, Rgjiv decided. Smdll tools—at least for someone his size—would make better
weapons than large ones would have.

Until he met the Mongoose, Rgjiv would never have consdered the possibility that tools might make
weapons. He'd been raised a Rgjput prince, after all. But the Mongoose had hammered that out of him,
like many other things. Hed even indsted on teaching Rajiv to fight with big kitchen ladles.

Rgiv'smother had been mightily amused. Rgjiv himsdf had been mortified—until, by the fourth time
the Mongoose knocked him down, he'd stopped sneering at ladles.

He decided held start with the pick. It was a clumsier thing than the spade, and he'd probably lose it
inthefirst encounter anyway.

Therewas no point in dawdling. Rgiv gave alast quick glance at the three oil lamps perched on a
ledge. No way to knock them off, he decided. Not spaced out the way there were.



Besides, hedidn't think fighting in the dark would be to his advantage anyway. That would be a
clumsy business, and if there was one thing the Mongoose had driven hometo him, it was that " clumsy”
and "too damn much swest" awayswent together.

"Fight likeamiser," hewhigpered to himsdlf. Then, came out of his crouch and sprang into the cellar.

He said nothing; issued no war cry; gave no speech. The Mongoose had dapped that out of him aso.
Just went for the pick, with destruction in his heart.

* * *

Stll many cdllars away, Vaentinian and Anastasius heard the fight sart.

Nothing from Rgjiv. Just the sound of severa angry and startled men, their shouts echoing through the
labyrinth.

* % %

Ragiv went to meet the first Ye-tai. That surprised him, as heéld thought it would.

When you're outmatched, get in quick. They won't expect that, the fucks.

The Y e-ta's sword came up. Rgiv raised the pick asif to match blows. The mercenary grinned
savagely, seeing him do so0. He outweighed Rgiv by at least fifty pounds.

At thelast ingtant, Rgjiv reversed his grip, ducked under the sword, and drove the handle of the pick
into the man'sgroin.

Go for the shithead's dick and balls. Turn himinto a squealing bitch.

TheYe-ta didn't squed. Ashard as Rgjiv had driven in the end of the shaft, he didn't do anything
except sare ahead, his mouth agape. He'd dropped his sword and was clutching his groin, half-stooped.

His eyes were wide as saucers, too, which was handy.

Rajiv rose from his crouch, reversed his grip again, and drove one of the pick's narrow bladesinto an
eye. The blunt iron sank three inchesinto the Y e-tai's skulll.

Ashed expected, held lost the pick. But it had al happened fast enough that he had timeto dive for
the spade, grab it, and come up rolling in afar corner.

Hewasn't thinking at dl, redly, just acting. Hours and hours and hours of the Mongoose'straining,
that was.

You don't have time to think in a fight. If you have to think, you're a dead man.

The dumping corpse of thefirst Ye-ta got in the way of the second. Rgjiv had planned for that, when
he chose the corner to rall into.

Thethird cameat him, again with hissword high.

That's just stupid, some part of Rgiv's mind recorded. Dimly, there was another, walled-off part
that remembered he had once thought that way of using a sword very warriorlike. Dramatic-looking.
Heroic.

But that was before hours and hours and hours of the Mongoose. A lifetime ago, it seemed
now—and even athirteen-year lifeisafar span of time.

Rajiv evaded the sword strike. No flair to it, just—got out of the way.
Not much. Just enough. Miserly in everything.

A short, quick, hard jab of the spade into the Side of the Y e-tai's knee was enough to throw off his
backhand stroke. Rgjiv evaded that one easily. He didn't try to parry the blow. Thewood and iron of his
spade would be no match for a steel sword.

Another quick hard jab to the same knee was enough to bring the Y e-tai down.
Ashedid s0, Rgjiv swiveled, causing the crumpling Y e-tai to impede the other.
Fuck 'em up, when you're fighting a crowd. Make 'emfall over each other.
Thethird Ye-ta didn't fal. But he sumbled into the knedling body of his comrade hard enough that



he had to steady himsdlf with one hand. His other hand, holding the sword, swung out widein an
ingtinctive reach for balance.

Rajiv drove the edge of the spade into the wrist of the sword arm. The hand popped open. The
sword fell. Blood oozed from the laceration on the wrist. It was abad laceration, even if Rgjiv hadn't
managed to sever anything critical.

Go for the extremities. Always go for extremities. Hands, feet, toes, fingers. They're your
closest target and the hardest for the asshole to defend.

The Yeta gaped a him, morein surprise than anything else.

But Rgjiv ignored him, for the moment.

Don't linger, you idiot. Cut a man just enough, then cut another. Then come back and cut the
first one again, if you need to. Like your mother cuts onions. Practical. Fuck all that other crap.

The second Ye-tai was squedling, in ahissing sort of way. Rgjiv knew that kneeinjurieswere
excruciating. The Mongoose had told him so—and then, twice, banged up hiskneein training sessonsto
proveit.

The Y e-tai's head was unguarded, with both his hands clutching the ruined knee. So Rgjiv drovethe
pade at histemple.

He made hisfirst mistake, then. The target was so tempting—so glorious, asit were—that he threw
everything into the blow. Hed take off that head!

The extratime it took to position hiswhole body for that mighty blow was enough for the Y e-tai to
bring up his hand to protect the head.

Supid!' Rgiv snarled slently a himsdf.

It probably didn't make any difference, of course. If the edge of the spade wasn't as sharp asatrue
wegpon, it wasn't dl that dull; and if iron wasn't sted, it was till much harder than human flesh. The strike
cut off one of the man'sfingers and maimed the whole hand—and till delivered a powerful blow to the
skull. Moaning, the Ye-ta collgpsed to the floor, haf-unconscious.

Stll, Rgiv was glad the Mongoose hadn't seen.
"Stupid,” he heard avoice muitter.

Startled, he glanced aside. The Mongoose was there, in the entrance to the chamber. He had his
sword in hishand, but it was down dongside hisleg. Behind him, Rgjiv could see the huge figure of
Anagtagus|ooming.

The Mongoose leaned againgt the stone entrance, tapping the tip of the sword againgt his boot. Then,
nodded his head toward the last Y e-tai againgt the far wall.

"Finish him, boy. And don't fuck up again.”

Rajiv looked a the Y e-tai. The man was paying him no attention at all. He was Staring at the
Mongoose, obvioudy frightened out of hiswits.

The spade had served well enough, but there was now a sword available. The one the second Y e-tai
had dropped after Rgjiv smashed hisknee.

No reason to waste the spade, of course. Certainly not with the Mongoose watching. Rgjiv had been
trained—for hours and hours and hours—to throw most anything. Even ladles. The Mongoose was a
firm believer in the va ue of weapons used at adistance.

Rajiv would never be the Mongoose's equa with athrowing knife, of course. He was not sure even
the heroes and asuras of the legends could throw aknife that well.

But he was awfully good, by now. The spade, hurled like a spear, struck the Y e-tai in the groin.
"Good!" the Mongoose grunted.

With the sword in his hand, Rgjiv approached the Y e-tai. By now, of course, the man had noticed
him. Haf-crouched, snarling, clutching himself with hisleft hand while he tried to grab his dropped sword



with the till-bleeding right hand.

Rajiv diced open his scalp with aquick, flicking strike of the sword.

Don't try to split his head open, you jackass. You'll likely just get your sword stuck. And it's
too easy to block and what's the fucking point anyway? Just cut him somewhere in the front of the
head. Anywhere the blood'll spill into his eyes and blind him. Head wounds bleed like nothing el se.

Blood poured over the Y e-tai's face. The sword he'd been bringing up went, instead, to hisface, as
he tried to wipe off the blood with the back of hiswrist.

It never got there. Another quick, flicking sword strike struck the hand and took off the thumb. The
sword, again, fell to the ground.

"Don't...fuck...it...up," the Mongoose growled.

Rgiv didn't redly need the lesson. Hed learned it well enough already, thisday, with that one
mistake. He was sorely tempted to end it dl, but not for any romantic reason. The carnage was sarting
to upset him. He'd never been in ared fight before—not akilling one—and he was discovering that men
don't die theway chickens and lambs do when they're daughtered.

Hed aways thought they would. But they didn't. They bled the same, pretty much. But
lambs—certainly chickens—never had that look of horror in their eyes asthey knew they were dying.

That same, walled-off part of Rgjiv's mind thought he understood, now. The reason hisfather dways
seemed o stern. Not like his mother at dll.

Father's son or mother's son, Rgjiv was Mongoose-trained. So the sword flicked out five more
times, mercilesdy dicing and cutting everywhere, before he finaly opened the big arteriesand veinsin the
Y e-tai'sthroat.

"Good." The Mongoose straightened up and pointed with his sword toward a corner. "If you need to
puke, do it over there. Cleaning up thismessisgoing to be abitch asitis"

Anagtas us pushed him aside and came into the chamber. " For the sake of Chrigt, Vdentinian, will
you give the boy abreak? Three men, in hisfirs fight—and him starting without awesgpon.”

The Mongoose scowled. "He did pretty damn good. | ill don't want to clean up blood and puke dll
mixed together. Neither do you."

But Rgjiv wasn't lisening, any longer. He wasin the corner, hands on his knees, puking.

He ill had the sword firmly gripped, though—and was careful to keep the blade out of the way of
the spewing vomit.

"Pretty damn good,” the Mongoose repested.

"Wewerevery lucky," Lady Damodara said to Sangas wife, that evening. "If it hadn't been for your
son..."

She lowered her head, one hand rubbing her cheek. "We can't wait much longer. |
must—finally—get word to my husband. He can't wait, ether. I'd thought Ajatasutrawould have come
back, by now. The fact that he hasn't makes me wonder—"

" think you'rewrong, Lady. " Rgiv's mother was standing by the window, looking out over
Kausambi. She was making no attempt to hide from sight. Even if the Mawa dynasty had spieswatching
from adistance—which was very likedy—al they would seein the twilight was the figure of agray-haired
and plain-seeming woman, dressed in smple appardl. A servant, obvioudy, and there were many
servantsin such apalace.

"| think Ajatasutraslong absence meansthe opposite. | think your husband isfinaly making his
move."

More hopefully, Lady Damodararaised her head. She/d cometo have agreat ded of confidencein
the Rgjput queen. "Y ou think so?"



Sangaswife amiled. "Well, let me put it thisway. Yes, | think so—and if I'm wrong, weredl dead
anyway. So why fret about it?'

Lady Damodara chuckled. "If only | had your unflappable temperament!”

The smile went away. "Not so unflappable as dl that. When | heard, afterward, what Rgjiv had done
..." She shook her head. "I dmost screamed at him, | was so angry and upset.”

"Hewasvery brave."

"Yes, hewas. That iswhy | was so angry. Recklessboy! But . . ."

She seemed to shudder alittle. "Hewas also very, very deadly. That iswhy | was so upset. At the
Mongoosg, | think, more than him."

Lady Damodaratilted her head. "HeisaRgjput prince."

"Yes, heis. So muchisfine. What | do not want isfor him to become a Rgjput legend. Another
damned Rajput legend. Being married to oneis enough!”

Therewasdlence, for atime.

"Y ou may not have any choice" Lady Damodarafindly sad.

"Probably not," Sangaswife agreed gloomily. "There aretimes| think | should have poisoned
Vdentinian right &t the beginning.”

Therewas slencefor atime, again.

"He probably wouldn't have died anyway."

"Probably not."

Chapter 16

Peshawar

"What if it'sinthemiddle of garam season?' Kungas asked skepticaly, tugging at hislittle goatee.
"The heat won't be so bad, herein the Vale, dthough it will be if we descend into the Punjab. But I'm
concerned about water."

Ashot arted to say something, but Kungas waved him down impetiently. "Yes, yes, fine. If we
makeit to the Indus, well have plenty of water. Evenin garam.”

Hejerked his head toward a nearby window in the palace, which faced to the south. "I remind you,
Ashot, that | have well over twenty thousand Malwa camped out there, just beyond the passes. Closer to
thirty, | think. I'd haveto get through them, before | could reach the Indus—with no more than twenty
thousand men of my own. Lessthan that, actualy, since I'd have to leave some soldiers here to keep the
Pethans from getting stupid idess."”

Ashot said nothing. Just waited.

Kungas went back to his beard-tugging.



"The Mawa have stopped trying to break into the Vae. For weeks, now, they've been putting up
their own fortifications. So I'd have to get through those, too."

Tug. Tug. Tug.

"Piss-poor fortifications, true. Lazy Mawa. Also true that those are not their best troops. There are
not more than three thousand Y e-tai inthelot. Still."

Tug. Tug. Tug.

Eventualy, Kungas gave Ashot his crack of asmile. Y ou are not trying to persuade me, | notice.
Smart man. Let me persuade mysdf."

Asghot's returning smile was awider thing. Of course, dmost anyone's smile was wider than that of
Kungas, even when the king wasin a sunny mood.

"The genera isnot expecting you to defeat those Mawa," the Armenian cataphract pointed out. "If
you can, splendid. But it would be enough if he knew you could tie them up. Keep them from being used
dsawhere”

Kungas sniffed. "Marvelous. | point out to you that | am already tying them up and keeping them
from being used against him. And have to do nothing more vigorous than drink wine and et fruit in the
doing."

He matched deed to word, taking asip from hiswine and plucking a pear from abowl on the low
table in front of the settee. The Sp was very small, though, and he didn't actualy eet the pear. Just held it
in hishand, weighing it asif it were the problem he confronted.

Ashot started to open hismouth, then closed it. Kungas little smile widened dightly.

"Very smart man. Yes, yes, | know—the general isassuming that if he produces enough of acriss,
the Malwawill draw their troops away from the Vaeto reinforce the soldiers he faces. And he wants me
to stop them from doing so, which—aas—I cannot do drinking wine and eating pears.”

Kungas set the pear back in the bowl, rose and went to the window. On the way, amost absently, he
gave hiswife's ponytall agentle stroke. Irenewas sitting on achair—more like araised cushion,
reslly—at the same low table. She smiled at his passing figure, but said nothing.

Like Ashot, she knew that the best way to persuade Kungas of anything was not to push him too
hard.

Once at the window, Kungas |ooked out over the Vae of Peshawar. Not at the Vaeitsdlf, so much
as the mountains beyond.

"How certain is Bdisariusthat such acrissiscoming?' he asked.

Ashot shrugged. "1 don't think 'certain’ isthe right word. The generdl doesn't think that way. ‘Likely,’
'not likely,' 'possible,’ 'probable—it'sjust not the way his mind works."

"No, it isn't,"” mused Kungas. "As my too-educated Greek wife would put it, hethinkslikea
geometer, not an arithmetician. It'sthe angles he considers, not the sums. That's because he thinksif he
can gauge the angle correctly, he can create the sums he needs.”

The Kushan king's eyes lowered, now looking at the big market square below. "Which, he usudly
can. Hed do badly, | think, asamerchant. But he's probably the deadliest genera in centuries. I'm glad
he's not my enemy.”

Abruptly, he turned away from thewindow. "Done. Tdll Bdisariusthat if the Mawa start trying to
pull troopsfrom the Vde, | will do my best to pin them here. | make no promises, you understand. No
guarantees. | will do my best, but—I have akingdom to protect aso, now that | have created it."

Ashot rose, nodding. "That will be more than enough, Y our Mgesty. Y our best will be more than
enough.”

Kungas snorted. " Such phrases! And Y our Mgesty,' no less. Be careful, Ashot, or your genera will
make you an ambassador instead of asoldier.”



The Armenian cataphract winced. Irene laughed softly. "It's not so bad, Ashot. Of course, you'll have

to learn how to wear avell."
* * %

"I'm going with you," Shakuntalaannounced. "And don't bother trying to argue with me. | am the
empress.”

Her husband spread his hands, smiling. A very diplomatic smile, that was.

"I would not dream of opposing your roya sdif.”

Shakuntalagazed up at him suspicioudy. For amoment, her hand went to stroke her belly, athough
she never completed the gesture.

"What'sthis?' she demanded. "I was expecting a husband's prattle about my duties asamother. A
lecture on the dangers of miscarriage.”

The smile till on hisface, Rao shrugged. "Bring Namadev, if you want to. Not much risk of disease,
redly, now that garam has sarted.”

"Don't remind me," the empress said. She moved over to awindow in the palace and scowled out at
the landscape of Mgarashtra. The hills surrounding Deogiri shimmered in the heat, from hot air rising
from the baked soil.

Whatever €lse Indians disputed over, they all agreed that rabi was the best season, cool and dry asit
was. One of Indiasthree seasons, it corresponded roughly to what other lands considered winter. Alas,
now that they were in what Christians called the month of March, rabi had ended.

Thereafter opinions diverged asto whether garam was worse than khalif, or the opposite. In
Shakuntalas opinion, it was asilly argument. Garam, obvioudy! Especidly herein the Great Country!

The monsoon season could be a nuisance, true enough, with its heavy rains. But she came from
Kerdan stock, on her mother's side, and had spent afair part of her childhood in Keraa. Located asit
was on Indias southwest coast, Keralawas practically inundated during khalif. She was accustomed to
rainsfar heavier than any that came here.

In any event, stony and arid Mg arashira desperately needed the monsoon'srainfal by thetimeit
came. That began in what the Chrigtians cdlled "late May." What the Great Country did not need wasthe
dry and blistering hegt of garam. Not for one day, much less the three monthsit would last.

"l hate garam,” she muttered. "Especidly in the palace. It will be good for me—our son too!'—to get
outsdefor awhile

"Probably,” Rao dlowed. "Y ou and Namadev will travel in ahowdah, of course. The canopy will
keep off the sun, and you might get some breeze."

Shakuntalaturned away from the window and looked at him. "Areyou redly that sure, Rao? Y ou
aremy beloved."

The expression that came to her husband's face then reminded Shakuntaaforcibly of the differences
between them, however much they might love each other. Where she was young, Rao was middle-aged.
And, perhaps even more importantly, he was a philosopher and shewas. . . not.

"Who can say?' he asked serendly.
"Y ou are relying too much on complicated logic,” she hissed. "Treacherous, thet is.”
"Actudly, no. Thereisthelogic of it, true enough. But, intheend . . ."

He moved to the same window and gazed out. "It ismore that | am swayed by the beauty of the
thing. Whatever deities exigt, they care not much for logic, for they treasure their whimsy. But they do
love beauty. All of them—even the most bloody—uwill adore the notion.”

"You aremad," she Sated, with the certainty of an empress.
Of course, she'd stated those words before. And been proven wrong.
"Bring the baby, too," Rao said, tranquilly. "Hewill bein no danger.”



* * %

From the battlements on the landward side of the city, Nanda La and Toramanawatched
Damodaras great army set out on its march upriver.

Suspicion was ever-present in the Mawa empire's spymaster, and today was no exception.

"Why the Narmada?' he demanded softly. "This makes no sense to me. Why does Damodarathink
Raghunath Rao will be foolish enough to meet him on ariver plain? Hed stay in the badlands, | would
think, wheretheterrain favorshim.”

Although Nanda La's eyes had never |eft the departing army, the question was addressed at the big
Ye-ta genera sanding next to him.

Toramana, never prone to expansive gestures, shifted his shoulders a bit. "Better to say, why not?
Lord, it may bethat Rao will not come down out of the hills. But he says he will, to meet Sangain single
combat. So, if he doesn't, heis shamed. The worst that happens, from Damodara's position, isthat he
has undermined his opponent.”

NandaLa made aface. Raised as he was in the Mawa dynasty's traditions—not to mention the
even colder school of Link—it was adwaysabit difficult for him to realize that other men took this
business about "honor" quite serioudy. Eventhe Ye-tal next to him, just ahair's breadth removed from
nomadic savagery and with apersondity that was ruthlessin its own right, seemed at least partly caught
up inthe spirit of thething.

So, he said nothing. And, after cogitating on the problem for afew minutes, decided that Toramana
was probably right.

"Notify meif you hear anything amiss," he commanded, and |eft. He saw no reason to stay until the
last dements of Damodaras army were no longer visible from the battlements. Let the Y e-tai barbarian,
if he chose, find "honor" in that splendid vista.of dugt, the rear ends of anima's, and the trail of manure
they left behind.

Toramanadid remain on the battlements until the army was no longer in sight. Not because of any
demands of honor, however. He was no more of aromantic than Nanda Lal on the subject of horseshit.
Or any other, for that matter.

No, he did so for two other reasons.

Firdt, to be certain he had suppressed any trace of humor before he was seen by any of NandaLa's
spiesin the city. Or even good cheer, of which the Y e-tai genera wasfull.

Damodara had said nothing to him, of course. Neither had Narses, beyond the vaguest of hints. It
didn't matter. Toramana, from his own analysis of the Stuation, was amost certain that Damodara had
decided the time had come. The reason he was full of good cheer was because, if he wasright, that
meant both Damodara and Narses had great confidence in him. They were relying on Toramanato do
what was necessary, without needing to be told anything.

He'd know, of course, if his assessment was correct. There would be one sure and smplesignto
come.

So, he foresaw agresat future for himsalf. Assuming he survived the next few months. But, if he
did—yes, agresat future.

And an even greater future for his children.

Of course, producing those children also depended on surviving the next few months. But Toramana
was a confident man, and on no subject so much as his own prospectsfor surviva.

That led him to his other reason for remaining on the battlements, which was the need to make afina
decision on the second most important issue he faced.

He cameto that decision quickly. More quickly than he had expected he would. Odd, perhaps.
Toramanawas not generdly given to experimenta whimsy. On the other hand, new times cdled for new



measures.

Odder ill, though, was the sense of rdlief that decision brought also.

Why? he wondered. Fearing, for amoment, that he might have been infected with the decadence he
saw around him. But he soon decided that there was no infection. Smply . . .

And how odd that was! He was actually looking forward to it.

New times, indeed.

* * *

That evening, as he had done every evening since sheldd arrived in Bharakuccha, Toramana presented
himself at the chambers where hisintended had taken up residencein the great paace.

Outsde the chambers, of course. Betrothed or not, there would be no question of impropriety. Even
after Indira appeared and they began their customary promenade through the gardens, she was followed
by asmall host of wizened old chaperones and three Rgjput warriors. Clansmen of Rana Sangas,
naturdly.

For thefirst few minutes, their talk wasidle. The usua meaningless chitchat. Meaningless, at least, in
its content. Thereal purpose of these promenades was smply to alow agroom and hisfuture bride to
become at least somewhat acquainted with each other. As iff asthey were, even Rgjputs understood
that the necessary function of awedding night was smplified and made easier if the spouses didn't have
to grope at each other's voices aswell as bodies.

After atime, Toramanacleared histhroat. "Can you read?'

Indira's eyes widened. Toramana had expected that. He was pleased to see, however, that they
didn't widen very much, and the face beneath remained quite composed. To anyone watching, she might
have been mildly surprised by acomment he made concerning an unusud insect.

His hopes for thiswife, dready high, rose abit further. She would be asplendid asset.
"No," shereplied. "It isnot the custom.”

Toramananodded. "I can read, mysdf. But not well. That must change. And | will want you to
become literate also. | will hiretutorsfor us."

She gazed at anearby vine. The dight widening of the girl's eyes was gone, now. "There will be some
talk. My brother's wife can read, however, even if somewhat poorly. So probably not al that much talk.”

"Tak doesnot concern me," Toramana said tiffly. "The future concerns me. | do not think greeat
familieswith illiterate women will do so well, in that future.”

The smilethat spread across her face wasadow, cool thing. The very proper smile of ayoung
Rajput princess hearing her betrothed make a pleasant comment regarding a pretty vine.

"l agree," she said. "Though most otherswould not.”

"l am not concerned about 'most others.” Most otherswill obey or they will break."
The smile spread just abit further. " A few otherswill not break so easily.”

"Eadly, no. Still, they will bresk."

The smile now faded quickly, soon replaced by the solemn countenance with which sheldd begun the
promenade. Aswas proper. A princess should smile at the remarks of her betrothed, to be sure, but not
too widdly and not for too long. They were not married yet, after all.

"I am looking forward to our wedding,” Indirasaid softly. Too softly for the wizened little horde
behind them to overhear. "To the marriage, even more.”

"I am pleased to hear it."
"It isnot the custom,” she repested.
"Cugtoms change. Or they break."



Before nightfal, the promenade was over and Toramana returned to his own quarters.

No sooner had the Y e-tai genera entered his private deeping chamber than the one sure and smple
sign he'd expected made its appearance.

Like aghost, emerging from thewall. Toramanahad no ideawhere the assassin had hidden himsdlf.

"I'm afraid I'll need to deep here," Ajatasutrasaid. "Nanda La has spiesadmost everywhere.”

Toramanaslip curled, just abit. "He has no spies here.”

"No, not here"

"When?'

"Four days. Though nothing will be needed from you immediately. It will take at |east two days for
Damodarato return.”

Toramananodded. "And then?"

The assassin shrugged. "Whatever is necessary. Thefutureis hard to predict. It looks good, though. |
do not foresee any grest difficulty.”

Toramanabegan removing hisarmor. It was not extensive, Smply the half-armor he wore on garrison
duty. "No. There should be no grest difficulty.”

There was athin, mocking smile on Ajatasutras face, asthere often was. On another man's face, that
smilewould haveirritated Toramana, perhaps even angered him. But the Y e-tai generd was accustomed
toit, by now.

S0, he responded with athin, mocking smile of hisown.
"What amuses you?' Ajatasutra asked.

"A difficulty | had not foreseen, which | just now remembered. Nanda La once promised methat he
would atend my wedding. And | told him | would hold himtoiit."

"Ah." The assassn nodded. "Y es, that isadifficulty. A matter of honor isinvolved.”

The armor finally removed and placed on anearby stand, Toramana scratched hisribs. Even
half-armor was swegty, in garam.

"Not that difficult,” hesaid.
"Oh, certainly not."

He and Ajatasutra exchanged the smile, now. They got dong very well together. Why not? They
were much dike,

* * %

Agathius was on the dock at Charax to greet Antoninaand Photius and Ousanas when the Axumite
fleet arrived.

So much, Antonina had expected. What she had not expected was the sSight of Agathius young
Persian wife and the small mountain of luggage next to her.

"Weé're going with you," Agathius announced gruffly, as soon as the gangplank was lowered and he
hobbled across.

Helooked at Ousanas. "' hear you have anew title. No longer the keeper of the fly whisks."
"Indeed, not! My new titleisfar more august. ‘Angabo,’ no less. That signifies—"

"The keeper of the crutches. Splendid, you can hold minefor amoment.” Agathiusleaned hisweight
againg therail and handed his crutches to Ousanas. Then, garted digging in histunic. "I've got the orders
here"

By thetime Antoninastopped giggling a the startled expression on Ousanas face, Agathiuswas
handing her ashesf of officia-looking documents.

"Right there," he said, tapping afinger on the name at the bottom. "It's not asignature, of course. Not
in these modern times, with telegraph.”



He seemed to be avoiding her eyes. Antoninadidn't bother looking at the documents. Instead, she
looked at Agathius wife, who was still on the dock and peering at her suspicioudly.

"I'll bet my hushand's orders don't say anything about Sudaba."
Agathius seemed to shrink alittle. "Well, no. But if you want to argue the matter with her, you doiit.”
"Oh, I wouldn't think of doing s0." Honey dripped from the words. "The children?"

"They'll stay here. Sudabas family will take them in, until we get back." The burly Roman generd's
shoulders swelled again. "l inssted. Made it ftick, too."

Antoninawas trying very hard not to laugh. Sudaba had become something of alegend in the Roman
army. What saved Agathius from being ridiculed behind his back was that the soldiery wastoo envious.
Sudaba never henpecked Agathius about anything else—and precious few of them had ayoung and very
good-looking wife who insisted on accompanying her husband everywhere he went. The fact that
Agathius had logt hislegsin battle and had to hobble around on crutches and wooden legs only
augmented that amatory prestige.

Ousanas grinned and handed back the crutches. " 'Angabo’ does not mean keeper of the crutches.
It also doesn't mean 'nursemaid,’ so don't ask meto take in your brats when you return. They'll be
spoiled rotten.”

In acheerier mood, now that he knew Antoninawouldn't object to Sudaba's presence, Agathius
took back the crutches. "True. So what? They're dready spoiled rotten. And we'll see how long that grin
lagts. The Persansingst on ahuge festiva to honor your arriva. Well—Photius arrivd, formaly
gpeaking. But you'll haveto attend also.”

Thegrin vanished.

* % %

There had never been agrin on the face of the Mawa assassination commander, or any of his men.
Not even asmile, sincethey'd arrived at Charax.

Any nation attempt in Egypt had proven impossible, asthey'd surmised it would be.
Unfortunately, the Situation in Charax was no better. The docks were gill under Roman authority, and the
security there was even more ferocious than it had been in Alexandria

True, for the day and hdf thefestival lasted, their targets were under Persian protection. But if the
Aryanswere dacker and |less well-organi zed than the Romans, they made up for it by sheer numbers.
Worst of dl, by that invariant Persian snobbery, only Roman officids and Persian grandees and azadan
—"men of noble birth"—were dlowed anywherein the vicinity of the Roman and Axumite vigtors.

With the resources available, in the time they had, there was no way for the nsto forge
documents good enough to pass Roman ingpection. Asfor trying to claim noble Aryan lineage.. . .

Impossible. Persian documents were fairly easy to forge, and it would be as easy for some of the
nsto pass themsaves off as Persans as polyglot Romans. But if Persian bureaucrats were easy to
fool, Persan retainerswere not. Tightly knit together by kinship asthe great Pergan familieswere, they
relied on persona recognition to separate the wheet from the chaff—and to those keen eyes, the Madwa
nswere clearly chaff. If nothing ese, they'd certainly insst on searching their luggage, and they'd
find the bombard—a wegpon that had no conceivabl e use except assassination.

"No help for it," the commander said, as he watched the Axumite war fleet leaving the harbor, with
their target safely aboard the largest vessdl. "WEII haveto try again at Barbaricum. No point even
thinking about Chabahari."

His men nodded, looking no more pleased than he did. Leaving aside the fact that this mission had
been frudtrating from the very start, they now had the distinctly unpleasant prospect of voyaging down the
Gulf inan oared gdley. It was unlikely they'd be able to use sails, traveling eastbound, with monsoon
season il so far away. And—worst of dl—while they'd had enough money to afford agdley, they
hadn't been able to afford a crew beyond apilot.



Mawa assassins were expert at many things. Rowing was not one of them.
"Our handsll betoo badly blistered to hold aknife," one of them predicted gloomily.
"Shut up,” his commander responded, every bit as gloomily.

Chapter 17

Thelndus

The attack came as a complete surprise. Not to Anna, who smply didn't know enough about war to
understand what could be expected and what not, but to her military escort.

"What in the name of God do they think they're doing?' demanded Menander angrily.

He studied the fleet of small boats—skiffs, redly—pushing out from the southern shore. The skiffs
were loaded with Mawa soldiers, dong with more than the usual complement of Mahaveda priests and
their mahamimamsa"enforcers.” The presence of the latter was a sure sSign that the Mawa considered
this project so near-suicidal that the soldiers needed to be held in atight rein.

"It'san ambush,” explained his pilot, saying aoud the concluson Menander had aready reached. The
man pointed to the thick reeds. "The Mawamust have hauled those boats across the desert, hidden them
in the reeds, waited for us. We don't keep regular patrols on the south bank, since there'sredly nothing
there to watch for."

Menander's face was tight with exasperation. "But what's the point of it?' For amoment, hiseyes
moved forward, toward the heavily shielded bow of the ship where the Victrix's fire-cannon was
gtuated. "Well burn them up like so many piles of kindling."

But even before he finished the last words, even before he saw the target of the oncoming boats,
Menander understood the truth. The fact of it, at least, if not the reasoning.

"Why? They're dl dead men, no matter what happens. In the name of God, she's just awoman!”

Hedidn't wait for an answer, however, before starting to issue his commands. The Victrix began
shuddering to ahdt. The skiffs were coming swiftly, driven by dmost frenzied rowing. 1t would take the
Victrix timeto cometo ahat and turn around; time to make its way back to protect the barge it was
towing.

Time, Menander feared, that he might not have.

"What should we do?" asked Anna. For dl the strain in her voice, she was relieved that her words
came without sammering. A Mdisseni girl could afford to scream with terror; she couldn't. Not any
longer.

Grim-faced, Illus glanced around the barge. Other than he and Cottomenes and Abdul, there were
only five Roman soldiers on the barge—and only two of those were armed with muskets. Since

Bdisarius and Khusrau had driven the Mawa out of the Sind, and established Roman nava supremacy
on the Indus with the new steam-powered gunboats, there had been no Mawa attempt to threaten



shipping south of the lron Triangle.

Then hiseyes cameto rest on the vessdl's new festure, and histight lips creased into something like a
amile

"God bless good officers,” he muttered.

He pointed to the top of the cabin amidships, where a shell of thin iron was perched. It was aturret,
of sorts, for the odd and ungainly looking "Puckle gun” that Menander had inssted on adding to the
barge. The helmeted face and upper body of the gunner was visible, and 11lus could see the man
beginning to train the weapon on the oncoming canoes.

"Get up there—now. There's enough room in there for you, and it's the best armored place on the
barge." He gave the oncoming Mawaaquick glance. "They've got afew muskets of their own. Won't be
ableto hit much, not shooting from skiffs moving that quickly—but keep your head down once you get
there.”

It took Annaagreat dedl of effort, encumbered as she was by her heavy and severe gown, to
clamber atop the cabin. She couldn't have madeit at dl, if Abdul hadn't boosted her. Climbing over the
ironwall of theturret was abit easier, but not much. Fortunately, the gunner lent her ahand.

After she sorawled into the open interior of the turret, the hard edges of some kind of ammunition
containers bruising her back, Annahad to struggle fiercely not to burst into shrill cursing.

| have got to design a new costume. Propriety be damned!

For amoment, her thoughts veered aside. She remembered that Irene Macrembolitissa, in her
Observations of India, had mentioned—with some amusement—that Empress Shakuntala often wore
pantaloonsin public. Outrageous behavior, redly, but . . . when you're the one who ownsthe
executioners, you can afford to outrage public opinion.

The thought made her smile, and it waswith that cheerful expression on her lipsthat she turned her
face up to the gunner frowning down at her.

"Isthere anything | can do to help?’
The man'sface suddenly lightened, and he smiled himself.

"Damnif you aren't aprizel" he chuckled. Then, nodding hishead. "Y es, maam. Asameatter of fact,
thereis”

He pointed to the odd-looking objects lying on the floor of the turret, which had bruised Annawhen
shelanded on them. "Those are cdlled cylinders.” He patted the strange looking wegpon behind which he
was haf-crouched. "Thisthingll wresk havoc, sure enough, aslong as| can keep it loaded. I'm
supposed to have aloader, but since we added this just as an afterthought . . ."

Heturned his head, studying the enemy vessdls. "Better do it quick, maam. If those skiffs get
alongside, your men and the other soldierswon't be enough to beat them back. And they'll have grenades
anyway, they're bound to. If | can't keep them off, we're al dead.”

Annascrambled around until she was on her knees, then seized one of the weird-looking metal
contraptions. It was not as heavy asit looked. "What do you need meto do? Be precise!l”

"Just hand them to me, maam, that'sdl. I'll do the rest. And keep your head down—it's you they're
ater"

Annafrozefor amoment, dumbfounded. "Me? Why?'
"Damned if | know. Doesn't make sense.”

But, in truth, the gunner did understand. Some part of it, at least, evenif he lacked the sophigtication
to follow al of the reasoning of the inhuman monster who commanded the Mawa empire. The gunner
had never heard—and never would—of aman named Napoleon. But he was an experienced soldier,
and not stupid evenif hisformal education was rudimentary. The moral isto the material in war as
three-to-one was not a phrase the man would have ever uttered himself, but he would have had no



difficulty underganding it.

Link, the emissary from the new gods of the future who ruled the Mawain dl but name and
commanded its great army in the Punjab, had ordered this ambush. The"why" was self-evident to its
superhuman intelligence. Spending the lives of afew soldiers and Mahaveda priests was well worth the
price, if it would enable the monster to destroy the Wife whose exploits its spies reported. Exploits
which, intheir own peculiar way, had become important to Roman morae.

Cheap at the price, in fact. Dirt cheap.

Thelron Triangle

The battle on the river was observed from the north bank by apatrol of light Arab cavary in Roman
service. Being Beni Ghassan, the cavarymen were far more sophiticated in the uses of new technology
than most Arabs. Their commander immediately dispatched three riders to bring news of the Mawa
ambush to the nearest telegraph station, which was but afew miles distant.

By the time Belisarius got the news, of course, the outcome of the battle had already been decided,
oneway or the other. So he could do nothing more than curse himself for afool, and try not to let the
ashen face of ablind young man sway his cold-blooded reasoning.

"I'm adamned fool not to have foreseen the possibility. It just didn't occur to me that the Mawa
might carry boats across the desert. But it should have."

"Not your fault, gr," said Calopodius quietly.
Bdisariustightened hisjaws. "Like hdl it isnt."
Maurice, standing nearby, ran fingersthrough hisbristly iron-gray hair. "Weadl screwed up. | should

have thought of it, too. We've been so busy just being entertained by the episode that we didn't think
about it. Not serioudy.”

Bdisarius Sghed and nodded. "Theres still no point in me sending the Justinian. By thetimeit got
there, it will al have been long settled—and there's dways the chance Link might be trying for a
diverson."

"You can't send the Justinian," said Caopodius, haf-whispering. "With the Victrix gone—and the
Photius down at Sukkur—the Mawamight try an amphibious attack on the Triangle. They could get
past the mine fieldswith alot of little boats, where they couldn't with just their few ironclads.”

He spoke the cold truth, and every officer in the command center knew it. So nothing further was
said. They smply waited for another telegraph report to inform them whether Calopodius was a husband
or awidower.

Thelndus

Before the battle was over, Anna had reason to be thankful for her heavy gown.

As cheerfully profligate as he was, the gunner soon used up the preloaded cylindersfor the Puckle
gun. Thereafter, Anna had to reload the cylinders manually with the cartridges she found in ametd case
againg the shedll of theturret. Placing the new shdlls into acylinder was easy enough, with alittle
experience. Thetrick was taking out the spent ones. The brass cartridges were hot enough to hurt her
fingers, thefirg time shetried prying them ouit.



Theregfter, following the gunner's hagtily shouted ingructions, she started using the little ramrod
provided in the ammunition case. Kneding in the shelter of the turret, she just upended the
cylinders—carefully holding them with the hem of her dress, because they were hot l so—and smacked
the cartridges|oose.

The cartridges came out easily enough, that way—tight onto her 1ap and knees. In alighter gown, a
less severe and forma garment, her thighs would soon enough have been scorched by thelittle pile of hot
metdl.

Asit was, the heat was endurable, and Annadidn't carein the least that the expensive fabric was
being ruined in the process. She just went about her business, brushing the cartridges onto the floor of the
turret, loading and reloading with the thunderous racket of the Puckle gun in her ears, ignoring everything
elsearound her.

Throughout, her mind only strayed once. After the work became something of aroutine, she found
hersalf wondering if her husband's mind had been so detached in battles. Not whether he had ignored
pain—of course he had; Annahad learned that much since leaving Congtantinople—but whether he had
been ableto ignore his continued existence aswell.

She suspected he had, and found herself quite warmed by the thought. She even handed up the next
loaded cylinder with asmile.

The gunner noticed the smile, and that too would become part of the legend. He would survive the
war, asit happened; and, in later years, intavernsin his native Anatolia, whenever he heard the tale of
how the Wife smote down Malwa boarders with a sword and alaugh, he saw no reason to set the matter
draight. By then, he had cometo haf-bdieveit himsalf.

Anna sensed a shadow passing, but she paid it very little attention. By now, her hands and fingers
were throbbing enough to block out most sensation beyond what was necessary to keep rel oading the
cylinders. She barely even noticed the sudden burst of fiery light and the screams that announced that the
Victrix had arrived and was wreaking its delayed vengeance on what was | eft of the Mawaambush.

Which was not much, in truth. The gunner was avery capable man, and Anna had kept him well
supplied. Mogt of the skiffs now drifting near the barge had bodies draped over their sides and sprawled
lifdesdy within. At that close range, the Puckle gun had been murderous.

"Enough, mdam," said the gunner. "It'sover.”

Annafinished reloading the cylinder in her hands. Then, when the meaning of the wordsfindly
registered, she set the thing down on the floor of the turret. Perhaps oddly, the relief of finaly not having
to handle hot metal only made the pain in her hands—and legs, too, she noticed finaly—all the worse.

She stared down at the fabric of her gown. There were little stainsall over it, where cartridges had
rested before she brushed them onto the floor. There was atime, she could vaguely remember, when the
destruction of an expensive garment would have been a cause of grest concern. But it seemed avery
long time ago.

"How islllus?' she asked softly. "And the others? The boys?'

The gunner sighed. "One of the boys got killed, maam. Just bad luck—IIlus kept the youngsters
back, but that one grenade. . ."

Vagudy, Annaremembered hearing an explosion. She began to ask which boy it was, whose desth
she had caused, of the five urchins she had found on the docks of Barbaricum and conscripted into her
Service. But she could not bear that pain yet.

“Mus?'

"He'sfine. So's Abdul. Cottomenes got cut pretty bad.”

Something to do again. Thethought came asardief. Within seconds, she was clambering
awkwardly over the Side of the turret again—and, again, sllently cursing theimpractical garment she
wore,



* * %

Cottomenes was badly gashed, true enough. But the leg wound was not even close to the great
femora artery, and by now Annahad learned to sew other thingsthan cloth. Besides, the Victrix'sboiler
was an excellent mechanism for boiling water.

The ship's engineer was a bit outraged, of course. But, wisdly, he kept his mouth shuit.

Thelron Triangle

The tdegraph started chattering. Everyone in the command bunker froze for amoment. Then,
understanding the meaning of the dot-dashes faster than anyone—even the operator jotting down the
message—Ca opodius dumped in his chair with relief. The message was unusudly long, with two short
pausesin the middle, and by the timeit was completed Calopodius was even smiling.

Bdisarius, unlike Calopodius, could not quite follow the message until it wastrandated. When he
took the message from the hand of the operator and scanned it quickly, he understood the smile on the
face of the blind young officer. He grinned himself.

"Well, I'd say she'sin good form,” he announced to the small crowd in the bunker. Then, quoting:

"ALL FINE EXCEPT COTTOMENES INJURED AND RAFF DEAD. RAFFI
ONLY TWELVE YEARSOLD. FEEL HORRIBLE ABOUT IT. MENTION HIM IN
DISPATCHES. PLEASE. ALSO MENTION PUCKLE GUNNER LEO
CONSTANTES. SPLENDID MAN. ALSO INSTRUCT GENERAL BELISARIUS
MAKE MORE PUCKLE GUNS. SPLENDID THINGS. ALSO—"

"Heréswhere the pause was," explained the generd. His grin widened. "It goes on:

"OPERATOR SAYSMESSAGE TOO LONG. OPERATOR REFUSES GIVE HIS
NAME. MENTION NAMELESS OPERATOR IN DISPATCHES. STUPID
OFFICIOUS ASININE OBNOXIOUS WORTHLESS FELLOW."

"Why do | think someonein that telegraph station has asword at histhroat?' mused Mauriceidly.
"Her bodyguards are I saurians, right? Stupid idiot." Hewas grinning aso.

"MENANDER SAYSWILL ARRIVE SOON. WILL NEED NEW CLOTHES."

Belisarius grin didn't fade, exactly, but it became less purely jovid. Hislast words were spoken
softly, and addressed to Ca opodius rather than to the room at large.

"Here was the second pause. Thelast part of the message reads:

"AM EAGER TO SEE YOU AGAIN. MY HUSBAND."



Chapter 18

The Narmadariver

The Mawaarmy drawn up on the open plain just south of the Narmada was terrifying. Looking over
them from adistance, perched in her howdah with the baby, Shakuntala finally understood—really
understood—uwhy her husband had been so cautiousin his tactics from the very beginning.

It might be better to say, cautiousin his strategy. When the Panther did strike, he struck hard and
fast. But he'd carefully avoided getting anywhere near the Mawalion'sjaws and talons.

"Impressive, aren't they?' Rao called up to her. He was riding a horse dongside the € ephant that
bore her and Namadev.

Until that morning, two maidservants had been in the howdah with them. But Shakuntalahad insgsted
they remain behind, when the Maratha army moved out a dawn to meet Damodara and hisforces. The
empress still suspected treachery. For that reason, she had one of the best horsesin Indiafollowing
behind, in case she and Namadev had to flee precipitoudy into the badlands of the Great Country. On
that horse, she was confident she could elude even Rgput cavary. On an eephant, hopelessto do so.

She stared down at her husband. Amazingly, to al appearances, he wasin as sunny amood as she'd
ever seen him.

Rao raised himsdf alittlein his stirrups—by now, the Roman innovations were ubiquitous—to get a
better view of the enemy. "The best army the Mawa have, for acertainty.” He pointed with hisfinger,
and then dowly swept it across the front lines of the enemy. They were ill athousand yards away.

"See how Damodara has his artillery units scattered among the infantry? Y ou won't see that in any
other Mawaarmy. No lolling about in the comfort of the rear for his kshatriya”

Thefinger jabbed; here, there, there.

"Notice, ds0, the way he hasthe Y e-tai units positioned with respect to the main force of Ragjput
cavdry. In the center, most of them, forming his spearhead while the Rgjputs are concentrated on the
flanks. His Y e-ta will lead the charge, here, not stay behind to drive forward badly trained and
ill-motivated peasant foot soldiers.”

Thefinger lowered. "Of which,”" he concluded cheerily, "Damodara doesn't have that many in any
event. They're back guarding the supply wagons, | imagine. Along with the mahaveda priests, of course,
who control the munitions supply. That |ast feature is about the only way in which Damodaras army il
resemblesaMadwaforce.”

"Rao. .." Shakuntalasaid hesitantly.

"Oh, yes, my dearest. You're quiteright.” Still standing in the stirrups, Rao swiveled his upper body
back and forth, studying hisown army.

The Marathaarmy was barely haf the size of the enemy force acrossthefield. And didn't bear so
much as afourth the weight of fine armor, fine swords and lances—and not atenth the weight of firearms



and gunpowder.

"Oh, yes" herepeated, hisvoice gill as sunny-toned as ever, "if | wereidiotic enough to meet them
on thisfidd, they'd hammer usflat. Belucky if athird of my army survived at dl.”

"Rao..."

"Bedill, dearest. Thisisnot afield wheretwo armieswill meet. Smply two souls. Three, actudly,
counting Damodara. Perhapsfour, if we count Narsesaswell. Which | think we mugt.”

She took adeep, dow breath. "Y our soul isasgreat asany | have ever known. But it is not great
enough to do this."

Helaughed. "Of course not! It's not my soul I'm counting on, however."

He reached up and extended his hand. "Touch me, dearest. Not for thelast time! Smply—agift.”

Shedid o, briefly clutching the strong fingers. Strong and large. Rao had the hands of a man half
aganhissze

Then, hewas gone, trotting his horse onto the open field between the armies.

* % %

Sitting on his own mount at the very front and center of the Mawaarmy, Rana Sangawatched him
come.

At firgt, he smply assumed it was Raghunath Rao, from the logic of the matter. Even the keen eyes of
the man who was probably Indias greatest archer could not distinguish features at the distance of a
thousand yards. The more so, when he had not seen the features themselvesin over two decades. The
famous dud between him and Rao had happened when they were both young men.

Long ago, that was. A thousand years ago, it seemed to the greatest king of Rgjputana. Between
then and now lay a gulf that could not be measured in Smple years. The young Sangawho had faced a
young Rao s0 long ago had been sure and certain in hisbeliefs, his creed, hisduty, hisloydties, and his
place in the universe. The middle-aged man who was about to meet him again was no longer sure of
anything.

Except in his prowess asawarior, of course. But Rana Sanga knew full well that was the least of the
things that were meeting today on anew field of battle. Something much greater was at stake now. He
only wished he knew exactly what it was. But the only thought that cameto hismind was. . .

Onions.

It wasbizarre, redly. All he could think of was onions, peding away. With every horse's pace the
digtant figure shortened between them, Sanga could sense another ped, fdling.
Soon enough—till long before he could recognize the features—he knew it was Rao.

"I'd hdf-forgotten,” he murmured.

Next to him, Damodara raised a questioning eyebrow.

"How frightening an opponent heis," Sangaexplained.

Damodara squinted at the coming figure, trying to discern what Sanga seemed to seein it. Damodara
himsdf was. . .

Unimpressed, redlly. Given the reputation of the Panther—or the Wind of the Great Country, as he
was a'so known—he'd been expecting some sort of giant of aman. But the Marathawarrior gpproaching
across the field seemed no more than average size.

Very widein the shoulders, true. So much was obvious even at adistance, and Damodara didn't
think it was due to the armor Rao was wearing. It was not elaborate armor, in any event. Just the
utilitarian gear than any hill-fighter might bring into battle.

But as Rao neared, he began to understand. It was a subtle thing, given that the man wason
horseback. Still, after atime, it became gpparent enough.



"Theway he moves, evenriding ahorse. . ."

Sanga barked a harsh laugh. "Hope you never see him move up close, with ablade or his
iron-clawed gauntlet! Not even the Mongooseis so fast, so sure. Always so balanced. | remember
thinking | was facing an asura under the human-seeming flesh.”

The Rgjput king eased his sword out of the scabbard. Just an inch or so, making sure it was loose.
Then, did the same with the lancein its scabbard by hisknee.

Then, drew hisbow. He'd start with that, of course. With abow, Sanga out-matched Rao. With a
lance a so, probably, especidly now with the added advantage of stirrups.

Stll, given Rao, it would probably end with them on foot. The last time they'd met, they'd fought for
an entire day with every wegpon they'd possessed. And then, too exhausted to move, had finished by
exchanging philosophical barbs and quips.

"Wish mewsdll, Lord," he said. Then, spurred hisown horseinto atrot.

A great roar went up from the Malwaarmy. Matched, amoment later, by one from the Marathas
acrossthefied.

* * %

"Oh, splendid,” murmured Ajatasutra. He and the assassin held kept with him exchanged allittle smile,

"Let'shopethey keep it up." The n glanced a one of the nearby munitionswagons. The
mahaveda head priest and the two mahamimamsawho guarded it were standing, their eyesriveted on the
two combatants approaching each other. They were paying no attention at dl to the men who, inthe
nondescript and patchy armor of common infantrymen, were quietly sporeading through the munitions
wagons.

"Youwill givethesgnd?'

Ajatasutra pinched his hawk nose, smiling more widely under the fingers. "If need be, yes. But unless
I'm much mistaken, that won't be necessary. The thing will be, ah, quite obvious."

The n cocked his head dightly, in asubtle question.

"Look at it thisway. The two most flamboyant men in Indiaare about to meet. True, oneisthe
sternest of Rgjputs and the other isreputed to be a great philosopher. Still, | don't think subtlety will be
the end result.”

* k%

Narsesjust watched, perched on his mule. Whatever he could do, he had done. Therest wasin the

hands of whatever God existed.

So, dthough he watched intently, he was quite cam. What would happen, would happen. There
remained only the anticipation of the outcome. The greatest game of al, the game of thrones.

For the ret—whatever God might be—Narses was quite sure he was damned anyway. But he
thought he'd have the satisfaction, whatever happened, of being able to thumb hisnose at al the godsand
devils of the universe, as he plunged into the Pit.

Which, he reminded himsdlf, might till be some decades off anyway.

* * *

Damodarawas far less relaxed. He was as tense and as keyed up as he'd ever been, on the edge of
abattle.

It could not be otherwise, of course. It was he who would, as commanders must, gauge the right
moment.

* % %

Once Sanga and Rao were within seventy yards of each other, Rao drew up his horse.
Sangadid likewise. He dready had the bow in hisleft hand. Now, relinquishing the reins, he drew



and notched an arrow with the right.

Then, waited. Galant as ever, the Rgjput king would dlow the Maratha chieftain and imperia consort
to ready his own bow.

Titleshad vanished, on thisfield. Everything had vanished, except the glory of Indiastwo greatest
warriors meeting again in single combat.

Rao grinned. He hadn't intended to, but the sight of Sanga's frown—aquite obvious, even at the
distance, given the open-faced nature of Rgjput helmets—made it impossible to do otherwise.

Always grict! Sangawas obvioudy abit disgruntled that Rao had been so careless as not to have his
own bow aready in hand. Had the great Marathawarrior grown senile?

"Thelast time," Rao murmured, "greet king of the Rgjputs, we began with bows and ended with
philosophy. But were much older now, and that seems like such awaste of sweat. So let's Sart with
philosophy, shal we? Where it dways ends, anyway."

Rao did from his horse and landed on the ground, poised and baanced on hisfeet.

First, he reached up, drew hislance from the saddle scabbard, and pitched it asde. Then, did the
same with the bow. Being careful, of course, to make sure they landed on soft patches of soil and far
from any rocks. They were good weapons, very well made and expensive. It would be pointless
extravagance to damage them. From a philosophica standpoint, downright grotesque.

Thearrow quiver followed. Holding it like avase, he scattered the arrows across the field. Then,
tossed the quiver asde. He was less careful where they landed. Arrows were easy enough to come by,
and the utilitarian quiver even more so.

Armed now only with asword and hand weapons, Rao began walking toward Sanga. After ten
steps, the sword was pitched to the ground.

Laid on the ground, rather, and carefully at that. It was an excellent sword and Rao didn't want to
seeit damaged. Still, it was dl done very quickly.

The dagger, likewise.
Hisiron-clawed gauntlet being asturdier thing, he smply dropped it casualy as he moved on.

Hewaked dowly. Not for the sake of drama, but smply because unlacing and removing armor
requires some concentration.

The hdmet wasthe easiest, 0 it went first. Tough and utilitarian, like the gauntlet, it was Smply
dropped from one pace to the next. The rest took a bit of time. Not much, given Rao'sfingers.

By the time he was done, he stood thirty yards from Sanga. And wore nothing but aloincloth.
And, still—he hadn't meant to, but couldn't res s—that same grin.

* % %

Shakuntalaheld her breath. The baby squalled, so tightly was she clutching him. But she never heard.

* % *
Damodararolled hiseyes. Just for amoment, praising the heavens.

True, he'd expected something. That waswhy he had waited. But he hadn't expected Rao to make
it the smplest task held probably ever confront, as the emperor of Mawa,

He spurred his horse forward. No dow trat, this, ether.

* % %

Sanga stared. Paralyzed.

There was no way—not even Rao!—that any man could survive againgt him, standing thereand in
that manner.

He didn't know what to do.
No, worse.



He did know what to do. And couldn't.
Not though hisvery soul was screaming at him. Aswasthe soul of hiswife, whether she was dead or
not.

And, ill, dl he could think of was onions. Not pegling awvay now, though. He could sensethe
shadow of hiswife, throwing them at him.

* % %

"King of Rajputana! Stop!"

The voice came asanimmenserdief. Swiveing in his saddle, Sanga stared at Damodara. For years
now, the man coming toward him had been his commander. At first, Sanga had obeyed of necessity;
then, with acceptance; findly, with greet pleasure.

Never greater than now.

For thefirgt timein hislife, Sangaredized, he had atrue and genuine lord. And, desperately, wanted
his master's guidance.

* k%
Ajatasutra glanced up at the priest atop the wagon he was now standing beside. The mahavedawas
scowling, of course. But, if anything, had his attention more riveted in the distance than ever.
Oh, splendid.

* * %

As soon as Damodara drew alongside the Rgjput king, he nodded toward Rao.

"Y ou cannot survivethis, Sanga," he said softly. "When glory and honor and duty and necessity al
clash together, on the same field, no man can survive. Not even the gods can do s0."

The Rgput's dark eyes stared at him.
"Lord..." hesaid dowly.

"Yes, well." Damodara cleared histhroat. Awkward, that. But he did need to keep astraight face.
Evenif that maniac's grin thirty yards away wasinfectious.

"Yes, wdl. That's actualy the point. Y ou may recall that | oncetold you, on the banks of the Tigris,
that the day might come when | would need to remind you of your oath."

"Yes, Lord." The eyes seemed darker yet. "l swore an oath—as did al Rgjputs—to the Emperor of
Mawa."

"Indeed s0. Well, | just discovered—"

He had to clear histhroat again. No choice. Damn that Maratha rascal!

"Amazing news. Horrifying, actually. But Narsesferreted out the plot. It seems that—two generations
ago, if you can bdieveit—"

Damodara had insisted on that, overriding the eunuch's protests, even though it made the forgeriesfar

more difficult. Hedid not think it likely hisfather and mother would survive what was coming, despite
Narses assurances. So beit. They were dderly, in any event. But he would not have them shamed a so.

"—unscrupulous plottersin the dynasty substituted another baby for the rightful heir. Who was my
grandfather, asit happens. Therightful heir to the throne, that is. Which meansthat Skandaguptaisan
impostor and afraud, and hisminion Nanda La isatraitor and awretch. And, well, it seemsthat | am
actualy the Emperor of Mawa."

By now, he wished he could strangle that till-grinning Maratha gpe. Even though held gotteniit
out without choking once.

Alas. The only man who could possibly manage that feaet was Rana Sanga.
Who was Hill staring at him, with eyes that now seemed as dark as eternity.
Carefully keeping his gaze away from Rao and his blasted grin, Damodara spoke as sernly as he



could manage.
"So, King of Rgjputana. Will you honor your oath?!

* * *

It dl fell into place for Sanga, then. Asif the last shadow onion, hurled by his shadow wife, had
struck him on the forehead and abruptly dispelled dl illusons.

He looked away from Damodara and gazed upon Rao.

He always understood, Sangaredized. And, thus, understood me as well.

Sangaremembered the silvery moon over tortured Ranapur, that he had turned away from out of his
duty. And knew, at |agt, that the duty had beenillusion also. Already, then, nothing but illusion.

He remembered Bdisarius holding ajewd in his hand, and asking the Rgjput king if he would
exchange his plain wifefor abeautiful one. The answer to that question had been obviousto Sangaat the
time. Why, he wondered now, had he not seen that the same answer applied to al things?

He remembered Bdlisarius exact words, peaking of the jewel in hishand. How stupid of Sanga, not
to have understood then!

This, too, isathing of pollution. A monster. An intelligent being created from disease. The
wor st disease which ever stalked the universe. And yet—

Is he not beautiful ? Just like a diamond, forged out of rotting waste?

For years, Sanga had held tightly to the memory of his dud with Rao. Had held to that memory, as
he'd seen the glory of hisyouth dide into what seemed an endless pit of vileness and corruption.

L ooking upon Raghunath Rao today, standing almost naked before him—naked and
unarmed—Sangaknew that he was aready defeated. But also understood that, out of this defeat, would
comethe victory he had so desperately sought for so many years.

So stupid.

How could he have been so blind, not to have seen the truth? Not to have seen the way in which, out
of thefilth and evil of the Mawa dynasty, had emerged the true thing? There was no excuse, redly, since
Sanga had been there to bear witness, every step of the way. Had been there himsalf, and witnessed, as
ashort, fat—fat then, at least—and unassuming distant cousin of the emperor had shown Sangaand all
Rajputs that their sacred vows had not and would not be scorned by the gods of India.

An onion, peded away by divinewill to show the jewel at the center.

Even Narses had seen it. And if the Roman eunuch had chosen forgery and duplicity to ped away the
illuson, Sangahad no need of such artificia devices.

The truth was what it was. The great land of Indianeeded a great emperor. And now it had one,
despite the schemes of an alien monster. No, not even despite the monster. Though never meaning to do
s0 and never recognizing its own deed, the monster itsalf had created that true emperor, becauseit had
crested the need for him.

In amanner that the Roman traitor would never understand, his forgeries were smply arecognition of
the truth.

"Of course, Emperor,” he said.

* * *

Damodara had seen Sanga smile before. Not often, true, by the standards of most men. Still, hed
seen him amile. Even grin, now and then.

Never, though, in amanner you might dmost cal dy.
"Of course," Sangarepeated. "Y ou forget that | am also a student of philosophy. If not"—he jerked
his head toward Rao—"with the same extravagance as that one. But enough to understand that truth and

illusion fade into each other, when the cycle comes. | remember pondering that matter, as| listened to the
screams of dying Ranapur.”



There was no humor in the last sentence. Nor in the next.

"And did I not understand, my wife would explainit to me. If she could.”

"Oh." Damodarafelt likeanidiot. "Sorry. | forgot. Narses uncovered another plot. It seems—"
"Please, Lord. She hasbeen my life. She and my children.”

"Stll is, fill is. So arethey." Damodara drew the little knife from the pouch, and handed it to the
Rajput. " She said—told Narses, through Ajatasutra—that you'd recognize this. Asked that you be given
an onion, too."

Hedrew that forth also, fedling like an idiot again. What sort of emperor serves up onions?

But since the answer was obvious, he didn't fed like much of anidiot.

Successful emperors, that's who.

Sanga stared down at the knife and the onion, though he made no attempit to take them. No way he
could have, without relinquishing the bow and the arrow.

"Yes, | recognizeit. And the messagein the onion. | felt its shadow strike me, but a minute ago.”

For an ingtant, the Rajput's eyes flicked toward the Mawaarmy. "Narses," he hissed, sounding like
acobra. A very, very angry cobra.

That had to be deflected. "L ater, Sanga. For the moment . . ."

Damodaras jaws tightened. He was il quietly furious at Narses himsdif.

"He probably kept usdl dive. And in the meantime, there are other mattersto ded with."

Sangatook adow deep breath. "Yes" Another such breeth, by the end of which thetall and
powerful figure on the horse next to Damodara seemed quite relaxed.

Poised rather, in the manner of agreat warrior.

"What do you command, Emperor?"

"Let'sstart by ridding ourselves of those pestiferous priests, shall we? Along with their pet torturers. |

decree the Mahaveda cult an abomination. All the cult's priests and mahamimamsa are under immediate
sentence of death. None will be spared.”

"My greet pleasure, Lord of Mawa."

* % %

And, S0, Indiawas given anew legend, after all. Whatever regrets the warriors who watched might
have had, that the great duel between Sanga and Rao never happened, they were mallified by the bow
shot.

The greatest ever, al would swear, since Krishnathe charioteer drove Arjunaand his great bow onto
the ancient battlefield of Kurukshetra. Hundreds of yards, that arrow flew, to strike like a thunderbolt.

* % %

For one of the few timesin hislife, Ajatasutrawas quite amazed. The arrow went right through the
chief priet, striking the perfect bowman's target—just above the breastbone—and severing the great
arteries asit passed. The chief priest collapsed on the wagon like a puppet with cut strings, blood gushing
asif from afountain. The arrow might even have severed the spine, from the way the priest was il
thrashing.

"Y ou see?' he demanded.
But the nwas dready onto the wagon, cutting the first mahamimamsa.

Ajatasutra saw no reason to follow. The ns he'd assembled, over the months, were very good.
Not as good as he was, of course. But quite good enough—any one of them—to be more than amatch
for twice their number of torturers.

Besdes, he had other duties. Sangawas coming, driving his horse like another thunderbolt, and with
hislancein hand. The Y e-tai were pardyzed, for the moment, but the Rgjputs were not hesitating at all.



There were twenty thousand Rgjput cavalrymen on that field, now curling from the flanks onto the
munitionstrain like two great waves. Even with the best of discipline, they werelikely to shatter the
wagons unless Ajatasutra had them clearly under control.

A smal disagter, that. There was still awar to be fought and won.

He put away his dagger and drew the sword. If the scabbard that sword had been concealed in was
shabby, the sword was that of a commander.

"Guard the wagons!" he shouted at the infantrymen, standing around, their mouths agape. "Swing
theminto acircle. Now, you idiotsl"

They obeyed, dmost ingtantly. Even thoseilliterate and provincia peasants could figure out the
equation.

The mahaveda and mahamimamsawere dl dead or dying.
Ajatasutra seemed to know what he was doing.

Twenty thousand Rgjputs were on the way. The hooves of their horses seem to make the very
ground shake.

* % %

By the time the Rgjputs arrived, Ajatasutra had the wagonsin arough circle. With, in astill wider
circle around them, the corpses of priests and torturers tossed out. Asif they were so many sacrificial
offerings

Which.. . . they were. Even the Rgjputs were satisfied.

* % %

Throughout, neither the Y e-tai nor the kshatriyaartillerymen moved at al. Thiswas Rgput business,
even if Damodara had obvioudy givenit hisblessing.

Good enough. No doubt an explanation would be forthcoming. For the moment, wisdom and
sagacity both called for the tactics of micein the presence of predators.

Stillness and silence, lest one be noticed. L et the hawks feed on the priests and torturers. True, they
were dready carrion, but raptors are not fussy.

And who cared, anyway?

After the years of victory with Damodara, the years of battles and maneuversin the course of which
their commander had showed himsdf worthy of his men, who cared?

* k% %

When the announcement wasfinaly made to the entire army, the Y e-tai and kshatriyasimply grunted
thelr stisfaction.

Of course he was the emperor. Stupid of them, redlly, not to have redlized it sooner. All that wasted
time

Still worse, the endless miles of pointless marching back and forth across central Asa—when
Kausambi was so close.

* %k
That came | ater, however. For the moment, Damodara had more pressing business.
After Sangawas gone, thundering off, Damodara trotted over to Rao.

Thegrin was gone, &t least.

"l am the new Emperor of Mawa | did not start thiswar, | would now finishit.”

Rao nodded. "1 want the border set on the crest of the Vindhyas. And we get the crest—with the
right to build fortson it."

Damodara thought about it, for aminute.
That was reasonable, he decided. In the nature of things, it would aways be northern Indiawith its



teeming population in the Ganges valley that posed athreet to the realms of southern India. Fortsaong
the crest of the Vindhyasin the hands of Marathas could serve to defend the Deccan. Therewasredly
no way they could ever serve asinvasion routes onto the Gangetic plain.

"Agreed," hesaid. "In return, | want Bharakucchato be an open city. | will need alarge seaport on
the west coast.”

It was Rao's turn to consider.

"The population ismostly Maratha," he pointed out.

"It was once. Not any longer. It'stwice the Sizeit was at the conquest, and as polyglot asany city in
the world. No more than athird of the populace is Maratha, these days.”

Reo grunted. "Still."

"l do not ingst on aMawagarrison. But | don't want it garrisoned by Andhra, either. Or Persans.”

"Onthat last, we are agreed,” Rao said, scowling. "Therell be no way to keep the greedy arrogant
bastards out of the Sind, of course, thanksto you idiots. Not now. But that's as close as | want them,
and closer than | imagine you do."

"Yes. And | don't want Romans, either. They're too powerful.”

Rao scratched hisjaw. "Wadll, that's true. Friends now—ours, if not yours—but who knows what the
futurewill bring?'

Damodara made thefind move. "An Axumite garrison, then, just big enough to maintain order. Axum
ispowerful a seabut too smal to pose amilitary threat to any magor relm of India. But not Axumite
territory. An open city, with its own government—wel| thrash that out late—and neutra to al parties.”

"Y ou understand they'll ingst on theright to collect the tolls? To maintain the garrison.”

"For Axum, that matters. For us, it does not. Let them skim the trade. The tradeitsdf flowsin and
out of India North aswdl as south."

Rao nodded. "Agreed, then. That leaves the Mawa armiesin the Deccan outside of the Great
Country. Theres till ahuge garrison in Amaravati, and large ones el sewhere. Since you're the Goptri of
the Deccan, they're officially under your command. What happens, now that you're the Emperor?”

Damodara shrugged. "Ask mein afew months. If | take Kausambi and depose Skandagupta, they
will obey me. I will then order them to come home. Until then, however, I'd just as soon they stayed
wherethey are. I've never had much dealings with them, and | don't know which way they'd go so long
asthings are unsttled.”

* * *

Rao sudied the Mawaarmy. It was collgpsing inward, leaving units of Y e-tai and kshatriyain place
while the Rgjputs camein to daughter the priests. If they weren't dready daughtered, which. ..

Rao now studied the new Malwa emperor.
They probably were. If Damodara had none of the overweening ambition of Mawals previous

dynasts, Rao was quite sure he concentrated in his short person more capability than any of them—and
at least asmuch in theway of ruthlessness.

But it wasavery intdligent ruthlessness, the sort that didn't confuse meanswith ends and didn't prize
ruthlessness for its own sake.

Rao could live with that. More importantly, his son—and his son, and his son—could live with it too.
The Deccan could live with it. There would dways be agreat empire in northern India, that southern
Indiawould have to deal with. That being S0, better to deal with an empire founded by such as
Damodara.

"Done. It would take me two months anyway—at |east—to march on Amaravati. But | warn you
that | will, if you fail."

"If | fall, what do | care? Andif | dont, it won't be necessary.” Damodara smiled. "Or do you think



that the garrison at Amaravati will suddenly get ambitious? With me above them, and you at the gates?"

Rao returned the smile. It would be pleasant, in the years to come, to deal with this man. Not easy,
of course. But . . .

Y es, pleasant.

He nodded, and started to walk away.

Damodara caled him back. "Rao—one thing more.”

v

"I I succeed, | would like your sadhu to visit Kausambi.”

"Bindusara? Why?"

The new emperor seemed to shiver alittle. "It isnot enough to cut the throats of the mahaveda. For
generations, now, they have been apoison in India. | think we need to consider an antidote.”

It was the only thing that happened that day that surprised Rao. He had never—not
once—considered the possibility that the new emperor of Mawa might actudly bewise.

"I have no objection. But | can't speak for Bindusara. He's a sadhu, you know. Stubborn, asthe real
onesdwaysare."

"Yes. Why | want him."

Rao nodded, again, and walked away.

Much more than smply pleasant, then.

Of course, that would also make it less easy. But Rao had never expected the universeto be easy. In
truth, he didn't want it to be. With too much ease, came softness; and with softness, camerot.

* * %

It took him awhile, to return. First, because he had to settle down some eager and jittery unitsof his
own army. It was dways hard for soldiersto restrain themsalves, seeing what appeared to be an enemy
in confusion.

That was accomplished easily enough. A few shouts and gestures did the trick. Rao's position was
unquestioned, after dll.

It took longer to collect the weapons and armor he'd discarded. Nor was he tempted to ignore the
business. In truth, he didn't even think of doing so. Legend or not, consort of an empress or not,
Raghunath Rao was Maratha born and bred. Like hill people the world over, they were athrifty lot.

* * %

Eventualy, though, he made hisway back to the howdah and |ooked up at his beloved wife,
"See?' he demanded.
"I never doubted you once, husband,” shelied.



Chapter 19

Thelron Triangle

There was no reception for Anna at the docks, when she arrived at the Iron Triangle. Just asmall
gang of men hurrying out from the bunker to catch the lines thrown from the Victrix and the barge.

Shewas abit surprised. Not disgruntled, smply . . .

Surprised.

Menander seemed to understand. "We do this as quickly as possible these days," he explained

apologeticaly. "The Mawa have spotters hidden in the reeds, and they often fire rocket volleys at us
whenever aconvoy arrives.”

Asif hiswordswere the cue, Anna heard afaint sound to the north. Vaguely, like a snake hissng.
Looking up, she saw several rockets soaring up into the sky.

After amoment, startled, she realized how far away they were. "I didn't know they were so big.”

"They haveto be. Those arefired from the Mawalines, milesto the north. At first, the spotters
would fire small onesfrom the reeds. But that's just pure suicide for them. Even the Mawa, after awhile,
gaveit up.”

Too uncertain to know whether she should be worried or not, Annawatched the rockets climb
higher into the sky.

"They're headed our way, girl," Illus said gruffly. He pointed toward the low bunker toward which

they were being towed. The roof of the bunker wasjust tall enough for the Victrix to pass underneath.
"I'd fed better if you moved into the bow. That'll reach the shelter firet.”

"Yes. | suppose." Annagathered up the heavy skirts and began moving forward. Illusfollowed her,
with Abdul helping Cottomenes limp adong. Behind them came the four boys.

Glancing back, she saw that Menander had remained in his place. He was still watching the rockets.
From his apparent lack of concern, she redlized they must be veering off.

"Keegp moving, girl," lllus growled. "Y es, the damn things are completely inaccurate. But they don't
aways miss—and any rocket that big is going to have amonster of awarhead.”

She didn't argue the point. llluswas usualy cooperative with her, after al, and thiswas hisbusiness.

Still, most of her mind was concentrated on the sound of the coming rockets. Between that, the deep
gloom of the approaching bunker, and the need to watch her feet moving across the cluttered deck, she
was caught completely by surprise when the fanfare erupted.

That happened as soon as the bow passed under the overhang of the ship bunker.

Cornicens, alot of them, and some big drums. She wasn't very familiar with cornicens. They were
amog entirdy amilitary instrument.

"Oh," shesaid. "Oh."



[lluswas grinning from ear to ear. "'l was starting to wonder. Stupid, that. When you're dedling with
the generd "

* % %

By the time the fanfare ended and the bow of the ship bumped gently against the wharf insgde the
bunker, Annathought she might be growing deaf. Cornicenswere loud. Especidly when the sound was
reflected from such alow celling.

The cheers of the soldiers even seemed dim, in her ears. They couldn't be, of course. Not with that
many soldiers. Especialy when they started banging the hilts of their swords on their shidds aswell.

She was startled by that martial salute almost as much as sheld been by the cornicens.

Sheglanced at Illus. He had a peculiar look on hisface. A sort of fierce satisfaction.

"Do they dways do that?" she asked, amost shouting the words.

He shook his head. That gesture, too, had the air of satisfaction. "No, girl. They amost never do
that."

* % %

When she saw the first man who came up the gangplank, after it waslaid, Annawas Sartled again.
Shed learned enough of Roman uniforms and insigniato redize that this had to be Belisarius. But shed
never pictured him so. Thefact that he wastall and broad-shouldered fit her image well enough. But the
rest

Sheld read dl of Macrembolitissails work, so she knew agreat deal about the general. Despite that
knowledge—or perhaps because of it—she'd imagined some sort of modern Nestor. Wise, in agrim sort
of way; not old, certainly—absiractly, she knew he was a young man—buit still somehow middle-aged.
Perhapsabit of gray in hishair.

Sheld certainly never thought he would be so handsome. And so very young, to have done dl that he
had.

Findly, as he neared, she found an anchor. Something that matched the writings.

The generd's smile was crooked. Sheld aways thought that was just Macrembolitissa, indulging
hersdlf in poetic license.

She said asmuch.

Bdisarius smiled more crookedly ill. "So I'm told. Welcometo the Iron Triangle, Lady Saronites.”

* * %

The genera escorted her off the Victrix. Annawasrdlieved that he didn't offer her ahand, though.
Sheld bein far more danger of tripping over the long and ragged skirts without both hands to hold them.

She had to concentrate so much on that task that she wasn't really looking at anything else.
They reached the relatively safefooting of the wharf.

"Lady Saronites,” said the generd, "your husband.”

She looked up, startled again.

"Oh," shesad. "Oh."

There came, then, the most startling thing of al that day. For thefirgt timein years, Annawas too shy
to say aword.
* * %
"It'snot much," said Caopodius gpologeticaly.
Annds eyes moved over theinterior of the little bunker where Caopodiuslived. Where she would
now live dso. Shedid not fail to notice dl the little touches here and there—the bright, cheery little cloths;
the crucifix; even afew native handcrafts—as well asthe relative cleanliness of the place. But . . .

No, it was not much. Just abig pit in the ground, when al was said and done, covered over with logs
and soil.



"It'sfing" shesaid. "Not aproblem.”

Sheturned and stared at him. Her husband, once a handsome boy, was now a hideoudy ugly man.
She had expected the empty eye sockets, true enough. But even after al the carnage she had witnessed
snce she left Constantinople, she had not once considered what amortar shell would do to the rest of his
face.

Stupid, redly. Asif shrapnel would obey the rules of poetry, and pierce eyes as neatly as agoddess
at aloom. The upper half of hisface was acomplete ruin. The lower half wasrdatively unmarked, except
for one scar dong hisright jaw and another puckerlike mark on hisleft cheek.

His mouth and lips, on the other hand, were il as she vagudly remembered them. A nice mouth, she
decided, noticing for thefirst time.

"It'sfing," sherepeated. "Not a problem.”

A moment later, Illusand Abdul cameinto the bunker hauling her luggage. What was left of it. Until
they were gone, Annaand Caopodiuswere silent. Then he said, very softly:

"l don't understand why you came.”
Annatried to remember the answer. It was difficult. And probably impossibleto explain, in any

event. | wanted a divorce, maybe. . . seemed . . . Strange. Even stranger, though closer to the truth,
would be: or at least to drag you back so you could share the ruins of my own life.

"It doesn't matter now. I'm here. I'm staying.”

For thefirgt time since sheld rgjoined her husband, he smiled. Annaredized shed never really seen
him smile before. Not, at least, with an expression that was anything more than politeness.

He reached out his hand, tentatively, and she moved toward him. The hand, fumbling, stroked her
ribs.

"God in Heaven, Annal" he choked. "How can you stand something like that—in this climate? Y oulll
drownin swegt."

Annatried to keep from laughing; and then, redlizing finaly where she was, sopped trying. Evenin
the haughtiest aristocratic circles of Congtantinople, awoman was allowed to laugh in the presence of her
husband.

When she was done—the laughter was perhaps a bit hysterica—Ca opodius shook his head.
"Weve got to get you asai, firg thing. | can't have my wife dying on me from heet progtration.”

* * %

Calopodius matched deed to word immediately. A few words to his aide-to-camp Luke, and, much
sooner than Annawould have expected, a veritable horde of Punjabis from the adjacent town were
packed into the bunker.

Some of them were actualy there on business, bringing piles of clothing for her to try on. Most of
them, she findly understood, just wanted to get alook at her.

Of course, they were all expdled from the bunker while she changed her clothing—except for two
native women whose expert assistance she required until she mastered the secrets of the foreign
garments. But once the women announced that she was suitably attired, the mob of admirerswas
alowed back in.

Infact, after awhile Annafound it necessary to leave the bunker atogether and mode her new
clothing on the ground outside, where everyone could get agood look at her new appearance. Her
husband insisted, to her surprise.

"You're beautiful," he said to her, "and | want everyoneto know it."

Sheamost asked how a blind man could tell, but he forestalled the question with alittle smile. "Did
you think I'd forget?'

* * %



But later, that night, he admitted the truth. They werelying side by side, iffly, il fully clothed, on
the pallet in acorner of the bunker where Calopodius dept. "To be honest, | can't remember very well
what you look like."

Annathought about it, for amoment. Then:

"| can't redly remember mysdf."

"l wish | could seeyou," he murmured.

"It doesn't matter." Shetook hishand and laid it on her bare belly. Theflesh reveled in its new

coolness. She hersdlf, on the other hand, reveled in the touch. And did not find it strange that she should
do so.

"F&_"

* * *

His hand was gentle, at first. And never redly stopped being so, for al the passion that followed.
Whenit wasal over, Annawas covered in swest again. But she didn't mind at al. Without heavy and
proper fabric to cover her—with nothing covering her now except Calopodius hand—the swest dried
soon enough. That, too, was a great pleasure.

"l warn you," she murmured into his ear. "We're not in Constantinople any more. Won't befor along
time, if ever. Soif | catch you with acourtesan, I'll boil you dive."

"The thought never crossed my mind!" heindsted. And even believed it wastrue.

Chapter 20

Barbaricum

Asthey walked down the gangplank from their ship to the dock at Barbaricum, where a crowd
waited to greet them, Ousanas gave Antoninaady little smile. "Brace yourself. | redizeit'sashock for
you, not being the most famous woman in the area.”

Antoninasniffed. "It'sardief, frankly. Give them someone e seto gossip about.”

Ousanas shook his head. "The other woman in question being asaint and the modd of virtue, your
own notoriety will Smply stand out in contrast. The gossip will befiercer than ever. Especidly—"

He swelled out his chest. A chest which needed no swelling to begin with, as muscular asit so
obvioudy was under the flashy but sparse Axumite regaia. "—arriving, asyou do, in the company of
such amagnificent mae.”

Throughout, he'd kept a solemn expression on hisface. Asthey neared the pack of notables on the
dock, the expression became positively lugubrious. Hetilted his head toward her, murmuring: "Withina
day, taleswill be sweeping the city of the orgy you held on the ship, from the moment it left Adulis.”

"Ridiculous." Shelifted her head dightly, to augment her dignified bearing. "That same reputation will



shield me. Everyone knowsthat if 1'd been holding an orgy, you wouldn't be able to walk off thisshipin
thefirgt place. 'Magnificent male. Ha. Wesklings, dl of you."

They were dmost at the docks. The front line of the crowd consisted of Roman officids, Persan
noblemen and Axumite troop leaders. Quite an august body, redly. So Antoninas next words were
spoken dmost in awhisper.

"| grant you, if we had any stdlions or bulls on the ship, I'd bein trouble. But we didn't bring any.”

It was dl she could do not to stick out her tongue at him. Getting the best of Ousanasin that sort of
repartee was something of an accomplishment.

* * %

The ceremonies that followed were the usua tedious business. Fortunately, Antoninawas spared the
worgt of it, thanks to Photius and Tahmina. Their own transfer from the ship to the dock had been no
smple matter of walking down agangplank. The Roman officids and Persan grandees had vied with
each other to see who could produce the most absurdly e aborate palanquins for the purpose.

* % %

"l was scared the gangplank would collapse under the weight,” Photius confided to her later.
"Tahmina—did you see theidiatic thing they carried her off in2—was downright petrified.”

The most interesting part of the day, perhapsironicaly, was the tour of the new hospital. The one the
Wife had established.

It wasn't hers, redlly. Anna Saronites might have been wedlthy enough—her husband Caopodius, at
any rate—to commission the building of abrand-new hospital. But she smply hadn't been in Barbaricum
long enough, before she began her voyage up the Indus.

But, from what Antonina could determine, that didn't seem to matter. The young Roman noblewoman
had struck the exigting hospital like the monsoon. Leaving plenty of wreckage in her wake, asthe
monsoon does. But—al so like the monsoon—Ieaving agreener land behind. One with life, where there
had been desth.

"I'm impressed,” Ousanas admitted. For once, not joking at dl. "'l wouldn't have thought even the
Emperor of Iran and al his executioners could have swept aside this much stupidity and carelessness. In
that short atime, anyway."

Antoninaeyed anearby member of the Wife's Service, sanding solemnly in the doorway to the next
ward. Despite the purple uniform, he bore gpproximately the same resemblanceto a"nurse" asatavern
bouncer bearsto an "usher.”

"She knew thetrick," Antoninamurmured. "I'm alittle flattered, actualy.”

Ousanas cocked his head.

"Don't you see? She patterned the Service after the Hospitalers. That'swhat it takes, for something
likethis. Peoplewill smply evade the rulings of officias. Much harder to evade the Strictures of amilitant
mass order.”

"You'requiteright,” came avoice from behind. Turning her head, Antoninasaw the chief of the
Service in Barbaricum. Psoes, his name was. She hadn't redized he was following them closely enough to
have overheard.

"You'requiteright,” he repegted. " She told me she got the ideafrom reading Irene Macrembolitissa's
account of your exploitsin Alexandria."

Antonina chuckled. "lrenes fables, you mean. She was long gone from Alexandriaand on her way to
Indiabefore al that happened. That account she wrote was entirely after the fact, and based on hearsay.”

"Your hearsay, to make it worse," Ousanas grunted. "Told to her in one of your scandaous drinking
bouts™"

He surveyed the ward again, before they passed on to the next. This one was devoted to men



recovering from amputations of the lower extremities, where the one they'd passed through earlier was
given over to men who'd suffered more severe trauma. The harshly practica mind of the Wifewas
evident even in the hospital's new design. Triage, everywhere. Partly to keep diseased men from infecting
men who were smply injured. Mostly, because the Wife accepted that some men would die, but saw no
reason that other men should die unnecessarily.

In times past, hospitals Smply hegped men wherever they happened to have a space, with no more
forethought than awind driving leaves againg afence. In such haphazard piles, aman suffering asmple
amputation might die from neglect, smply because he wasin award most of whose occupants were
dying anyway.

Agathius came limping up. He'd lagged behind to reassure one of the soldiersfrom his own persond
experience that while wooden legs were certainly anuisance, they didn't serioudy interfere with
copulation. Once they were removed, anyway.

"Horrible," he muttered. "Thank God Sudaba remained in the palace and didn't see this.”

Antoninalifted an eyebrow. "She never struck me as being particularly squeamish.”

"She'snot." Agathius glowered around the room. "That's what I'm worried about. She's aready hard
enough to control. Once she meetsthis cursed 'Wife' . . "

The glower cameto Antonina. "I'm blaming you, mostly. Y ou and that damned Macrembolitissa.
Hadn't been for your example—hers, even worsel—none of thiswould be happening.”

"Men'slives are being saved," Ousanas pointed out mildly.

The glower never wavered. "Who cares? All men die sooner or later anyway. But in the good old
days, whatever years we had given to us, we didn't have to spend haf of them arguing with the women.
It'syour fault, Antonina."

* * *

That evening, over dinner at the palace that had been turned over to them for the duration of their
short sojourn in Barbaricum, Antonina recounted the day's activities to those who had remained behind.

Sudaba wasn't interested in the official ceremonies. Asagirl whose father was merely adehgan, she
might have been. As ayoung woman who'd now been married to the top Roman officia in Mesopotamia
for dmost two years and had attended more officia ceremonies than she could remember, shewasn't in
thelesst.

What she was interested in hearing about—at length—was the hospitd.

"| can't wait to meet thiswoman," she said.

Antoninasmiled at Agathius. "Oh, stop glaring at the roadt. It's already overcooked asit is."

"Your fault, | say it again.”

It was odd, redly, the comfort the stable-keeper took from the presence of the giant Roman soldier.
Under any other circumstances, the man—Anastasus, his name—would haveterrified him. The
stable-keeper was Bengdi. Despite the years held lived in Kausambi, held never redlly gotten
accustomed to the size of western barbarians. The Y e-tal were bad enough. But no Ye-tai the
stable-keeper had ever seen was as big and powerful-looking as this Roman.

Anastasus il did frighten the stable-keeper. But since he was so much lessterrifying than his
companion, the stable-keeper was dmost relieved to have him around. He liked to imagine that the giant
onewould restrain the other—V aentinian, he was called, with another of those bizarre western
names—in the all-too-likely event that the man reverted to the predator nature he so obvioudy
possessed.

"Stop bullying the poor man, Vadentinian," the giant rumbled.

"I'm not bullying him. I'm smply pointing out thefacts of life."



The stable-keeper avoided both their gazes. Squatting on the floor of one of his stables and staring at
the ground, he whimpered: "Why did | ever agreeto this?'

"Why?" The one named Vaentinian leaned over and casudly spit on the ground. He was standing,
not squatting, and leaning againgt anearby stall. "Four reasons. First, you were stupid enough to catch the
eye of somebody powerful—today, if not then—when he came through here some years ago, and
impressed him with your competence and sterling character. Fucking idiot. Y oure what—amost fifty
yearsold? And you still haven't learned that no good deed shall go unpunished?!

The stable-keeper whimpered again. "I didn't know who he was."

"Stupider till, then. The second reason isthat this stable is about the right distance. Close enough
that we could dig to it, far enough away that nobody will connect it to the palace once we blow the
tunnd. It'seven more or lessin theright direction—away from theriver."

He spat again. "Just bad luck, that. The next two reasons were your own fault, though. To begin with,
you were greedy enough to accept our money."

The whimper that came out now was considerably louder. "Y ou didn't explain exactly what you were
doing," he protested.

"You didn't ask elther, did you? Like | said, too greedy.”

The weasdl-faced Roman fdll slent, hiseyesidly wandering about the gloom of the stable.

The stable-keeper was hoping he wouldn't continue with the explanation.

But, of course, hedid.

"Thefourth and find reasonisthat if you don't do what wetell you to do, I'll kill you. Then I'll kill
every member of your family after raping your wife and daughters and nieces. Y our mother'stoo old and
your sister has bad breath. I'll save the baby for last. He looks pretty tender and I'm sick of lamb.”

Thegiant rolled hiseyes. "Oh, for thelove of God, Vdentinian!™

He sguatted down next to the stable-keeper and placed a huge hand on his skinny shoulder. Then,
gave him afriendly and reassuring smile.

"He'slying," he assured the stable-keeper. "Vaentinian won't rape the women before he kills them.
And dl helll doto the baby isjust cut histhroat.”

The stable-keeper believed him. Most insane of al wasthat he did find that arelief.
"How isthat last reason my fault?' hewhined.

Vaentinian gave him that horrible weasd smile. ™Y ou weren't born big enough and tough enough and
mean enough to fight back againgt the likes of me, and not rich enough to hireasmall army to do it for
you. Maybe in your next life, you won't be so cardless.”

* % %

Vaentinian and Anastas us spent severa hoursin the tunnel, on the way back, checking and
ingpecting everything.

More precisay, Anastasius pretended to check the timbers and shoring, while Vaentinian gave the
Bihari minersand their remaining Y e-tal guardsthat level and dark-eyed stare that could intimidate a
demon. Neither Vdentinian nor Anastasius were miners, after al, so they redly had no good ideawhat to
look for. True, they had considerable experience at siege work—as both defenders and attackers—but
neither of them had ever been used as sappers. That was speciaty work, and not something that
cataphracts generdly got involved in.

"Ignore him," Anastasius assured the miners. "Hejust likesto stay in practice.”

In ahalf-crouch dueto the low ceiling, Anastasius planted his hands on his knees and smiled at the
chief of the miners. "It looks good to me. But we don't want it to be too good. There are three doglegs
we might need to use, and al three of them have to collapse if we set off the charges. Collapse for
dozens of yards, too. Won't do us any good just to cavein afew feet. The Malwa can dig, too."



After giving Vaentinian aquick, nervous glance, the Bihari nodded vigoroudy. "Not a problem! Not
aproblem! Look herel" He scurried over to one of the nearby wood pillars that held up the roof and
began jabbing with hisfinger. Here, there—everywhere, it seemed.

"See how the wedges are set? The charges will blow them al loose. Without the wedges, everything
will come down. We put all the doglegs deep, too. Deeper than the rest of the tunnels. With that much
weight of earth above them—especidly thefirst dogleg, near theriver, with dl that muddy soil—they'll
comeright down.”

Anagtasius swiveled abit, to be able to ook at Vaentinian. "Looks good to me. Y ou have aproblem
with anything?'

Vaentinian wasin a haf-crouch aso, dthough in his case he was |eaning his rump againgt one of the
pillarsto support hisweight rather than using hands on knees. He wasn't astdl as Anastasius, but he was
gtill much too tall to stand upright in the low tunndl. Even the short Bihari miners had to soop alittle.

"Not redly," he sad, "beyond the generd principle that something's bound to get fucked up." He
gavethe miner alittle nod of the head. "It'snot asif | redly distrust him and hismen. If it doesn't work,
they're dead mesat along with the rest of us."

The miner nodded his head, maybe adozen times. "Yes! Yes! Andif it works, we get our freedom
and abig bonus. Thelady promised. And—ah—"

Heleft off therest, Snceit was abit avkward. What was more to the point wasthat Vdentinian had
agreed to thelady's promise, and done so to their faces. For dl that he frightened the miners—and
frightened the Y e-tai even more, probably—there was an odd way in which they al trusted Vaentinian.
A man that murderous smply didn't need to stoop to petty treachery, when al was said and done.

Rgiv'sfight with the three traitors had cemented Vdentinian's reputation with those men. Especidly
the Y e-tal, who were experienced warriors themselves. "The Mongoose" might be alegend, inflated and
overblown as legends often are. A man so deadly he could train a thirteen-year-old boy to kill three
mercenaries—with jury-rigged weapons, to boot—was aliving, breathing human cobrain their midst.

They were scared of Anastasius, aso. But for dl his Sze and strength and the fact they knew him to
be an experienced fighter, he just didn't have the same dark aura about him. If anything, like the
stable-keeper, they found his presence dongside Vdentinian something of arelief.

Besides, there was hope aswell asfear. Freedom and enough money to set themselves up well, for
the dave miners. For the Y e-ta who had remained loyd, the chance to join animperia bodyguard, with
al itsperksand privileges.

That presumed, of course, that the scheme worked. By now, dl of them knew the gist of the thing,
since therewas no point in trying to keep any of it asecret any longer. But if it didn't work, they wereall
dead anyway. So why not dream?

* * %

When the two cataphracts got back to the paace late in the afternoon and reported to Lady
Damodara, she expressed some doubts.

"Thisisal so risky. Were depending on the loyaty of aman we don't know at al, smply because of
amessage sent by aman who isour enemy.”

Anagtasius shrugged. "'I've met Holkar. Know him pretty well, actudly. | redly don't think thisisthe
sort of thing he'd get tricky about. If he vouches for the character of the stable-keeper, | think we can
trust him. Don't forget that the life of Holkar's daughtersis at stake, too.”

Vaentinian started to spit on the floor. Then, remembering where he was, swallowed the phlegm.
"Besides, we're not trusting the stable-keeper. I'm threatening him. Big difference.”

Lady Damodara shook her head disapprovingly. ™Y ou shouldn't bully him so. He does seem like a
nice man, after dl."

"So? When thisisal over, he's ill anice man. Except he's anice man with the favor of the new



emperor instead of adirt-poor stable-keeper with no friends worth talking about. HEll have the fanciest
gablein India His biggest problem will be keeping the help from stedling the jewel s encrusting the
imperia saddles and howdahs."

Lady Damodaralaughed softly. "I'm not sure I've ever met anyone with quite your view of life,
Vaentinian. | don't know how to describeit, exactly.”

" Stripped to the bone," Vdentinian supplied. He jerked athumb at his huge companion. "Thisone
can prattle about Plato and Arigtotle dl he wants. My philosophy issmple. Mordize likeamiser.”

* * %

Still later that evening, it was Dhruvasturn to chide Vdentinian.

"You'regpailing him again!™

Vdentinian studied the infant in hisarms. Bgji was grinning at him, his hands waving about for another
Sweet to suck on.

"Goo!"

"I know." Hewas slent for awhile, playing tug-of-war with Bgi over hisfinger. "Terrific grip. I've
got hopesfor the kid."

"Givehimto me" Dhruvaingsted. "He needsto est red food. He can't live on sweets.”

After handing him over, Vdentinian Sghed. "'l know | spoil him. Maybeit's my way of making
amends.”

"For what?'

Hewaved his hand vagudly. "I don't know. Me."

Dhruva started to feed the baby. "That's sllly. Y ou're not so bad.”

Vaentinian chuckled. "Y ou're one of the few people | know who'd say that."

She shrugged with only one arm and shoulder, the other being occupied with the baby at her breast.
"Most people haven't been Maratha dave whoresin aMawabrothe "

She sad it dmost serenely. After awhile, shelooked up. "I have never asked. Does that bother
you?"
"No. It'slikel told Lady Damodara. I'm pretty well stripped to the bone."

She nodded and looked back down at Baji. "Y es. Y ou must have done something right in your
former life

Vdentinian watched her, for atime. "'l think maybe| did."



Chapter 21

Bhar akuccha

The soldiers dong the battlements were so excited they weren't even trying to maintain disciplined
formations. The closer Lord Damodaras army came to the gates of Bharakuccha, they more excited they
got. By now, most of them were shouting.

Malwa's soldiers hated service in the Great Country. The war against the Marathas had been a
savage business. But now, it seemed, it wasfindly over.

"A grest victory, clearly,” commented Toramanato NandaLa. "L ook at those skin-sacks! Dozens
of them. That must be Raghunath Rao's, floating from Rana Sanga's lance.”

NandaLd squinted into the distance. "Yes, probably . . ."

It was frustrating! A properly prepared skin-sack had dl its holes sewed up, so the skin could be
filled with air. Thus buoyant and bloated, it swung gaily in the breeze, like apaper lantern. Best of dl, the
features could be distinguished. Grosdy deformed, of course, but still made out clearly enough. Even all
these years|later, the face of the former emperor of Andhrawas recognizable, where he hung in the great
feasting hdl of the imperia paace at Kausambi.

These skin-sacks, however, were limp and flaccid. Smply the flayed pelts of men, flapping like
streamers and quite unrecognizable asindividuas. No way to avoid it, of course. A field army like
Damodara's smply wasn't equipped to do the work properly. Faying skin came naturaly enough to
soldiers. Careful sawing did not.

No matter, in and of itsalf, aslong as the skins weren't too badly damaged. Once the sacks arrived in
the city, they could be salvaged and redone correctly. Nanda La was smply frustrated because he was a
man who liked to know, not guess.

The Mawa spymaster squinted at the other skin-sacks hanging from the lances toward the fore of the
army. Even without being properly inflated, the dugs of afemale sack should be easy enough to discern.
Damodara and Rana Sanga and the lead e ements of the army were quite close, now. In fact, the gatesto
the city were dready opening.

Toramana had apparently spotted the same absence. " Shakuntala must have escaped. If shewas
eventhereat dl."

NandaLa grunted. Hewas. ..

Not happy, he realized.

Why? It wasindeed agreat victory. If Raghunath Rao's skin was among those—and who elsg's
would be hanging from Rana Sangas own lance?—the Maratharebellion that had been such arunning
wound in the sde of Mawawas effectively over. No doubt, smal and isolated bands of rebelswould
continue to fight. But with Rao dead and the main Marathaarmy broken, they would soon degenerate
into smple banditry. No more than aminor nuisance.



Even assuming that Shakuntala had escaped, that was no greet problem ether. With her rebellion
broken, she would smply become one of the world's petty would-be rulers, of which therewerea
multitude. In exile a Constantinople, she would be no threet to anyone beyond Roman imperid
chambermaids.

And, who knew? With the lapse of enough time, it might be possible for a Mawa assass nation team
to infiltrate the Roman imperia compound, kill her, and smuggle out the corpse. The day might come
when Shakuntalas skinsack hung aso from the rafters of Skandaguptals feasting hdll, swayingin the
convivia breeze of the celebrants below dongside her father's and mother's.

Y et, hewas not happy. Definitely not.

The degth of acouple of histelegraph operators bothered him, for one thing. That had happened two
daysago. A smpletavern killing, to al appearances. Eyewitnesses said the men got into a drunken brawl
over a prostitute and stabbed each other. But . . .

A sudden fluke of the wind twisted the skinsack hanging from Sangaslance. For thefirst time,
NandaLal was able to seethe face clearly.

Hefroze. Pardyzed, for just that moment.

Toramana spotted the same thing. A warrior, not aspymaster, he reacted more quickly.

"Treachery," he hissed. The sword seemed to fly into hishand. "Lord, we have atraitor among us."

"Yes" snarled Nanda Ld. "Close the gates. Call—"

There was no pain, really. Or, perhaps, agony so grest it could not register as such.

NandaLa stared down at the sword Toramana had driven into his belly. So deeply, he knew thetip
must be sticking out from his back. Somewhere about the kidney area. The long-experienced torturer's
part of hismind camly informed him that he was adead man. Two or three vital organs must have been
pierced.

With ajerk of hispowerful wrist, Toramanatwisted the sword to let in air and break the suction.
Then, hisleft hand clenched on Nanda La's shoulder, drew the blade back out. Blood spilled down and
out like atorrent. At least one artery must have been severed.

That hurt. But dl NandaLal could do was gasp. He still seemed paralyzed.

Unfairest of all, he thought, was that Toramana had stepped aside so deftly that only afew drops of
the blood had spattered histunic and armor.

NandaLa saw the sword come up, for amighty blow. But could not move. Could only clutch the
great wound in his ssomach.

"Your head'll do," said Toramana. He brought the sword around and down.

Sanga had been watching, from under the edge of his helmet. The moment he saw Toramanastrike,
he spurred his horse forward. An instant later, the two hundred Rajputs who followed him did likewise,

By the time they reached the gate, now standing wide, they were at afull gallop. The dozen or so
Mawa soldiers swinging open the gates gaped at them.

Not for long. Hundreds of war horses approaching at agalop at a distance measured in mere yards
isapurdy terrifying sight. Even to soldiers braced and ready for the charge, with pikesin their hands.
These garrison soldiers, expecting nothing but a celebration, never thought to do anything but race aside.

By then, Toramanawas bringing his Y e-tai contingents under control. They were caught just as much
by surprise, since he'd taken none of them into his confidence.

But it didn't matter, as hed known it wouldn't. Confused men—soldiers, especialy—will
automatically turn to the nearest authority figure for guidance. With NandaLa desd—many of them had
seen thekilling—that meant . . .



Well, Toramana. The commander of the entire garrison.

And Lord Damodara, of course. The Goptri of the Decca, whom they could even now see passing
through the gates behind Rana Sanga and the lead Rgjputs.

"Treason!" Toramana bellowed, standing on the battlements where the soldiers could see him easly.
"Nanda La was planning treason! The murder of Lord Damodaral”

He pointed with the sword in his hand to the figure of Damodara, riding into the city. "All raly to the
Goptri! Defend him againgt assassing!”

In response, Lord Damodara waved his hand. It was arather cheery gesture, actually. Then, twisted
in his saddle and gave Toramana something in the way of asdute.

* * %

It took no more that. The soldiers were still confused, the Y e-tai as much asany of them. But, if
anything, the confusion made them even moreinclined to obey unquestioningly.

And why not? For years, for that army, their real commanders had been soldierslike Damodara
Toramana, for the Y e-tai; Sangafor the Rgjputs.

Nanda La was smply amysterious and unsettling figure from far-off Kausambi. Neither known nor
popular. And, if somewhat fearsome, not nearly as fearsome as the commanders who had once even
besten Belisariusin battle.

Thereaction of two Y e-tai soldierswastypica. Drawing his sword, one of them snarled a anearby
squad of regular troops.

"Y ou heard him, you piglets! Spread out! Watch for assassnd"

Asthe squad scurried to obey, the Y e-tai's companion leaned over and half-whispered: "What do
you think—"
"Who givesashit?' thefird Ye-ta hissed.

He stabbed his sword toward the distant body of Nanda Lal. The headless corpse had sprawled to
the edge of the parapet. By now, most of the blood had drained from the neck, leaving apool on the
ground below.

"If you care that much, go ask him."

The other Y e-tal stared at the corpse. Then, at the head lying some yards from the parapet wall. It
had bounced, twice, and then rolled, after it hit the ground.

He drew hisown sword and lifted it high. "Long live the Goptri! Degth to traitord"

* % %

Some time later, once he was sure the city was under control, Toramanareturned to the parapet wall
and retrieved Nanda La's head. After brushing off the dirt, he held it up.

"A bit dented. But you'l do."

Sanga came up.

"L ord Damodara wants the wedding this evening, if possible. The Y e-tal seem solid, but the wedding
will sedl thething.”

"Yes. Not just my clan, ether. All of them." Toramana continued to admire the head. "1 told Indirato
be ready several days ago, for aquick wedding. Y ou know your sister.”

Sangas dark eyes studied him, for amoment. "Yes, | do. | hadn't redized you did, so well."

Toramanasamiled. "Nothing improper! If you don't believe me, ask that mob of old women. But you
can talk about other things than flowers and insectsin agarden, you know. And shessmart. Very, very

"Yes, sheis" Thedark eyeswent to the severed head. "I approve of aman who keeps his promises,
Onagike?'



Toramanashook his head. "Bit of anuisance, that. It's garam, don't forget.”

Sangamade aface. "Hies"

"A horde of them. Even more than those old women. | think aclear jar will dofine" TheYe-ta
commander finally lowered the head. "I promised him held be at the wedding. | made no guarantees held
be ableto flatter the bride.”

* k%

By sundown, Sangawas satisfied that al the mahaveda and mahamimamsain the city had been
tracked down and daughtered. There might be a handful surviving in acorner here and there.
Bharakucchawas a huge city, after all.

But, he doubted it—and knew for a certainty that even if there were, they wouldn't survivelong
anyway. The Mahaveda cult had never sunk rootsinto India's masses. Had never, for that matter, even
tried to win any popular support. It was a sect that depended entirely on the favor of the powerful. That
favor once withdrawn—nhere, with a vengeance—the cult was as helplessasamousein apen full of
raptors.

Mogt of the time, the Rajputs hadn't even needed to hunt down the priests and torturers. At least a
third of the populace was ftill Maratha. The mgority of the inhabitants might not have hated them as
much, but they hated them nonetheless. The only face the cult had ever turned to the city's poor was that
of thetithe-collector. And aharsh and unyielding one, at that. Most of the priests and mahamimamsawho
went under the swords of the Rgj puts were hauled to them by the city's mobs.

* * %

The telegraph and radio stations were secured amost immediately. Ajatasutrals assassins had seen to
the first, with the telegraph operators whom Narses had already suborned.

TheYeta commander of the unit guarding the radio station had not been privy to Toramanas plans.
But the Y e-tal generd had sdlected the man carefully. He was both smart and ambitious. It hadn't taken
him more than thirty seconds to redlize which way the new wind was blowing—and that it was blowing
with al the force of amonsoon. By the time Toramana and Damodara got to the radio station, the
operators had dl been arrested and were being kept in an empty chamber in the palace.

Damodara studied them. Huddled in a corner, squatting, the radio operators avoided his gaze.
Severd of them were trembling.

"Dont terrify them any further,” heingtructed Toramanas lieutenant. "And give them plenty of food
and water. By tomorrow, I'll need at least one of them to be cooperative.”

"Yes, Lord."

Damodaragave him an impassive look. It didn't take the lieutenant—smart man—more than haf a
second to remember the announcement.

"Y es, Emperor.”

"Splendid.”

The wedding went quite smoothly. More so than Sanga had feared, given the hagtiness of the
preparations.

Not that hasty, hefindly understood. His sister took firm charge of it, driving right over the protests

of the old women who'd expected atraditional Rgjput wedding. Within an hour, it became obviousto
Sangathat she and Toramanamust have planned this, too.

He'd never think of promenades in agarden the same way, he realized ruefully.

The ceremony was ahybrid affair. Half-Rajput, half-Y e-tai, with both halves almost skeletal.
Good enough, however. More than good enough.

"Don't you think?' he asked thehead in aglassjar.



* * %

Nanda La's opinion remained unspoken, but Sanga was quite sure he disgpproved mightily. The
Mawa dynasty had maintained itsrule, among other things, by aways keeping a sharp and clear
boundary between the Rgjputs and the Y e-tai. Able, thus, to pit one against the other, if need be.

True, under the pressure of the Roman offensive, the Mawa had begun to ease the divison. The
dynasty had agreed to thiswedding a0, after dl. But Sanga knew they'd never intended to easeit very
far.

Damodarawas smply tossing the whole business asde. Hed base hisrule—initidly, at lees—on the
oldest and smplest method. The support of thearmy. And, for that, he wanted the two most powerful
contingents within the army tied as closaly together as possible. The marriage between Toramanaand
Indirawould only bethefirst of many.

Sanga understood the logic. For al the many things that separated the Rgjputs and the Y e-tai, they
had certain things very much in common.

Two, in particular.

Fird, they were both warrior nations. So, whatever they didiked about the other—for the Rajputs,
Ye-ta crudity; for the Y e-tai, Rgput haughtiness—there was much to admire a so.

Second, they were both nations till closaly based on clan ties and allegiances. The fact that the
Raputs draped aveil of Hindu mysticiam over the matter and cdled their clan chieftains"kings' was more
illusion than truth. Sanga had known since he was a boy that if you scratched the shiny Rajput veneer,
you'd find more than atrace of their centrd Asan nomadic origins.

Clan tiesmeant blood ties. Which were brought by marriages. Within three generations, Rgjput and
Ye-ta clanswould be so intermingled as to make the old divisonsimpossible.

Not conflict, of course. Clan wars could be as savage as any. But they were not the stuff—could not
be the stuff—that would tear northern Indiaiinto pieces.

The Mawa methods had been determined by their goa of world conquest. For Damodara, having
given up that grandiose ambition, everything elsefollowed. He would build anew empire that would not
go beyond northern India. But, within those limits—which were gill immensg, after al—hewould forge
something far more resilient, and more flexible, than anything the dynasty had done before.

Moreresilient and flexible, for that matter, than anything the Maurya or Gupta empires had
accomplished either. Sanga was beginning to suspect that Damodara would someday have the cognomen
"the Great" atached to hisname.

Not in hisown lifetime, though. He was far too canny for that.

Before the wedding was halfway over, Sangaredized he wasin an excellent mood. He even
participated in the dancing.

"Good thing | stopped the dud," Damodaratold him afterward. "That too-clever-by-haf Maratha
bandit probably would have ins sted on adancing contest as part of it."

Sangagrimaced.

"Oh, yes. Wed have found your body strewn al over. Speaking of which—" He glanced around.
"What happened to Nanda La's head?'

"My brother-in-law felt that propriety had been satisfied enough by his presence a the wedding, and
there was no need to keep him around for the festivities. | believe he gave it to some Y e-tal boys. That
gamethey play. Y ou know, the one where—"

"Oh, yes. Of dl my many cousins, | think | didiked him the most except Venandakatra. Well. Hard
to pick between Nanda La and Skandagupta, of course. Isn't that the game where they use dogsto
retrievethelogt balls?'

"Y es, Emperor.”



"Splendid.”

Chapter 22

Bharakuccha

Early the next morning, Damodara commanded Sangato meet him in the radio station.

"Why here, Emperor?' Sanga asked, as soon as he arrived. The room was empty, except for the two
of them and the bizarre equipment. "1 thought you planned to use the telegraph.”

Damodaralooked abit haggard, asif he hadn't dept well. "1 did," he said, tugging at hischin. "But |
thought about it most of the night. And | think . . ."

Hewasinterrupted by asmall commotion at the door. A moment later, two burly Ye-ta camein,
with amuch smaller man between them. They weren't guiding him in so much assmply carrying him by
the armpits.

Oncein theroom, they set him down. "Lord Toramana says this one, Emperor.”
Damodara nodded. "L eave us, then."
For amoment, the Y e-tai seemed taken aback.

Damodara smiled, looking upon the radio operator. He was but afew inches over five feet tall, and
couldn't have weighed more than one hundred and twenty pounds. Wearing nothing but aloincloth, it was
aso obviousthat he was scrawnily built.

Damodaraflicked hisfingerstoward Sanga. "I dare say that with the Rgjput king present, this
desperate fellow will restrain his assassin'simpulses.”

He gavetheradio operator awinning smile. "TAm | not correct?"

The man bobbed hishead like asmall bird pecking at grains.

"Y ou will make no attempt upon my life?"

The man shook hishead so fast it seemed to vibrate.

"| thought not." He gave the two guards a cold eye, and they departed.

After they were gone, Damodara pointed to the chair in front of the complex apparatus. "Sit," he
commanded.

The operator did so.

"Isthere a code you must use, when you transmit?”'

Again, that vibrating head-shake.

"I'd redlly much prefer it if you spoke, man," Damodarasaid mildly.

The operator swallowed. Then, managed to croak out: "No, Sir. Thereé'sno code.”
Sangafrowned fiercely. "None? | warn you not to lie! It makes no senseto me—"



"But thereisn't, Lord," the operator protested desperately. "'l swear it. She—"

He broke off. Almost seemed to be choking.

Damodarasighed. "As| suspected. And feared." He leaned forward a bit. "I want nothing but the
truth. This'she." Of whom do you speak?’

The operator stared at him, his eyes very wide with fear. He looked more like trapped rodent than
anythingdse.

"Y ou're speaking of Great Lady Sati, yes?'

The operator swallowed again. "Yes," he whispered. "But that's supposed to be a secret. I'm not
supposed—"

He broke off again, this time because of the sight and sound of Sanga's sword coming out of the

scabbard. The Rgjput king held the sword blade in front of the man'sface. So close he had to look at it
cross-eyed.

"l suggest you have much deeper concerns now than whether you are violaing an oath of secrecy,”
Damodara pointed out. "Tdl me."

Still looking cross-eyed at the blade, the man began to speak softly but quickly.
"All the operators know it, Lord. We do, at least. | don't know about the tel egraph men. When we

make the transmissions, Great Lady Sati isaways at the other end. Herself in person.
She—she—she—"

"Yes, | know. Shesawitch. A demoness.”

"Sheis" he hadf-moaned. "It was part of our training. We had to spend afew minutes with her.
She—she—she—"

Careful to avoid the blade, he brought up a shaky hand to wipe his brow. He was swesting
profusdly.
Damodara straightened up. " Put away the sword, Sanga. He'stelling the truth.”

Sangadid as commanded. His own face was very giff. Like Damodara—and now, it seemed, this
inggnificant radio operator—Sanga had spent time donein the presence of one of the femaes of the
dynasty who served asthe vessdl for Link. Great Lady Hali, in his case. But he knew it made no
difference.

Damodarawent to the door and opened it. Thetwo Y e-tai were standing just beyond. "Take the
operator elsewhere, for atime. | need to speak with Sangain private. Don't take him far, though. And
summon Narses."

After they were aone, Damodara sat in the chair. He stared at the mechanism whose workings he
barely understood at al.

"Now you understand the problem. It cameto mein the middle of the night. Like anightmare.”
"Y es, Emperor.”

* % %

When Narses arrived and was informed, he shook his head.

"No, | had no idea. They always kept the radio men carefully sequestered. | was able to suborn most
of the telegraph operators, but | couldn't even get closeto these felows. That'swhy Toramanaand |
findly decided just to use their Y e-tai guard contingent to securethe radio.”

Damodara nodded. He hadn't thought Narses had known, or the shrewd old eunuch would long
snce have seen the problem. Their entire plan had just gone up in smoke.

For his part, Sanga grunted sourly. Thelook he gave Narses was more sour still. The Rgjput king
was gtill angry at the Roman traitor for the way hed manipulated al of them. But after hed learned from
Narses that the eunuch had been instructed by Skandaguptaand Great Lady Sati to murder hisfamily
outright, his sheer fury toward him had diss pated.



He didn't doubt the eunuch was telling the truth, either. Link was the ultimate source of that plot, and
Sanga had met the monster. The plot Narses described was exactly the sort of thing it would have
designed. It was cold-blooded beyond any sense of the term "cold" that either areptile or aglacier would
have understood.

Narses glared at the radio apparatus. "Maybe we could just use the telegraph—"

But hewas dready shaking his own head when Damodarainterrupted him. "No point in that,” the
new emperor said. "Link will expect aradio tranamission aso. The fact that none took place last night will
make it suspicious dready. Perhaps there was athunderstorm, of course, even if that's unlikely thistime
of year. Two nightsin arow, impossible. It will immediately know something iswrong.”

The eunuch took a deep, dmost shuddering breath. "Damnétion. It never occured to me that she
might personally take the transmissions.”

Damodara shrugged heavily. "Therésalogic toit. | dwayswondered, abit, why we were putting so
much effort into these huge radio towers. The telegraph works well enough, for most purposes—and has
fewer security problems. Now | know. Look where they are: Kausambi, the Punjab, and here. Nowhere
de"

"Arewe sure of that?' asked Sanga.

"Yes," growled Narses. "Tha much | am sure of. They're planning two more. Onein Amaravati and
onein Tamrdipti. But they haven't even started building them yet."

"It makes perfect sense, Sanga," Damodara continued. " The basic function of these towersisto
enable Link to control the empire. Well, not ‘control’ it so much asenableit to be sureif rebellion has

begun.”
Narseswas il glaring at the gpparatus. "I fooled that stinking bitch once. | bet | can . . ."

Thewordstrailed off.

"Don't be stupid, old man," he muttered, to himsalf as much asto the other men in the room. "Firs,
you don't know how to use the gadget. Even if you tried to learn—in afew hours?—you'd fumble
something. The bitch would know right away someone other than one of her operators was at the other
end. And evenif you could do it, the last time you weren't trying to lieto her.”

Sangafrowned at the door. "If we calmed down the operator . . ." But, like Narses, he rebutted his
own haf-advanced plan. "Impossible. Thered be some sign of his agitation. Nothing wed notice—or he
himsdlf, even—but the monster would.”

He ran fingersthrough histhick, still-black hair. "Y es, that explainsthe radio towers. Thetdegraphis
now too common, too widely spread. There's no way she could personaly monitor even most of the
transmissons, much lessdl of them. But with afew towers, located only in the empirés critica regions,
she can. And thereis no way—no way—to lieto her. To it, that isboth greater and less than human.”

Hefdl slent. Damodararose from the chair he'd been sitting on and began pacing. He, also, was
glent.
Eventualy, Narses spoke.

"No hdpfor it, then. We were planning to begin the march upcountry tomorrow, anyway. Well just
have to send tel egraph messages saying there's aterrible—very unseasonad—storm, and the radio won't
work for awhile. Shelll sugpect something, of course. But with the problems she hasin the Punjab
anyway, shewon't know."

He spread hishands. "I grant you, it won't buy us more than afew days. Buit it's the best we can do.”
Damodara stopped his pacing. "No."
He strode over to the gpparatus, moving dmost eagerly. "Y our man Ajatasutrahad it right.

Then—and now. We will do thislike an assassin, not atorturer. Quick and deadly, in the sunlight, not
lingering over itinacdlar.”



Narsesfrowned at him. "What are you talking about?"

Sangawas frowning also. Suddenly, his brow cleared, and he barked alaugh. Again, hissng itsway
like asnake, the blade came out of the scabbard.

"Yes!" the Rgput king bellowed. Hetilted the sword toward Damodarain a salute. "Emperor of
Madwa! Trueand pure!”

Narses looked from one to the other. "Have you both gone mad?’
Damodara gave him animpassive look.
"Ah. Sorry. Y our Mgesty, have you gone mad?'

"I don't believe s0," replied the new emperor cheerily. "And if | am, you have only yoursdlf to blame.
Aren't you the onewho told me, after dl, that thereis another radio in India?’

After asecond, Narses shot to hisfeet. "Y ou're out of your fucking mind!"
The look Sanga gave him was not impassive in the least. Even Narses shrank alittle,

"Ah. Sorry. Your Mgesty, | submit to you that you need to consider the possibility that when the
traitors substituted the false emperor in the crib of your grandfather, that they aso poisoned him."

Damodara, fortunately, was in an expansive mood. "l see. Some dow-acting poison, | takeit?
Doesn't show its effects for two generations, when the grandson turnsinto ablithering fool.”

"Yes, Your Mgesty. That one.”

* % %

Ajatasutra, on the other hand, thought it was amarvelous plan, when it was explained to him lessthan
an hour later.

"Don't seewhy not," he commented, smiling at Narses. "Stop glaring a me, old man.”
"How many timesdo | beat you at chess?'

"The game of thronesis not really a chess game—asaying, as| recdl, that you are quite fond of."
The assassin shrugged. "Narses, what does it matter? Even by the old plan, the people in Kausambi
would have been in danger long before we could arrive.”

"Thiswill strike them even quicker and harder," Narses pointed out darkly.

Since the people involved were not his—except, perhaps, the two girls, in away—A|jatasutralooked
at Damodara and Sanga

Damodara's face was tight, but Sanga seemed quite relaxed.

"I fought the Mongoose, remember. He will react quickly enough, | think. And if he can't, no man can
aywey."

Damodarawiped hisface. "True. | watched from close by. Heisvery, very, very quick. And what's
probably more important, he's ruthless enough not to hesitate.”

He dropped the hand. "We have no redl choice, anyway. Narses, your dternative has only negative
virtues. My plan, risky at it is, brings us something."

"Maybe," Narses said gloomily. "Maybe."
"Well know soon enough. Sanga, make sure the army isready to leave at daybreak. Well sart
sending the messages at dusk.”

"Y es, Emperor.”



Chapter 23

Thelron Triangle

Maurice was actudly grinning. Thinly, true. But it was till agenuine grin, full of nothing but
amusement.

"Yes, Generd, he'slate again. Like he has been for every shift snce she got here"”

Belisarius glanced a the empty chair where Calopodius normaly sat. The scribes at the table werein
their seats, with thelr implementsin hand. But they were Smply chatting casualy, waiting for their bossto
arive.

They didn't seem any more disgruntled than Maurice, however. Calopodius was popular with the
men who staffed Belisarius headquarters bunker.

"| thought she'd hit this place likeastorm,” Bdlisarius mused. "I know for afact that the medica staff
was trembling in their boots. What | hadn't foreseen was that Cal opodius would absorb most of it."

"His pallet, rather—and thank God I'm not one of the straws. Be bruised and battered bloody, by

"Don't be crude, Maurice."

"I'm not being crude. Just recognizing that once you strip away the mysticism about ‘the Blind Scribe
and 'the Wife," what you're redly dedling with are newlyweds—for al practica purposes—neither of
whom istwenty years old yet. Hal Randy teenagers. Can't keep their hands off—"

He coughed, and broke off. Calopodius was hurrying into the bunker.

"Hurrying" wasthe word, too. Blind he might be, but by thistime Caopodius had the dimens ons of
the bunker and the location of everything in it committed to memory. And he had an excellent memory.

The pogition of the peoplein the bunker, of course, wasless predictable. But, by now, they'd learned
to keep out of hisway. Bdlisariuswatched as one of the staff officers, grinning, sidestepped Caopodius
as he half-raced to the table.

"Sorry I'm late, Generd," the young man muttered, as he sat down. "Anna—ah—had a bit of trouble
with her uniform.”

Under the circumstances, that was perhaps the worst excuse he could have come up with. The entire
daff in the bunker—Bdisarius and Maurice included—burst into laughter.

Caopodius flushed. Asthelaughter continued, the flush degpened until hewasamogt literdly
red-faced. But the expression on hisface a so became subtly transmuted into something that was
ultimately more smug than chagrinned. Most young men, after all—even onesraised in Congantinople's
haughty aristocratic circles—are not actualy embarrassed by having areputation for being able to keep
their wivesin their beds, and happy to be there.

Asthelaughter faded away, Luke and Illus cameinto the bunker. They were both smiling, too, as
they took their accustomed places on chairs near the entrance.



"Accustomed,” a leadt, for Luke. Illuswas il settling into his new role as one of Caopodius staff.
Officidly, hewas abodyguard; just as, officidly, Lukewasavaet. In practice, Caopodius used either or
both of them in whatever capacity seemed needed. Fortunately, the two men seemed to get dong well
enough.

"Right," Calopodius said briskly. He turned his head toward the scribe to hisright. "Mark, | think we
should—"

The radio began its short-and-long buzzing noises. The noise was different from the typical
click-clack made by the telegraph, when it recelved an incoming message, but had abasic amilarity.
Aide—like Link—had not tried to design anything more complex than aspark gap radio system. So the
radio used the same "Morse code’ that the telegraph did.

The Mawa used the same code, except when they were transmitting encrypted messages. That was
not really so odd, since that code was the common one in the history of the universe that had produced
both Aide and Link.

"—dtart with the dispatches—"

—bzzz-bz-bzzz-bzz7-bZ-bZ-bZZZ—

"—regarding . . ." Hetralled off, his head swiveling toward the radio. Calopodius, unlike Bdisarius,
could trandate Morse code instantly. It was by now alanguage he was as fluent in ashe wasin Greek or
Latin.

—bzzz-bz-bz-buzz-bz-bzzz-bz-bz-bzzz—

"Generd .. ." Cdopodiusroseto hisfedt.

Bdisarius, frowning, tried to interpret the messages. There was something . . .
Yes! Yes! Yes! Aidewasdoing the equivalent of shouting. It's starting!
What's starting? | can't—

Bequiet. I'll trandatefor you, starting from the beginning.

GENERAL BELISARIUSSTOP THISISEMPEROR DAMODARA STOP |
AM TRUE AND RIGHTFUL EMPEROR OF MALWA STOP NARSES
UNCOVERED PLOT THAT STOLE MY BIRTHRIGHT STOP | MARCH ON
KAUSAMBI AT DAWN STOP WILL OVERTHROW THE USURPER
SKANDAGUPTA STOP

Calopodius was trand ating the same words doud, for everyone else in the bunker.

"I will be damned,” murmured Maurice, shaking hishead. ™Y ou wereright al aong. | never redly
thought you were."

RANA SANGA AND HISRAJPUTSWITH ME STOP TORAMANA AND
HISYE-TAl WITH ME STOP ENTIRE DECCAN ARMY WITH ME STOP

"Caopodiug" Belisarius haf-shouted, waving his hand in summons. "L et someone else trandate. |
need your assistance. Now."

He moved toward theradio. "Over here.” The blind young officer came away from the table and
followed him. So did Maurice.

BHARAKUCCHA INMY HANDS STOP NANDA LAL EXECUTED STOP
MAHAVEDA CULT OUTLAWED STOP ALL MAHAVEDA AND
MAHAMIMAMSA UNDER SENTENCE OF DEATH STOP



Calopodius was not the only one in the bunker who was fluent in Morse. One of his scribes had
picked up the trandation amost without a pause.

"He's not fooling around, ishe?' said Maurice.

MADE PEACE WITH RAO STOP VINDHYASTHE NEW BORDER STOP
BHARAKUCCHA TO BE FREE CITY STOP NEED AXUMITE TROOPS
FOR GARRISON STOP

"Smart," said Bdisarius. "Very smart. Caopodius, Antoninas still in Barbaricum with Ousanas, isn't
she?'
"Y es. They weren't going to start up the Indus until tomorrow or the day after.”

"Good. Send her amessage immediately telling her to stay there until she hearsfrom me. Better use
the telegraph rather than the radio, though. No reason to let the Malwa overhear—"

"They won't anyway," came Jugtinian's voice from the entrance. Belisarius turned and saw the former
emperor moving into the bunker. "Don't you pay attention to anything | tll you?'

He didn't seem more than mildly aggrieved, though. Justinian dway's enjoyed explaining how clever
he was. When it came to artisanship, anyway, if not palitics.

"| designed this system so that we wouldn't be intercepted.”

Lousy old braggart, grumbled Aide. He didn't design the system. | did. Hejust followed my
instructions. But he'sright. The position and length of the antennas—ever ything—wer e set up
so we could send signalswithout the Malwa overhearing usaslong aswedo it right. They'll
inter cept anything we receive, of course. No way to prevent that. But we can transmit in secret.

"Explain,” Belisarius commanded. "Explain clearly, so adimwit like me can understand it.”

Justinian snorted. " Such unwonted modesty! It'slikethis, my not-so-stupid Generd." Justinian began
moving hishands, asif he were shaping acat's cradle with no string. "With directiona radio, the sgna
hastwo strong . . . call them beams. The strongest, by far, isthe forward signd. But theré's a so aback
signal that can often be picked up. The sde signds, however—the |lobes—are undetectable.”

By any technology either we or the Malwa have, anyway, Aide agreed.

Bdisarius thought about it. "In other words, any signd | sent to Damodarain Bharakucchawould
probably be picked up by Link."

"Y es. The mongter's radio tower, our radio ingtalation, and the Mawatower in Bharakuccha are

amost in adirect line. Not quite, but close enough that we don't want to risk it. Barbaricum, onthe
other hand—"

"Is off to the Sde, yes. Far enough?”'
Yes.

"Yes" sad Judtinian Smultaneoudy. "Link won't hear anything you send to Barbaricum. And they, in
tum—"

But Bdlisarius had dready figured it out. "1 understand. We can't sgnal Damodarain secret, but
Barbaricum can with their radio. So we set up atriangle of communications—and the only part of theleg
Link can pick up iswhat we receive. But not what we send.”

Yes.
llYall

Bdisarius scratched his chin. While they'd been talking, the radio had kept up its beeping and
whooping.



Bring me current, Aide, while | think. What's Damodara saying now?

Most of it'spretty pointless, in my opinion. A lot of grandiose declarations about the
sterling character of the Ye-tai—talk about a pile of nonsense—and even mor e stuff—really
gridy, this part—about the penaltiesto be meted out to mahaveda priests and mahamimamsa.

Thejewd sounded more than alittle miffed. | don't under stand why he' staking up so much
preciousradio timejust to specify what order in which to tear off their limbsand what animals
are permitted to feed on the corpses. That last business started with jackalsand he's been
wor king hisway down from there. Right now he'stalking about how beetles should be used to
finish up the odd bitsand ends. Do you think he'sa sadist, maybe? That could be a problem.

Bdisarius chuckled. Even after al these years, Aide—who was vasily moreintelligent than humans
when it came to many things—could gtill fumble at the Smplest emotiona equetions.

No, he'sjust very clever. Snce he decided to launch hisrebellion openly—and that's
interesting, right there, don't you think?—he's taking advantage of the opportunities as well as the
problems. First, he's making crystal clear to the Ye-tai that if they acquiesce to the new regime,
they won't be penalized. I'll bet he's been sprinkling Toramana's name all through, yes?

" Showering" hisname, morelike. All right, | can understand that. But why—

The business with the priests? They're hated all through India, to begin with, so it's another
way to rally popular support. What's probably more important, at least immediately, is that the
mahaveda and mahamimamsa are Malwa's first line of enforcers.

Along with the Ye-tai. But . . . oh.

Bdisariusamiled. | know you can feel "fear" yourself, Aide, but it's always a fairly calm thing
for you, isn't it? Almost an intellectual business. No trembling, no sweating, no bowels loosening.

Don't besilly. Protoplasmic nonsense, that is. You're saying he'strying to panic the
mahaveda?

Scare them shitless, Bdisariusagreed. Don't forget that the mahaveda and mahamimamsa,
unlike the Ye-tai, aren't a different race or ethnic line.

Yes, you'reright. Most of them are Malwa, but not all—and Malwa aren't racially distinct
from any other north Indiansanyway. So?

So what'sto stop a priest or torturer from throwing away their identifying garments and
paraphernalia and just vanishing? Wor se comes to wor st, even a beggar in a loincloth is better off
than a dismembered corpse feeding beetles.

Oh. True. " Dismembering" istheleast of it, really. He spent moretimetalking about the
red hot tongsthat areto be used to pull out intestines. | still don't under stand the point of it.
He s obvioudy doing thisin the open because hethinksLink isreceiving theradio
transmissionsdirectly.

Yes. That's got to be the explanation. Bdlisarius had to suppress alittle shudder, remembering the
onetime hed met Link himsdlf. No way to fool that monster, even over a radio transmission.

No, thereisn't. Even human radio and telegraph operators, with experience, can recognize
who'son the other end. Everyone hasa distinctive " fist,” asthey call it. But . . .

You'rethinking that if Link is at the receiving end—here in the Punjab, if not in
Kausambi—it'll simply suppress the transmission. No one in Malwa India will hear it.

Of coursg, it will! Even in Kausambi, that radio station hasto be under iron control.

Bdisariuswas smiling broadly, now. And why do you think Damodara is only using the radio? I'll
bet you—if you had anything to wager—that this same message is going over every telegraph line
in India. And, by now, there are far too many telegraph stations for Link to be able to keep them
quiet. The only reason Damodara is using the radio at all isto communicate with us



Silence, for amoment.
Then: Oh.

Then: It'snot fair. I'm just acrystal. Lost in this protoplasmic scheming and trickiness. A
lamb among wolves.

Aide started to add another complaint, but broke off. He's starting to say something to us again.
Hereitis

PROPOSE GRAND ALLIANCE STOP IRAN TO KEEP THE SIND STOP
JOINT OCCUPATION OF THE PUNJAB STOP KUSHANSTO KEEP THE
HINDU KUSH STOP AXUM TO GARRISON KEY NEUTRAL SEAPORTS
STOP INDEPENDENT CITIESBUT AXUM MAY COLLECT TOLLSSTOP
ISTHISAGREED STOP

Bdisariusturned to Caopodius. "Do you have Barbaricum on theline, yet?'

"Y es. Antoninahasn't arrived in the gtation, though. Neither has Ousanas. But they're on the way."

"Well wait till they arrive. What about Sukkur?"

"Same gory. I've got the Persans on the line, but Khusrau is somewhere else. HE's in the city,
however, so they say it won't take long.”

"Good. Have you ingtructed the radio operatorsin Barbaricum to send arelay signd to
Bharakuccha—and only to Bharakuccha?'

"Yes, Generd. [—ah—made the last part quite clear.”

Maurice grinned. So did Justinian. "'l will say your wife has done wondersfor your assertiveness,”
said the former emperor.

Justinian turned to Belisarius. Faced in hisdirection, rather. Aswas often the case with blind people,
he had a good sense of other peoples locations in the room, but didn't know exactly where their faces
were.

"And what about you? | trust we're not going to see a sudden lapse into timid modesty. ‘It's not my
place, whine; I'm just agenerd, whine' "

Bdisarius grimaced. "Theodorais not goingto likeit. She'saready accusng me of giving away
evaything."

"So what? She'sin Constantinople—and, more to the point, the Emperor of Romeisin Barbaricum.
Probably at your wife's elbow.”

That'sadirty rotten lawyer'strick, for sure, said Aide. Of course, he isthe Empire'stop
lawyer .

"She's till the Empress Regent,” Belisarius pointed out. "Until he attains his mgority, Photius doesn't
technically have the authority to order most anything.”

"So what, again? Difficult times, difficult measures. Unfortunately, the raging thunderstorm"—here
Justinian waved at the entrance to the bunker, beyond which could be heard the faint sounds of people
enjoying apleasant and bamy evening—"made it imposs ble to communicate with Congtantinople by
radio. And the telegraph—all those pestiferous relays—just wasn't fast enough. Given that adecision had
to be made immediately."

Judtinian's smile was unusudly cheerful, for him. "'l can assure you that, asthe Grand Justiciar, | will
be forced to rulein your favor if Theodora presses the matter."

Bdisariusreturned the amile, scratching his chin. "No qualms, yoursdf?'

Justinian shrugged. "We've been together along time, sheand |. It's not likely shelll have me
poisoned. And I'm right and she's wrong—and no one knowsiit better than you. In another universe, |



kept you at war for years out of my overreaching ambition, and had nothing to show for it in the end
except exhaugtion and ruin. Let'snot do it again, shal we?'

He sright.

Yes, of course heis. Rome doesn't need more territory. It'd just bring grief with it. Even the
enclave I'll ingst on hereinthe Triangle is for purely political reasons. But you—o craven
crystal—will remain huddling in your pouch while | have to bear the brunt of Theodora's wrath.

Seemsfair tome. You'rethegeneral. I'm just the hired help. Grossy underpaid, to boot.

"Antoninason theline, Genera," said Caopodius. "And they're telling me Khusrau has arrived at the
telegraph sation in Sukkur.”

"Let'sdoit, then."

* * *

The communication with Antoninawent quickly.

PHOTIUS AGREES TO DAMODARA TERMS STOP WANTSTO KNOW IF
EXILE POSSIBLE IN TRIANGLE TO ESCAPE THEODORA STOP HE
WORRIES TOO MUCH STOP LOVE YOU STOP

"Ask her about—"
"It'sdready comingin," Caopodiusinterrupted him.

OUSANASAGREES TO DAMODARA TERMSALSO STOPWILL TAKE
FLEET AND ARMY IMMEDIATELY TO BHARAKUCCHA STOPWHAT YOU
WANT ME AND PHOTIUS DO STOP

"Have her and the boy go with them," Maurice suggested. "They'll be much safer in Bharakuccha
than up here, with everything breaking loose. And what would they do here, anyway?'

It didn't take Belisariuslong to decide that Maurice wasright. If Antoninatill had her Theodoran
Cohort with her, she might be able to play auseful military rolein the Triangle. But shed left them behind
in Alexandria. If just she and Photius and Tahmina came to the Triangle—with ahuge flock of servants,
to make things worse—they'd be nothing a distraction and a nuisance to Maurice.

And Bdisariushimself wouldn't bethereat dl, if his plansworked.

"Yes, | agree. Leaving asde the safety problem, shell probably be useful in Bharakuccha anyway.
That populace will need to be settled down, and she'salot better at that than Ousanas would be.
Calopodius, tell her and Photius to accompany Ousanas to Bharakuccha."

* % %

Two last messages came back:

WHEN WILL SEE YOU AGAIN STOP

Then, after abrief pause:

NEVER MIND STOP STUPID QUESTION STOPBE WELL STOPLOVE YOU
STOP

* % %

The warmth that last message gave him dissipated soon enough. The negotiations with Khusrau were
neither brief nor cordid.



Eventudly, Belisarius brokeit off atogether. "I haven't got timefor thisnonsense” he snarled. "Tdll
him an assault just started and | have to leave. Damodaras terms are important and need aquick answer.
Thisisjust mindless Aryan pigheaded greed.”

Asthetelegraph operator did asingtructed, Belisarius stalked over to theradio. "I can't believeit.
Khusrau's not usualy that stupid. Wasting time with endless quibbles over afew square miles of the
Punjab, for God's sake!"

Maurice was running fingers through his beard, as he often did when thinking. "I'm not sure that'sit,”
he said dowly. "Menander told me dmost al the Persian grandees are assembled in Sukkur now.
Sahrdarans and vurzurgans crawling al over the place. Members of al seven great families except the
Suren. Baresmanas stayed behind to more or less run the empire for Khusrau, but he's about the only
one"

Still too irritated to think clearly, Belisarius shook his head. "What's the point, Maurice?!

"The point isthat he's playing to an audience. Y ou know the great houses aren't happy at al with the
way he'susng smdl dehgans asimperid officidsto administer the Sind. Menander saysthey're howling
like banshees, insgting that they deserve abig share of the Punjab.”

Bdisariusrolled hiseyes. "Just what's needed! A herd of idiot feuda magnates pouringinto. . ."
His eyes came down, squinting a Maurice. "Jesus,”" he hissed. "Could he be that ruthless?'

Surehecould, said Aide. 1t'd be one quick way to break feudalism in Persia. Lead the
magnatesinto a daughter. No feudalists, no feudalism.

"Maybe," said Maurice. He gestured with histhumb toward the radio. "But why don't you let me
worry about that, if need be? Y ou've got Damodara to dedl with."

"So| do." Helooked around. "Caopodius, are you ready?"

The young signals officer hurried up. "Y es, Generd. Sorry. | just wanted to make sure the scribes
weres&t.”

The smile he gave Beisarius was hdf gpology and half sheer anticipation.
"Sorry," he repeated. "I've got the soul of an historian. And thisis. . . history."
Bdisarius chuckled. "Not yet. But let's seeif we can't makeit so. The first messageis—"

Chapter 24

Bhar akuccha

Damodara stared at the message that had just been handed to him. Idly, some part of his mind noted
that the radio operator had perhaps the best handwriting he'd ever seen. Artistic caligraphy, dmost—yet
he'd seen the man jot down the message asrapidly asit camein.

Hetilted the paper in his hand, so that Rana Sanga and Narses could read it also.



THISMESSAGE RELAY ED THROUGH BARBARICUM STOP SATI CANNOT
HEARIT STOP SATI WILL HEAR ANY MESSAGE SENT TOUS STOP
ROMANSAND AXUMITES ACCEPT TERMS STOP CANNOT SPEAK TO
KUSHANSDIRECTLY BUT FORESEE NO DIFFICULTY THEIR PART STOP
PERSIANSUSUAL SELVES STOPWILL WORK ON THEM STOP

"Perdans," Narses sneered. "That'swhy | was able to manipulate them so eadily, in my daysin
Rome. Every border dehgan fancies himsdlf the Lord of the Universe, because he's got afew more goats
than hisneighbor. It might help if he could read.”

Rana Sanga shrugged. "1 don't see where the Persians on their own can be much of aproblem. Well .

"Except in the Punjab," said Damodara
The radio operator handed him another message.

TERMS FOR PUNJAB AGREEABLE TO ROME STOPBUT WANT IRON
TRIANGLE MAINTAINED ASROMAN ENCLAVE STOP KEEP THE PEACE
STOP

"He's probably right,” said Sanga. "The Rgjputs can live with asmal Roman territory in thefork of
the Indus and the Chenab, easily enough. Probably even be good for us, in terms of trade. And he might
keep the Persans from pushing north.”

"Why do you care, anyway?' demanded Narses. " Let the Persans have part of the Punjab, for pity's
sake. Just ingst on two things. Firdt, they have to stay west of the Indus asfar north as Multan; then, west
of the line formed by the Chenab and the Jhelum. To make sure they stick to it, expand the Roman
enclave. Let the Romans have the whole areain the fork of the Indus and the Chenab all theway up to
Multan—and give them Multan.”

Sangawas garting to look outraged. "Y ou'd give the Persans amost half—"

"Oh, nonsense! It's not more than athird of the Punjab—and most of it, once you get north of
Multan, is desert and badlands. Almost usdless, except to the hill tribes. So let the Persans ded with the
cantankerous bastards. Asfar asthe expanded Roman enclave goes, yes, that's fertile territory. But it's
gill not al that much—and you can't top them from taking it anyway, if Link's—"

He glanced at the radio operator. "If Great Lady Sati's army collgpses. Which we're counting on,
becauseif it doesn't we're for exile anyway. Assuming we survive a dl.”

"He hasapoint, Sanga," said Damodaramildly. "There's another advantage, too, which isthat giving
the Aryans everything west of the Jhelum brings them up againgt the Kushansin the north.”

Sangathought about it, briefly. "True. And that means the Persans and the Kushans—not us—would
have to ded with the Pathans and the other hill tribes. An endless headache, that is."

He gave Narses a not-entirely-admiring look. "And what's the second thing?”'

Theold eunuch's smilewas very cold. "'l should think it was obvious. The Persans can have that
area—if they cantakeit."
After amoment, Damodaralaughed harshly. "Y es. Let them bleed. Done, Narses."

* * *

Inthelron Triangle, it was Belisarius turn to stare at a message. Then, tilt it so that Maurice could
see. He a'so spoke the words doud, for the benefit of Justinian and Calopodius.



PROPOSE ROMAN ENCLAVE BETWEEN INDUS AND CHENAB EXPANDED
NORTH TO MULTAN STOP ROMANSMAY HAVE MULTAN STOP
PERSIANSMAY HAVE PUNJAB WEST OF INDUSTO MULTAN STOP
NORTH OF MULTAN MAY HAVE PUNJAB WEST OF CHENAB AND
JHELUM STOPIF THEY CAN TAKE IT FROM SATI ARMY STOP

"It'sniceto seeour new dly isnt anidiot," mused Judtinian. "Unlikethe old one."

The Grand Judticiar got alook on hisface that could have been called "dreamy-eyed,” if hed till had
eyes.

"Forget it," said Bdisarius, hdf-chuckling. "We are not going to form a pact with Damodara to attack
Persaand carveit up between us."

"Probably abad idea," admitted Justinian. "Still, you have to admit it'stempting.”

Maurice had ignored the byplay. By now, having read the message perhaps five times, he was
scowling fiercely. "Fine and dandy for you and Damodara—Khusrau's probably in on it, dso—to
scheme up waysto bleed Persgas aristocracy dry. But | remind you that | will have to be the one to deal
with them. And I'm damned if I'm going to go along with any foolhardy plansto launch amassive frontal
assault on the Mawa here. Their fortifications aren't much weaker than ours, you know."

"| doubt that'll be aproblem,” Belisarius said, shaking hishead. "'If you're guessing right about
Khusrau's plans, hell probably insist that you remain here while he leads a glorious Aryan sweeping
maneuver againg the right flank of the enemy. Helll want you to keep some pressure on, of course.”

Maurice grunted. "We're doing that anyway, just being here.”

"Multan's what? About a hundred miles north of here?" asked Judtinian. Hisface il had traces of
dreaminessinit. "And &t that point, the distance between the two rivers must be at least fifty miles”

Bdisarius drew up amenta image of amap of the Punjab. "Y es, that's about right.”

"S0 our 'enclave—using the term very loosdly, now—uwould contain something like two thousand
square miles™

"Um. .. Probably closer to fifteen hundred," countered Maurice. "That's an awfully narrow triangle.”

"Still. Even fifteen hundred square milesisafar amount of breething room. Theland hereisdl fertile,
too, even asarid asit is, because of the rivers. We could support amillion people, easily. Some enclave!™

Bdisarius couldn't help but smile. Justinian might insst that held given up hiswicked old imperid ways
of looking at theworld, but it never took much to tir the beast up again.

"That'sas may be," he said, abit brusquely. "It's certainly agood dedl for us, at least in the short
run—and, better yet, might go along way to mollifying Theodora. Inthelong run . . . hard to say. Weld
be completely dependent on maintaining trade routes through either Persian or Indian territory, don't
forget. We wouldn't even have acommon border with the Kushans."

Justinian gtarted to say something, but Belisarius drove over him. "Enough of that, however. We ill
have awar towin."

He turned to Caopodius. "Draft another message telling Damodarawe agree. And add the
following—"

—bz-bzzz-bz-bz-bzzz-bzzz-hz-bz-bzZzZz—
"l purdy detest that sound,” snarled Narses. "My ears are too old to be inflicted with it."
But he made no moveto leave. Didn't so much as twitch amuscle.

The message finished, the operator handed it to Damodara. Again, the new Malwaemperor tilted it
s0 both Narses and Rana Sanga could read the contents.



AGREE TOALL TERMSSTOP THINK PERSIANSWILL ALSO STOP
BELISARIUS CAN CROSS THE THAR WITH FIVE HUNDRED MEN STOP
PROBABLY REACH AIMMER IN A FORTNIGHT STOPWELLSALREADY DUG
STOPIF YOU CAN SEND AUTHORIZATION BY THAT TIME CAN PUT
RAJPUT FORCE IN THE FIELD TO INTERCEPT SATI STOP KUSHANSWILL
DELAY HER ASLONG ASPOSSIBLE STOP

By the time they finished the message, dl three pairs of eyeswere very wide.
"God damn him," said Narsestonelesdy. "No man should be that smart. Not even me.”

Damodarashook hishead, just dightly. "He planned for this, and months ago. Thereareno wellsin
the Thar—so he had them dug in advance.”

"Months?' Sanga's headshake was amore vigorous affair. "l think not, Emperor. | think he has been
planning thisfor years."

His gaze grew unfocused, as he pulled on hisbeard. "All dong, | think . . . If you consider everything,
from the beginning. He never planned to defeat the Mawa Empire by outright conquest. Never once.
Instead, he pried it apart. Worked at al the weaknesses until it erupted. Forged aliances with Axum and
Perdga—the latter, an ancient Roman enemy—not so much to hammer us but so that he could support
and supply aMaratha rebdlion. Which he fostered himsdf. And then .. ."

"We did beat him at the Pass," pointed out Damodara.
Sangaleft off the beard-pulling, and grimaced.

Damodara chuckled, quite humorlesdy. "Yes, | know. A tacticd victory only. Y ou could even argue
it was a strategic defeat. Still, as an army we were never defeated by him. Not even badly battered,
redly.”

"Well, of course not,” said Narses, in the same toneless voice. "He planned that, too. All through that
campaign—if you recdl it again, from this angle—he was careful to keep our casudtiesto aminimum.
Hisarmy's, aswell, of course. We thought at the time that was Ssmply because he needed it intact to take
Charax. But, as usud, there was a second string to the bow. He wanted your army intact also. So that,
some day, you could do what you're doing now."

Hisold eyeswere pure dits, now, glaring at the message. "That bastard! 1 should have had him
assassinated when | could.”

Sangaslipstwigted. "And when wasthat, exactly?"

"I could have done it when he was dtill six yearsold,” replied Narses gloomily. "Of course, he was
nobody then, so it never occured to me. Just another scion of minor Thracian nobility, with pig shit on his
barefeet.”

"Enough!" snapped Damodara. "I, for one, am glad he's here.” He held the message up, inclining it
toward Sanga. "What's the answer? Can we get someoneto Ajmer in time to meet him? Someone the
Rajputstherewill listen to—but it can't be you, Sanga. We've got our own forced march to make, with a
great Segeat theend.”

The Rajput king went back to beard-pulling. "A fortnight . . . That'sthe problem. I'll send Jaimal and
Udai, with fifty men. Neither of them are kings, but they're both well-known and much respected. Also
known to be among my closest lieutenants. The Rgjputswill listen to them.”

A smile came, distorted by asharp yank on the beard. "Hal After these years, Belisariusis something
of alegend among the Rajputs a so—and we are a people who adore our legends. The truth, Emperor?
If Jama and Udal are there to vouch for him, most Rgjput warriorswill flock to his banner. Especidly
the young ones."

"No problem with the oath?!
"No, not really. The old men will quibble and complain and quarrdl, of course. But who cares? It



won't be old men that Belisarius |eads toward the headwaters of the Ganges, to meet amongter on the
field of battle. Y oung men, they'll be. With no love for Skandagupta, an interpretation of the oath that's
good enough—since it was good enough for me—and acommander out of legend.”

Helowered hishand. "Yes, itll work. If Jama and Udai canreach Ajmer intime."
Helooked around. "I need to summon them. Also need a map. One moment.”

He went to the door, opened it, and barked the orders.

Damodaraleaned over the radio operator's shoulder. "How much longer can we transmit?"

"Hard to say, Y our Mgesty. The best time, at this distance, is around sunrise and sunset. But,
especidly once the sun is down, the window—that's what we call it—can stay open for hours. All night,
ometimes™

"WEell just have to hopefor the best. If necessary, we can send the final message in the morning. For
now, send thefollowing. Exactly as| giveit you, understand? Greet Lady Sati will be recaiving it aso,
and she mustn't be able to understand what it means.”

* k%

The operator's nod was nervous, but not the terrified gesture it had been hours earlier. Astime had
passed, the man had come to conclude that while the new sdlf-proclaimed emperor was a scary
man—thetall Rgjput and the evil-looking old eunuch, even worse—he was not as scary asNanda La
had been.

Not even close. The truth was that the radio operator had no more love for the old dynasty than
anybody. Certainly not for their sinking priests and torturers.

The buzzing was brief.

"Heresdl thereis, General," Cdopodius said gpologeticaly. "1 thought theréd be more. And what
thereis doesn't make much sense.”

Belisarius|ooked at the message.

AGREE IN PRINCIPLE STOP RETURN OF PEDDLER EMERALD MAY BE
DELAYED STOP

He needed amoment himself, to decipher it. "Very clever. Sanga must have found that peddler, after
dl"

"What peddler?' demanded Justinian. "And what kind of peddler has an emerad to begin with?"

"A very happy peddier—athough | imagine hisjoy vanished once Sanga caught him.”

Bdisarius handed the message back to Calopodius. "Y ears ago, when | fled India, | finally shook off
Sangaand hismen a Ajmer. | traded my horses for three camels and al the water and supplies| needed
to crossthe desert. To clinch the dedl, | gave the peddier one of the emeralds that had been part of

Skandagupta’s bribe and told him there'd be another one for him if he delivered amessagein
Bharakucchato a Captain Jason, commanding avessel named the Argo.”

Maurice aready knew the story, so he smply smiled. Caopodius and Justinian laughed aoud.

"That peddler must have thought | was crazy, giving him an emerad for camels. But it did thetrick.
Sangaand his men followed the horse tracks—I'd nicked one of the hoovesto makeit distinctive—and
by the time they could have run down the peddler and realized what happened, | waswell into the Thar.
No way to catch methen.”

Helooked at Caopodius. "How much longer before the window closes?’

The blind young officer shrugged. "Theresredly no way to predict it, Generd. It may never close a
dl"



"Well enough, eveniif it does. It'll take me haf the night anyway to get the men ready to leave. By
morning, well know."
* % %

"Get some deep, woman,” Ousanas said gruffly. "There's nothing you can do here on the docks,
anyway. Thefleet will beready to sail a dawn, be sure of it."

"Ready to row, you should say."

"Don't remind me!" In the dim lighting thrown off by the lanterns dong the docks, Ousanas dark
features were hard to make out. But the scowl on his face was ferocious enough to be quite evident.

"Y our husband! It's hisfault. If he was clever enough to manipulate everyoneto thisridiculous Sate
of affars, why didn't hetimeit properly? Two or three more months and we'd be in monsoon season.
Sal dl theway, lalling in comfort and drinking wine."

"He'sonly mortd," replied Antonina, smiling despite hersdf. Even though she wouldn't be working an
oar, she was not looking forward to the voyage to Bharakuccha any more than Ousanas was. It would
belong and dow and . . . hot.

"I hope the Hindus areright,” grumbled Ousanas. "For thisidiot sunt, Belisarius deservesto come
into hisnext life asalizard. Perched on arock in the desert in the middle of garam, so he can
fry—ingtead of us."

Hands on hips, his gaze swept back and forth acrossthe row of Axumite galleys. Eveninthe
near-darkness, every one of them was abeehive of activity asthe Ethiopian sailors and marines made
ready for the voyage. What Antonina couldn't see, she could hear.

"They don't seem to be complaining as much as| expected,” she said.

"That's because of my awesome new title. In the olden days, when | was but the modest keeper of
the fly whisks, I'd have had amutiny on my hands. Be swinging from agibbet, by now. Disemboweled,
too. My entrails dangling just inches above the water, so the Axumite marines could bet on the sharks
competing for them.”

Antoninacouldn't help but laugh. When he wasin the mood, Ousanas did histrionic gloom aswell as
he did anything else. If he'd been dive in the days of Cassandra, probably no one would remember her at
al.

"Stop exaggerating. They'd only have beaten you to a senseless pulp and placed bets on the alley
dogs."

Ousanas grin flashed in the night. A moment later, more serioudy, he added: "They're not redlly
disgruntled at dl, in truth. Y es, the voyage to Bharakuccha at thistime of year will be amiserable
business. Well be lucky if we have the sails up more than afew hours every other day. Row, row, row
and sweat bucketswhilewedoiit. But . . ."

Hetook along, dow breath. "But there is Bharakucchafor them, at the end. The same city where
Eon left us, and whose harbor they destroyed in their vengeance. Thistime, with its gates opening wide."

Antoninafelt apang of grief. She remembered that harbor very well hersdlf. She had been sitting next
to Eon when he died, reading to him from the Bible.

"Best of all, itll be garrison duty. In one of the world'slargest and busiest segports. Dens of vice and
iniquity on every sreet. No more fighting, dying and bleeding. Let the Hindu heethensfight it out amongst
themsalves, from now on. For Axum, the war is over—and what remains are the pickings."

The grin flashed again. "Great pickings, too. There are even more merchant coffersin Bharakuccha
than taverns and brothels. Just skimming the tolls—even the light oneswell maintain—will make Axum
rich. Richer 4ill, | should say.”

He basked in that happy thought, for amoment. Then the scowl came back.

"And will you get some deep, woman? Y ou'll need to be wide avake and aert tomorrow morning.”



"Whatever for? I'm not pulling an oar.” Half-righteoudy and haf-gpologeticaly, she added: "I'm too
smdl. Itd beslly."

"Who cares about that? | remind you that it will be your respons bility—not minel—to oversee the
transfer of your emperor son and his sahrdaran wife aboard ship. Especidly her. God only knows what
absurd contrivance the Persans will come up with, for the purpose. But I'm sureit'll involve e ephants.”

Antoninadidn't quite scamper from the docks. Not quite.

"Yourecertan?'
"Yes," replied Jama. Uda nodded his agreement.

Sangas lieutenant traced aline on the map. "We can follow the rivers, most of theway, east of the
Aravalli mountains. Basicdly, it's the same route we took years ago, when wetried to catch up with
Bdisarius by sea That time, it took us amost three weeks. But we had tired horses, after that long chase,
wherethistimewéll be starting with freshones. And .. . . well . . ."

Sangasmiled thinly. "Yes, | know. Last time, | wasn't redlly driving the matter, snce | knew it was
hopeless anyway.”

He straightened up from the map. "Well enough. Be out of the city as soon as possible. Try to make
it intwo weeks. But don't befoolish!" He held up an admonishing finger. "Better to use hdf the
day—most of it, if need be—to make sure you've got the best horsesin Bharakuccha. Y ou'll make up
the difference within five days.”

The admonition was smply asymptom of Sanga'stension, so Jamal and Udai took it in good enough
spirits. Onitsface, of course, it wasinsulting. Teach a Rgjput about horses!

* % %

Thefina messagewas aso brief.

EMERALD READY IN TIME FOR TRANSACTION

"I'm off, then,” said Bdlisarius. "At firgt light."

Chapter 25

Kausambi

Lady Damodara cameinto the chamber that served Dhruva and Lata as something in theway of a
modest salon. There was no expression on her face, but her features seemed taut.

"Vdentinian?1'm not certain—neither isRgiv—but . . ."

Even after dl these months, Dhruvacould still be surprised at how quickly Vaentinian moved when



he wanted to. Before she quite knew what was happening, held plopped the baby he'd been playing with
into her lap and was at the side of the one window in the room.

Hisfinger moved the curtain. Just dightly, and very briefly, asif abreeze had fluttered it.

"It'sdarting,” he said, turning away from the window.

Lady Damodarawas sartled. "But you only glanced—"

Then, seeing thelook on Vaentinian'sface, she smiled wryly. "Yes, | know. Stupid to question an
expert.”

Vaentinian waved a Dhruvaand Lata, who was perched on another settee. "Out, now. Into the
tunnd. Lata, you make sure dl the other maids and servants on thisfloor are moving. Don't let them

dilly-dally to pack anything, either. They're supposed to be packed aready.”

Anastasius came into the room, scowling. "If you can tear yoursdlf away from—oh. Y ou know, |
takeit?'

Vaentinian scowled right back at him. "Why isit that philosophy never ssemsto help you with
anything useful ? Of course, | know. What's the mg ordomo up to?"

"He's getting everyone out of the kitchens. Rgjiv and Khandik are rousting the rest of the servantson
the floor above.”

Vaentinian nodded, and turned to Lady Damodara. "1t will help if you and Lady Sangatake charge
of the evacuation. Anastasus and | and the Y e-tai—and Rajiv—need to concentrate on the delaying
action.”

The tautness came back to Lady Damodarasface. "Rgjiv, too?"

"Especially Rgjiv," said Vdentinian. He gave her what he probably thought was a reassuring look.
Evenin thetenson of the moment, Dhruva had to fight down alaugh. On his face, it didn't look
reassuring So much as smply sanguine.

"Weneed him, Lady," added Anastasius. "Rgjiv's more coolheaded than the Y e-tai. We've been
training him to handle the charges.”

"Oh." Thetautnessfaded. ™Y ou won't have him in the front?*

Vaentinian started to say something that Dhruva was pretty sure would come out asasnarl, but
Anagtasius hadtily interrupted.

"That'd be slly, wouldn't it? What | mean is, those tunnels aren't wide enough for more than two men
at the front, and what with me and Vadentinian—" He waved a huge hand at his glowering comrade. "No
room for Rgjiv there, anyway."

"Werewasting time," snarled Vaentinian. "The boy goeswith us, Lady Damodara. No way | want
somedamn Ye-ta deciding when to blow the charges.”

By thetime Dhruvaand Latagot al the servants and maids chivvied into the cellars, some order had
been brought to theinitial chaos.

Quite ahit, actualy. Between them, the wives of Damodara and Rana Sanga practically oozed
authority, and the magjordomo was aways there to handle the little details. Most of the cooks and
servants and maids were now being guided into the tunnel by the Bihari miners.

That, too, had been planned long before. One miner for every four servants. True, they were now
short the two murdered miners—and shorter till, in terms of the Y e-tal mercenaries who were supposed
to oversee the whole operation. Still, there was no trouble. Khandik and one of the other two remaining
mercenaries were staying in the cellarsto help with the evacuation. The third one was upstairs with the
two Roman cataphracts and Rajiv.

Things were even orderly enough for Latato do aquick count.
"Were missing one of the maids, | think. That one—I can't remember her name—who helps with the



washing.”

Dhruva scanned the faces, trying to place her. The two sisters hadn't had much contact with the
servants on the upper floors, asarule. But because Lady Damodarainsisted that al clothes washing had
to be done indoors, they did encounter the oneswho cameto the laundry.

"I don't know her name either, but | know you who mean. Theone. . . Well. She's pretty stupid,
fromwhat | could tell.”

They saw the mgjordomo walking quickly toward Lady Damodaraand Sangas wife, who were
gtanding in the center of the big cellar watching over everything. From the frown on hisface, Dhruvawas
pretty sure held just finished his own head count and had come to the same conclusion.

A moment later, he and the two ladies were talking. All of them were now frowning. Thetwo ssters
couldn't hear the words, but the subject wasfairly obvious.

"| better help,” Latasaid. "Will you be dl right with the baby?
"Yes I'll wait till thelast. Be careful.”

Latahurried over. Sangas wife spotted her coming dmost ingtantly. A faint look of relief cameto her
face.

AsLataneared, Lady Sangainterrupted the mgordomo. "Yes, fine" She pointed at Lata. "We can
send her upstairsto find out what happened to the girl.”

Lady Damodaralooked at Lataand gave her aquick nod. An instant | ater, she was scampering up
thedairs.

* % %

Even before she got to the main floor, Lata could hear the dull booming. The Mawa soldiery must be
trying to batter down the main entrance door. Over the months, as discreetly as possible, Lady
Damodara had had iron bars placed over al the windows on the palace's ground floor. To stymie
thieves, sheld claimed, the onetime aMawacity officia had investigated. He'd probably thought the
explanation was silly, snce that wedthy part of Kausambi with its frequent military patrolswas hardly a
place that any sensble thief would ply histrade. But he hadn't pursued the matter.

Now, that officia would probably lose his head for negligence. Or beimpaled on astake, if the
secret police decided that more than negligence was involved. The only way into the palace for troops
trying to storm it quickly was through the main entrance. And that wasn't going to be quick, even with
battering rams, as heavy and well-braced and barred asit now was.

L atareached the landing and scampered toward the sound of the booming. The cataphracts would
be there, of course.

S0, indeed, they were. Along with Rgjiv and thethird Y e-tal mercenary, they were standing in asmall
alcove a thefar end of the great entry vestibule. The same a cove that Lataentered, sinceit wasthe one
that led to the basement floor and the cellars below.

"Oneof themaidsis—"

Anastasius waved her down, without turning his head. "We know, Lata. She's over there.”
Latalooked past him. Sure enough, the missing maid was cowering againgt afar wall of the vestibule.
"Come here, girl!" Rgiv shouted. "Therés il timel”

Therewas plenty of time, in fact. The main door shook again, booming fiercely as whatever battering
ram the soldiery had smashed into it. But, beyond loosening one of the hinges, the blow seemed to have
no impact. The door would stand for at least another minute or two. More than enough time for the maid
to saunter across to the acove and the safety beyond, much less run.

But it didn't matter. The girl was obvioudy too petrified to think at dl, even if sheweren't dim-witted
to begin with. She'd been overlooked in theinitia evacuation, and now . . .

"Step aside, Rgiv," Vdentinian said harshly.



Lata could see the shoulders of the young Rgjput prince tighten. He didn't move from his position a
the front of the alcove.

"Obey me, boy."

Rgjiv took a shuddering little breath; then, moved aside and flattened himsalf againgt thewall.

Vaentinian dready had an arrow notched. The bow came up quickly, easily; the draw, likewise. Lata
wasn't astonished, even though Vaentinian had once let her draw that bow when sheld expressed
curiosty.

Try to draw it, rather. She might aswell havetried to lift an ox.

She never redlly saw the arrow'sflight. Just stared, as the poor stupid maid was pinned to the far wall

like abutterfly. Only afoot or so of the arrow protruded from her chest. The arrowhead had passed right
through her and sunk into the thick wood of thewall.

Vaentinian had no expression on hisface at dl. Another arrow was aready out of the quiver and
notched.

"It was quick, Rgiv," said Anastasius quietly. "In the heart. We can't leave anyone behind who might
talk, you know that. And we need you now on the detonator.”

Tight-faced, Rgjiv nodded and came toward Lata. Looking down, Lata saw an odd-looking
contraption on the floor not more than three feet away from her. It was asmall wooden box with awire
leading from it into thewall of the dcove, and aknobbed handle sticking up from the middle. A plunger
of somekind, she thought.

Rajiv didn't look at Vaentinian as he passed him. He seemed surprised to see Lata. And, from the
look on hisface, abit frightened.

"Y ou haveto go below!" He glanced back, asif to look at Vaentinian. "Quickly."

"| just came up to see what happened to her. Wetook acountand . . ."

Turning hishead dightly, Vdentinian said over hisshoulder: "Get below, Lata. Now."

Once she was back in the cdllar, she just shook her head in response to the question in Lady
Damodaras raised eyebrows.

The lady seemed to understand. She nodded and looked away .

"What happened?' Dhruva hissed.

"Never mind. She'sdead.” Lata haf-pushed her sster toward the tunnel. "We're amost the last ones.
Let'sget inthere. We'rejust in the way, now."

There were two Bihari miners|eft, sill standing by the entrance. One of them came to escort them.

"Thisway, ladies. Y ou'll haveto stoop alittle. Do you need help with the baby?"

"Dont besdlly," Dhruvareplied.

The upper hinge gave first. Once the integrity of the door was breached, three more blows from the
battering ram were enough to knock it completely aside.

By the time those blows werefinished, Vadentinian had aready fired four arrows through the
widening gap. Each one of them killed aMawasoldier in the huge mass of soldiery Rgiv could see on
the street beyond.

Anagtasiusfired only once. His arrow, even more powerfully shot, took aMawain the shoulder.
Hitting the armor there, it spun him into the mob.

The Yeta mercenary fired also. Twice, Rgiv thought, but he wasn't paying him any attention. He
was sttling his nerves from the killing of the maid by coldly gauging the archery skill of thetwo
cataphracts againg hisfather's.



Anagtas us was more powerful, but much dower; Vdentinian, faster than hisfathe—and as
accurate—but not as powerful.

So, aRajput prince concluded, hisfather remained the greatest archer in theworld. In India, at least.

That was some satisfaction. Rgjput notions concerning the responsbility of alord to hisretainers
werejust as diff asdl their notions. Evenif, technically, the maid was smply aservant and not one of
Rajiv'sanyway, her casud murder had raised his hackles.

Don't besilly, part of hismind said to him. Your father would have done the same.
Rajiv shook hishead. Not so quickly! he protested. Not so—so—

The voice came again. Uncaringly? Probably true. And so what? She'd have been just as dead.
Don't ever think otherwise. To you, he's a father and a great warrior. To his enemies, he's never
been anything but a cold and deadly killer.

And you are his son—and do you intend to flinch when the time comes to push that plunger?
Most of the men you'll destroy when you do so are peasants, and some of them none too
intelligent. Does a stupid maid have a right to live, and they, not?

Thedoor findly came off the hinges atogether and smashed—what was | eft of it—onto the tiles of
the huge vestibule. Madwa soldiers came pouring in.

Vaentinian fired three more times, faster than Rgjiv could redly follow. Anastasius, once; the Ye-ta,
once. Four Mawasoldiersfell dead. One—the Y e-tal's target—was merely wounded.

Vaentinian stepped back quickly into the shelter of the dcove. Anastasius and the Y e-tai followed,
an indant later.

"Now," commanded Vdentinian.
Rgiv's hand struck down the plunger.

The charges carefully implanted in the walls of the vestibule turned the whole room into an abettoir. In
the months they'd had to prepare, the majordomo had even been able to secretly buy good drop shot on
the black market. So it wasredl bullets that the mines sent flying into the room, not haphazard pieces of
metd.

Rajiv supposed that some of the soldiersin the room must have survived. One or two, perhaps not
eveninjured.

But not many. In asplit second, he'd killed more men than most seasoned warriorswould kill ina
lifetime

* % *

Somewhere on the stairsleading to the cellars, Rgjiv uttered his one and only protest.

"| didn't hesitate. Not at all.”

Anagtasus smiled. "Wdll, of course not.”

Vaentinian shook his head. "Don't get melancholy and philosophical on me, boy. Y ou've till got to
doit twicemore. Today."

For some reason, that didn't bother Rgjiv.

Maybe that was because his enemies now had fair warning.

He said as much.

Anastasius smiled again, more broadly. At thefoot of the sairs, now in the cdlar, Vaentinian turned
around and glared at him.

"Who cares about fair warnings? Dead is dead and we all die anyway. Just doit."

Anastasius, now aso at the bottom of the stairs, cleared histhroat. "I | may put Vaentinian's
viewpoint in proper Stoic terms, what he meansto say—"

"Isexactly what thefuck | said,” Vdentinian hissed. "Just doiit.”



He glanced up the stairs. "In about ten minutes, at aguess.”
* % %

His guesswas off, abit. Rgjiv didn't blow the next chargesfor at least a quarter of an hour.

Whether because held satisfied himsdlf concerning the ethics of theissue, or smply because
Vaentinian's cold-blooded murderousness was infectious, he wasn't sure. For whatever reason, Rgjiv
hed no trouble waiting until the cellarswere full of Mawa soldiery, probing uncertainly in the torch-lit
darknessto find whatever hole their quarry had scurried into.

From the dtill greater darkness of the tunnel, Rgjiv gauged the moment. He even out-waited
Vdentinian.

"Now, boy."

"Not yet."

Two minuteslater, he drovein the next plunger. The same type of shaped-charge minesimplanted in
thewadlls of the cellars turned those underground chambersinto more abattoirs.

"Quickly, now!" urged Anastasius, dready lumbering a a haf-crouch down the tunndl. "Weve got to
get to the shelter as soon as possible. Before they can figure out—"

He continued in that vein, explaining the salf-evident to people who aready knew the plan by heart.
Rgjiv ignored him. Looking ahead, down the tunndl, he could seethe figure of the Y e-tal dready
vanishing in the haf-gloom thrown out by thefew ail lamps 4till in place. Vaentinian was close on his
heds

"Y ou're doing good, boy," said the Mongoose. "Redlly, redlly good.”

All things consdered, Rgjiv decided the Roman cataphract was right.

To be sure, thiswas not something he'd ever brag about. On the other hand . . .

When did you ever hear your father brag? camethat little, back-of-the-mind voice.

The answer was. Never.

Rgjiv had noticed that, in times past. Now, findly, he thought he understood it. And, for thefirst time
in hislife, cameto fed something for hisfather beyond love, admiration and respect.

Simple affection. Nothing fancy. Just the sort of fondness that a man—awoman too, he
supposed—fed s when he thinks about someone who has shared atask and a hardship.

* % %

When they reached the shelter, even Vaentinian took adeep breath.

"Well," he muttered, "thisiswhere wefind out. God damn al Biharis—miners down to newborn
babes—if it doesn't.”

TheYeta just looked blank-faced. Anastasius eyesflicked about the smal chamber, with its
massive bracing. "Looks good, anyway."

It seemed fitting, somehow, for Rgjiv to finaly take charge. "Place the barrier.” It seemed silly to call
that great heavy thing a"door."

He pointed to it, propped against the entrance they'd just come through. "Anastasius, you're the only
one strong enough to hold it in place. Vaentinian, you set the braces. Y ou"—thisto the Y e-ta—"help
him."

The work was done quickly. The last of it was setting the angled braces that supplemented the great
cross-bars and strengthened the door by propping it againgt the floor.

Therewas no point in waiting. The shelter would either hold, or they'd dl be crushed. But thered be
no point to any of it if Rgiv didn't blow thelast charges before the surviving Mawain the palace that was
now over ahundred yards distant as well as many feet above them had time to redize what had
happened.

"I guessyou'd better—" Vaentinian started to say, but Rgjiv's hand had aready driven homethe



plunger.

"Well, shit," he added, before the earthquake made it impossibleto talk at al.

The Mawa genera in command of the entire operation had remained outside the paace. After he
was knocked off hisfeet, he stared dumbfounded as the walls of the palace seemed to erupt al around
the base.

The paace came down, like astone avalanche,

Some of those stones were large, others were really pieces of wall that had somehow remained
intact.

Some were blown a considerable distance by the explosion. Others bounced, after they fell.

Scrambling frantically, the general managed to avoid dl the ones sent sailing by the blast. But asclose
as he'd been standing, he didn't escape one section of wal—avery big section—asit disintegrated.

A few minutes|later, his second-in-command and now successor was ableto findly piece together
the few coherent reports he could get.

Thereweren't many, and they weren't all that coherent. Only three of the soldiers who had goneinto
the palace were il aive, and one of them wastoo badly injured to talk. None of the soldierswho'd
goneinto the cellar had survived, of course.

But he was pretty sure he knew what had happened, and hastened to make his report to Emperor
Skandagupta.

Inhisown far gregter palace, the emperor waited impatiently for the officer to finish.

When he was done, Skandagupta shook his head. "They al committed suicide? That's nonsense.”

He pointed at the officer. "Execute thisincompetent.”

Once that was done, the emperor gave his orders. They were not complicated.

"Dig. Remove dl the rubble. There's an escape tunnel there somewhere. | want it found.”

Carefully—very carefully—none of hisadvisers dlowed any of their dismay to show. Not with the
emperor in such afoul and murderous mood.

Not one of them wanted to draw his attention. It would take daysto clear away all that rubble. Long,
long days, in which the emperor would probably have &t least one or two more men executed for
incompetence.

At least. Asthe advisers assigned to the task of excavation started filing out of the imperia audience
chamber, Skandagupta was dready giving ordersto discover which incompetent—no, which traitor—in
charge of the capital's munitions supply had been so corrupt or careless—no, treasonous—to alow such
ahuge quantity of gunpowder to dip through hisfingers.

* * %

After the advisers reached the relative safety of the Streets outside the palace, they went their
Separate way's to begin organizing the excavation project.

All but one of them, that is. That one, after he was certain no one was watching him, headed for
Kausambi's northern gate.

The city was il in a state of semi-chaos, so soon after the word of Damodara’s rebellion had spread
everywhere from the telegraph stations, despite the secret police's attempts to suppressthe news. The
destruction of Lady Damodara’s palace, right in the middle of the imperid quarter, would smply add to
it.

The adviser thought he had a good chance of dipping out of the city unnoticed, if he moved
immediately. He had no choice, in any event, if he had any hope of staying dive himself or keeping his



wifeand children dive

True, the adviser had no connection to Kausambi's munitions depot. But one of hisfirst cousnswas
in charge of it, and the adviser knew perfectly well the man was not only corrupt but careless. He had no
doubt &t al that an investigation would soon discover that Lady Damodarals agents had smply bought
the gunpowder. Probably had it delivered to the paace in the munitions depot's own wagons.

Fortunately, hiswife and two children had remained in their home town farther down the Ganges.
With luck he could get therein time to get them out. He had enough money on his person to bribe the
guards at the gate and even hire transport. There was consderably more money in their mansion. With
that, they might be able to escape into Benga somewhere. . .

Beyond that, he thought no further. Therewas no point init. He could fed the MawaEmpire
cracking and breaking under hisfeet. With that greatest of al the world's certainties shaking, what man
could possibly foresee the future?

* % %

Hemadeit out of the city. But, within aday, was captured by a cavary patrol. The emperor had
soon considered that possibility aso, and had placed aban on any officias leaving Kausambi without
written orders. By then, his savage punitive actions had terrified the city's soldiery enough that the guards
at the gate whom the adviser had bribed prattled fredly to the secret police.

Before noon of the next day, the adviser's body was on a stake outside Skandagupta’s palace. Four
days later, the bodies of hiswife and two children joined him. The soldiers had some troublefitting the
boy, since he was only three.

Not much, however. By then, Skandagupta’s fury was cutting through the imperid elite like ascythe,
and small stakes were being prepared. Plenty of them.

"He'shysericd," Lady Damodara said, pinched-faced, after getting the latest news from one of the
stable-keeper's sons. "Even for Skandagupta, thisisinsane.”

Sangaswife shifted abit on her cushions. The cushions were thinner than she was used to,
and—worse—their quarters were extremely crowded. The entire staff from the palace was crammed
into the last stretch of the tunnel while they waited for the first search of the city to run its course. So were
over adozen miners. But she knew that even after they were able to move into the stables, in afew days,
the conditions wouldn't improve dl that much.

Asplaces of exile went, the stables would be utterly wretched. Asaplace of refuge from the Mawa
madness sweeping the city and leaving hundreds of people staked outside the imperia palace, however,
it would be superb.

She gave the stable-keeper's son aleve look. "Areyou frightened, Tarun?'

The twelve-year-old boy swallowed. "Some, Lady. Not too much, though. The soldierswho
searched the stables this morning were irritated, but they didn't take it out on us, and they didn't search dll
that serioudy. They didn't really search at dl in the stable that has the hidden door leading to thistunnd.
Since then, our parents and our sisters stay out of sight, but my brother and | can move around on the
Sreets easly enough. The soldiers even answer our questions, usudly. They redly aren't paying much
atentionto . . . Well. Peoplelike us."

Lady Damodara chuckled, humorlesdy. " So Narses predicted. "Y ou'll be lost in Kausambi's ocean of
poverty, were his exact words. | remember. Damn hissoul.”

"No," said Rgiv forcefully. "Damn Mawas soul.”
Both ladiesgave him aleve look.
"Thefdse Mawa, | mean,” added Rgjiv hadtily.

Lady Damodara’s chuckle, thistime, had abit of humor init. "Look &t it thisway, Rgiv. Whenit'sal
over, if we survive, we can look at Skandagupta on a stake.”



"You think s0?7" asked Rgjiv.

"Oh, yes," said the lady serendly.

Lady Sangasniffed. "Maybe. By the time he gets here, Rgjiv, your father's temper will be up. They'll
need toothpicks. | doubt if even Lord Damodarawill be able to restrain him enough to keep some
portion of Skandagupta's body suitably sized for a stake."

"He probably won't eventry," dlowed Lady Damodara. "Now that | think about it."

Chapter 26

The Punjab

"I am leaving you in charge, Generd Samudra," said Great Lady Sati. To the generd'srelief, the tone
and timber of the voice wasthat of the young woman Sati appeared to be, not . . .

Thething for which it wasredly just avess.

The god—or goddess—he should say. But Samudra was beginning to have his doubts on that issue.
Desperately, he hoped that the thing inside Grest Lady Sati could detect none of hisreservations.

Apparently not, since she said nothing to the specid ns positioned against the walls of her
caravan. Perhaps that was s mply because Samudra's generd anxiety overrode anything specific.

Hedidn't want to beleft in charge of the Mawaarmy in the Punjab. That was not dueto any
hesitations concerning hisown military abilities, it was Smply because the Stuation was obvioudy
beginning to crumble for political reasons, and Samudrawas wary of the repercussions.

Samudra had dways stayed asfar away as he could from political matters. Insofar as possible, at
least, within the inevitable limits of the Mawa dynastic system of which he was himsdf amember. He
was one of the emperor's distant cousins, after dl. Still, hed done his very best throughout hislifeto
remain apurey military figurein the dynagty.

But dl hesaid was. "Yes, Gresat Lady."

"l will take thirty thousand troops with me, from here, and another ten from Multan. No artillery units,
however. They will dow me down too much and | can acquire artillery once | reach the Ganges plain.
Have them ready by early morning, the day after tomorrow. Y ou may select them, but | want good units
with Ye-ta security battalions. Full battalions, Samudra.”

He managed not to wince. The problem wasn't the total number of soldiers Sati wanted to take back
to Kausambi with her. Thirty thousand was actualy lower than held expected. The problem would be
filling out the ranks of the Y e-tai. Few of the security battaions were dtill up to strength. The defection of
s0 many Kushansto Kungas and his new kingdom had forced the Mawato use Y e-tai as spearhead
assault troops. As brave asthey were, the Ye-tai had little of the Kushan experience with that role. Their
casualties had been very heavy, this past two years.

Samudra knew he'd have no choice but to strip the needed reinforcements out of all the other



security battalions. And with only onefull day to do the work, it would be done hastily and haphazardly,
to boot, with not much more in the way of rhyme or reason than what he might accomplish with alottery.

Gloomily, Samudra contemplated the months of fighting ahead of him herein the Punjab. The morde
of the great mass of the soldiery was already low. The departure of Great Lady Sati, forty thousand
troops—and a disproportionate percentage of the Y e-tai security forces—would leaveit shakier ill.

On the brighter side, the Romans seemed content to Smply fight asiege. If Greet Lady Sdti . . .

Her next words brought considerable relief.

"l do not expect you to make any headway in my absence," she said. "Nor isit needed. Smply keep
Bdisarius pinned here while | attend to suppressing Damodaras rebellion. We will resume offensive
operations next year."

"Yes, Great Lady." Samudra hesitated. The next subject was delicate.

"No artillery units, understood. But of the thirty thousand, how many ... ah..."

"Cavary? Not more than three thousand. Enough to provide mewith a screen, that'sal. You
understand that none of the cavary may be Rgjputs, | assume?”

Samudra nodded. Although theréd been no open mutinies among the Rgjputs yet—aside from the
huge number dready with Rana Sanga—no Mawatop commander could place much reliance on them
until Damodaras rebellion was crushed.

Sati shrugged, in an oddly human gesture. "Without using Rgjputs, we cannot assemble alargeforce
of cavalry that | could depend upon. Since I'll need to use mostly infantry, | may aswell makeit astrong
infantry unit with only enough cavalrymen to serve as scouts and a screen. It shouldn't matter, anyway. |
don't expect to encounter any opposition until 1've almost reached Kausambi. Damodarawill probably
reach the capital before | do, but helll be stymied by thefortifications until | arrive. By then, after I've
reached the plain, I'll have been able to assemble ahuge army from the garrisonsin al the mgor cities
aong the Ganges. With me as the hammer and the walls of Kausambi asthe anvil, Damodarawill be
crushed.”

"Yes, Great Lady."

* % %

"Here?" exclamed Dasdl. The oldest of the Rgjput kingsin the chamber rolled his eyes and stared at
thecelling.

"All it needed,” he muttered. From the expressions on their faces, it was obvious the other six kings
present in the chamber—they were dl ederly, if none quite so old as Dasal—shared his gloomy
sentiments.

Hisyounger brother Jaisa rose from his cushion and moved to a nearby window, waking with the
cresky tread of aman well into his saventies. Once at the window, he stared out over the city of Ajmer.

The capita of the Rgjputs, that was—insofar asthat fractious nation could be said to have a " capitd”
at dl. Dasd found himsdlf wondering whether it would till be standing, ayear from now.

"Where arethey being kept?' he asked.

The Rgjput officer who'd brought the news to the council shook hishead. "I was not given that
information. Nor will | be, | think. They may not evenbein Ajmer, at dl."

Dasd lowered hiseyes. "They're here somewhere," he snorted. "Be sure of it."

"We could find them . . ." ventured one of the other kings. Chachu was his name, and his normaly
cautious manner was fully evident in the questioning tone of the remark.

Simultaneoudy, one sitting and one il standing at the window, the brothers Dasal and Jaisal shook
their heads.

"What would be the point of that?' demanded Jaisdl. "Better if we can clam we never knew the
location of Damodaras parents.”



Gloomy silencefilled the chamber again. The seven kingsin that room formed what passed for a
Rajput ruling council. None of them, singly or together, had any illuson that if Damodaras rebellion was
crushed, Rgjputanawould retain even a shred of its semi-autonomy. Direct Mawarule would be
imposed—harshly—and each and every one of them would be questioned under torture.

Stll, it was easier to deny something under torture that was afalse accusation. Very narrowly
defined, of course—but these were men grasping at straws.

"That madman Rana Sanga," Chachu hissed. But even that remark sounded asif it were punctuated
by aquestion mark.

"It'snot much," said one of their kidnappers apologeticaly. "The problem isn't even money, sncewe
were given plenty. But Ajat—ah, our chief—told usto remain inconspicuous.”

Damodara's father finished hisingpection of the room. That hadn't taken long, as sparsdly furnished
asit was. It would be one of many such roomsin many such buildingsin Ajmer. The city was a center for
trade routes, and needed to provide simple accommodations for passing merchants, traders and tinkers.

He spent more time examining the man who had spoken. An n, obvioudy. Lord Damodara
recogni zed the type, from his adventurous youth.

A very polite assassin, however, asal of them had been since they seized Damodara's parents from
the bedroom of their palace and smuggled them into the night.

Better to think of them as bodyguards, he decided wryly.

"I'm exhausted," hiswife said. She gazed longingly at the one bed in the room. It had been along trip,
especidly for people of their advanced years.

"Yes, we need deep,” her husband agreed. He nodded to the assassin. " Thank you.”

The man gave abow in return. "We will be in the next room, should you need anything.”

After he was gone, closing the door behind him, Damodara's mother haf-collapsed on the bed. She
winced, then, feding the thin pallet.

"Not much!" she exclamed, haf-laughing and haf-sobbing.

Her husband made aface. "A year from now we will either be skin-sacks hanging from Emperor
Skandagupta's rafters or be deeping in one of the finest chambersin hispaace.”

The noise hiswife emitted was, again, hdf asob and hadf alaugh. ™Y our son! | told you—years
agol—that you wereletting him think too much.”

There were times—not many—that Agathius was thankful held logt hislegs at the Battle of the Dam.

Thiswas one of them. Being an obvious cripple might deflect some of the Persian fury being heaped
upon his unoffending person, where the strength of Samson unchained would have been pointless.

"—not be cheated, | say it again!"

Khusrau punctuated the bellow with aglare ferocious enough to be worthy of . . .

Well, an emperor, actualy. Which hewas.

The mass of Persian noblemen packed into Khusrau's audience chamber at Sukkur growled their
gpprova. They sounded like so many hungry tigers.

Not adehgan inthelot, either, so far as Agathius could tell. That broad, lowest class of the Iranian
azadan—"men of noble birth"—hadn't been invited to send representatives to thisenclave. The only men
in the room were sahrdaran and vurzurgan.

Agathius shifted hisweight on hiscrutches. "Your Mgesty," hesaid mildly, "l just arrived here from
Barbaricum. | have no idea beyond the sketchiest telegraph messages—which certainly didn't mention
these issues—what the generd has planned in terms of a postwar distribution of the spoils. But I'm quite
sure he has no intention of denying the Iranianstheir just due.”



Another surge of muttered growls came. The phrase he'd better not! seemed to bethe gist of most
of them.

"Held better not!" roared Khusrau. His clenched fist pounded the heavy armrest of histhrone. Three
times, synchronized with bet-ter-not.

"I'm sure the thought has never crossed hismind," said Agathius firmly. He contemplated asudden
collapse on the floor, but decided that would be histrionic. He wasn't that crippled, after al. Besides,
he'd said the words with such complete conviction that even the angry and suspicious Persians seemed a
bit mallified.

And why not? The statement was quite true. Agathius was as certain as he was of the sunrise that the
thought of swindling the Persans out of their rightful share of the postwar spoils had not, in fact, "crossed”
Bdisarius mind.

Been planted there like a sapling, yes. Been studied and examined from every angle, to be sure.
Weighed, pondered, appraised, considered, measured, gauged, adjudged, evauated, assessed—for a
certainty.

Crossed, no.

Bdisarius sudied the telegram.
"Pretty blistering language, sir,” Calopodius said gpologeticaly, asif he were somehow responsible
for the intemperate tone of the message.

"Um." Belisarius scanned over it quickly again. "Wéll, | agree that the verbs ‘cheat’ and 'rob’ are
excessive. And there was certainly no need to bring up my ancestry. Still and dll, it could beworse. If
you look at it closdy—well, squint—thisisredly morein the way of aprotest than athreat.”

He dropped the Persian emperor's message onto the table. "And, asit happens, dl quite
unnecessary. | have no intentions of ‘cheating' the Persians out of their fair share of the spoils.”

Heturned to Maurice, amiling. "Be sureto tell Khusrau that, when he arrives.”
Maurice scowled back at him. ™Y ou'll be gone, naturaly.”
"Of course!" said Bdlisarius gaily. "Before dawn, tomorrow, I'm off acrossthe Thar.”

Before Maurice could respond, Anna stalked into the headquarters bunker.

She spoke with no preamble. "Y our own latrines and medical facilities are adequate, Genera. But
those of the Punjabi natives are atrocious. | insist that something be done about it."

Bdisarius bestowed the same gleeful smileon her. "Absolutely! | place you in charge. What's agood
title, Maurice?'

The chiliarch's scowl darkened. "Who cares? How about 'Mistress of the Wogs?'
Annahissed.

Bdisarius clucked histongue. "Thracian peasant. No, that won't do at al.”
Heturned to Caopodius. "Exercise your talent for rhetoric here, youngster.”

Caopodius scratched hischin. "Wl . . . | can think of several appropriate technica titles, but the
subtleties of the Greek language involved wouldn't mean anything to the natives. So why not just cal her
the Governess?'

"That'sslly," said Maurice.
"My husband,” saidd Anna
"Done," said Bdisarius.
* * %

A full hour before sunrise, Bdisarius and his expedition |eft the Triangle. To maintain the secrecy of



the operation, they were ferried south for severa miles before being set ashore. By now, Roman patrols
had scoured both banks of the Indus so thoroughly that no enemy spies could be hidden anywhere.

Asdwayswith water transport, the horses were the biggest problem. The rest was easy enough,
snce Bdlisarius was bringing no artillery beyond mortars and half adozen of the rocket chariots.

By mid-morning, they were completely out of sight of the river, heading east into the wasteland.

* % %

At approximately the sametime, Sati started her own procession out of the Mawa camp to the
north. There was no attempt at secrecy here, of course. What can be done—even then, with
difficulty—Dby less than a thousand men, cannot possibly be done by thirty thousand. So huge was that
mass of men, in fact, that it took the rest of the day before dl of them had filed from the camps and
started up the road.

Preceded only by acavary screen and one Y e-tai battalion, the Great Lady herself led the way.
Since the infantry would set the pace of the march, she would ride in the comfort of alarge howdah
suspended between two e ephants.

The "howdah" wasredly morein the way of acaravan or alarge sedan than the reatively smal
conveyance the word normaly denoted. The chaundoli, asit was caled, was carried on heavy poles
suspended between two e ephants, much the way alitter is carried between two men. Itswalls and roof
were made of thin wood, with three smal windows on each side. The walls and roof were covered with
grass woven onto canes and lashed to the exterior. The grass would be periodically soaked with water
during the course of the journey, which would keep the interior cool as the breeze struck the chaundoli.

Since none of the Great Lady's specid bodyguards or assassins were horsemen, those of them who
could not befit into her own chaundoli rode in a second one just behind her. They could have marched,
of course. But the thing which possessed the body of the Great Lady had no desireto risk its specia
ass stants becoming fatigued. Link didn't expect to need them, but the situation had become so chaotic
that even its superhuman capacity for calculation was being abit overwhel med.

* * %

Lord Samudrawatched Great Lady Sati's army depart from the great complex of fortresses and
camps which had by then been erected facing the Roman linesin the Iron Triangle. Come evening, he
returned to his own headquarters—which was, in fact, built much the same way as a chaundoli except the
wallswere of heavy timber. The water-soaked grass wasn't quite as effective a cooling mechanism with
such amassive and stationary structure. But it was still far superior to the sweltering heet of atent or the
sort of buried bunkers the Roman generals used.

Idiots, they were, in Samudras opinion. The only reason they needed bunkers was because of their
flamboyant ins stence on remaining close to the fighting lines. Samudras own headquarters was severd
miles beyond the farthest possible range of Roman cannons or rockets.

"Have more water poured on the grass," Samudra.commanded his magordomo. "And be quick about
it. | am not in agood mood."



Chapter 27

Thelron Triangle

At least Emperor Khusrau had enough sense to leave his Persian army on the west bank of the Indus,
when he came storming into Maurice's bunker on the Iron Triangle. In point of fact, Maurice wouldn't
have alowed him to bring them across—and he, not the Persians, controlled the rivers. The Iranians had
nothing to match the Roman ironclad and fireship.

Still, even Khusrau done—in his current mood—would have been bad enough. Surrounded as he
was with enough sahrdaran to pack the bunker, he was even worse. And the fact that Maurice was sure
the Persian emperor was mostly playing to the audience didn't improve hisown mood &t all.

"—not be cheated!"

Maurice had had enough. " Cheated?" he demanded. "Who is ‘chegting you," damnation?' He had
just enough control of histemper |eft to add: "Y our Mgesty.”

Maurice pointed to the west wall of the bunker. "Take as much as you can over there, for all | carel
But don't expect me to do your fighting for you!™

Severd of the sahrdaran hissed angrily, one of them very loudly. That was asahrdaran in hisearly
forties whose name was Shahrbaraz. He was the oldest son of the leader of the Karin family, which was
one of the seven great sahrdaran houses and perhaps the most influentia after the Suren.

Mauriceglared a him, till pointing at the west wal. "Why are you here, hissng at me—instead of
fighting to takethe land you dlam isyours?"

Shahrbaraz arted to respond angrily, but the emperor waved him down.

"Bedlent!" Khusrau commanded. He gave Maurice afine glare of hisown. "May | then assume that
you will not object if | launch my own offensve?’

"Not intheleast.”

"And you will not object if we retain the land we conquer?!

Maurice snatched up the messages on the center table and shook them at the emperor. Those were
copies of the exchange between Bdlisarius and Damodara that had taken place days earlier. "How many

timesdo | need to show thisto you? Y our Mgesty. Whatever you can take west of theriver isyours. As
far north as you can manageto get.”

"To the Hindu Kush!" shouted one of the other sahrdaran. Maurice couldn't remember his name, but
he was a prominent member of the house of the Spandiyads.

By amighty struggle, Maurice managed not to sneer. "1'd recommend you stop at the foot of the
Hindu Kush. Keeping in mind that King Kungas counts the VVale of Peshawar as part of it. Everything
north of Kohat Pass and west of Margalla Pass belongsto him, he says. But if you think you can roll over
the Kushans aswell asthe Mawa, so beit."

"And when have the Aryans cared—"



"Bedlent!" Khusrau roared again. Thistime, thankfully, it was the Spandiyad who was the recipient
of hisimperid glare. "We are not a war with the Kushans," he stated. "All of the west Punjab to the
Hindu Kush. We will stop once we have reached the passesinto the Vale of Peshawar held by our dlies
the Kushans."

The emperor glanced down at the haf-crumpled pile of messages. "Asall have now agreed,” he
finished, more softly.

When helooked up a Maurice, he seemed considerably calmer. "Will your gunships provide uswith
protection from the Mawaironclads?'

Maurice shook his head. Not angrily, but firmly nonetheless. "We can't, Y our Mgesty. I'm sorry, but
wejust can't. Nether the Justinian nor the Victrix isamatch for them. Not even one of them, much
lessthe two they have stationed on the Indus. That'swhy we laid the mine fields across the rivers. Once
you move north of those minefields, you'll be on your own. | recommend you keep your army away from
therivers. Far enough away to be out of range of theironclads guns.”

Khusrau didn't seem surprised by the response. Or angry, for that matter. He smply grunted softly
and turned away.

"To the Hindu Kush!" he bellowed, striding toward the exit of the bunker.
Within aminute, they were dl gone.

"Thank God," muttered Maurice. "Can't stand Persians. Never have liked the arrogant bastards.
Think their shit doesn't ink."

"It certainly does," sniffed Anna. She'd happened to be present in the bunker, visiting her husband,
when the Persian delegation arrived. "l've vidited their camps, on the way up here. Their sanitary
practiceswould cause ahyenato tremble.”

Maurice chuckled. "Worse than the natives here?"

"Yes, asamatter of fact,” Annareplied siffly. "Even before | started governessing them. Today, the
Punjabi habits are much better. A week from now—well, amonth—therell be no comparison at al.”

Maurice didn't doubt it, although he thought Anna's estimate of one month waswildly optimistic. The
difficulty wasn't so much native resisance—perhaps oddly, the Punjabis seemed quite taken by their new
"Governess'—as it was the sheer scale of the problem.

Mawa armies were dways notorious for their rough habitswith loca populations. The huge Mawa
army dug in to the north of the Triangle was behaving especidly badly, as packed in asthose soldiers
were and suffering al the miseries and frudtrations of sege warfare. The Iron Triangle had become a
refuge for untold thousands of Punjabisin the area. They came acrosstherivers, on smal skiffsor even
swimming through the minefields.

By now, the population dengity of the Triangle was amost that of a huge city. Worse, redlly, since
most of the land areahad to be |eft available for farming. The Triangle got much of its supplies from the
Sind, brought up by the river boats, but it still had to provide the bulk of its own food. Controlling the
raw sewage produced by such a population was enough to make Hercules legendary cleaning of the
Augean Stables ook like an afternoon's easy chore.

"Youll see" said Anna.

* * %
"Therell be enough, Generd," said Ashot. "Just bardly.”

Beisarius nodded, after he finished wiping hisface with acloth. That wasto clean off the dut,
mostly. Despite the hest, the Thar was so dry that sweat didn't have timeto really accumulate.

He was careful not to let hisworry show. Thiswas the third well they'd reached, and al of them had
had just enough water—just barely—for his expedition. They had dmost no reserveleft a dl. If even
one of the wellswas empty, or near-empty . . .

But there was no point in fretting over the matter. Thelong war with the Mawawas nearing itsend,



and there remained only to drive home the lance—or die in the attempt. It wasin the hands of Fate, now.

"Let'sbe off," he said. He glanced at the horizon, where the dawn was beginning. "Theres il
enough timefor three hours travel before the sun's up high enough to force usto camp for the day."

"| fed likeabat," complained Ashat. "Live by night, deep by day.”

Hesad it fairly cheerily, though. Ashot had plenty of experience with desert campaigns, and knew
perfectly well that no sane man traveled through an arealike the Thar when the sun was up. Like dl the
cataphracts on the expedition, he was wearing loose-fitting Arab-style robes instead of armor—the only
difference being that Ashot knew how to put them on without help from one of Abbu's men.

"Something's happening,” Kujulo stated. Sowly, he swept the telescope across the terrain below the
pass. "1'm not sure what, but there's too much movement down there.”

"Arethey preparing another attack?' asked one of the other Kushans.

"After the way we butchered the last one? Doubt it," grunted Kujulo. "No, | think they're pulling out
some of their forces. And | think—not sure about this at al—that there's some sort of troop movement in
thefar distance. But it doesn't seem to be reinforcements.”

He lowered the telescope. Awkwardly, since it was big and clumsy; it was one of the eyeglasses
newly made in Begram'sfledgling optica industry, not one of the deek Roman devices.

"L et theking know," he commanded. "This may be what he's expecting.”

* * %

Milesaway, asquad of Y e-tal had a much better view of what was happening. They were serving as
sentries for the Malwa army positioned against the Kushans—and none too happy about it, either. In
times pagt, it would have been Kushans themsal ves who'd be detached for this rigorous duty. But
Kushans could no longer be relied upon, what few of them were il left in the Mawaforces. Their
army's commander hadn't dared used common troops for the purpose. Kushans were much too good at
mountain warfare to depend on levied infantry to serve as outlying sentries.

"Tel meagain,”" said the squad leader.

The new member of the squad shrugged. He'd only arrived the day before. "Don't believe me, then.
Gresat Lady Sati ison her way to the capita. With forty thousand troops. Seemsthereé's abig rebellion.”

"Why were you traveling with them?

"I wasn't. | wasjust part of atroop sent by Samudra up here. We only marched with the Great
Lady's expedition for ashort distance. She's headed up the Sutlg, of course.™

"l wish we weretoo," muttered one of the other squad members.

Again, the newcomer shrugged. "So do |. But they're leaving some of the Y e-tai they brought with
them here—me among them, worse luck—while they take back to the Punjab amost ten thousand
regular troops.”

"Why do the two of you wish you were going back to the plain?' demanded the squad leader. "So
we could get lost in awhirlpool in the Ganges? Don't be stupid.”

Their camp was perched on arise that looked directly onto Margalla Pass, which divided the Ve of
Peshawar from the Punjab proper. From the distance, the squad leader couldn't see any of the Kushan
troops who were holding the pass. But he imagined he could almost see the blood the Mawa army had
left on those dopes, in the course of four defeated assaulits.

They were being ground up here. On level ground, the Y e-tai squad leader would have faced
Kushans without worrying too much. Up here, in the hillsand mountains, fighting them waslike fighting
crocodilesin ariver.

"I'm half-Sarmatian,” he murmured. "Mother'ssde.”

None of his mates so much as curled alip, despite the absurdity of the statement. There hadn't been



any Sarmatiansin centuries.

It didn't matter, Since that wasn't the point of the statement. Within afew seconds, all of the squad
members were eyeing the new arriva.

Fortunately for him, he wasn't supid. "Thewar'slogt,” he said, softly but clearly. "That'swhat | think,
ayway."

The squad leader grinned. "What's your name?"

The new man grinned back. "Prabhak. | know, it sounds funny. It's a Sarmatian name. Given to me
by my mother.”

At that, the whole squad laughed. "Welcome, brother,” said one of them. "Would you bdlieve that
of usare haf-Sarmatian?’

That brought another little laugh. When it died down, Prabhak asked: "When? And which way?"

The squad leader glanced at the sun, which was now setting. "As soon as dark falls. Therell be ahalf
moon. Good enough. And welll head for the Kushans.™

Prabhak winced, as did most of the squad members.
"Don't be stupid,” growled the squad leader. "Y ou want to spend the rest of your livesliving like
goets?!

Put that way . . .

"They say King Kungasisn't abad sort,” mused one of the squad members,

The squad leader chuckled humorlesdy. "Nobody says anything of the sort. He'sademon and his
witch wifeis even worse. Which isfine with me. Just the sort of rulerswho can keep usdive, in what's
coming.”

* % %

Thefirgt fortressin the Vindhyas that Damodaras army reached was deserted. Its garrison had fled

two days before, they were told by some of the natives.

So was the second, and the third.

The fourth fortress, far down from the crest, was still manned. Either the garrison or its commander
was more stawart.

They were sawart enough to last for exactly eight minutes, once Sanga launched the assault, before
they tried to surrender.

Tried, and faled. Sangawas giving no quarter.

Even if hed been inclined to, which he wasn't—not with hiswife and children in Kausambi—L ord
Damodara had commanded a massacre.

Emperor Damodara, rather. Asamere lord, Damodara had aways been noted for his comparative
leniency toward defeated enemies, by Mawa standards. But the garrison of the fortress which had dared
to resist him were no longer smply "enemies.” They weretraitors and rebels.

Of course, Sanga alowed some of the garrison to escape. That, too, had been commanded by
Emperor Damodara. There was no point in daughtering garrisonsif other garrisons didn't learn of it.

By the next day, Damodara's army was out of the mountains and marching up the Chambadl river. The
Chambal was the main tributary of the Y amuna, whose junction was il five hundred milesto the north.
Oncethey reached that junction, they'd till have three hundred miles to march down the Y amunabefore
reaching Kausambi.

Even with every man in hisarmy mounted, either as cavary or dragoons, Damodara could not hope
to make faster progress than twenty miles a day—and the long march would probably go dower than
that. True, now that they were out of the Vindhyas, the countryside wasfertile and they could forage as
they went. But hisarmy still numbered some forty thousand men. It was Smply not possible to move such
ahuge number of soldiersvery quickly.



Six weeks, at leadt, it would take them to reach Kausambi. Conceivably, two months—and if they
had to fight any mgor battles on the way, longer than that. They could not afford to be delayed by any of
the fortresses long the way.

Thefirgt fortress they encountered on the river was deserted.

So was the next.

So was the next.

"They've heard of us, it seems," said Rana Sangato the emperor.

"| prefer to think it's the mgjestic aura of my imperia presence.”

"Yes, Your Mgesty. Though I'm not sure | understand the difference.”

Damodara smiled. "Neither do 1, asit happens. Y ou'd think | would, since | believe I'm now
semi-divine. Maybe even three-quarters.”

* % %

The Bihari miner straightened up from his crouch. "They're getting close, master. | think so, anyway.
It'shard to tell, because of al the echoes.”

Theterm "echoes' seemed strange to Vaentinian, but he understood what the miner meant. At the
first dogleg, they'd dug two short false tunnelsin addition to the one that led—eventually—to the exit in
the stables. What the miner was hearing were the complex resonances of the sounds being made by the
Mawaminers asthey neared the end of clearing away the rubble that the Romans had |eft behind when
they blew the charges.

"Will you know when they break through?"
"Oh, yes. Even before the charges go off."

The miner grimaced as he made the last statement. As someone who had spent dll of hisadult life and
agood portion of his childhood working benesth the earth, he had an automeatic sympathy for men who
would soon be crushed in aseries of cave-ins. Enemies or not.

Vaentinian didn't share any of his sentiments. Dead was dead. What difference did it makeif it came
under tons of rock and soil, the point of alance—or just old age?

Heturned to Rgiv. "Areyou willing to do this? Or would you prefer it if | did?'

The young Rajput prince shrugged. "If everything works right, the chargeswill go off autométicaly,
anyway. | won't haveto do anything.”

" 'If everything worksright,’ " Vaentinian jeered. "Nothing ever worksright, boy. That'sthe
cataphract's wisdom."
* % %

But Vdentinian proved to be wrong.

When their minersfindly broke through the rubble into a cleared area, two Mawa officers pushed
them aside and entered the tunnel. For all therisk involved, they were both eager. Emperor Skandagupta
had promised agreat reward for whatever officers captured Damodaras family.

Both of them moved their torches about, illuminating the area. Then, cursed together.
"Threetunnelsleading off!" snarled the superior officer. "But which isthe right one?"

Hislieutenant gestured with historch to the tunnd ahead of him. "I'll explorethisone, if you want.
Y ou take one of the others. We can leave some men to guard the third, until we havetimeto investigate
it"

"Asgood aplanasany, | guess." The captain swiveled his head and barked some orders. Within a
minute, three guards had entered the tunnel ong with one of the mining engineers.

"Make adiagram of the three tunndls" he commanded the engineer. "Nothing fancy. Just something
that shows us—the emperor—wheat direction they lead.”



He ordered the guards to remain at the head of the third tunnel, while he and the lieutenant explored
the other two.

The engineer was done with histask in less than two minutes. "Nothing fancy," the man had
saild—and the engineer didn't want to stay there any longer than he had to. His sketch completed, he
crawled back through the opening into the areathat had now been cleared of the rubble left behind by
the greet explosons.

He straightened up with agreat sense of rdlief.

* * %
The lieutenant spotted the booby trap in histunnel just in time to keep hisfoot from triggering the
trip-wire.
His superior was less observarnt.

The chargesin al three tunnels were wired together, of course. So the lieutenant's greater caution
only gave him asplit-second longer lifespan, before the tunndls collgpsed. The guards at the third tunnel
werejust as surely crushed.

The engineer was knocked off his feet by the explosion, and then covered with the dust blown
through the opening. He had just enough presence of mind to keep agrip on the sketch held made and
protect it from harm.

* * %

That caution, aso, proved to be of no vaue.
"Thisisusdess" snarled Skandagupta, after aquick study of the sketch. "They could have gone

anywhere.”
The emperor crumpled up the sketch and hurled it a the engineer. "Impae him," he commanded.

Chapter 28

Kausambi

"They'll be doing another search of the city," Anastasus said. "For sure and certain.”

Lady Damodaralooked around the stal in the stable that had been turned into her personal chamber.
Then, she smiled very crookedly.

"Who would have thought the day would comethat I'd regard astable stdl asluxurious
surroundings?”

Lady Sangawas smiling just as crookedly. "Living in atunndl givesyou asense of proportion.
Anything is better than that. Still, Anastasiusisright. We cant teketherisk."

Lady Damodarasighed. "Yes. | know. The next search might be more thorough. Thereésredly no
way to keep soldiersout of thisstableif they ingst on comingin. Asit is'—she gave Vdentinianady



glance—"well have to work hard and fast to remove any traces that we were here."

Vaentinian returned the glance with ascowl. Hed argued againgt moving into the stable at all,
preferring to remain the whole time in the enlarged tunnd below. Eventualy, hed givenin, for the sole
reason that providing the hideaways with enough edible food was too difficult if they stayed for very long
inthetunnds.

The problem wasn't money. Lady Damodara had afortune in coins and jewels, and had brought all
of it with her into the tunnels. She had more than enough money to feed them al with the world's finest
delicaciesfor years.

The problem was that large purchases of anything beyond smple foodstuffs would eventudly be
noticed by the city's authorities. And, unfortunately, the sort of cheap and readily available food that the
stable-keeper's family could purchase without notice needed to be cooked.

Cooking in a stable was easy. Cooking in atunnel was not.

Vaentinian had then had to wage amighty struggle to keep the Indians from decorating the stable so
much that it would be impossible to disguise their occupancy.

Anagtasius was more sanguine. "No problem. Onefull day of horse shit will disguise anything."

Both women laughed. The horseswho'd formerly occupied that stable had been moved into
adjoining ones, of course, but they could be moved back quickly and easly.

The stable-keeper had explained to the one customer who'd inquired that the move was dueto his
doubts regarding the structural soundness of the stable. Doubts which, truth be told, weren't entirely
faked. The stable that the refugees were using as a hiding place was the most wretched and rickety
building in the compound. Of course, that meant it was also the one it wasimpossible to seeinto,
because of the extra bracing and shoring.

"No helpfor it," Lady Damodara stated firmly, when she was done laughing. "Well make the move
back into the tunnel this evening. And stop scowling, Vaentinian! If we tried to moveimmediately, wed
betoo carelessin covering up dl the signs that we've been here for weeks."

That wastrue enough, but it didn't gop Vadentinian from scowling.
"Something will go wrong," he predicted.

* % %

In the event, nothing did go wrong. Skandagupta ordered another mgjor search of the city. But, as
with theinitia search, the effort was undone by its very ambition.

"Scour Kausambi™ was an easy order to give, from the imperia paace. From the viewpoint of the
mass of soldiers on the ground who had to carry it out, the task looked very different. All the more so
because they were never given any clear ingtructions or explanations as to exactly what they were looking
for, beyond "the Lady Damodaraand her entourage.” Most of the soldiers who conducted the search
were peasants, other than the Y e-tai, who were usudly semi-barbarians and dmost aslikely to be
illiterate. Their assumptions concerning where a"grest lady" could expect to be found hiding smply didn't
include stables.

A squad of soldiers searched the stables, to be sure. But their investigation was perfunctory. They
didn't even enter the gtall where the entrance to the tunnels below was located, much less giveit the kind
of search that might have uncovered the well-hidden trapdoor.

Not surprising, of course. That stal had more manurein it than any of them.

* k%

Stll, Vdentinian inssted that everyone stay below for three days following the search. Only after
Tarun, the stable-keeper's oldest son, reported that the search seemed to have ended dl over the city,
did Vaentinian let the people from the palace come up to enjoy the relative comforts of the stable.

* % %

"See?' demanded Anagtasius, grinning.



Vaentinian's scowl wasjust asdark asever. "Don't beanidiot. Thisisn't going aswell aswed
thought it would."

"Wheat are you taking about?" Still grinning, Anastasius waved a huge hand in the direction of the
imperia palace. "Tarun saysthey added four more heads to Skandagupta’s collection, perched on pikes
outside the palace gates. He thinks one of them was even amember of the dynasty.”

"All that philosophy hasrotted your brains. What do you think will happen next, Anastasus? |l tell
you what'll happen. Whoever the new batch of officersarein charge of the search, they'll throw still more
men at digging out the rubble. Put enough hands to the work, and they could dig up the whole city. Were
only afew hundred yards from the lady's palace, you know. That'sredlly not that far, no matter how
much we confused them with the doglegs.”

The grin faded from Anagtasius face. "Y ou think?"

"Youredamnright 'l think." I didn't worry about it, before, when wefirst came up with this scheme.
Most of the tunnel passes under other buildings. To find out which direction it goes, once we collgpsed
the beginning of it, they can't just dig up soil. They haveto level whole city blocks, in their own capitdl.
Who's going to do that?"

Vaentinian wasliterdly chewing on hisbeard. "But | never expected Skandaguptato carry out this
kind of reign of terror. | figured held be satisfied with one or two searches, and then giveit up, figuring
the lady had somehow managed to get out of the city atogether.”

"Stop chewing on your beard. It'sdisgusting.” Asif to give hisfellow cataphract a better example,
Anagtasius started tugging on his own beard. "How soon do you think Damodara and Sanga can get
here?'

Vaentinian shrugged. At least the gesture did odged the beard from his mouth. "Who knows? Be at
least another month. And even when they do get here, so what? They still haveto get into the city.
There'sno way to break down these walls without siege guns—and there's no way Damodara could
have brought them with him from the Deccan.”

"I'msurehe hasaplan,” sad Anastasus. Uncertainly.

"Sure hedoes," sneered Vaentinian. "Use his new imperia semi-divine aurato overawe the
garrison." Again, he shrugged. "It might even work, actualy. But not quickly enough to save our necks.
Weve got to come up with anew plan.”

"What?'

"l don't know. I'm thinking."

By the next morning, he had hisplan. Such asit was.

Everyone agreed with the first part of the plan. The Bihari minerswere sent back underground to
prepare new false tunne s—with chargesin them, naturally—at the two remaining doglegs.

They made no protest, other than technical ones. Even leaving aside the fact that they were
intimidated by Vdentinian, the minersknew full well that their lives were now completely bound up with
that of Lady Damodaraand her entourage. If the Mawa caught them, they'd be staked aongside the
others.

"Where will we get the wood?" asked the chief miner. "Theré's no way to shore tunnels without
wood. Even flimsy tunnelswere planning to blow up.”

"Don't be gupid." Vdentinian swept hishead in alittle hdf-circle. "Werein agable, if you hadn't
noticed. Severa stables, infact. Take the wood from the stals. Just use every other board, so the horses
can't get out."

The stable-keeper protested, but that was more amatter of form than anything heartfelt. He, too,
knew what would happen to himself and hisentire family if the Mawa found them.



* * %

It was the second part of Vaentinian's plan that stirred up the ruckus. Especidly the part about Rgjiv.

Rgiv himsdf, of course, wasthrilled by the plan.

His mother was not.

"He'sonly thirteen!”

"That'sthewhole point,” stated Vaentinian. "Nobody noticeskids. Epecidly if they're scruffy
enough.” He gave Rgjiv a pointed look, to which the youngster responded with agrin.

"l cando 'scruffy. Tarunwill help.”

The fourteen-year-old Tarun smiled shyly. He wasn't quite asthrilled by the plan as Rgjiv, being a
Bengali stable-keeper's son rather than a Rgjput prince. But he had the natural adventurousness of a
teenage boy, to which had been added something close to idol worship. Despite being ayear older than
Rgiv, Tarun wasrather in awe of him—and dedlighted beyond measure that the Rgjput prince had
adopted him as aboon companion in time of trouble.

His parents, naturally, shared Lady Sanga's opinion.

"He'sonly fourteen!" wailed Tarun's mother.

"And smdl for hisage," added hisfather.

"He'sonly alittle bit smal for hisage," countered Rgjiv. "But he's stronger than he looks—and,
what's more important, he's very quick-witted. | don't have any hesitation at al about Tarun's part inthe
plan."

Tarun positively beamed.

Before the argument could spin around in another circle, Lady Damodara spoke. Hers was ultimately
the authoritative voice, after dl.

"Let's remember that there are two partsto Vaentinian's plan, and it's the second part that
everyone's arguing about. But we may never have to ded with that, anyway. So let's concentrate today
on thefirgt part, which isthe only part that involves the two boys. Does anybody redly have any strong
objection to Rgiv joining Tarun in his expeditionsinto the city?'

Lady Sangatook adeep bresth. "No." But the hostile look she gave Vdentinian made her sentiments
clear. Like dl mothers since the dawn of time, Lady Sangaknew perfectly well that the difference
between "part of theway" and "al of the way," when dedling with ateenage son, could not be measured
by the world's grestest mathematicians. Or sorcerers, for that matter.

No morethan Vdentinian, did she think that we may never have to deal with that was an accurate
prediction of thefuture.

Neither did Rgjiv.

"It can bedone," hetold Vdentinian four days |ater, after he and Tarun had finished their first round
of scouting. "By you, & least. But not eesily.”

"I didn't think it would be easy.” Vdentinian and Anastasius exchanged a glance. Then, turned to
dtare at Khandik and the other two Y e-tai mercenaries.

Khandik grinned, rather humorlessy. "Why not? Five againgt ahundred.”
"Morelikeagnty," qudified Ragiv.
"Eighty-three," specified Tarun.

Everyone stared a him. "I can count!" protested the Bengali boy. ™Y ou have to be able to count,
running asable.”

Anastasus grunted. "Still, it's odds of sixteen or seventeen to one. All garrison troops, of course.” He
spit on thefloor of the stable, asif to emphasize hislow opinion of garrison soldiers.



"It'snot that bad," said Vaentinian. "At least hdf of them will be off duty.”

"On that day?" demanded Khandik. "With tens of thousands of Rgjputs howling &t the gates? | don't
think s0."

Vaentinian grimaced. "Well . . . true." Hetugged at his beard. "But the way Rgjiv and Tarun report
the layout of the gate, we'd only have to dea with some of them.”

"If wemove fast enough,” agreed Rgjiv.

Now, it was everyonesturn to stare at Rgjiv.

"What'sthis ‘we business?' demanded Anastasius.

Rgiv squared his shoulders. "Itl go eadier if I'm dready ingde.”

"Metoo!" said Tarun proudly. "Rgiv and me aready figured it out.”

Vaentinian danted his head skeptically. "And just why would you be invited in? Other thanto bea
catamite, which | don't recommend as away to augment your princely status.”

Rajiv made aface. So did Tarun, who stuck out histongue in the bargain. "Uck!"

"It'snot that," said Rgjiv. For amoment, he had an uncertain expression on hisface. An
uncomfortable one, actualy. "The soldiers are pretty friendly, to tell you the truth. Even their leeders,
except for the captain. He's akshatriya, but the rest are just peasants, including the four sergeants. Most
of them Bengdis, just like Tarun. They've got their wives and kidsin the barracks with them, too,
remember. Lots of kids, and all ages—and the barracks are dmost part of the gateitsdlf. After awhile, if
Tarun and | spend enough time there, nobody will notice us coming or going.”

"On that day?" asked Khandik skepticaly.

Raiv shrugged. "l think especidly on that day. Who's going to pay any attention to me—when my
father ison the other side of the gate, making threats and issuing promises?”’

That brought around of soft laughter to the small group of soldiers clustered in acorner of the stable.

"Well," said Khandik. "Thet'strue."

Hearing the laughter, Lady Sanga scowled. She and Lady Damodarawere perched on cushionsin
another part of the stable.

"See?' she demanded.

Her companion made awry face. "I'm glad my sonisonly seven.”

Lady Sangasniffed. "Guard him carefully. Or the next thing you know, Vaentinian will have him
practicing with gticks."

Lady Damodaralooked startled. Just the other day, she'd noticed . . .

"Hewouldnt!"

"Hewould."

But even the two ladies were in a better mood, nine days | ater.

Ajatasutra showed up. At last!

"Wasn't hard," he said cheerfully. "They're ill not screening anyone at the city's gates very
thoroughly. Skandaguptas an idiot, trying to suppress the news of the rebellion theway heis. Therumors
areflying dl over aready—ten times more so, once the emperor reaches the Y amuna, which he should
be doing pretty soon. But since nothing is officialy confirmed by Skandaguptaand his officids, and no

clear ordersare being given, the soldiers are till going about their busness as usual. They're mostly
pessants, after all. None of their business, the doings of the high and mighty.”

"Youlook tired," said Dhruva. Hearing the concern in her voice, Vaentinian frowned. Seeing the
frown, Anastasius had to fight down agrin.



Vaentinian, jealous. Would wonders never cease?

Smiling—tiredly—A jatasutra shrugged. "Wéll, yes. I've come something like seven hundred milesin
lessthan two weeks, since | |eft the emperor. Even as much time asI've spent in the saddlein my life, my
legsfed likethey're about to fall off. Best we not discuss t al the state of my buttocks.”

Once the emperor reaches the Yamuna. Snce | left the emperor.

Lady Damodaraamost shivered, at the casua and matter-of-fact manner of those statements. When
sheld last seen her hushand, he'd been smply the man sheld known and come to love since their
wedding. They'd been but teenagers, a thetime. He, Sixteen; and she, ayear younger.

Now, today . ..

"Oh, forgot." Ajatasutrastarted digging in histunic. "Rana Sanga—the emperor aso, once he
saw—asked meto bring you gifts. Nothing fancy, of course, traveling aslightly as| was."

His hand emerged, holding two small onions. One, he gave to Lady Sanga; the other, to Lady
Damodara.

Rana Sangaswife burst into tears. Lady Damodarajust smiled.

She even managed to keep the smile on her face aminute later. Ajatasutra had addressed her as
"Your Mgesty" from the moment he arrived, and had done so throughout the long report held given
them. But she hadn't redlly thought much of it. That just seemed part of the project of disguise and
deception sheld been involved with for over ayear, now. Hearing him—so casudly, so
matter-of-factly!—refer to her as the Empress to Lady Sanga, was adifferent thing altogether.

* % %

After Ajatasutraleft her part of the stable, to confer with the soldiersin their own corner, Lady
Damodara gave vent to her confusion and uncertainty.

"l don't fed any different.”

Her companion smiled. Rana Sanga's wife had become Lady Damodaras close friend, over the past
months. The closest friend she'd ever had, in fact.

"Oh, but you are. Y our semi-divine aurais quite noticeable now."

"Even when | shit?' Lady Damodara pointed to achamber pot not more than five feet away. "Damn
thisstable, anyway."

Sangaswife grimaced. "Well. Maybe you need to work on that part. On the other hand, why
bother? Before too long, you'll either be dead or be crapping in the biggest palace in the world. With fifty
chambermaids to carry out the results, and twenty spies and three executioners to make sure they keep
their mouths shut about the contents.”

Lady Damodaralaughed.

* % %

A few minutes |l ater, hearing the soft laughter coming from the knot of soldiersin the corner of the
stable, she frowned.

"My son'snot over there, ishe?' But, looking around, she spotted him playing with two of the other
smdl boysin adifferent part of the stable. So, her frown faded.

Lady Sanga's frown, on the other hand, had deepened into afull scowl.
"No. But my sonis."

"Only fifteen-to-one odds," said Khandik with satisfaction, "now that Ajatasutras here.”
Y oung Tarun shook his head. "Thirteen-to-one. Well. A bit more.”
The glare bestowed upon him by the Y e-tai mercenary was a half-and-haf business. On the one

hand, it was unseemly for a mere stable-boy—awretched Bengdi, to boot—to correct his superior and
elder. On the other hand . . .



"Thirteen-to-one," he said, with il greater satisfaction.
Histwo mates weren't even haf-glaring. In fact, they were amost smiling.

Under normal circumstances, of course, thirteen-to-one odds would have been horrible. But those
Y eta mercenarieswere dl veterans. The kind of fighting they were considering would not be the clash
of huge armies on agreat battlefied, whereindividua prowess usudly got lost in the sheer mass of the
conflict. No, thiswould be the sort of small-scale action out of which legends were made, because
legends mattered.

The Mongoose was dready alegend. His huge Roman companion wasn't, but they had no difficulty
imagining him as such. "Bending horseshoes," with Anastasiusin the vicinity, was not a phrase to express
theimpossible.

Asfor Ajatasutra. . .

"Some people think you're the best assassinin India," said one of the Ye-tai.

"Not any Marathas," came the immediate rgoinder. Smiling, Ajatasutraadded: "Buit | think even
Marathas might alow me the honor of second-best.”

Chapter 29

Thelron Triangle

"It'sjust impossible” said Annawearily, leaning her head againgt her husband's shoulder. "That great
mass of people out thereian't realy acity. It's ahuge refugee camp, with more people pouring into it
every day. Just when | think I've got one problem solved, the solution collapses under the weight of more
refugees”

Caopodius stroked her hair, listening to the cannonade outside the bunker. The firing seemed alot
heavier than usud, on the Mawaside. He wondered if they might be getting nervous. By now, their spies
were sure to have reported that alarge Persian army had been camped briefly just across the river from
thelron Triangle.

But he gave only asmall part of hismind to that matter. He had much more pressing and immediate
thingsto ded with.

"Have you given any thought asto what you'd like to do, after the war? With the rest of your life, |

Anndshead gtirred. "Some," she said softly.

"And what did you decide?’

Now, her head lifted off his shoulder entirely. He knew she waslooking at him sideways.

"Do you care?' she asked, still more softly.

He dtarted to respond with "of course," but the words died before they were spoken. He'd spent



quite abit of time thinking about Anna, lately, and knew full well that "of course” was not an answer that
would have even occured to him afew months ago.

So, hesmply said: "Yes. | do."

There was apause for afew seconds. Then, Annas head came back to nestle on his shoulder again.
"| think I'd like to keep the Service going. Somehow or other. | like hedling people.”

Caopodius kissed her hair. It felt rich and luxurious to him; more so now, than when held been able
to seeit.

"All right," hesaid. "That shouldn't betoo hard.”

Annaissued asound hafway between a snort and achuckle. "Not too hard! It's expensive,
hushband. Not even your family's rich enough to subsidize medica charity on that scale. Not for very long.
And once the war is over, the money Belisarius and the army have been giving mewill dry up.”

It was Caopodius turn to hesitate. "Yes, | know. But . . . how would you fedl about remaining here
inIndig?"

"I wouldn't mind. But why India?'

"L ots of reasons. I've been thinking about our stuation myself. But let's sart with three. One that

matters—I think—to you. One that matters to me. And one that would matter to my family. Perhaps
moreto the point, my family's coffers.”

Her head came back off his shoulder and, amoment later, Calopodius could fed her shifting her
weight entirely. Within afew seconds, she was no longer lying beside him on their pallet but was Sitting on
it cross-legged, facing him. He knew the sensation quite well. Whenever they had something to redlly talk
about, Anna preferred to be sitting up.

"Explan.”

"Let'sstart with you. Y ou aready know that if our world keeps the same historical pattern with
regard to disease as the one we diverged from, aterrible plague is 'scheduled' to start in eight years or
0. By thetimeit's over, millions of peoplein the Mediterranean world will be dead.”

"It might have dready started, infact,” Annamused. "Somewhere in China. Where the degth toll will
bejust asbad.”

Caopodius nodded. He wasn't surprised that she'd remembered that part of the future history that
Bdisarius had imparted to them.

"Yes. It enter the Roman Empirein Alexandria, in the year 541. But it dmost certainly got
trangmitted through India"
He heard Annadraw in asharp breath. "I hadn't thought of that.”

"Then | think you should start thinking about it. If you move fast enough—fast enough and with
enough money and authority—between your Service and the Hospitdersin Alexandria, it might be
possibleto forestal the plague. Reduce its effects, anyway."

"Therésno curefor it," shesaid. "And no . . . what's the word?"
" 'Vaccineg' " Cadopodius supplied.
"Yes. No vaccine. Not anything we could makein time, in sufficient quantities.”

Caopodius shrugged. "True. But from what Bdisariustold me Aide said to him, it wasnt redly a
medica ‘cure that defeated the plaguein the future, anyway. It was mostly just extensive and thorough
public health and sanitation. Stuff as Smple and plebeian as good sewers and clean drinking water. That
is within our technologica capecity.”

He ligtened to Anna breathing, for awhile. Then she said: "It would take alot of money, and alot of
political influence”

"Yes. Itd bealiféswork. Areyou willing?'

She laughed aoruptly. " I'm willing. But isthe money willing? And.. . ." Her voicelowered. "'l redly



don't want to do anything that you wouldn't be happy with."
He smiled. "Not to worry! What | want to do iswrite histories and public commentaries. But what
do | write about, once the war isover?”

He moved right on to supply the answer: "Write about India, that's what. Just think of it, love. An
entire continent. One that Rome knows dmost nothing about and with a history even longer than
Romes."

Slence

"Your lifeéswork, then," Annamused. Then, issued that same abrupt laugh. "' So where's the money to
comefrom?’

His smile widened, becoming very closeto agrin. "Wdl, well haveto keep it hidden from your
family. Even from mine, the rough details. But you and | are about to found a branch of the Saronites
enterprises, herein India. Crude stuff, I'm afraid. Manufacturing, mostly."

Hewasn't surprised at al that the woman his wife had become did not even stumble over the
prospect. "Manufacturing what?'

"| thought we'd start with medical supplies and equipment. Also pharmaceuticas. Nothing fancy,
though. Mostly soap, dyes and cosmetics, at the beginning. Bdlisarius told me those were the substances
that were the big money-makersfor the chemica industry when it got redlly started in the future. In what
he callsthe ‘indugtrial revolution.' Once the business getsrolling, we can expand into medicines.”

"And exactly which one of usisgoing to oversee and organize this grand scheme of yours?' she
demanded.

"Neither of us. We just front the money—I can get enough to start from my father—and we—mostly
you—jprovide the politica influence. | figured we could bring up your banker from Barbaricum—"

"Pulinda?'

"Yes, him. He's shrewd asthey come, and he knows India. For running the technical end, well use
Eussbius”

"If he agrees. He might not—"

"| aready asked him. He says held love to. He'stired of figuring out new waysto kill people.”

"You already asked him?"

"Yes. And | think Justinian will go for it, too. Not directly, of course. HE's got to get back to
Congantinople as soon asthe war's over or Theodorawill send out the executioners. But he's intrigued
by the idea and says he's sure he can siphon us some imperia financing—yprovided he getsto play with
the gadgets at hisend.”

The pallet lurched. Caopodius knew that Annahad risen to her feet. Jumped to her feet, morelike.

"Y ou asked the Emperor of Rome to be our business partner in amanufacturing scheme? Are you
out of your mind?"

"He's not the emperor any longer, dear,” Calopodius pointed out mildly. "Photiusis.”

"l

"He'sthe Grand Justiciar. And you know how much he lovesto play with gadgets.”

"My husband!" Annaburst into laughter that was not abrupt at all.

Kungas came to his decision and moved away from the window |ooking out over Peshawar. "All
right,” hesad, "well doit."

He gave the small group of Y e-tal deserters agaze that wasn't cold so much as ssmply impassive.
Theway aglacier contemplates so many rocks who might bein itsway when it ground forward to the
sea. Moreindifferent than icy, Since the outcome was inevitable.



The Y e-ta were squatting on the floor of his private audience chamber. They seemed like so many
rocks, indeed, as motionless as they were. And for good reason. First, they were disarmed. Second, the
Kushan soldiers standing around and guarding them were armed to the teeth. Third, there was no love
lost between Kushansand Y e-tai to begin with. Hadn't been for a century, sincetheinvading Y e-tai had
broken the Kushan kingdom that Kungas had re-created.

"If you'relying, of course, you're dead men."

TheYeta squad leader made a shrug that was as minimd as any Kungas himsdf might have made.
"Why would welie?'

"l can't think of any reason mysdlf. Which iswhy | decided to believe you." Kungas crack of asmile
came. "Besides, Sarmatians are noted for their honesty. Even haf-Sarmatians.”

That little joke brought aripple of laughter in the room, as much from the Kushan guards asthe
Y e-ta prisoners. For thefirgt time since they'd been ushered into the chamber—frog-marched, more
like—the Ye-ta visbly relaxed.

Although histhin smile had remained, Kungas had not joined the laughter. When it ended, he shook
his heed.

"I'mnot joking, redlly. Y ou Sx are the founding members of my new military unit. If you're not
lying—and I'm assuming you aren't—then you won't be the last Mawa deserters coming over tous. So |
think I'll enroll dl of youinthe. .. What to cdl it?'

Irene piped up, Sitting on achair to one side. "The Roya Sarmatian Guards.”

"That'll do nicely." Kungasturned to hislieutenants. " Get the army formed up. | want to march out
tomorrow morning, early. Leavefive thousand men in the capitd.”

"I won't need that many," said Irene. "Three thousand is plenty to maintain order and keep the hill
tribesfrom getting any idess”

Kungas thought about it, and decided she wasright. He could leave the additional two thousand men

with the five thousand aready garrisoning the fortsin the passes at Margallaand Kohat. That would
secure the gates to the kingdom and leave him almost twenty thousand mentodo. . .

Whatever. He didn't know yet. Hewas quite surethe Y e-tal deserters weren't lying. But that didn't
necessarily mean their assessment of thingswas al that accurate, ether.

Stll, hethought it was probably was. Close enough, anyway. Kungas had been fighting dmost snce
hewas aboy. Therewasthat smell in the air, of an enemy starting to come apart.

When Jaimd caught hisfirgt glimpse of thewadls of Ajmer, hefdt the greatest exhilaration hedd ever
fdtin hislife. Even though he was dso completely exhausted.

Heglanced at Uda Singh, riding next to him at the head of the smdl Rgput cavary column, and saw
the same gleaming smile he must have had on hisown face.

"A ride of legend!" Udai shouted. Half-croaked, rather.

Shouted or croaked, it wastrue. And the ragged chorus of that same half-croaked shout coming
from thefifty cavarymen following told Jama that their men knew it aswell asthey did.

Rajputanawas aland of horsemen, aswell aswarriors. A great horse ride would become athing of
renown just as surely asagrest feat of ams.

Emperor Damodara and Rana Sanga had asked them to accomplish the incredibly difficult task of
riding from Bharakucchato Ajmer in two weeks. If possble.

They'd doneit in deven days. Without losing more than nine of their horses.
"A ride of legend!" he shouted himsdif.

But there was no need for that, redlly. Already, he could see the gates of the city opening, and
cavarymen issuing forth. Hundreds of them. Even from the great distance, just seeing the way they rode,



he knew they were dl young men. Seeking their own placein legends.
Jamd and Uda would giveit to them.

* * *

Standing on the walls of Ajmer and watching the way the young warriors who had poured out of the
city were circling the new arrivals—there were at least athousand of them, now, with more sdlying from
the gates every minute—the oldest and therefore wisest king of Ragjputana knew it was hopeless. That
was awhirlwind of celebration and excitement, out there. Caution and sagacity would soon become so
many |leaves blown by the monsoon.

"Perhaps. . ." began Chachu.

Dasd shook hishead. Standing next to him, hisbrother Jaisd did likewise,

"Not achance," said Jaisa curtly. "Look at them, out there.”

"We don't even know what it's about, yet,” whined Chachu. One of the other kings who formed the
council grunted something in the way of agreement.

Dasal shrugged. "Don't be foolish. No, we don't know exactly what news—or ingructions—that
cavary columnisbringing. But the gist of it isobvious™

He nodded toward the column, which was now advancing toward the gates with over athousand
other Rgjput cavarymen providing them with what was, for al practica purposes, an escort of honor.

"The new emperor sent them. Or Rana Sanga. Or both. And they will be demanding the alegiance of
al Rgjputs. So what do we say?"

He had no answer, himsdlf. The Rgjput heart that beat within him was just as eager as any of those
young warriors out there. But that heart had now besten for dmost eighty years, each and every year of
which had hammered caution into his mind, whatever his heart might fed.

"Let's return to the council chamber and await them there," suggested Jaisal.

That might help. A bit.

"Yes" Dasd sad.

* k% %

But when they returned to the council chamber, they discovered it had been preempted from them
aready. The seven thrones had been removed from their accustomed placesin ahaf-circle at the
elevated dais. They were now resting, il in ahaf-circle, facing thedais.

Onthedasitsdf, sat only onechair. A smdler and less ostentatious chair, asit happened, than the
seven chairs of the kings. And the man who sat in it was smaller—certainly more rotund—than any of the
kings.

But it hardly mattered. Dasa understood who he was before he even spoke.

Chachu, as usud, had to be enlightened.

"l am Great Lord Damodara," the short, fat old man said. "The emperor'sfather. | am the new
viceroy of Rgputana. And you will obey me."

Behind him, in arow, stood half adozen Mawa bodyguards. Assassns, to call things by their right
name. Moreto the point, at least fifty young Rajput warriors were standing dongside the wals of the
chamber. Each and every one of whom was glaring at the seven kings.

Suddenly, the plump face of Great Lord Damodara broke into asmile. The expression made him
seem amuch friendlier sort of fellow.

"But, please!" he exclaimed, waving his hand at the seven chairs before him. "Take your seats, Kings
of Rgputana.”

Dasa consdered the courtesy. Then, considered thetitles. Finally, considered the chairs.

The chairs made the decision. They were the same chairs, after al. Very august ones. Not to mention
comfortable.



Hefdt rdief more than anything ese. Clearly enough, the new regimein theland of the Rgjputswas
willing to accommodeate the status—if not the authority—of the old one.

Hewasdmog eighty years old, after all. Even the youngest of the seven kings of the council was
past seventy.

"Yes, Great Lord." Dasd moved forward and sat in his accustomed chair. He gave his half dozen
fellows an abrupt nod, commanding them to follow.

They did 0, readily enough. Only Chachu made atoken protest.

"l don't understand,” he whined. "If you're still dive, why aren't you the new emperor instead of your
son?'

The smile on the Great Lord'sface stayed in place, but it got anironic twidt.

"Good question. I'll haveto take it up with my headstrong son when we meet again. For the moment,
| ascribeit to the monsoon timeswerelivingin.”

The amile became serene. "But | don't imagine I'll argue the point with him. Actudly, it might make
for agood tradition. When emperors—and kings—get too old, they tend to get too set in their ways.
Best to have them retire and take up some prestigious but less demanding post, while their son assumes
the heavier responghilities. Don't you think?!

The smilewasfriendly. But the assassnswere il there, not smiling at dl. And the young warriors
weredill glaring.

"Indeed, Great Lord," said Dasdl.

His brother echoed him immediately. Chachu, thankfully, kept his mouth shut.

Or, at least, kept his mouth shut until the two leaders of the newly arrived cavary column finished
their report.
"That'smadness" Chachu exclamed. " Belisarius?"

But Dasd had come to the opposite conclusion. The great lord was right. Old men should retire,
when the time comes.

Especidly when presented with such afine way to do so.

"It'sbrilliant,” he rebutted, risng to hisfeet. "And | will lead the force that goesinto the Thar to find
him."

Hisbrother cameto hisfeet dso. "I'll go with you."

"Youretoo old!" protested Chachu.

Thetwo brothers glared at him, with the combined indignation of one hundred and fifty-six years of
life

"l can dill rideahorsel” snarled Dasd. "Evenif you can't ride anything other than achair any longer.”

* * *

They left thefollowing evening, just after sunset. No sane man ridesinto the desert during the day.
Dasd and Jaisd had one hundred and fifty-sx years of sanity between them.

The young warriors were impatient, of course. All seven thousand of them.

Especidly impatient were the six thousand that the two kings had insisted ride on camels, carrying the

water and other suppliesthat they were quite sure Bdlisarius needed. Leaveit to anidiot Romantotry to
cross the desert without camels. Relying on wells! In the Thar!

Most impatient of al were the ten thousand—uwith more coming into the city every day—whom
Dasd had indgsted remain behind. With, fortunately, the agreement and approva of the new viceroy of
Rajputana. They would just be anuisance in the expedition, and anew Rajput army had to be formed.

Formed quickly. The monsoon was coming.



Fortunately, Rana Sanga's two lieutenants Jamal and Udai Singh had the authority and experiencefor
the task. They needed arest anyway, after their ride of legend. By thetime Jaisad and Dasal returned to
Ajmer with Bdisarius, the new army would be ready.

For . .. whatever. Given Bdisarius, it would be athing of legend. Dasd only hoped he would live
long enough to seeit.

Assuming the idiot Roman was ill dive. Crossing the Thar on horses! Relying onwelld!

When the Mawa assassination team findly rowed their ship into the great harbor at Bharakuccha,
they knew another moment of frustration and chagrin.

"Look at that!" snarled one of them.

The captain of the team just shook his head. The docks and piers of the city seemed practicaly
covered with acarpet of people, dl of them come down to greet the Axumite fleet escorting the Emperor
of Rome.

The fleet was aready anchored. Asthey drew closer, the Mawa assassins could see the Roman
imperia party being escorted to the great palace of the Goptri by asmall army of Ethiopian sarwen.

Even if they'd been in position, there would have been no way to get to the boy emperor. And once
hewasinthepaace. ..

The captain of the nation team and his lieutenant were both familiar with the great palace of the
Goptri. Asthe palace of aconquering viceroy in ahostileland, serving adynasty famousfor its paranoia,
it had been designed to thwart ns. Unlessthe guards were utterly incompetent . . .

"Ethiopian sarwen,” the lieutenant grumbled. "And you can be sure that Raghunath Rao will bethere
to advise them.”

The captain spent amoment adding up the miles he and histeam had traveled, to carry out an
assignment that always seem to recede before them in the distance. It had been liketrying to nate
amiragein the desert.

From Kausambi to Bharakucchato Alexandriato Constantinople. And then back again, dmogt al
the way.

Something like ten thousand miles, he thought. Who could redly know?

"Nothing for it," he said. "Well sdl the ship as soon as we can, since we're dmost out of money.
Then. . .well just have to see what we can do.”
* * %

Finding abuyer for the ship was easy. Whether rightly and wrongly—and, more and more, the
captain was beginning to wonder if they weren't right—the merchants of Bharakuccha seemed quite
confident that the old Mawa empire was gone from the Deccan and that trade would soon be picking
up.

They even got a better price than the captain had expected.

That was the first and last thing that went as planned. No sooner had they emerged from the
merchant clearinghouse than aharried-looking officid accosted them. Accompanied, unfortunately, by a
large squad of soldiers.

Not regular Mawa soldiers, either, to make thingsworse. Marathas, from their look, newly
impressed into the city's garrison. It seemed the new Axumite commander had given ordersto form units
from dl residents of the city.

The captain szed them up. Eight of them there were, and tougher-looking than he liked. He didn't
doubt that he and hisfour ns could overcome them. But not without suffering casualties—and then
what?

Five Mawa assassinsin today's Bharakuccha, many if not al of them wounded, would be like so



many pieces of bloody meat in shark waters.
"Thereyou are!" the officid exclamed. "Y ou are the trade delegation just returned from Rome, yes?'

That had been their officid identity. The captain wondered how an officia in Bharakuccha—the place
was a madhouse!—had managed to keep track of the records and identify them so soon after their
return.

He brought down a savage curse on al hard-working and efficient bureaucrats. A slent curse,
naturaly.

"Come with me!" the official commanded. "I've been instructed to send a courier team to catch up
with the emperor"—he didn't even bother to specify the "new" emperor—"and you're just the men for the
job!"

"I can't believethis™ muttered hislieutenant. Very softly, of course.

* % %

The next morning, they were riding out of the city on excellent horses, carrying dispatches for
Damodara. Along with aMaratha cavary platoon to provide them with a safe escort out of the Deccan.
The nswere obvioudy Mawa—some sort of north Indians, at any rate—and despite the new
truce between the Mawa and Andhran empires, it was dways possible that aband of Marathairregulars
inthe hillswouldn't obey it. Or would have ssimply turned to banditry, as some soldiers dways do at the
end of awar.

That same escort, needless to say, so made it impossible for them to return to Bharakuccha and
continue their assgnment. Not, at least, until they'd passed the crest of the Vindhyas—at which point,
they haveto return another hundred miles or so, and do it without being spotted by Maratha patrols.

The only bright spot in the whole messwas that their luggage hadn't been searched. If it had been, the
bombard would have been discovered—and they'd have had avery hard time explaining why and how a
"trade delegation” had been carrying an nation device. A bombard of that size and type was never
used by regular military units, and it would have been even more uselessfor trade del egates.

That night, around their campfire and far enough from the Maratha escort not to be overheard, the
five assassns quietly discussed their options.

"It'shopeless,” the captain concluded. "Weve done our best. Let'sjust giveit up and return to
Kausambi for anew assgnment.”

Hislieutenant findly said it. "That's assuming we don't find anew emperor when we get there. Then
what?"

The captain shrugged, and spit into thefire.

More cheerily, one of the other assassns said: "Well, there's this. Whoever the emperor iswhen we
get there, one thing'sfor sure. We won't be reporting failure to Nanda La. No matter what."

That wastrue. Perhapsthe only certainty left intheir lives. They'd al seen Nanda La's head perched
on apike outside the Goptri's palace. There hadn't been much left of it. But the captain and the lieutenant
had recognized the nose. Broken, years ago, by the boot of Belisarius. Battered, at the end, by boysin
their play.



Chapter 30

The Thar desert

Bdisariusfinaly managed to force his eyes somewhere dse. Staring at the empty well wouldn't make
itfill up.

Not that he found the sight of the desert any prettier.

"So, | gambled and logt," he said to Ashot and Abbu, standing next to him.

Ashot was gill scowling down into the well. Abbu was scowling at the desert, his eyes avoiding the
generd's.

"It'snot your fault, Abbu."

The old bedouin grimaced. "Thiswell was one of the best!" he protested. "1 was worried about the
last one. And another one some twenty milesfarther. Not thisone!”

Finaly, Ashot straightened up. "Wellsarefinicky in adesert likethis. If the water table wasrdligble,
we wouldn't have had to dig our own. Thered have been wells dready here.”

The Armenian cataphract wiped the dust off hisface with acloth. "What do we do now, Generd?
We don't have enough water |eft to make the crossing to the next well. Not the whole expedition, for
aure. A few dozen could makeit, maybe, if they took all the water we till have.”

"For what purpose?’ Bdisarius demanded. Not angrily, just weerily.

Heleaned over the well again, gauging the dampness at the very bottom. There wasn't much.

There were two decisions to be made. One was obvious to probably everyone. The other was
obviousto him.

"No," hesaid. "Well send avery small force—five men—uwith al the water they need to crossthe
rest of the Thar without stopping. They might be ableto reach Ajmer intimeto bring a Rgjput relief
expedition, if Rana Sanga's dready gotten the word there."

Ashot winced. Abbu shook his head.

"That'salot of 'ifs’ Generd," said the Armenian. "If they can crossintime. If the Rgjputs are already
prepared. If they'll lisen to ahandful of menin thefirst place. If they can get back in time with water
before therest of usare dead.”

"Thefirst 'if' isthe easest, too," Abbu added. "And it stinks. Five men, crossing asfast asthey can . .
. It would still take them at least five days. Another week—at |east—before they could get back with
enough water to make adifference. That's twelve days, Generd, at best.”

Bdisarius had aready figured out the deadly arithmetic. If anything, Abbu was being optimistic—one
of thefew times Bdisarius could ever remember him being s0. Belisarius himsdlf thought the minimum
would be two weeks.

In the desert, in the hot season, aman without water could not survive for more than two days before



he started to die. And he died quickly, thereafter. Maybe three days, depending on the temperature. That
assumed he found shelter from the sun and didn't exert himsdlf. If he did, death would come much
sooner.

If the Roman expedition shared dl their remaining water evenly—and gave noneto the
horses—they'd run out in three days. At most, the moisture till seeping into the bottom of the well might
provide them with another day'swater. Then. ..

They might lagt alittle over aweek, al told. Not two weeks, certainly. Probably not even twelve
days.

There was no way to go back or to go forward, either. The last well was four days behind them, and
it would be almost dry anyway after their recent use of it. The next well was at least two and a half days
travel, according to Abbu, for aparty thissize. Since they had to water the horses dso, while traveling,
they'd run out within thefirst day. The last two days they'd be without water.

So would the horses.

They'd never makeit. Not in the Thar, in the hot season.

"| understand the arithmetic,” Belisarius said harshly. "It's il our only chance.”
The second decision, then.

"You'l lead the party, Ashot. Abbu, you go with him. Pick three of your bedouin for the remaining
men

Ashot's eyes widened, alittle. Abbu'sdidn't.

"Y ou're not going yoursdlf?'

"No. I'll stay here with the men.”

"BU—"

"Beoff, Ashot. Therés no timeto waste. And there will be no argument. No discussion at al.”
He turned and started walking away from the well.

Areyou sure? asked Aide, uncertainly.

Yes. These men have been with me for years. I'm not leaving them to die. Not that, whatever
ese

Aide said nothing. His own survival was not at stake. There were thingsthat could destroy Aide,
Bdisarius knew, dthough the jewel had aways been reticent about explaining exactly what they were.
But merely being without water for afew weeks—or even afew years—was not one of them.

When Ashot returned, most likely he would find Aide in a pouch hanging from a corpse's neck. But
the jewel would be asdive asever.

Working through Ousanas would be the easiest for you, | think, Belisarius mused. But he's
probably not influential enough. You might try Rao, although there might be the same problem.
The best would be Damodar a, if you could reach him.

| don't want to talk about it.
| understand. Sill—
| don't want to talk about it.

* * *

Ashot and Abbu left after sundown. Once they were gone, Belisarius addressed his bucellarii and the
remaining Arab scouts.

"We don't have much of achance, men. But it'll be improved if we set up good shelters from the sun.
So let'swork on that tonight. Also, we want to egt aslittle as possible. Eating uses up water, t0o."

One of the cataphracts asked: "Are you going to set up arationing system?”
Severd of the Arabswho heard the question started shaking their heads.



"No," sad Belisarius firmly. "Once we make an even divison of what's |eft, drink whenever you're
thirdty. If fact, after afew hours, drink something even if you're not thirsty."

That cataphract and afew others seemed confused. Apparently, they didn't have much experience
with the desert.

"Rationing water asaway of staying diveinthe desert isafable,” Belisarius explained. "It doesmore
harm than good. Y ou're only going to live as long as your body has enough water, no matter what you
do. All rationing doesis weaken you quicker. So drink as much as you want, whenever you want. The
bigger danger, actudly, isthat you won't drink often enough.”

One of the bedouin grunted his agreement. "Listen to the generd..”

"Oh, sure" said the cataphract hadtily. "1 wasjust wondering."

* % %

Later that night, after the camp was made, Aide spoke for the first time since the decision had been
made.

They seem so confident.

They're not, really. But since | stayed with them, they have a barrier to fear.
Yes. | understand. | alwayswondered.

Wondered what?

Why Alexander the Great poured onto the sand a helmet full of water that one of his
soldiershad offered him, in that terribleretreat from India through the desert. It just seemed
flamboyant, to me.

Bdisariusamiled. Wel, it was flamboyant. But that was the nature of the man. 1'd have just told
the soldier to return the water to the common share. That difference aside, yes, that's why he did
it. His men might have died anyway. But by refusing the water, Alexander made sure they didn't
panic. Which would have killed them even quicker.

| under stand now.

We still need to talk about the future. Your future. If you can reach Damodara—
| don't want to talk about that.

After awhile, he added: I'm not ready.

| understand. We have some days yet.

* k% %

Mesting Raghunath Rao in the flesh was perhaps the oddest experience Antoninahad ever had. That
was not so much because she already knew agreat deal about him, but because of one specific thing she
knew.

In another world, another future, another time, another universe, she had met the man. Had known
him for decades, in fact, since he'd been Bdlisarius dave.

In the end, she'd been murdered by the Mawa. Murdered, and then flayed, so her skin-sack could
serve as another trophy. In hislast battle in that universe, Belisarius had rescued her skin, and taken it
with him when he legpt into a cauldron.

She knew the story, since her husband had told her once. And she dso knew that it had been Rao
who washed the skin, to cleanse it of the Mawalfilth, before her husband took it into thefire.

Wheat did you say to a man who had once washed your flayed skin?
Nice to finally meet you?
That seemed . . . idiotic.

But the time had come. Having exchanged greetings with the Empress of Andhra, Antoninawas now
being introduced to her consort.



Rao bowed deeply, then extended his hands.

She clasped them, warmly.

"It'sniceto finaly meet you," shesaid. Feding likeanidiot.
"Usethe mortars,”" Kungas commanded. "As many asweve got.”
"Wevegot alot of mortars,” Kujulo pointed ouit.

"l know. Usedl of them.”

Kungas pointed at the Mawaarmy scrambling away from the pass. Obvioudy, whatever esethey'd
expected, they hadn't thought Kungas would come plunging out of the Hindu Kush with twenty thousand
men. Like aflash flood of sted.

"They're dready panicked. Pound them, Kujulo. Pound them as furioudy asyou can. | don't careif
we run out of gunpowder in afew minutes. Mortarswill do it."

* % %

Lessthan an hour later, the way out of the Peshawar VVae was clear. The Mawaarmy guarding
Margalla pass had broken like astick. Splintered, rather, with pieces running everywhere.

"No pursuit,” Kungas commanded. "Itl take the Mawadaysto raly them. That gives ustimeto
reach the headwaters of the Sutlg before an army can reach usfrom Multan.”

Kujulo cocked hishead. "Y ou've decided, then?"

"Yes. WEll take the gamble. | want that bitch dead. With us coming behind her, right on her hedls,
we can drive her into the trap.”

"Wheat trgp?’
"The one Bdisariuswill be setting for her."

Kujulo cocked his head the other way. Kungas had to fight down a chuckle. With the plume on his
helmet, he reminded the king of a confused bird.

"Ah. Y ou've been told something.”

"No," sad Kungas. "I'm just guessing.”

His head till cocked, Kujulo winced. "Big gamble. Based on aguess.”
"Kushansloveto gamble.”

"True"

* * %

After Kujulo l€ft to organize the march, Kungas summoned the Y e-tai deserters. They'd been
standing nearby, garbed in their fancy new uniforms. Irene had had them made up quickly by her
seamdtresses, subdtituting flamboyance where time hadn't alowed good workmanship.

The armor, of course, was the same they'd been wearing when they arrived in Peshawar. The
well-worn and utilitarian gear |ooked especidly drab, againgt that colorful new fabric and gaudy design.

"You're promoted,” hetold the squad leader. "I think well use Greek ranksfor the Roya Sarmatian
Guards. That'll make you sound exotic. Exciting.”

"Whatever you say, Your Mgesty."

"You're atribune. Therest are hecatontarchs.”

The squad |eader pondered the matter, briefly.
"What do thosetitles mean, exactly? Y our Mgesty.”

"I'd say that's up to you, isn't it? Get me some deserters. Lots of them." Hewaved ahand at the low
hills around them, much of their dopes now shadowed by the setting sun. "They'll be out there.”

"Yeta only?'



Kungas shrugged. "Y ou won't find many other than Y e-tai bold enough to comein. But it doesn't
meatter. Anyone who'swilling to swear his mother was Sarmatian.”
* * %

After theking left, the tribune turned to his mates.
"You see?' he demanded.

* % %

When the Emperor of Mawareached the door leading into the inner sanctum of the imperia
pal ace—the ultimate inner sanctum; the real one—he paused for amoment, hislipstightly pursed.

That was partly because held have to submit to a persona search, the moment he entered, at the
hands of Link's specia Khmer guards. It was the only time the divine emperor suffered such anindignity.
Astheyears had passed, Skandaguptafound that increasingly distasteful.

But that was only part of the matter, and probably not the largest part. The emperor hadn't come
down herein well over ayear. Entering the inner sanctum below the paace was dways disturbing, ina
way that dedling with Mawas overlord through one of the Great Ladieswho served asits sheath was
not.

He wasn't sure why. Perhaps because the machinesin the chambers beyond were completely
unfathomable. A cold, metalic reminder that even the Mawa emperor himself was nothing but adevice,
in the hands of the new gods.

He wasn't even sure why he had come, this day. He'd been driven smply by a powerful impulseto
do so.

Skandagupta was not given to introspection, however. A few seconds later, he opened the door.

Therewas no lock. HE'd had to pass through severa sets of guardsto get down here, and the
chamber immediately beyond the door had more guards still. Those quiet, frightening specid ns.

* % %

The persona ingpection was brief, but not perfunctory in the least. Feeling polluted by the touch of
the guards hands, Skandaguptawas ushered into the inner sanctum.

Great Lady Rani wasthereto greet him. She would be Great Lady Sati's replacement, whenever the
time came. Standing against anearby wall, their heads submissively bowed, were the four Khmer women
who attended her, smultaneoudly, as servants, confidants—and, mostly, tutors. They were trained in the
cult'stemplein far-off Cambodia, and then trained till further by Link itself oncethey arrived in
Kausambi.

"Welcome, Emperor,” said Great Lady Rani, in that eight-year-old girl's voice that was always so
discordant to Skandagupta.

No more so than Sati's had once been, of course. Or, heimagined, Hali'sin times past, athough he
himsalf was not old enough to remember Holi asasmdl girl. Link's sheeths, once selected, were
separated from the dynastic clan and brought up in ways that soon made them quite unlike any other girls.
Link would not consume them until the time came, once their predecessor had died. But the overlord
communed with them frequently beforehand, using the machines—somehow—to indtill its pirit into thelr
childsminds. By the time they were Sx, they were no longer children in any sense of that term that meant
anything.

"What may | do for you?'

The emperor didn't answer for amoment, his eyes moving across the machinesin acorner. Hedid
not understand those machines; never had, and never would. He did not even understand how Link had
managed to bring them here from the future, al those many years ago. Mawas overlord had told him
oncethat the effort had been so immense—so expensive, in ways of calculating cost that Skandagupta
did not understand either—that it would be impossible to duplicate.

"What may | do for you?" she repeated.



The emperor shook hishead impatiently. "Nothing, redly. | just wanted . . ."

He couldn't find the conclusion to that sentence. Hetried, but couldntt.

"l just wanted to vigit, " hefindly sad, lamely. " See how you were."

"How elsewould | be?' The eyesin the eight-year-old face belonged to no woman at dl, of any age.
"Ready, as| have aways been."

Skandagupta cleared histhroat. "Surely it won't come to that. Not for many years. Great Lady Sati is
dill quiteyoung.”

"Mog likely. But nothing is certain.”

"Yes Wdl."

He cleared histhroat again. "I'll be going, now."

When he reached the landing of the stairsthat led down to the inner sanctum, he was puffing heavily
from the climb and not for the first time wishing he could make thetrip in apalanquin carried by daves.

Impossible, of course. Not only was the staircase much too narrow, but Link would have forbidden it
ayway.

Well, not exactly. Link would alow daves to come down to the inner sanctum. It had done so, now
and then, for an occasiona specia purpose.

But then the Khmer assassins killed them, so what was the point? The emperor would still haveto
climb back up.

* % %

Hewasin afoul mood, therefore, when he reached his private audience chamber and wasfindly able
to relax on histhrone.

After hearing what his aides had to report, hismood grew fouler still.

"They blew up thetunnels again?' Angrily, he dapped the armrest of the throne. " That's enough!
Tear down every building in that quarter of the city, within three hundred yards of Damodaras palace.
Razeit dl to the ground! Then dig up everything. They can't have placed mines everywhere.”

Hetook a deep breath. "And have the commander of the project executed. Whoever heis."
"Hedid not survive the explosion, Your Mgesty."
Skandagupta dapped the armrest again. "Do as| command!”

* * %

His aides hurried from the chamber, before the emperor's wrath could single out one of them to
substitute for the now-dead commander. Despite the great rewards, serving Skandagupta had aways
been arather risky propostion. If not as coldly savage as his father, he was a so less predictable and
given to sudden whims.

In times past, those whims had often produced great largesse for his aides.

No longer. The escape of Damodaras family, combined with Damodara's rebellion, had unsettled
Skandaguptain ways that the Andhran and Persian and Roman wars had never done. For weeks, his
whims had only been murderous.

"Thisismadness" murmured one aide to another. He allowed himsdlf that indiscretion, Snce they
were brothers. "What difference doesit make, if they stay in hiding? Unless Damodara can breach the
walls—if he managesto get to Kausambi at all—what doesit matter? Just afew moreratsin acdlar
somewhere, alittle bigger than mog.”

They were outside the palace now, out of range of any possible spies or eavesdroppers. Gloomily,
the aide's brother agreed. "All the emperor's doing is keeping the city unsettled. Now, the reaction when
we destroy an entire section.. . ."

He shook hishead. "Madness, indeed.”



But since they were now walking past the outer wall of the palace, the conversation ended. No fear
of eavesdroppers here, either. But the long row of ragged heads on pikes—entire rotting bodies on
stakes, often enough—madeit al amoot point.

Obey or die, after al, isnot hard to understand.

Abbu returned the next day, with his Arab scouts.

"Ashot stayed behind, with the Rgjputs,” he explained tersdly. " Just keep out of the sun and don't
move any more than you must. They'll be here tomorrow. Thousands of camels, carrying enough water to
fill alake. Wewon't even lose the horses.™

Bdisariuslaughed. "What an ignominious ending to my dramatic gesture!™
Now that salvation was a hand, Abbu's normally pessimistic temperament returned.
"Do not be so sure, General! Rgjputs are cunning beasts. It may be atrap. The water, poisoned.”

That made Belisarius laugh again. " Seven thousand R puts need poisoned water to kill five hundred
Romans?'

"Y ou have areputation,” Abbu inssted.

Chapter 31

The Punjab,
North of thelron Triangle

"Thisisthe craziest thing I've ever seen,” muttered Maurice. "Even for Persans.”

Menander shook his head. Not because he disagreed, but smply in. . .

Disbdief?

No, not that. Sitting on his horse on asmall knoll with agood view of the battlefield, Menander
could see theinsane charge that Emperor Khusrau had ordered against the Mawaline,

He could also seethefortifications of that lineitsalf, and the guns that were spewing forth destruction.
Hedidn't even want to think about the carnage that must be happening in front of them.

He could remember atimein hislife when he would have thought that furious charge might carry the
day. However insane it was, no one could doubt the courage and the tenacity of the thousands of Persian
heavy cavarymen who were hurling themsdalves and their armored horses against the Mawa. But, even
though he was gtill ayoung man, Menander had now seen enough of gunpowder warfare to know that
the Persan effort was hopdess. If the Mawa had been low on ammunition, things might have been
different. But the fortifications they'd erected on the west bank of the Industo guard their flank againgt
just such an attack could be easily resupplied by barges crossing theriver. In fact, he could see two such
barges being rowed across the Indus right now.



Againgt demoralized troops aready haf-ready to surrender or flee, the charge might have worked. It
wouldn't work here. The morae of the Mawaarmy had suffered agreat dedl, to be sure, from their
defeats over the past two years. But they were dtill the largest and most powerful army in the world, and
their soldiersknew it.

They knew something else, too. They knew theat trying to surrender to—or flee from—an assaullt like
the Pergans had launched, was impaossible anyway. If they broke, they'd just get butchered.

It didn't help any, of course, that the Persians were shouting the beattle cry of Charax! asthey
charged. Whether because their emperor had ordered it or because of their own fury, Menander didn't
know. But he knew—and 0 did the Mawa soldiers manning the fortresses—that the Persans might as
well have been using the battle cry of No Quarter.

"Let'sgo, lad," said Maurice quietly. "We made an appearance as observers, since Khusrau invited
us. But now that the diplomacy's done, staying any longer isjust pointless. Thisisn't redly abattle, inthe
fird place. It'sjust an emperor ridding himsdf of troublesome noblemen.”

He turned his horse and began trotting away. Menander followed.

"You think?" asked Menander.

"Y ou've met Khusrau. Did he strike you as being as dumb as an ox?"

Menander couldn't help but smile, alittle. "No. Not in the leest.”

"Right." Maurice jerked athumb over his shoulder. "Not even an ox would be dumb enough to think
that charge might succeed.”

* % %

Maurice was dandering the Persian emperor, actualy. It wastrue that breaking the power of the
sahrdaran and vurzurgan familieswas part of the reason Khusrau had ordered the charge. But it wasn't
the only reason. It wasn't even the most important reason.

Therewould be no way to diminate the great families smply through one baitle, after dl. Not al of
their men had cometo India, even leaving aside the Suren, and not dl of them would die beforethewals
of the Mawa

Not even most of them, in fact. Khusrau was no stranger to war, and knew perfectly well that no
battle results in casualties worse than perhaps one-quarter of the men engaged, unless they get trapped,
and many of those would recover from their wounds. It was amazing, redlly, how many men survived
what, from adistance, looked like a sheer bloodbath.

There was no chance of atrap here, nor of enemy pursuit once the Persian cavarymen findly
retreated. Many sahrdaran and vurzurgan would die this day, to be sure. But most of them wouldn't.
He'd bleed the great families, but he wouldn't do more than weaken them some.

So, the emperor hadn't even stayed to watch, once he ordered the assault. Quietly, dmost
surreptitioud y—and far enough from the Mawal lines not to be observed—hed dipped away from his
camp with two thousand of hisbest imperid cavary.

Light cavary. Over haf of them Arabs, in fact.

Hed be gonefor severd days. Khusrau didn't believe in cavary charges againgt heavy fortifications
any more than Maurice did. But since he came from a nation that had always been a cavary power, hed
given much thought to the proper uses of cavary in the new eraof gunpowder.

Assaults againgt fortresses were pointless. Raids against a specific target, were not.

Two days later, he was vindicated.
"You see?' he demanded.

Next to him, aso stting on ahorse carefully screened from theriver by high reeds, the chief of the
emperor's persona cavalry smiled.



"You wereright, Your Mgesty. Asaways.”

"Hal Coming from you!"

Almogt gloating, the emperor looked back to the target of theraid. One of the two ironclads had its
engines steaming, but it was till tied to the dock like the other. From the casud manner of the sailors and
soldiers moving about on the docks, Khusrau thought the engines were running simply as part of routine
care. What the Roman nava expert Menander called "maintenance.” Khusrau didn't know much about
the newfangled warships, but he knew they needed alot of it. The things were cantankerous.

"No point in trying to capture them,” he said, regretfully.

The Persians had no one who could operate the things. Even the Roman experts would need time to
figure out the different mechanisms—and time was not going to be available. Khusrau was quite sure his
two thousand cava rymen could break through the small garrison protecting the Mawa nava base and
burn the ships before reinforcements could arrive. But it would have to be done very quickly, if they were
to survive themsalves. They'd had to crossaford to get to this Side of the Indus, far upstream from the
battlefiel 0—upstream from the naval base, in fact—and they'd have to cross the same ford to make their
escape.

With his superb light cavary, the emperor thought they could do it. But not if they dawdled, trying to
make complex foreign equipment work.

And why bother? These were the only two ironclads the Mawa had built on the Indus. Once they
were destroyed, the Mawa had no way—no quick and easy way, at least—to bring their ironclads from
the other rivers. All of theriversin the Punjab connected to the Indus eventualy—but only at the Iron
Triangle

Which was held by the Romans. Who had an ironclad of their own. Which they had not dared to use
because of these two ironclads. Which would shortly no longer exist.

"Doit," the emperor commanded.

He did not participate personally in the charge and the battle that followed. He was brave enough,
certainly, but doing so was unnecessary—would even be even foolish. Persians did not expect their
emperorsto bewarriors aso.

What they did expect wasthat their emperors would present them with victories.

* k%

Theironclads burned very nicely. Khusrau had worried, abit, that they might not. But the Malwa
built them the same way the Romans did, just as Menander and Justinian had said they would. Aniron
shell over awooden hull.

Burned very nicdy, indeed.

Almost as nicely as the emperor's victory would burn in the hearts of his soldiers, after he returned to
his camp. Where the sahrdaran and vurzurgan who had insisted on that insane assault—the emperor
himsalf had been doubtful, and made sure everyone knew it—would be low-spirited and shamefaced.

Aswell they should be.

"| don't careif those sorry bastards up north are getting hammered by the Kushand" Genera
Samudra shouted at the mahaveda priest. Angrily, he pointed afinger to the west. "I've got Persans
hammering on meright here! They just destroyed our ironclads on the Indug!”

The priest's face was tiff. He was one of severd such whom Great Lady Sati had left behind to keep
an eye on the military leadership. Without, however, giving them the authority to actualy override any
military decisons made by Samudra

From the priests point of view, that was unfortunate. From Samudra's point of view, it wasa
blessing. What priests knew about warfare could be inscribed on the world's smallest tablet.



"Absolutely not!" he continued, lowering hisvoice alittle but spesking every bit asfirmly. "I've
already sent couriers with ordersto the expedition | sent in relief to turn back. We need them here.”

The priest wasn't going to give up that easily. "The Kushans are out of the Margalla Pass, now!"

"Sowhat?' sneered Samudra. "Fifteen thousand Kushans—twenty at most, and don't believe that
nonsense about fifty thousand—can't do anything to threaten us here. Sixty—maybe seventy—thousand
Romansand Persans can.”

"They can threaten Greet Lady Sati!"
For amoment, that caused Samudrato pause. But only for amoment, before the sneer was back.

"Don't meddle in affairsthat you know nothing about, priest. If you think the Kushans are going to
leave their kingdom unprotected while they hare off trying to intercept the Great Lady—"

He shook his head, the way aman does upon hearing an absurd theory or proposition. "Ridiculous.
Besides, by now shell have reached the headwaters of the Sutlg. That's a hundred miles from the
MargalaPass. It would take an army of twenty thousand men—assuming they have that many to begin
with—aweek and ahdf to cover the distance.”

He cleared histhroat sententioudy. "Had you any experience in these matters, you would understand
that alarge army cannot travel faster than ten milesaday.”

He hoped the words didn't ring asfase to the priest asthey did to him, the moment he said them.
That ten mileaday averagewsas. . .

An average. No more, no less. It did not apply to every army. Samudra had had Kushan forces
under his command, in times past, and knew that awell-trained and well-led Kushan army could march
two or threetimesfaster than that—even while fighting small battles and skirmishes along the way.

Sill ...

"By thetimethey got to the headwaters of the Sutleg—assuming they were foolish enough to make
the attempt in the first place—Gresat Lady Sati's forces will have dready reached the headwaters of the
Ganges. It'sconcelvable, | suppose, that the Kushans might be mad enough to venture so far into the
northern Punjab, but no enemy force—not that sizel—will be lunatic enough to enter the Ganges plain.
The garrison at Mathuraaone has forty thousand men!”

The priest stared at him from under lowered brows. Clearly enough, he was not persuaded by
Samudra's arguments. But, just as clearly, he did not have the military knowledge to pick apart the logic.
So, after amoment, he turned and walked away diffly.

Samudra, however, did have the knowledge. And, now that he thought upon the matter morefully,
be was becoming more uneasy by the minute,

The northern Punjab had not been ravaged much by the war, and it was the mogt fertile portion of the
Punjab because it got more rain during the monsoon season than the rest of the province. If the Kushans
were willing to abandon their logigtics train and cut across the arearelying on forage, they could cover
possibly thirty milesaday. Twenty, for asurety.

Theterrain was good, too. Excellent, from the standpoint of a marching army. From Peshawar ran
the ancient trade route known as the Uttar Path or North Way, which crossed into the Ganges plain and
ran al the way to the Bay of Bengal on the other side of the subcontinent. That was the same route that
Gresat Lady Sati herself planned to take in her return to Kausambi, once she reached it by following the
Sutlg.

By now, Samudrawas staring to the north, not really seeing anything except in hismind. A
fast-moving Kushan army, unrestrained by alogigtics train, marching down the Uttar Path from the
Margdlahillswith no army in their way any longer . . .

They could intercept Great Lady Sti.

Possibly. It depended on how fast her own march had been. But Samudraknew full well that with
the size of the army sheld taken with her, mostly infantry and with e ephant-borne chaundoli, she wouldn't



be moving dl that quickly.

He opened his mouth, about to issue orders—that army coming back would curse him, for sending
them north yet again, but better the curses of soldiers—far better—than—

A horrific chain of explosions shattered his purpose.

Gaping, Samudra spun around, now facing south by southwest.

"What happened?" The chain of explosonswas continuing. Asloud asit was, it seemed strangely
muffled. Samudra detected what might be. . .

Fountains, in the distance?

One of hisaides coughed. "Generd, | think the Romans are blowing up their minefield in theriver.”
"That'sridiculous! Our ironclads—"

He broke off so suddenly the last word ended in a choke.

"They're only blowing the minefield in the Indus,” the same officer continued, histone apologetic.
"Not the onein the Chenab."

The Mawahad no ironclads | eft in the Indus. The Persians had destroyed them. There was nothing
to stop the Roman warships from salying up the river, firing at troops who had no way to shoot back
except with smal arms and light cannon. Greset Lady Sati had dismantled the heavy batteries that had
once been positioned aong the east bank of the Indus, once the ironclads came into service, in order to
move them acrosstheriver as ashidd against a possible Roman flank attack.

They could be turned around to face theriver, but that would take at least afull day—and Samudra
was quite sure the Romans or Persians or both would be attacking those forts again as soon asthe
Roman ironclad got up there and started firing on them.

Perhaps the heavy batteries at Multan could be brought down . . .
Hisearlier intentions completely forgotten, Samudra began issuing ablizzard of new orders.

"Let's hopethisworks," Menander muttered to himself, asthe Justinian steamed at full speed up the
river. "If theengine breeksdown . . ."

He eyed the engine house warily. The damn gadget was more rdligble than it had been when the
former emperor after whom theironclad had been named designed it, but it was till very far from being
what anyonein hisright mind would cal "dependable.”

Not for thefirst time, Menander contemplated ruefully the odd twists of fate that had wound up
putting him in charge of the Roman army's brown-water naval forces, instead of becoming asimple
cataphract liked he'd planned to be.

When he said as much to his second-in-command, the newly promoted former Puckle gunner, Leo
Constantes laughed.

"Today? Be glad you're not a cataphract—or you'd be taking part in the crazy charge Sittasis
leading.”

Menander winced. "Point.”

* * %

Sittas himsdlf was downright gleeful. Hed been frustrated for months, ever since the battle on the
north lines of the Iron Triangle had settled down into asiege. Therewasredly no place for heavy cavary
in such afight, except to stay in reservein the unlikely event of aMawa breakthrough. Now, finaly—!

He was tempted to step up the pace, but managed to resist with no huge difficulty. Sittaswastoo
experienced a horseman not to know that if he arrived with blown horses at the Mawa fortifications that
had driven back the Persans afew days before, he might aswell not have comeaat all.

Besdes, they were nearing the Persan lines. Sittas didn't like Persans, and never had. No Roman he
knew did except Belisarius—who was hopelessy eccentric—and those who had married Persian



women, who at least had areasonable excuse. Not even Sittas would deny that Persian women were
attractive.

The men, on the other hand—pah!

"Look smart, lads!" he bellowed over his shoulder. "A fancy trot, now! Let'srub sdt into their
woundd"

* % %

The Persan sahrdaran and vurzurgan glared at the Roman cavalrymen the whole way through their
camp. The dehganswho fdl in behind Sittas cavary, on the other hand, seemed more philosophical
about the matter. Or perhaps they were smply more sanguine. Thistimeit would be Romansleading the
charge against those damn Mawa guns. It remained to be seen how cocky they'd still bein afew hours.

"All right,” Maurice said to histop officers, gathered in the command bunker. "Remember: make the
sdlies asthreatening as you can, without suffering heavy casudties. Weve got no more chance of
gorming the Mawalinesfacing us here than they have of sorming the Iron Triangle. All weve got to do
is pin them, so Samudra can't pull out troopsto reinforce hisright flank. Any questions?”

"What if they makeasaly?' one of the officers asked. "If they break through anywhere, we don't
have Sittas and his thousands of cavarymen to drive them back."

Maurice shrugged. "WEell scramble, that'sdl.”

* % %

When the Justinian camein sght of the Malwafortifications on the west bank, Menander let out a
whoop of exultation. The Punjabi peasants who'd managed to escape the labor gangs and desert to the
Romans had told them that the Mawa hadn't positioned any guns on theriver Sde of the fortifications.
What they hadn't said—or hadn't been asked—was that they'd also never bothered to put up walls
sheltering the guns from theriver, either. Why bother, when they had the ironclads?

The gun ramps and platforms were completely exposed. The thousands of Mawa gunners and
riflemen manning the lineswould have no shelter a dl from the Justinian.

"L oad case shot!" he bellowed.

As his gun crews went about the labor, his eyes scanned the east bank of the river. There were some
Mawafortifications there dso, but nothing substantia. What was more important was that he couldn't
see any sign of big guns. A few small pieces, here and there, but the Victrix could handle those well
enough. Thefireship wasn't anironclad, but her thick wooden walls should be able to handle anything the
Mawa had on the spot. And by the time they could bring up heavy artillery, the Victrix would have done
her job and gotten back downriver and out of range.

And quite ajob it would be, too. Menander contemplated the mass of bargestied up to the wharves.
There were only two crossing theriver. Therest . . .

"You'rekindling, boys," he gloated. "I'd recommend you get ashore quickly."

Heturned to the sgnalman. "Tell the Victrix to come up.”

A few seconds later, the signd flags having done their work, he saw heavy steam pouring out of the
Victrix'sfunnel. Sheld be here very shortly.

But he had his own work to do. By now, the Justinian was just coming abreast of thefirst fortress.
There was something amost comica about the way the Mawa soldiers were frantically trying to move
the big gunsfacing landward and get them turned around.

It was a pointless effort, of course. But what €lse were they to do, except gape in consternation? The
handguns and small artillery they had would just bounce off the Roman ironclad.

They wouldn't bounce off Menander, on the other hand. Constantes and the signalman had aready
retreated into the pilot's armored turret. Hurriedly, Menander followed them.

Onceingde, heleaned over the speaking tube.



"Let 'em haveit, boys."
* % %

Sittaswaited until the Justinian had steamed completely past the fortifications, shdlling them asit
went.

"Now!" he bellowed, and sent his horse into the charge. Six thousand Roman cataphracts came after
him—and after them, over twice that number of Persian dehgans.

* * *

"Back again," Menander commanded. The Justinian had finished itsturn. That was dwaysadow
and delicate business, in the rdlatively narrow confines of the river. Hed had to be more careful than
usual, too, since he didn't have good charts of this stretch of the Indus.

But the work was done, and the enemy was about to get savaged again. They were till as
defenseless as ever. More so, actudly, since he could see they were starting to panic.

And well they might. By now, close to twenty thousand heavy cavalrymen would be thundering at
them. If they'd till had their big gunsintact, they could have sneered at that charge, asthey'd done afew
daysealier.

Now . .

None of the guns had been dismounted, true enough, since Menander hadn't used anything heavier
than case shot. Nor would he again, since the plan was to capture the gunsintact. But held inflicted heavy
casudties on the crews and ammunition carriers, and even managed to blow up one of the smaller
ammunition dumps that had been overly exposed. They'd bein no shapeto resst the kind of charge
Sittaswould press, dl the more so since they'd have to do so with Menander firing on them again from
their rear.

The barges across the river were making a nice conflagration, too. And—wonder of wonders—the
wind was blowing the smoke away from the river. Menander had worried that if the smoke blew the
other way he might find himsdlf blinded.

"Itsamiracle, lads" he said cheerfully to the other men inthe turret. "The one and only timeinmy life
I've seen amilitary operation work exactly according to plan.”

The engine coughed. The Justinian lurched.

Coughed again. Coughed again.

Silence. The Justinian glided gently downriver with the current, its engine dead.

"Idiot!" Menander hissed a himself. Y ou had to go and say it!"

Sghing, he studied the riverbank for amoment. "Can you keep her steady in midriver?'

"Yes, gr," replied the pilot.

"All right, then." He leaned over the speaking tube again. "Relax, boys. All that happens until the
engineers get the enginesrunning again isjust that we have moretimeto am. Let 'em haveit.”

* % %

Thefighting that afternoon at the front lineswas bruta, but the casualties never got bad enough for
Mauriceto gtart worrying. And the Mawanever tried any sdliesat dl.

* % %

Samudrawas too preoccupied to order any. All his attention was concentrated on the desperate
effort to get reinforcementsto the Indusin time to keep the Romans and Persians from crossing. It was
bad enough that he'd lost the forts on the opposite bank. It wouldn't take the enemy long to turn the guns
around and built new bermsto shelter them. The Persians and Romans were aready working like beesto
get it done. Asit was, hed henceforth be pressed on hiswestern flank aswell asthe southern front. But
let them get atoehold on his Side of theriver . . .

Samudra managed to stave off that disaster. But it took two daysto do so.



It wasn't until the morning of the third day that he remembered the Kushans at Margdla Pass. By
which timeit wastoo late to do anything.

Chapter 32

Near Mayapur, on the Ganges

"It'sthem, Great King," said the Pathan scout, pointing to the east. "Must be. No general—not even
aMawa—would be leading alarge army from achaundoli.”

"How close are they to the Ganges?”'

"For us, Great King, aday's march. For them, two. By mid-afternoon on the day after tomorrow,
they will have reached Mayapur. They will need to wait until the next day to ford theriver. The Gangesis
gl quick-moving, just coming out of the Silawik hillsand the rgpids. They would be foolish—very
foolish—to crossit after sundown.”

"Unlessthey wereforced to . . ." Kungas mused. "Do you know if there's high ground nearby?'
"Yes, Great King. | have been to the shrines at Mayapur, to see the Footstep of God."

Kungas was not surprised. The Pathans were not Hindus, but like tribesmen in many placesthey
were as likely to adopt the gods of other people astheir own. Mayapur—a so known as
Gangadwara—was an ancient religious site, which had drawn pilgrimsfor centuries. It was said that
Vishnu had left hisfootprint there, at the exact spot where the holy Ganges | eft the mountains.

The Pathan's hands moved surdly in the air, sketching the topography. "Here, below, isthe Ganges.
Here—not far—thereisaridge. Very steep. Thereisatemple on the crest. | have beentoiit.”

"Istheriver within mortar range of theridge?"

"Y es. The big mortars, anyway. And the flatland by the river iswide enough to hold the whole
Mawaarmy, whilethey wait to cross." The Pathan grinned fiercely. "They will be relaxed and happy,
now that they arefinaly out of the hills and entering the plain. Y ou will daughter them like lambs, Greet
King."

As he studied the distant hills, Kungas pondered the man's use of thetitle Great King. That wasno
title that Kungas himself had adopted or decreed, and this scout was not the first Pathan whom Kungas
had heard use the expression. From what he could tell, in fact, it seemed to have become—or was
becoming, at |least—the generaly accepted term for him among the tribesmen.

Great King.

There were subtletiesin that phrase, if you knew—as Kungas did—the ways of thought of the
mountain folk. People from lands accustomed to kings and emperorswould think nothing of it. "Great"
was smply one of many adjectives routingly attached to such rulers. A rather modest one, infact,
compared to the"divine" gppdlation of Indian tradition. Even the relatively egditarian Axumites, when
they indulged themsdlvesin formad oratory, plastered such labels as"He Who Brought The Dawn™ onto



their monarchs.

Something dsewasinvolved here. Great king—where the Kushans themsalves smply caled him
"king." Thetitle added a certain necessary distance, for the Pathans. Kungas was not their king. Not the
authority to whom they directly answered, who were their own clan leaders. But they would
acknowledge that he was the overlord of the region, and would serve him in that capacity.

Good enough, certainly for the moment.

Kujulo wasfrowning dightly, looking at the Pathan. "Are you sure—"

Kungas waved hishand. "If a Pathan scout saysit's Great Lady Sati, it's Grest Lady Sati.”

The man looked very pleased. Kungas following question, however, had him frowning aso.

"How largeisher amy?"

The Pathan's hands moved again, but no longer surdly, asif groping alittle. "Hard to say, Great King.
Very large army. Many hundreds of hundreds.”

Kungas |eft off further questioning. The Pathan was not only illiterate, but had a concept of arithmetic
that faded away somewhere into the distance after the number "one hundred.” Even that number wasa
borrowed Greek term. And, athough the man was an experienced warrior, he was the veteran of
mountain fights. Feuds between clans, clashes with expeditions from the lowlands—none of them
involving forces on the scae of battles between civilized nations. Any estimate he gave of the Size of Sati's
army would be meaningless.

He nodded, dismissing the scout, and turned to Kujulo. "Well need some of our own soldiersto do a
reasonably accurate count. Send off a party guided by the scout.”

"And in the meantime? Continue the march?"
"No. As hard as we've pressed them the past few days, the men need arest.” He glanced at the sky,

gauging the sun. "I'll want along march tomorrow, though, and it'll be ahard one, followed by anight
march after afew hoursrest. | want to be at that ridge before Sati can crosstheriver.”

Kujulo garted to move off. Kungas called him back.

"One other thing. By now, the bitch will be suspicious because we've cut the telegraph lines. Taeke
three thousand men and march immediately. Stay to the south. Shelll send back a scouting expedition.
Three thousand should be enough to drive them off—but make sure you draw their attention to the
south.”

Kujulo nodded. "While you march by night and dip past them to the north.”
"Yes. If it works, welll come onto the ridge opposite the river. They won't know we're there until
they start crossing.”
Kujulo'sgrin was every bit as savage as the Pathan's. " A big army—tens of thousands of soldiers—in

the middle of ariver crossing. Like catching an enemy while he's shitting. Good thing you made uswait to
get more ammunition for the mortars, before we left Margalla Pass.™

"Weonly lost aday, thanksto Irene's efficiency, and | knew we'd makeit up in the march.”

"True. Best quartermaster | ever saw, sheis. Stupid Pathans. If they had any brains, they'd know it
wasjust plain and smple 'king—but with avery great queen.”

He hurried off, then, leaving Kungas behind to ponder the question of whether or not held just seen
hisroya sdlf deeply insulted.

Being an eminently sane and rational man who'd begun life asasmple soldier, it took him no more
than asecond to dismissthe slly notion. But he knew his grandson—great-grandson, for sure—would
think otherwise. There were perilsto claming Alexander and Siddhartha Gautama as the ancestors of a
dynasty. It tended to produce a steep and rapid declinein the intelligence of the dynasty's succeeding
generations.

But that was a problem for alater decade. In the coming few days, Kungas would be quite satisfied if



he could tear the flanks of the army escorting Mawas overlord to what he thought wasiitsfina battle.

He probably couldn't manage to destroy the monster itsdlf, unfortunately. But if Kungaswasright,
Bdisarius was waiting to pounce on the cresture somewhere down the Ganges. Hed kill the monder, if it
was dready bleeding.

"Ancther splendid speech,” said Jamal approvingly.

Next to him, Udai Singh nodded. "I knew—I remembered—that your Hindi was excdllent. But |
didn't know you were an orator, aswell."

Bdisarius glanced at the men riding beside him. Over the days of hard marches since they'd | eft
Ajmer, asubtle change had come in the way Jaimd acted toward the Roman generd. Udal Singh, also.

In the beginning, they'd both been stiffly proper. Their new emperor and Rana Sanga had ordered
them to place the Rgjputs under Bdlisarius command, and they had done so dutifully and energetically.
But it had been clear enough that some hostility lurked benegth the polite surface.

Bdisarius had wondered about that. HEd found it surprising. True, they'd been enemies until very
recently. But the clashes between Belisarius army and Damodaras had been gallant affairs, certainly by
the standards of the Mawawar. He hadn't thought there'd be any real grudges left, now that they were
dlied. Theréd certainly been no indication of persond animosity from either Damodara himsdf or Rana
Sanga, when Belisarius met them for aparlay in the midst of their campaign in Persa

Now that the harsh pace the Roman genera had set his Rgjput army had brought them to the
Y amunacthirty miles north of Mathurathe hostility seemed to have vanished. Belisarius had led an army of
twenty thousand men on amarch of well over two hundred milesin nine days—something Rgjputs would
boast about for generations. But he didn't think it was that feat alone that accounted for the change, much
lessthe inspiring speeches held given along theway. Jaima and Udai Singh were both well educated.
Their praise of hisrhetoric had the flavor of aesthetes, not soldiers.

The march had been ruthless aswell as harsh. Ruthlesstoward everyone. Lamed horses were |eft
behind, injured men were left behind—and the fields they passed through plundered and stripped of
anything edibleto either man or horse. The villagestoo, since at thistime of year most of the foodstuffs
were stored.

There had been no atrocities, as such, committed upon the peasantry. But that hardly mattered.
Those poor folk lived close to the edge of existence. Stripped of the stored foodstuffs they depended
upon until the next harvest, many of them would die. If not of starvation intheir little villages, of disease
and exposure after they desperately took to the roads to find refuge el sewhere.

If the war was won quickly, Belisarius would urge Damodarato send relief to the area. But there was
no way to know if that would ever happen. Despite that uncertainty, Belisarius had ordered it done. Ina
lifethat had seen many crud acts, including the daughter of the Nikarevolt, he thought this was perhaps
the cruelest thing he'd ever done.

And...Jama and Uda Singh'sveiled anger had faded with each day they witnessed it.

He thought he understood, findly. The two were among Rana Sanga's closest aides. They would
surely have been with Sanga when he pursued Belisarius across India after his escgpe from Kausambi.

Three years ago, that had been.

"S0," he said to them, "have you findly forgiven mefor the butchered couriers?!

Both Rajputs seemed to flush. After amoment, Jamal said softly: "Yes, Generd. | thought at thetime
it was just savagery.”

"It was savagery,” said Belisarius. "The couriers—even more, the soldiers at the Sation—were just

common folk. Boys, two of them. | remember. The memory plagues me, still, especidly when | see
children.

He swept hishead in alittle half-circle. "Complete innocents. No different, redlly, than the peasants|



have been condemning to desth these past days. | did it then, | do it now, and whatever my regrets| will
make no apologies. Even lesstoday, than | would have then. Because today—"

He drew his sword and pointed forward with it, in agesture that did not seem higtrionic at al. Neither
to him nor to the two men he rode beside.

"Threeyears ago, | behaved like abeast to escape amonster. Today—finaly—I do so to kill the
thing."

Both Jamal and Udai Singh tightened their jaws. Not in anger, but Smply in determination.

"Here, do you think?" asked Jaimd. "Or on the Ganges?'

"Somewhere between here and the Ganges, most likely. The monster would not have crossed to the
headwaters of the Y amuna, | don't think. With the Rgjputs beginning to revolt, thered have been too
much risk. Better to take the longer but surer northerly route and cross to the Footstep of God. But once
into the great plain, it'll want the garrison at Mathurafor reinforcements before it goes on to mest
Damodaraat Kausambi."

That brought some good cheer. All three turned in the saddle and looked behind them. There was
nothing to see except an ocean of horsemen and dust, of course.

"Mathura," gloated Udai Singh. "Which is behind us. The Mawa beast will have to face uswith what
it has"

"It was agreat march, Generd Bdisarius" added Jamd.

So it had been. Great enough, even, to wash away great Sins.

* % %

"It isunseemly for awoman to lead warriors!" That came from one of the five Pathan chiefs Sitting
acrossfrom Irenein the throne room and glaring at her. He was the oldest, she thought. It was hard to
know. They dl looked liked ancient prunesto her, dried too long in the sun.

"Unthinkablel" she agreed. The vigorous headshake that followed caused her vell toripplein reverse
synchrony to her ponytail. "The thought isimpossible to even contemplate. No, no. | wasthinking that
you should lead the armies when they march out. Y ou and the rest of the clan chiefs.”

Thefive chiefs continued to glare a her.

First, because they suspected her of mockery. "Armies' was a ridiculous term—even to them—to
apply to separate columns of Pathan horsemen, not one of which would number more than six or seven
hundred men. Clan rivaries and disputes madeit difficult for Pathansto combine their forces closdly.

Second, because sheld boxed them, and they knew it. The young clansmen were becoming more
boisterous and insistent with every passing day. Latdly, even disrespectful.

Their Great King—another term to cause old chiefs to scowl—was adding to hisglory and where
were the Pathan warriors?

Werethey to hidein therr villages?

It would not be long, thefive old chiefs knew, before the ultimate insult was spoken aoud.

Old women! Our chiefs—so-called—are nothing but old women!

"We have no mortars,” grumbled one of the chiefs. "How are we to fight Mawa armies without
mortars?'

"Of courseyou do," Irene disagreed, in acheerful tone of voice. "The new mortars of the Pathans
have become famous.”

That wasnt . . . exactly true. They were indeed famous, in away, Smply because the Kushans were
agtonished that illiterate and ignorant Pathans had managed to built mortars at al. But no Kushan soldier
in hisright mind would trust one enough to fire the thing.

Irene found it rather amazing. When it came to anything ese, Pathans were as hostile to innovation as
so many cats would be to the suggestion they adopt vegetarianism. But show them a new weapon—one



that was effective, anyway—and within avery short time they would be modding their own after it. Much
more effectively than shed ever imagined such aprimitive folk could do.

Before the old chiefs could take further umbrage, she added: "What you lack is ammunition. Which
| can supply you."

Boxed again. The glares darkened.

"Oh, yes, lots of ammunition." She pointed her finger out the palace window, toward the new arsend.
"It's made over there. By old women. Many old women."

Boxed again.

After they stalked out of the palace, Irene summoned her aides. " Send atelegraph message to the
gation at MargalaPass. Tell them to send couriers after Kunges.”

"Yes, Your Mgesty. And the message to be taken to the king?"

By now, Irene had taken off her veil. The smile thus displayed was agleaming thing. "Tell the king
that | have persuaded the Pathans to provide us with troops to help guard the passes. They say ten

thousand, but let's figure seven. Two thousand will go to Margalla Pass, the rest to Kohat Peass. If there's
any threat, it'smore likely to come from the south.”

One of the aidesfrowned. "They won't say in the passes, Y our Mgesty. They'll set off to raid the
lowlands."

"Of coursethey will. Better yet. Well have ascreen dl over the northern Punjab of thousands of
cavarymen, who'l warn us of any large approaching enemy force. They'll scamper back to the passes
when we need them, rather than face Mawa regularsin the open. Pathans are ignorant beyond belief, but
they're not actualy stupid. Not when it comesto war, anyway."

She leaned back in her chair, basking in self-admiration. Not so much because shed just relieved her
husband of agreat worry, but smply because—once again—she'd outfoxed clan chiefs.

"Tdl theking he needn't worry about guarding his kingdom. With Pathan reinforcements, | can hold
the passes againgt any Mawaarmy likely to be sent againgt us. HeE's free to do whatever hisjudgment
dictatesisthe best course.”

She detested those old men. Absolutely, completely, thoroughly, utterly detested them.

"Hal" she barked. "If they'd sent their old women to negotiate, I'd have been lost!”

Emperor Skandagupta goggled at the telegraph message in his hand.

"Mahura? Mathura? How did an enemy army get to Mathura?'

The senior of the three generasfacing him swallowed. Hislife and those of histwo subordinates hung
by athread. As each week had passed since the beginning of Damodara's rebellion, the emperor's fury

had become more savage. By now, there were over seven hundred heads or corpsesimpaled on the
paacewals.

Stll, hedidn't dare lie. "We're not sure, Y our Mg esty. Some of the reports we've gotten describe
them asRgputs.”

Skandagupta crumbled the message and hurled it to the floor. "Why would Rajput rebels be moving
north of Mathura? You idiot! If they came from Ra putana, they'd be trying to join up with Damodara.”

He pursed hislipsand spit on the generd. "Who has still not been stopped by my supposedly mighty
armies! Y ou don't even know where heis, any longer!”

"Still far south of the Yamuna, surdly,” said the generd, in as soothing atone as he could manage. "A
large army cannot move quickly, asyou know. From your own great military experience.”

In point of fact, Skandagupta had no military experience at dl, beyond stting in ahuge pavilion and
watching hisarmiesreduce rebel cities. But he seemed dightly moallified by the compliment.



"True," he grunted. "Still . . . why have the reports been so spotty?"

The genera didn't dare give an honest answer. Because most of the garrisons—and telegraph
oper ators—flee before Damodara arrives at their towns and forts.

Instead, he smply shook his head sagely. "War isvery chaotic, Y our Mgesty. Asyou know from
your own experience. Once the fighting starts, information always becomes spotty.”

Skandagupta grunted again. Then, pointed to the crumpled message. "Give methat.”

One of the daves attending him hastened to obey. After reopening the message and studying it for a
moment, Skandagupta snarled.

The generd and histwo subordinates struggled not to sgh with relief. The snarl wasfamiliar.
Someone was about to die—but it wouldn't be them.

"Send atelegraph message to the governor at Mathura. The commander of the garrison isto be
executed. The sheer incompetence of the man! If not—who knows?—treachery. Why didn't he march
out a oncein pursuit of the enemy?'

Asone man, the generads decided to take that as arhetorical question. To do otherwise would have
been morta folly. Because you ordered all garrisonsto stay at their post no matter what, Your
Majesty . . .

Would not be awisething to say to Skandaguptain arage.

"Whichever officer replaces him in command is ordered to lead an expedition out of
Mathura—immediately and with the utmost haste—to ded with this new enemy. Whoever itis."

"How many men from the garrison should hetake, Y our Mgesty?!

Skandagupta dapped the throne's armrest. "Do | need to decide everything? As many as hethinks
necessary—nbut not fewer than thirty thousand! Do you understand? | want this new threat crushed!

That would gtrip the garrison of three-fourths of its soldiers. More than thet, really, since the new
commander was sureto take all his best troopswith him. His best cavalry and foot soldiers, at least. The
experienced artillerymen would remain behind, since there would be no way to haul great guns up the
roads by the Y amunawithout making the phrase immediately and with the utmost haste ameaningless
term. But artillerymen aone could not possibly defend acity aslarge as Mathura.

None of the generas was about to say that to the emperor, however. As many heads and bodies as
there were perched on the palace walls, there were twice as many till-bare stakes waiting. Skandagupta
had ordered the walls festooned with the things.

"Yes, Your Mgesty."

* % %

Damodaraand hisarmy reached the Y amuna forty miles downstream of Mathura. They were met
there by asmall contingent of Y e-tai deserters from the garrison, who'd decided that the phrase
Toramana's Ye-tai were words of wisdom.

"Yes, Lord—ah, Your Mgesty," said the captain in command of the contingent. "L ord
Shankara—he's the new garrison commander—Iled most of the troops out of the city three days ago.
They're headed north, after another army that's invading—ah, rebeling—ah, rightfully ressting—"

Damodarawaved the man's fumbling words aside. "Enough, enough. How many did he leave
behind?'

"Not more than eight thousand, Y our Mgesty."

One of the other Y e-tai, emboldened by Damodara's relaxed demeanor, added: "Most of them are
piss-poor troops, Y our Mgjesty. Except the artillerymen.”

Damodaraturned his head and grinned at Rana Sanga. " See? Y ou doubted me! | told you I'd find
sege guns—somewhere—and the troops to man them.”

He swiveed his head back, bringing the grin to bear onthe Ye-tai. "They'll be cooperétive, yes?'



The Ye-ta captain gave one of his men ameaningful glance. That worthy cleared histhroat and
announced:

"My cousin commands one of the batteries. I'll show you the gateit protects.”

"They'll cooperate,” growled his captain.

Damodara now bestowed the grin on Toramana. "'l think these men will fit nicely in your persond
regiment, don't you?'

"Oh, yes," agreed Toramana. "But I'm thinking I'll need to form another, before too long."

Chapter 33

M ayapur

Kungas waited until the lead elements of Greet Lady Sati's army had crossed the river and her
chaundoli wasjust reaching the opposite bank of the Ganges. Hed had to struggle mightily with himself
not to give the order to open fire when there was till a chance to catch Sati herself.

But that would have been stupid. The river was within reach of the big mortars, but the range was too
great for any accuracy. They'd likely have missed Sati's chaundoli altogether—while leaving her close
enough to the main body of her army to rgjoin it and provide her soldiers with sure and decisive
leadership.

"Open fire!”

The wholeridge above Mayapur erupted with mortar fire.

Thisway, the Mawaarmy would be dmost as effectively decapitated asif they'd killed the bitch
herself. Sheld be stranded on the opposite bank of the river with her own bodyguard and the advance
contingents, while the bulk of her army would be caught on thissde.

As Kungas had commanded, the mortar shells began landing, most of them in theriver itsdf. The
Ganges was too deep to be forded here, thisearly in garam, except by using guideropes. The soldiersin
mid-crossing were moving very dowly and paingtakingly. They had not even the minima protection of
being able to evade theincoming shells. They were caught as helplesdy as penned sheep.

Explosions churned the river. A river which, within seconds, was streaked with red blood.

Kungas waited until the mortars had fired two more volleys.

"The near bank, now! Big mortars only!"

Hedidn't have that much ammunition. Even to the near bank, the range was chancy for the small
mortars. He wanted to save their ammunition for the charge that would soon be coming.

Clumps of the soldiers packed on the near bank waiting their turn to ford the river were hurled aside
by exploding mortar rounds. The casualties as such werefairly light. But, as Kungas had expected, the
soldiers were dready showing signs of panic. Being caught in the open asthey were, by an attack that



came as a compl ete surprise, was unnerving.

He held his breath. Thiswasthe critical moment. If that Mawaarmy had the sort of officerstrained
by such generds as Belisarius, Damodara, or Rao—or Kungas himsdf—hewasin red trouble. They'd
organize an immediate counterattack, leading columns of men up theridge. Kungas was confident that
he'd be able to fend off such a counterattack long enough to make a successful retreet. But held suffer
heavy casudties, and thiswhole risky gamble would have been for nothing.

After afew seconds, he let out the breath. Thereafter, he continued to breasthe dowly and deeply, but
the tension was gone.

The Mawa officers, instead, were reacting as he had gambled they would. Surdly, yes, decisively,
yes—but aso defensively. They were smply trying to squelch the panic and force the men back into their
ranksand lines.

Which, they did. Which, of course, smply made them better targets.

"ldiots," hissed the king's second-in-command, standing next to him atop the ridge.

Kungas shook hishead. "Not fair, Vima Simply officers who've spent too much time in much too
close proximity to a superhuman mongter. Too many years of rigidity, too many years of expecting
perfect orders from above."

The next few minutes were just daughter. Even the very first rounds had struck accurately, most of
them. Kushans were hill-fighters and had adopted the new mortars with something approaching religious
fervor. Where other men might seein a Cohorn mortar nothing but an ugly assemblage of angular metal,
Kushans lavished the same loving care on the things that other warrior nations lavished on their horses
and swords.

Finaly, Kungas saw what he was expecting. Several horsemen were driving their mounts recklesdy
back acrosstheriver. Couriers, of course, bringing orders from the Great Lady.

"Wel, it wasnicewhileit lasted,” chuckled Vimaharshly. *How long do you want to hold the ridge?"

"WEeIl hold it aslong as we can keep killing ten of them to one of us. After that—uwhich will be once
they get too close for mortars—well make our retreat. Nothing glamorous, you understand?’

Vimasmiled. "Please, Your Mgesty. Do | ook like a Persian sahrdaran?'

* * %
"The battery is secure, Emperor,” said Toramana
"I think your Y e-tais should do the honors, then."

Toramananodded. "Wisg, | think. Rgjputs pouring through the gate into Mathura would probably
make the soldiers of the battery nervous.”

After he was gone, Rana Sanga said sourly: "What has the world come to? That men would prefer to
surrender to Y e-tal than Ragjputs?!

Damodarajust smiled.

* % %

Within two hours, Mathura was his—and the great Sege gunswith it.

Only one battery and two barracks of regular troops put up any resistance, once the garrison saw
that Damodaras army had gained entry into the city through treachery.

All the soldiersin those two barracks were massacred.

The Y e-tai contingent that served as asecurity unit for the recalcitrant battery were also massacred.
Toramanaled the massacre personaly, usng nothing but Y e-tal troops.

After they surrendered, the surviving artillerymen were lined up. One out of every ten, chosen at
random, was decapitated. Damodara thought that would be enough to ensure the obedience of the rest,
and he didn't want to waste experienced gunners.

He'd need them, at Kausambi. Soon, now.



* * %

Vaentinian straightened up and rubbed his back. "Enough,” he growled. "I've stared at this sketchttill
I'm haf-blind."
"It'sagood sketch!" protested Rgjiv.

"l didn't say it wasn't. And | don't doubt that you and Tarun measured off every pace persondly. |
just said I've stared a it enough. By now, I've got it memorized.”

"Me, t0o," grunted Anastasius, aso straightening up on his stool.
The huge cataphract turned to the assassin squatting on the stable floor next to him. ™Y ou?’

Ajatasutrawaved his hand. "What doesit matter? | won't be one of the poor fellows swegting and
bleeding in this desperate endeavor.”

Easly, gracefully, he cameto hisfeet. "I'm just amessenger boy, remember?”
The two Roman soldiers looked at each other. Anastasius seemed reasonably philosophical about
the matter. Vadentinian didnt.

But Vaentinian wasn't inclined to argue the point, any more than Anastasius. They'd missthe
n's skills—miss them mightily—when the time came. But long hours of discussion and argument
hed led dl of them to the same conclusion:

Nothing would matter, if Sangawasn't there at the right time. That meant someone had to get word
to him, acrossanorth Indian plain that was turning into agiant, sorawling, chaotic, confused bettlefield.

A smple courier'sjob—but one that would require the skills of an n.

"Y ou don't haveto gloat about it!" snapped Vaentinian.

Ajatasutrajust smiled.

* k%

"Y ou don't haveto gloat!" complained Photius.

Tahminagave him that half-serene, half-pitying look that was the single habit of hiswifeésthat the
eleven-year-old emperor of Rome positively hated. Especially because she dways did it looking down at
him. Even while they were Sitting.

"Stop whining," shesaid. "It'snot my fault if you make e ephants nervous. They seemto like me."

Gingerly, Photiusleaned out over the edge of the howdah and gazed at the Bharakucchan street
passing below.

Very, very far below.

"It'snot naturd," heingsted.

Tahminajust amiled.

"Tempting, iN't it?' sad Mdqji.

From their position on the very crest of the Vindhyas, Rao and Ma gji gazed out over the landscape
of northern India, fading below them into the distance. Vighility was excellent, snce they were ill some
weeks from the monsoon season.

Rao glanced at Maoji, then at the hill fortress his Maratha soldiers were building some dozens of
yards away.

"I won't deny it. Wed ill befoolsto accept that temptation.”

Helooked back to the north, pointing with his chin. "For the first few hundred miles, everything

would go well. By now, between them, Damodaraand Belisarius will have turned haf the Gangesplain
into awhirlpool of war. Easy pickingsfor us, on the edges. But then?”

He shook hishead. "There are too many north Indians. And regardless of who winsthis civil war,
soon enough there will be another empire solidly in place. Then what?*



"Yes, | know. But at least we'd get some of our own back, after al the killing and plundering the
bastards did in the Deccan. For that matter, they've still got ahuge garrisonin Amaravati.”

"Not for long, they won't. Shakuntala got the word afew days ago. All of our south Indian dlies have
agreed to join usin our expedition to Amaraveti, once weve finished thisline of hill forts. The Cholas and
Keraans even look to be sending large armies. Within two months—perhaps three—that garrison will be
gone. Oneway or the other. So will dl the others, in the smaller towns and cities. They'll march their
bodies out of the Deccan, or well scatter their ashes acrossit.”

" ‘Allies’ " Mdoji muttered.

In truth, the other redms of south Indiahad played no role at dl in the actud fighting, up till now. As
important as the dliance was for the Andhran empire for diplomatic reasons, most of Shakuntalas
subjects—especidly the Marathas—were contemptuous of the other Deccan powers.

"Patience, Mdqji, patience. They were disunited, and the Mawaterrified them for decades. Now
that we've shown they can be beaten, even if Damodara's rebellion fails and Skandagupta keeps the
throne the rest of the Deccan will cleaveto us. They'll have no choice, anyway. But with our foreign
dlies—adl the aid we can expect through Bharakuccha, if we need it—they'll even be sanguine about it."

"Bharakuccha," Mdoji muttered.

Rao laughed. "Oh, leave off! Asgreat an empire as Andhra has now become, we can well afford to
give up onecity. Two cities, if you count the Axumite presence in Chowpatty. What do we care? There
are other portswe can expand, if we desireit. And having the Ethiopians with their own interestsin the
Indian trade, well automaticaly have their support aso, in the event the Mawa start the war up again.”

"They'renot that big."

"No—which is exactly why we agreed to let them have Bharakuccha. They're no threet to us. But
they probably have the most powerful navy in the Erythrean Seg, today. That means the Mawawon't be
ableto prevent the Romans from sending us al the materia support we need.”

Judging from the expression on hisface, Maoji was il not entirdly mollified. "But would they?"

"Aslong asBdisariusisdive, yes" replied Rao serendy. "And he's ill ayoung man.”

"A young man leading an army into the middle of the Gangetic plain. Who'sto say he's even il
dive?'

Rao just amiled.

* k% %

Bdisarius himsdlf was scowling.

"Asbad as Persand" He matched the old Rgjput kings glarefor glare. "Y ou've heard the reports.
Sati will have a least thirty thousand infantry, half of them armed with muskets and the rest with pikes.
We have no more chance of breaking them with cavary chargesthat we do riding our horses acrossthe

Asindignant asthey were, the kings were quite familiar with warfare. The two brothers Dasd and
Jaisdl looked away, il glaring, but no longer at Bdlisarius. One of the other kings, Chachu, wasthe only
one who tried to keep the argument going.

"Y ou have rockets," he pointed out.

Bdisarius shrugged. "I've got eight rocket chariots with no more than a dozen rockets each. That's
enough to harassthe Mawa. It's not the sort of artillery force that would enable me to smash infantry
quares.”

Chachu fell sllent, hisangry eyes sweeping across the landscape. It was quite visible, sncethe
command tent they were standing under was no more than an open pavilion. Just enough to shelter them
from the hot sun. They were out of sight of the Y amuna, by now, marching north toward the Ganges.
Wil into garam season, the flat plain was parched and sere.



"Itisdishonorable he muttered.

Bdisariusfet hisjawstighten. There was much to admire about Rgjputs. There was also much to
despise. Hethought it was quite typical that Rgjput kings would be solely concerned with their
honor—when what bothered Belisarius was the destruction he'd soon be visiting upon innocent peasants.

"We...have...no...choice'" hesaid, rasping out thewords. "Thetactica triangleissmple.”

He hdd up histhumb. "Cavary cannot bresk infantry armed with guns, so long asthey remainintight
formations and keep discipline. Y ou can be sure and certain that an army led by Mawals overlord will
do s0."

Hisforefinger came up aongside the thumb. "Artillery can smash infantry squares—but we have no
atillery worth taking about.”

Another finger. "On the other Side, Sati has only enough cavary to give her a scouting screen. Not
enough—not nearly enough—to drive us off."

He lowered his hand. " So, we keep the pressure on them—from abit of a distance—and force them
to remain in formation. That means they move dowly, and cannot forage. And theré's nothing to forage
anyway, because we will burn the land bare around them. Once their supplies run out, they'refinished.”

Inadightly more conciliatory tone, he added: "If you were mounted archersin the manner of the
Persans, | might try the same tactics that defeated the Roman generd Crassus at Carrhae. But—we must
be honest here—you are not.”

Chachu's head came back around. "Rajput archers are as good—!"

"Oh, be quiet!" snapped Dasdl. The oldest of the Rajput kings shifted his glare from the landscape to
hisfellow king. "1 have seen Persan dehgansin combat. Y ou haven't. What the Roman generd istaking
about isnot their individua skill as bowmen—although that's much greater than ours also, except for a
few like Sanga. Those damn Persians grow up with bows. He's talking about their tactics.”

Dasa took adeep breath and let it out dowly. "We do not fight in that manner, it istrue. Rgputs are
anation of lancers and swordsmen.”

Bdisarius nodded. "And theré'sno way to train an army in such tactics quickly. My own bucedllarii
have been trained to fight that way, but there are only five hundred of them. Not enough. Not nearly
enough.”

Chachu'sface looked as sour as vinegar. "Where did you learn such a disgraceful method?!

Belisarius chuckle was completely humorless. "From another Roman defeat, how else? | proposeto
do to Sati's Mawaarmy exactly what the Persians did to the army of the Roman Emperor Julian, when
he was foolish enough to march into the M esopotamian countryside in midsummer with no secured lines
of supply.”

Belisarius gaze moved across the same landscape. It was richer than that of Mesopotamia, but every
bit asdry thistime of year. Just more thingsto burn.

"Julian the Apogtate, hewas called," Belisarius added softly. "A brilliant commander, in many ways.
He defeated the Perdansin amost every battle they fought. But he, too, wasfull of hisown inflated sense
of glory. | am not. And, Roman or no, I command thisarmy. Y our own emperor has so decreed.”

Helet the slence settle, for aminute. Then, brought his eyes back to the assembled little group of
kings. "You will do as| say. As soon as our scouts make the first contact with Sati's army, we will start
burning the land. Behind her aswell as before her. On both sides of the Ganges, so that even if she
managesto find enough boats, it will do her no good.”

After the kings had lft the pavilion, Belisarius turned to Jaima and Udai Singh.

"Andyou?'

Uda shrugged. "It isalow tactic, no doubt about it. But who cares, when the enemy isMawa?"

Jamd just smiled.



* * %

Two days after the battle at Mayapur—such as it was—Kungas and his army had covered thirty-five
milesin thelr retreat to Peshawar. It was a"retreat,” of course, only in the most technical sense of the
term. They'd left Sati in command of the battlefield, true enough. But they'd accomplished their purpose,
and it was now timeto hurry back lest the Mawa take advantage of their absenceto invadethe Vae.

Thefirg of Irene's couriers reached them while they were ill in the hills.

Kungas read her message severa times over, before showing it to Vimaand Kujulo.

"What do you want to do?' asked Vima.

Kungas was dready looking back toward the east. After amoment, he turned and gazed at the
distant peaks of the Himalayas.

So far off, they were. So mgjestic, dso.

He decided it was an omen.

"Well go back," he said. "I want that bitch dead. No, more. | want to see her dead.”

After traveling perhaps a hundred miles north of the Vindhyas, following the route Damodaraand his
army had taken, the captain of the assassination team had had enough.

"Thisisamadhouse," he said to hislieutenant. "Haf the garrisons vanished completely, leaving the
countryside open to bandits. What's worse, the other haf isroaming the countryside like bandits
themsdves."

"And thereés only five of us" agreed his subordinate gloomily. " Thiswhole assignment has turned into
one stinking mess after another. What do you want to do?'

The captain thought for amoment. "Let's start by getting away from the area Damodara passed
through. Well go eas, first, and then seeif we can work our way up to Kausambi from the south. 1t
take longer, but therell be less chance of being attacked by dacoits.”

The lieutenant nodded. "I can't think of anything better. By the time we get to Kausambi, of course,
Damodarawill haveit under sege. Which will be afitting end to the most thankless task we've ever been
gven”

"We can probably make it through the lines," the captain said, trying to sound confident. "Then . . ."

"Report? To who? Nanda La's dead and—I don't know about you—but | really don't want to have
to tell the emperor that we've traveled ten thousand miles to accomplish exactly nothing. He's
foul-tempered in the best of times."

The captain just smiled. But it was asickly sort of thing.



Chapter 34

Thelron Triangle

"Keep the pressure on,” said Maurice firmly. "Well do that. But that'sal well do.”

Heignored the sour ook on Sittas face. That was agiven, and Maurice saw no point in getting into
another argument with him. Sittas was the most aggressive commander in the Roman army, atrait that
was vauable when it came time for headlong cavalry charges. But that same trait aso made him proneto
recklessness. The Romans and Persians had been able to seize the Mawa fortresses upstream on the
west bank of the Indus s mply—and solely—because Menander and his warships had been ableto
launch an attack on their unprotected rear. No such advantage existed if they tried to carry thefight
across to the east bank of theriver.

Menander was a so looking sour-faced, however, and that Maurice did have to deal with.

"All right," he growled. "Y ou can kegp making your sorties up the river—until you spot any Sgns
that the Mawa are bringing over ironclads from the other rivers—"

"And how will they do that?'

"Don't be stupid. They'll doit in the smplest way possible. Just pick them up and haul the damn
thingsthere”

"That'd take—"

"A mighty host of dave laborers and ruthless overseers. Which is exactly what the Mawa have."

Maurice decided it wastime for amoderate display of temper. He gave aquick glance at Agathius
and then dammed hisfist onto the table in the command bunker.

"God damnit! Have you al lost your wits so completely that one single victory turnsyou into drooling
babes?"

"Takeit easy," said Agathius soothingly. As Maurice had expected, the crippled cataphract
commander picked up the cue ingtantly. Hed been atremendous asset ever since he arrived in the
Triangle

"Theré's no need to lose our tempers. Still, Mauriceisright. It'll take them some time, but the Mawa
will get thoseironcladsinto the Indus. One, at least—and you've aready admitted, Menander, that the
Justinian probably can't handle even one of them.”

Menander still looked sour-faced, but he didn't try to argue the point. The Justinian had been
designed mainly to destroy Mawa shipping. Its guns were probably as heavy as anything the Mawa
ironclads had, but it wasn't aswell armored. The ironclads had been designed to do one thing and one
thing only—destroy the Justinian, if it ever came out againgt them.

Agathius swiveled on his crutchesto face Sittas. "And will you please leave off your endless
pestering? To be honest, I'm assick of it asMauriceis. Sittas, even if you could get your cataphracts
acrosstheriver in the face of enemy fire—"



"We could go—"

"Upstream? Where? Anywhere below here and Multan, the Mawa now have fortificationsal along
the Indus. And if you try to take your cavalry north of Multan.. . ."

He shrugged. "L eave that to the Persians. We need the cavary herein case the Mawa manage to
penetrate our lines somewhere."

For dl hisstubbornness, Sittaswasn't actudly stupid. After amoment, the anger faded from hisface,
leaving an oddly rueful expression.

"It'snot fair'" he said, haf-chuckling. "Once again, that damned Bdlisarius grabs dl the glory work for
himself and leaves meto hold thefort.”

Unexpectedly, Caopodius spoke up from his communications table. He normally kept silent during
these command conferences, unless he was asked to do something.

"Isashield fase,' and only asword 'true?"

All of the commanders peered at him.

"What doesthat mean?' demanded Sittas.

Caopodius smiled and pointed afinger—amost exactly in theright direction—at his servant Luke,
Sitting inconspicuoudy on achair againg afar wall, next to Illus.

"Akhim."

The commanders peered at Luke.

"Ah..." sadthat worthy fellow.

* % %

Antoninatook adow turn on her heds, admiring the huge audience chamber of the Gopitri's paacein
Bharakuccha

"Pretty incredible," she said. "Y oud think the weight of encrusted gemsin the wals done would
collgpsethething.”

Ousanas shared none of her sentiments. "Incredible nuisance," he grumbled. He gave Dadgji Holkar
alook from under lowered brows. The peshwaof Andhrawas standing just afew feet away from them.
"Mark my words, Antonina. No sooner will this current world war end than anew one will begin, every
nation on earth fighting for possession of this grotesgue monument to vanity.”

She chuckled softly. "Don't exaggerate. The fighting will be entirely between you and the Marathas.
The empires of Rome and Persaand Mawawill only send observers.”

Dadaji made aface. Ousanas sneered.

"Hal Until they observe the obscene wedlth piled up here themsalves. At which point great armies
will be marching. Mark my wordd™

Still dowly turning, Antonina cons dered the problem. To be sure, Ousanaswasindulging himsdif in
his bel oved Cassandraimpersonation. But there did remain agenuine core of concern, undernegth.

What were they to do with the Goptri's palace? Except for the palace of the emperor himsdlf at
Kausambi, it was the most splendiferous edifice ever erected by the Mawa. And the interior was an even
greater source of greed and potentia strife than the glorious shell. For every gem encrusted in the walls,
there were twenty in the chests piled high in the vaults below. Along with other chests of gold, silver,
ivory, vauable spices—everything, it seemed, that aviceroy could flaunt before a conquered
half-continent.

There'd been skin-sacks, too, but those the Ethiopian soldiers and Marathairregulars had taken
down immediately, once they took possession of the palace. Since then, they'd simply glared at each
other over therest.

By the time shefinished the turn, she had the answer.

"Giveittome" shesad. "To my Hospitders, rather. And to Anna Saronites, and her Wife's



Savice"

She lowered her eyesto look at Dadgji. " Surely you—or Bindusara, more likely—can devise an
equivaent body for Hindus. If so, you will get an equa sharein the pdace. An equa sharein thewedth
inthe vaults, aswell asequa spacein the pdaceitsaf.”

Thoughtfully, Holkar tugged at hisear. "And for the Kushans? Another equal share, if they createa
Buddhist hospital service?'

"Why not?'

"Hm." He kept tugging at his ear, for afew more seconds. Then, shrugged. "Why not?!

Ousanas eyeswidened, half with outrage and half with . . . something that seemed remarkably like
amusement.

"Preposterous! What of we Axumites? We get nothing?"

"Nonsense," said Antonina. "The Hospitalersare a religious order, not animperia one. Nothingin
the world prevents Ethiopians from joining it. Or creating your own hospita service, if you ingst on
maintaining your sectarian diginction.”

Holkar'shand fell from hisear, to rise again, with forefinger pointing rigidly. "Absolutely not! Y ou
Chrigtians dready have two hospital services! Threeistoo many! Y ou would take haf the palace!™

"Nonsense," Antoninarepested. "The Wife's Service hasno religious effiliation at dl. True—so

far—all of its members are probably Chrigtians. But they've given medica careto Persansand Indians
just asreadily asthey haveto Chrigtians.”

The accusing forefinger went back to tugging the ear. "Hm. Y ou propose, then, that every religion be
given ashare of the palace, provided they creste amedicd service. And then one other—the Wife's
Service—whichisfree of any sectarian affiliation dtogether. Yes?'

"YSIH

"Hm." She began to fear for his earlobe. "Interesting. Keep the kings and emperors at arm's length.”

"Arm'slength, with the hand holding apole,”" Ousanas grunted. "Very long pole. Only way it will
work. Kings and emperors are greedy by nature. Let them get within smelling distance of gold and jewdls
... might aswell throw bloody mesat into a pond full of sharks."

"True," mused Holkar. "Monks and priests will at least resist temptation for ageneration or two.
Theredfter, of course—"

"Thereefter istheregfter,” said Antoninafirmly. "Thereisaplague coming, long before that ‘thereefter’
will arive”

By now, the three of them had drifted closely together, to what an unkind observer might have called
aconspiratorid distance.

"Mgor religionsonly,” indsted Ousanas. "No sects, no factions. Or elsethe doctrind fanaticsin
Alexandriaaonewould ingst their eighty-seven sects were entitled to the entire pdace and its
vaults—and demand that eighty-six more be built."

Holkar chuckled. "Be even worse among Indians. Hindus are not given to heresy-hunts, but they
divide over religious matters even more promiscuoudy than Chrigtians.”

"Agreed,” said Antonina, nodding. "Onefor the Christians, one for the Hindus, one for the Buddhists,
and onefor the Zoroastriansif the Perdans want it. And one nondenominationa service."

After amoment, she added: "Better offer ashareto the Jews, too, | think. Half ashare, at least.”
"There aren't that many Jews," protested Ousanas.
"And amost nonein India" added Holkar.

"True—and beside the point. One-third of the populace of Alexandriais Jewish. And it will be
through Alexandriathat the plague enters the Mediterranean.”



Ousanas and Holkar stared at her. Then, at each other. Then, back a Antonina.

"Agreed,” said Ousanas.

"A hdf-sharefor the Jews," added Holkar. "But if we're going to do that, welll need to offer a
half-shareto the Jains, aswell."

Ousanasfrowned. "What isthis adding up to?"

"Six sharesdl told,” Antonina answered. She'd been keeping track. "One of the sharesto be divided
evenly between the Jews and the Jains."

Now it was her turn to hold up therigid forefinger of admonition. "But only if they al agreeto form
hospitals and medical services! We don't need this paace crawling with useless monks and priests,
squabbling over everything.”

"Certainly don't,” said Ousanas. His eyes swept the great room. "One-sixth of this. . . and the vaults
below . .."

He grinned, then. That greet, gleaming Ousanas grin.

"l do believe they will accept.”

Ajatasutrahad no difficulty at al getting out of Kausambi. The guards at the gates were carefully
checking everyone who sought to leave the city, but they were only looking for someone who might fit
the description of "agreet lady and her entourage.”

Even dressed at hisfinest, Ajatasutra bore no resemblance to such. Seeing him dressed in the
utilitarian garb of an imperia courier and riding avery fine but obvioudy spirited horse, the guards didn't
give him more than aglance. Greet ladiestraveled only in howdahs and palanquins. Those armed
pessants didn't know much, but they knew that. Everybody knew that.

Nor did the assassin have any troublein thefirst two days of hisjourney. Mid-morning of thethird
day, he began encountering the first refugees fleeing from Mathura.

Theresfter, the Stuation became contradictory. On the one hand, the ever-widening flow of refugees
greatly impeded hisforward progress. On the other hand, he was cheerfully certain that whatever
progress he made was indeed forward.

Only two thingsin theworld could cause such animmense flow of refugees: plague, or aninvading
army. And none of the refugees |ooked especidly sick.

Frightened, yes, desperate, yes,; ill, no.
Damodarawas somewhere up ahead. And no longer far away at all.

* % %

"He'swithin ahundred miles, you—you—!"

Skandagupta lapsed into gasping silence, unable to come up with aword or phrase that properly
encapsulated his sentiments toward the generals standing before him.

No longer standing, of course. They were prostrate, now, hoping he might spare their lives.
Supid-incompetent-wor thl ess-craven-fumbling-hal fwitted- stinki ng-treacher ous dogs—

Would have doneit. But he wastoo short of breath to even think of uttering the phrase. Never in his
worgt nightmares had he imagined Damodarawould penetrate the huge Mawaempirethisfar. All the
way from the Deccan, hed come, in less than two months. Now . . .

Within a hundred miles of Kausambi!

Only asupreme effort of self-control enabled Skandaguptato refrain from ordering the three generds
impaled immediately. He desperately wanted to, but there was asiege coming. Assurely and certainly as
the sunrise. He could not afford to lose hisremaining top generas on the eve of asiege.

Could...not...afford...it.



Findly, hisbreathing dowed. " Seeto the city's defenses!™ he barked. "L eave me, you—you—dogd ™

The generds scuttled from the audience chamber.

Once outside, one of them said to the others. " Perhaps we should have told him that Damodarawill
surdly be bringing the big gunsfrom Mathura. . ."

"Don't beafool," hissed one of the others.

"Hell hear them anyway, once they art firing."

Thethird general shook his head. "Don't be so sure of that. Within aday hell be hiding below the
paacein the deep bunkers. They say—I've never been down there myself—that you can't hear anything,
S0 deep.”

Y ou couldn't, in fact. That evening, Skandagupta went down to the inner sanctum. Seeking . . .

Whatever. Reassurance, perhaps. Or smply the deep silence there.

He got none, however. Neither reassurance, nor silence. Just astern command, in the tones of an
eight-year-old girl, to return above and resume his duties.

Now.

Hedid s0. Thegirl wasnot yet Link. But someday she would be. And, even today, the specia

assassinswould obey her.
* * %

Belisarius studied the sketch that one of the Pathan trackers had madein the dirt. It was agood
sketch. Pathans served the Rgjput kings as scouts and skirmishers, just as Arabs did for Roman
emperors. The man was even lesslikedly to be literate than an Arab, but he had the same keen eyefor
terrain, the same superb memory for it, and the same ability to trandate what he'd seen into symbols
drawn indirt with aknife.

"Two days, then," Belisarius mused. "It would take the monster at least that long to retrest to the
Ganges, with such aforce.”

The Pathan, naturdly, had been far less precise in his estimate of the size of Link'sarmy. It could be
anywhere between twenty and sixty thousand men, Belisariusfigured. Splitting the difference would be as
good aguess as any, until he had better reports.

Forty thousand men, then. A force amost twice aslarge ashis own.

Almost dl infantry, though. That had been suggested by the earliest reports, and the Pathan scout
was able to confirmiit. If the man could not tell the difference between five thousand and ten thousand, he
could easily distinguish foot soldiers from cavary. He could do that by the age of four.

"Start burning today?" asked Jaimd.

Bdisarius shook his head. "I'd like to, but we can't risk it. The monster could drive its men back
across two days worth of ashes. Even three days worth, | think."

"With no water?' Jaisa asked skepticaly.

"They'll have some. In any event, there are streams here and there, and we can't burn the streams.”

"Not much water in those streams," grunted Dasdl. "Not in the middle of garam. Still . . . the mongter
would lose some men.”

"Oh, yes," agreed Bedlisarius. Then, he shrugged. "But enough? We're outnumbered probably two to
one. If welet them get back to the Ganges, they'll be able to cross eventudly.”

"No fords there. Not anywhere nearby. And we will have burned al the treesthey could use for
timber."

"Doesn't matter. Firgt of dl, becauseyou can't burn al the trees. Y ou know that aswell as| do,
Jaisd. Not down to the heartwood. And even if you could, what difference would it make? A few days



delay, that's dl, while the monster assembled some meansto cross. It would manage, eventudly. We
could hurt them, but not kill them. Not with so great a disparity in numbers. They'd get hungry, but not
hungry enough—and they'd have plenty of water. Once they were on the opposite bank of the Ganges,
they'd be able to make it to Kausambi. Nothing we could do to stop them.”

"By then, Damodara might have taken Kausambi," pointed out Jamd.

"And he might not, too,” said Dasdl. The old Rgjput king straightened up. "No, | think Bdlisariusis
right. Best to be cautious here.”

* % %

A day later, three more Pathan scouts camein with reports. Two from the south, one from the north.

"Thereisanother army coming, General," said one of the two scoutsin thefirst party. He pointed a
finger to the south. "From Mathura. Most of the garrison, | think. Many men. Mostly foot soldiers.
Maybe five thousand cavary. Some cannons. Not the great big ones, though.”

"They'removing very dowly," added the other scouit.

Bdisarius nodded. "That's good news, actudly—athough it makes our life more complicated.”

Jaisal cocked his head. "Why ‘good' news?"’

His brother snorted. "Think, youngster. If we've drawn the garrison at Mathurato leave the safety of
the city's wallsto come up here, we've opened the door to Kausambi for Damodara.™

"Oh." Jaisa looked ahbit shame-faced.

Bdisarius had to fight down asmile. The "youngster” thus admonished had to be somewherein his
mid-seventies

"Yes" hesad. "It makes our life more difficult, of course.”

He began to weigh various dternativesin his mind. But once he heard the second report, dl those
aternatives were discarded.

"Another army?' demanded Dasd. "From the north?'

The scout nodded. "Y es. Maybe two days march behind the Great Lady's. They're almost at the
Ganges. But they move faster than she does. Partly because they're asmall army—maybe one-third as
big as hers—but mostly because. . ."

He shook his head, admiringly. "Very fagt, they move. Good soldiers.”

All the Rgjput kings and officers assembled around Belisarius were squinting northward. All of them
werefrowning deeply.

"Fromthe north?' Dasal repested. The old king shook his head. "That makes no sense. Thereisno

large Mawa garrison there. No need for one. Not with that great huge army they have in the Punjab.
Andif they were coming back to the Ganges, thered be many more of them.”

"And why would they bother with the northerly route, a dl?' wondered Udal Singh. "They'd smply
march through Rgputana. No way we could stop them.”

Ashe listened to their speculations, Belisarius eyes had widened. Now he whispered, " Son of God."
Dasd'seyescameto him. "What?'

"I can think of one army that could come from that direction. About that size, too—one-third of the
mongter's. But . . ."

He shook his head, wonderingly. "Good God, if I'm right—what a great gamble he took."

"Who?"

Bedisariusdidn't even hear the question.

Of course, heisagreat gambler, said Aide.

Soheis.

Decisvely, Bdisarius turned to the Pathan scout. "I need you to return there, At once. Take however



many scouts you need. Find out—"

His thoughts ssumbled, amoment. Most Pathans were hopelessy insular. They'd have as much
trouble telling one s&t of foreigners from another asthey would telling one thousand from two thousand.

He swept off hishemet, and haf-bowed. Then, seized hishair and drew it tightly into hisfist. "Their
hair. Likethis. A ‘topknot,' they call it."

"Oh. Kushans." The scout frowned and looked back to the north. "Could be. | didn't get close
enough to see. But they move like Kushans, now that | think about it."

He nodded deeply—the closest any Pathan ever got to a"salute’—and turned to his horse. "Two
days, Generd. | will tdll you in two days."

"And now what?' asked Jaimad, after the scout was gone.
"Start burning—but only behind them. Leave them aclear path forward.”
The Rgjput officer nodded. Y ou want them away from the Ganges.”

"Yes. But modtly, | want someone eseto seeasignd. If it'sthe Kushans, when they see the great
smoke from the burning, they'll know."

"Know what?'

Bdisariusgrinned at him. "That I'll be back. All they haveto do is hold the Ganges—keep the
mongter pinned on thissde—and I'll be back.”

The oldest of the kings grunted. "1 understand. Good plan. Now we go teach those shitsfrom
Mathurathat al they're good for is garrison duty."

"Indeed,” said Belisarius. "And we move quickly.”

* * %

After they began the forced march, Aide spoke uncertainly.

| don't understand. You must be careful! Link isnot stupid. When it seesyou are only
burning behind itsarmy, it will under stand that you aretrying to lureit further from theriver. It
will return, then, not come forward.

| know. And by then Kungas will already be there. They will not cross the Ganges against
Kungas' will. Not though they outnumbered him ten-to-one.

Therewas slence, for abit.

Oh. What you'rereally doingiskeeping Link at the Ganges, not drawing it
over land—which givesyou timeto crush the army coming up from Mathura.

Yes. That's where we'll kill the monster's army. Right on the banks of the holy river, caught
between two enemies.

They'll have plenty of water.

Man does not live by water alone. Soon, they'll have nothing to eat—and we have all the time
we need to watch them starve. We'll have Link trapped up here—when it needs to be in Kausambi.
If Damodara can't do the rest, against Skandagupta alone, he's not the new emperor India needs.

Silenceagain, for abit.
What if that new army isn't the Kushans?

Then we're screwed, said Bdisarius cheerfully. I'm a pretty good gambler myself, you
know—and you can't gamble if you're not willing to take the risk of getting screwed.

That produced along Slence. Eventudly, Aide said:

| can remember atimewhen | wouldn't have under stood aword of that. Especially
"screwed.” How did a proper little crystal fall into such bad company?

You invited yourself to the party. As a matter of fact, as| recall, you started the party.



That'savery vulgar way of puttingit.

Chapter 35

The Punjab

By the time Khusrau and his army reached the Kohat Pass, the emperor of the Persanswasin an
excdlent frame of mind.

Firgt, because he'd succeeded in taking most of the western Punjab for hisempire. Formaly
gpesking, at least, even if Persan occupation and rule was till amost meaningless for the inhabitants. He
hadn't even bothered to leave behind detachments of dehgans under newly appointed provincia
governmentsto begin establishing an adminigtration.

He would, soon enough. In the meantime, there was still awar to be won and he only had thirty
thousand troops at his disposal. Not enough to ped off even small detachments for garrison duty. Not
withaMawaarmy dill in the Punjab that numbered at least one hundred and fifty thousand.

Second, because—here and there—he'd been able to grind up some more sahrdaran and vurzurgan
hotheads in foolish charges againgt Mawa garrisons. It was amazing, redly, how thick-headed those
classeswere.

Or, perhaps, it was smply their growing sense of desperation. For centuries, the grandees had been
therea power in Perda. True, none of the seven great sahrdaran families or their vurzurgan affiliates ever
formally chalenged the right of an emperor to rule. Or that the emperor would dways come from the
imperia clan. But the reality had been that emperors were made and broken, at each and every
succession, by the grandees. Those contestants for the throne who got their support, won. Those who
didn't, lost their heads.

Their power had slemmed, ultimately, from two sources. One was their control of great swathes of
land in anation that was still dmost entirely agricultural, which made them phenomenaly wedthy. The
other wastheir ability to field great numbers of armored heavy cavalry, which had been the core of
Persas might for centuries, because of that wedlth.

They werelosing both, now. Not quickly, no, but surely nonetheless. The huge areas of western
Indiaformerly ruled by the Mawathat Khusrau was incorporating into hisempire, al of Sind and athird
of the Punjab, were not being parceled out to the grandees, as they would have been in times past.
Instead, Khusrau was adapting the Roman modd and setting up an imperid adminigration, staffed by
dehgans who answered directly to him and his gppointed governors—most of whom were dehgans
themsdves.

Worse ill, the grandees were witnessing the death knell of the armored horseman as the king of
battles. Within ageneration, even in Persa, it would be infantry armed with guns who contituted the core
of imperia might. Infantry whose soldierswould be drawn, as often as not, from the newly conquered
territories. Indian peasants from the Sind or the Punjab, who would answer to the emperor, not the



grandees—and would do so willingly, because the Persian emperor had given their clansand tribesafar
more just and lenient rule than they'd ever experienced at the hands of the Mawa.

The continued insstence of the grandeesto launch their beloved cavalry charges, Khusrau thought,
was smply thewillful blindness of men who could not accept their coming feate,

So beit. Khusrau was quite happy to oblige them. Why not? They were ferocious cavary, after dl,
s0 they generdly managed to seizethe smdl cities and towns they attacked. And every sahrdaran and
vurzurgan who died in the doing was one less the emperor would have to quarrel with on the morrow.

By the time the war was over, only the Suren would remain as powerful asthey had been, of the
seven great families. And under Baresmanas sure leadership, the Suren were reaching an
accommodeation with the emperor. They'd long been the premier family of the seven, after al, and now
they had the emperor'sfavor. Unlike the rest, the Suren would accept arole that diminished them asa
family but would expand their power and influence asindividuas within the empire.

Last—best of dl—there were the dehgans. The knightly class of Persias nobility had dways chafed
under the yoke of the grandees. But they'd accepted that yoke, in the past, since they saw no alternative.

Khusrau was giving them an dternative, now, and they were saizing it. For amodest dehgan from a
small village, the chance to become an imperia administrator or governor was afar better prospect than
anything the grandees would offer. In theincreasingly unlikely event that the grandeestried to launch a
rebellion againgt Khusrau, he was not only sure he could crush them easily—but held have the assistance
of most of the grandees own feudal retainersin doing so.

* % %

"Y ou're certainly looking cheerful, Y our Mgesty,” said Irene. Sheld cometo meet himin apavilion
she'd had hastily set up at the crest of the pass, once she got word that the Persan army was
approaching the borders of the Kushan kingdom.

WEel, not quite at the crest. The pavilion was positioned on asmall knoll afew hundreds yards below
the crest, and the fortresses the Kushans had built upon it.

Khusrau—very cheerfully—gazed up at those fortifications.

"Very nicdy built," he said. "I'd certainly hate to be the one who ever tried to storm them.”

Lowering his eyes, and seeing the questioning look in Irene's eyes, Khusrau grinned. "Oh, don't be
slly. Yes, I'minavery good mood. For many reasons. One of them isthat | don't have the prospect of
watching my army bleed to death on these horrid-looking rocks."

Irene smiled. Khusrau, il grinning, turned dightly and pointed with hisfinger to the plain below. "1
thought I'd found asmdll town there. With amodest garrison. Just big enough to formally mark the
boundary of the Persan empire. And another town likeit, asmilarly discreet distance below the
Margalla Pass. Any objection?”

Irene's smile widened considerably. "Of course not, Y our Mg esty. The kingdom of the Kushans
would not presume to quarrel with whatever the Emperor of Iran and non-Iran chose to do within his
own redm."

"Splendid. I'll be off, then. Still many more battlesto fight. The Romans—staunch fellows—have
most of the Mawaarmy pinned down at the Triangle, so | thought 1'd take advantage of the opportunity
to plunder and ravage their northerly towns. I might even threaten Multan. Won't try to take it, though.
The garrison'stoo big.”

The grin seemed fixed on hisface. "Where's King Kungas, by the way?"

Before Irene could answer, he waved his hand. "None of my business, of course.”

Irene hesitated, amoment. Then, sure that the Persians had no intentions upon the Vale of Peshawar,
shesad: "Actudly, itisyour business. We are dlies, after dl. My husband took most of our army east, to
intercept and ambush the army Greet Lady Sdti isleading back to the Gangetic plain to fight Damodara.
I've gotten word from him. The ambush was successful and he's continuing the pursuit.”



That caused the emperor's grin to fade away. His eyebrows lifted. "We'd heard from our spies that
she had something like forty thousand troops. Kungas can't possibly—"

" 'Pursuit' is perhaps not the right term. He thinks Belisarius is somewhere out there, o, dthough
he's not sure. Helll stay at adistance from Sati's force and smply harass them, until he knows."

"Ah." Khusrau's head swiveled, toward the east. "Belisarius. . . Yes, he might well be there, by now.
He was gone from the Triangle, when | arrived. Maurice was very mysterious about it. But | suspect—I
have spiestoo, you know—that he reached an agreement with the Rgjputs. If I'm right, he crossed the
Thar with asmall force to organize and lead aRagjput rebdlion.”

Irene's gaze followed his. "I wondered. | could see no way—neither could my husband—that he
could lead a szeable Roman force from the Triangle into the Ganges. But through Rgjputana. . ." She
chuckled softly. "1t would be quite like him. | worry about that man's soul, sometimes. How will the
angdls cope with so many angles?'

Khusrau's chuckle was alouder thing. "' Say better, how will the devils?'

He gave her alittle bow. "And now, Queen of the Kushans, | must be off."

* * %

Bédisarius drove the march south even more ruthlesdy than held driven the one north.

"l want to catch them strung out in marching order," he explained to the Rgjput kings, after sending
out ahost of Arab and Pathan scouts to find histarget.

"Good plan,” said Dasdl.

"It'sso hot," haf-complained his brother.

"Stop whining, youngster. Hot for the Mawa, too. Still hotter, when we catch them.”

* % %

Kungas studied the scene on the opposite side of the Ganges. Asdry and hot asit was, the firesthat
had been started over there were burned out by now, athough plumes of smoke wererising here and
there from gtill-amoldering ashes.

"How far?' he asked.

"Asfar down theriver asweve gotten reports,” Kujulo replied, "from the scouts that have come
back."

"It must have been Bdisarius," said Vima. "But | don't understand why he burned here. I'd have
thought he'd be burning in front of her.”

"Who'sto say heisn't?' Kungas|eft off his examination of the opposite bank and studied theriver
itsdlf. Ashbig asit was, the Ganges had already swept downriver whatever traces of the burning had fallen
intoit.

"I think he wantsto pin the bitch here, at theriver. That'swhy he burned behind her. To trick her into
coming back."

Vimafrowned. "But why? If she's here, she's got water. It'd be better to burn her out when she's
stranded between therivers.”

Kujulo shrugged. "If it worked, yes. But it's not that easy to 'strand’ an army that big. She'd probably
have enough supplies with her to makeit to the Yamuna."

"She could get stored food from the garrisoned towns, too," said Kungas. "Belisariusis probably
bypassing them, just burning everything ese. | don't think he can have so big an army that hed want to
suffer casudtiesin alot of little Seges and assaults. Especidly if he'strying to move quickly.”

Finaly, he spotted what he was looking for, far down theriver. A smal cluster of little fishing boats.

"No, it makes sense. If hetricks her into coming back here, he can pin her againgt theriver.
Especidly with us on the other side to keep her from crossing—which we will."

He pointed at the boats. "Well use those to ferry a party acrossthe river. Then well send cavary up



and down both banks of the river. Seize any boats we find, and wreck or burn any bridges, any
timber—anything; ropes, whatever—that could be used to build new bridges or boats. W€l keep the
bitch from crossing, while Belisariuslets her army starveto desth. They'll have water, but that's al they'll
have™

"Shelll try to march down the Ganges," Vima pointed ot.

"Y es, shewill. With Belisarius burning everything before her on that Sde, and us doing the sameon
thisside. And killing any foraging parties she triesto send out. | don't think shell makeit to abig enough
garrisoned city—it'd have to be Kangora—before her army startsto fal apart.”

Heturned away from theriver. "It's as good a plan as any—and I'm not going to try to second-guess
Bdisarius”

"But there have been no communications from the Great Lady since she reached the headwaters of
the Sutlg!" protested the chief priest.

Lord Samudrawas no longer even trying to be polite to the man—aor any of the other pestiferous
priests Sati had left behind in the Punjab to "oversee” him. Herarely even let them into his command
bunker.

"Of course we havent!" he snarled. "Until | can get an army up there to bottle them back up in the
Vae of Peshawar, the Kushanswill haveraiding partiesdl over the area. For sure and certain, they'll
have cut the telegraph lines. And they'll ambush any couriers she might have sent.”

"Y ou should—"

"Y ou should! Y ou should!" He clenched hisfist and held it just under the priest's nose. "I've got
eighty thousand Romansjust to the south—"

"That's nonsense! There can't be more than—"

"—and fifty thousand Persans threstening to penetrate our linesin the north. In the middle of this, you
want meto—"

"—can't be more than thirty thousand—"

"Bedlent!" Samudrashrieked. It wasdl he could do not to strike the priest with hisfist.

With agresat effort, he reined in histemper. "Who isthe expert at gauging the Size of armies, priest?
Meor you?If | say I'm facing enemy forces numbering one hundred and thirty thousand men—barely
smdler than my own—then that'swhat I'm facing!"

Helowered hisfist by the expedient of throwing hiswhole hand to the side. The fist opened, and the
forefinger indicated the door to the bunker.

"Get. Out. Out! The Great Lady instructed me to hold our lines, no matter what, and that iswhat |
shdl do. The Kushans are adigtraction. We will deal with them when the time comes.”

"He's panicking,” mused Maurice, peeking over the fortified wall and looking to the north. "He's
hunkering down everywhere, barely moving at dl.”

"Except for getting those ironcladsinto the Indus," Menander said grumpily. "The latest Spy reports
say that cand he's having dug iswithin two miles of theriver.”

Maurice thought about it. "Better leave off any more forays upriver with the Justinian, then. Well
need to get those minefiddslaid again.”

"Eusebiusis dready working on it. He's got the mines mostly assembled and says he can sart laying
them in three days. That |eaves me enough time—"

"Forget it. What's the point, Menander? Weve dready panicked them enough. From hereoniin, al
we haveto doissquat here."

Helowered his head and pointed over the wall with an upraised finger. "Belisarius asked usto keep



that huge army locked up, and by God we've done so. Thelast thing | want isto take therisk that some
mishap to the Justinian might boost their confidence.”

IIBlJt_II
"Forget it, | said."

"We accept!" Annaexclaimed, as soon as she finished reading the radio message from Bharakuccha.
Then, with atiny start, glanced at Caopodius. "Assuming, of course, you agree.”

Her husband grinned. "'l can imagine the consequencesif | didn't! But | agree, anyway. It'sagood
idea"
He hesitated amoment. Then:
"Wed haveto live there ourselves, you understand.”
"Yes, of course. Perhapsit would be best if we asked Antoninato find usavilla. . ."
"Yes" Heingructed the operator to send that message.
A few minuteslater, listening to the reply, Calopodius started laughing softly.
"What's so funny?' asked Anna. "'l can't make any sense out of that bzz-bzz-bzz."
"Wait. You'll seein amoment, when you can read it yoursdlf."

The radio operator finished recording the message and handed it to Anna. After she skimmed
through, she amiled ruefully.

"Wdll, that's that."

MUST BE JOKING STOPWHY GET VILLA WHEN CAN HAVE PART OF
GOPTRI PALACE STOPWILL SET ASIDE CHOICE SUITE FOR YOU STOP
PREFER RUBY OR EMERALD DECOR STOP

Reading the same message, Lord Samudra's gloom deepened. The Romans weren't even bothering
to hide thelr communications any longer. Using the radio openly, when they could have used the
telegragph!

"They're dready carving usup,” he muttered.

"Excuse me, Lord? | didn't quite hear that," said one of his lieutenants.

Samudra shook his head. "Never mind. What's the Stuation at Multan?”

"Wejust got atelegraph message from the garrison commander. He says the refugees are il
pouring into the city. Much more, he says, and the city's defenses will be at risk.”

The Mawa commander took a deep breath; then, dowly, sghed it out. "We can't hold Multan,” he
sad quietly, spesking more to himsdlf than to the lieutenant.

Shaking his head again, he said more loudly: " Send orders to the garrison commander to evacuate his
troops from Multan and bring them south. Well need his forces to reinforce our own down here. And
gart building fortification across our northern lines. The Persianswill be attacking us, soon enough.”

"Yes, Lord. And the city'sresdents? The refugees?’

"Not my affair!" sngpped Samudra. "Tell the commander to abandon them—and if any try to follow
hisarmy, cut them down. We do not have room for those refugees here, either. Soon enough, well be
fighting for our lives™

The next morning, the group of priests|eft behind by Link forced their way into Samudras bunker.

"Y ou cannot abandon Multan!™ shouted the head priest.

But Samudra had known they would come, and had prepared for it. By now, dl of hisofficerswere



assick and tired of the priests as he was.
"Arrest them,” he commanded.

It was done quickly, by aspecialy sdected unit of Ye-tai. After the squawking priests were shoved
into the bunker set aside for them, the commander of the Y e-tai unit reported back to Samudra.

"When, Lord?'

Samudra hesitated. But not for long. This step, like dl the others he had taken, was being forced
upon him. He had no choices, any longer.

"Do it now. Therésno point in waiting. But make sure—certain, you understand—that thereis no
trace of evidenceleft. When"—he amost said if—"we have to answer to Great Lady Sati, there can be
no questions.”

"Yes, Lord."

* % %

The Y eta commander got promoted that evening. The explosion that destroyed the bunker and all
the priestsin it was splendidly handled. Unfortunate, of course, that by sheer chance a Roman rocket had
landed adirect hit onit. Still more unfortunate, that the priests had apparently been so careless asto store
gunpowder in the bunker.

The mahamimamsawho might have disputed that—which they would have, since they would have
been the ones to handle the munitions—had vanished d so. Nothing so fancy for them, however. By now,
the open sawers that had turned most of the huge Mawaarmy camp into a stinking mess contained
innumerable bodies. Who could tell one from the other, even if anyonetried?

* * %

By thefollowing day, in any event, it was clear that no one ever would. The epidemic Samudra
feared had arrived, findly, erupting from the multitude of festering spots of disease. Soon, there would be
too many bodiesto burn. More precisely, they no longer had enough flammable materid in the areato
burn them. The sewers and the rivers would have to serve instead.

Perhaps, if they were lucky, the bodies floating down the Indus and the Chenab would spread the
diseaseinto the Roman linesinthelron Triangle.

* % %

By thetime Link and itsarmy returned to the banks of the Ganges, the cyborg that ruled the Mawa
empirewas as close to what humans would have caled desperation as that inhuman intelligence could
ever become. It was a strange sort of desperation, though; not one that any human being would have
recognized as such.

For Link, the universe conssted solely of probabilities. Where a human would have become
desperate from thinking doom was dmost certain, Link would have handled such long odds with the
same uncaring detachment that it assessed very favorable probabilities.

The problem lay €l sewhere. It was becoming impossible to gauge the probabilities at dl. The war
was dissolving into athing of sheer chaos, with al datahopelesdy corrupted. A superhuman intelligence
that could have assessed dternate courses of action and chosen among them based on lightning-quick
cdculations, smply spunin circles. Its phenomena mind had no more traction than awhed trgpped in
dick mud.

Dimly, and for the first time, amentality never designed to do so understood that its great enemy had
ddiberatdy amed for thisresult.

Bizarre. Link could understand the purpose, but dipped whenever it tried to penetrate the logic of the
thing. How could any sane mind deliberately seek to underminedl probabilities? Deliberately sriveto
shatter dl points of certainty? Asif an intelligent being were amindless shark, dissolving dl logicinto a
fluid through which it might swvim.

For the millionth time, Link examined the enormous records of the history of warfare that it



possessed. And, findly, for the first time—dimly—began to redize that the ever-recurrent phrase "the art
of war" was not amply aprimitive fetish. Not smply the superstitious way that semi-savages would
consder the science of armed conflict.

It dmost managed something ahuman would have caled resentment, then. Not at its great enemy,
but at the new gods who had sent it here on itsmission. And failed to prepare it properly.

But the moment was fleeting. Link was not designed to waste time consdering impossibilities. The
effort it had taken the new godsto transport Link and its accompanying machinery had dmost exhausted
them economically. Indeed, the energy expenditure had been so grest that they had been forced to
destroy aplanet in the doing.

Their own. The centuries of preparation—most of it required by the erection of the power and
transmission grids that had blanketed the surface—could not possibly have been done on any other
planet. Not with the Grest Ones moving between the star systems, watching everything.

The surviving new gods—the dlite of that eite—had retreated to a heavily fortified asteroid to await
the new universe that Link would create for them. They could defend themselves againgt the Great Ones,
from that fortress, but could not possibly mount another intervention into human history.

They had taken agreat gamble on Link. An excellent gamble, with al the probability caculations
faling within the same margin of near-certainty.

Andnow ...

Nothing but chaos. How was Link to movein that utterly dien fluid?
* * %

"Y our commands, Gresat Lady?"

Link's sheath looked up at the commander of the army. Incredibly, it hesitated.

Not long enough, of course, for the commander himsdlf to notice. To a human, athousandth of
second was meaningless.

But Link knew. Incredibly, it dmost said: "I'm not sure. What do you recommend?
It did not, of course. Link was not designed to consider impossihilities.

Chapter 36

The Ganges plain, north of Mathura

Asheld hoped he would, Bdlisarius caught the Mathura garrison while it was fill strung out in
marching order.

"They're trying to form up squares,” Abbu reported, "but if you move fast you'll get there before they
can finish. They're coming up three roads and having trouble finding each other. The artillery'stoo far
back, too." The old bedouin spat on the ground. "They're sorry soldiers.”



"Garrison duty always makes soldiers duggish, unlessthey train constantly.” Ashot commented.
"Even good ones."

The Armenian officer looked at Bdlisarius. "Y our orders?'

"Our cataphracts are the only troops weve got who are redlly trained as mounted archers. Take all
five hundred of them—use Abbu's bedouin as a screen—and charge them immediaely. Bows only, you
understand? Don't even think about lances and swords. Pass down the columns and rake them—but
don't take any great risks. Stay away from the artillery. If they're already too far back, they'll never get up
in pogition past ameass of milling infantrymen.”

Ashot nodded. "Y ou just want me to keep them confused, aslong as| can.”

"Exactly." Bdisariusturned and looked a the huge column of Rgput cavary following them. Using
the term "column” loosaly. Mot of the cavary were young men, eager for glory now that area bettle
findly looked to bein the offing. Their ranks, never too precise at the best of times, were getting more
ragged by the minute as the more eager ones pressed forward.

"I'm not going to be able to hold them, Ashat," Bdisariussaid. "That'sdl right—provided you can
keep that Mawa army from forming solid musket-and-pike squares before | get there.”

Seconds later, Ashot was mounted and leading his cataphracts forward.

Belisarius turned to the Rgjput kings and top officers, who had gathered around him.

"You heard," he gated. "Just try to keep the charge from getting completely out of contral.”
Dasd grinned. "Difficult, that. Y oung men, you know—and not many of them well-blooded yet."

Bdisariuswinced, alittle. Y oung, indeed. At aguess, closeto athird of the twenty thousand
cavarymen he had under his command were gtill teenagers. Being Rgjputs, they were proficient with
lances and swords, even at that age. But, for many of them, thiswould be their first red battle.

If the Malwa had solid infantry squares, it'd be adaughter before Belisarius could extricate his
soldiers. Hopefully, the speed of his gpproach and Ashot's spoiling charge would keep the enemy
off-baance just long enough. Asimpetuous as the Rg puts were certain to be, they'd roll right over that
Mawaarmy if it wasn't prepared for them, even though it outnumbered Belisarius army by something
closeto athree-to-two margin.

"Well just have to hopefor the best,” he said, trying not to make the lame expression sound
completely crippled. "Let'sgo."

* k%

Kungas and hismen had no difficulty &t al driving back the first Mawa attempt to forcetheriver. It
was a desperate undertaking, as few boats as the enemy had managed to scrounge up. Kungaswas a
little surprised they'd made the attempt at al. Not asingle one of the enemy boats got within thirty yards
of the north bank of the Ganges.

"What's that bitch thinking?' wondered Vima. "1 thought she was supposed to be smarter than any
humandive"

Kujulo shrugged. "How smart can you be, when you've run out of options? Trap ageniusin apit,
and héll try to claw hisway out just like arat. What el se can he do?'

* % %

By the time Ashot reached the vanguard of the Mawa army, its commander had managed to get the
columns on two of the roadsto join forces. But he hadn't had time to get them into anything resembling a
fighting formetion.

Even moving at the moderate canter needed for accurate bow fire, Ashot needed no more than afew
minutes to shred what little cohesion the forward units had. It was becoming obvious that the officers
were either inexperienced or incompetent. Perhaps both.

That was not surprising, redlly. After years of war, the Mawaarmy like any other would have gone
through a selection process with the most capable and energetic officers sent to the front; the duggards



and dull-wits, assigned to garrison duty.

Ashot even considered disobeying Belisarius order and passing onward to find the artillery. The
odds were that held be able to rip them up badly, aso.

But he decided to forego the temptation. The scattered musket fire being directed a his men didn't
pose much of adanger, but if he had the bad luck of catching even afew guns ready to fire and |oaded
with canister, held suffer some casudties—and he only had five hundred men to begin with.

"Back!" he bellowed. "Well hit the forward unitsagain!"

All he had to do, redlly, was keep the advance regiments of enemy infantry in astate of turmoil.
When the Rgjputs struck them, they'd scatter them to the winds—and the fleeing infantrymen would
tranamit their panic dl the way back through the long columns.

Bdisarius didn't have to crush thisarmy. All he had to do was send them into a panicky retreat to
Mathura. The Mawa officerswouldn't be ableto raly their army until it was al the way back into the
city. And then, getting them to march out again would take severa days.

Long enough, Ashot thought, to enable Belisariusto return to the Ganges and crush the army that
redlly mattered. Link'sarmy.

* % %

Theraking fire of the Roman cataphracts on their return did exactly what Ashot thought it would. By
the time the last cataphract passed out of musket range, the enemy'sfront lineswere ashambles. Not a
single one of the squares the Mawa officers had tried to form was anything more than amass of
confused and frightened men.

The Romans suffered only twenty casudtiesin the whole affair, and only seven of those were
fatdities

Just blind, bad luck, that Ashot was one of them. As hewas alimost out of range, arandom musket
ball fired by a panicked Mawasoldier passed under the flange of his helmet and broke his neck.

* * %

Bdisariusdidn't find out until later. At the time, he was curang ferocioudy, trying to keep the Rgput
charge from dissolving into a chaos even worse than that of the enemy'sformations.

Hefalled, utterly, but it didn't matter. The young Rajputs suffered much worse casuaties than they
needed to have suffered, but their charge was so headlong that they smply shattered the front of the
Mawaarmy. Twenty thousand cavarymen charging at agdlop would have been terrifying for any army.
Experienced soldiers, in solid formations and with steedy officers, would have broken the charge
anyway. But the Mathura garrison hadn't been in ared battle snce many of its units had participated in
the assault in Ranapur, years earlier.

They broke like rotten wood. Broke, and then—as Ashot had foreseen—began shredding the rest of
the army in their panicked rout.

Bdisarius and the kings tried to stop the Rgjputs from pursuing the fleeing enemy. There was no need
to destroy thisarmy in a prolonged and ruthless pursuit. But it was hopeless. Their blood was up. The
glorious gresat victory those young men eagerly wanted after the wretched business of being smple
arsonisswasfindly a hand—and they wanted dl of it.

After atime, Belisarius gave up the effort. The old kings could be relied upon to bring the Rgjputs
back, when they were finally done, and held just gotten word of Ashot.

Sadly, he gazed down on the Armenian's corpse. Ashot's expression was peaceful, with just atrace
of surprise showing in his till-open eyes.

He'd been one of the best officers Belisarius had ever had serve under him. So good, and so reliable,
that he'd assigned him to serve as Antoninas commander on her expedition to Egypt. Except for
Maurice, Bdlisarius wouldn't have trusted anyone el se with hiswife's sefety.



"Shall we bring him back?" asked Ashot's replacement, a Thracian cataphract named Stylian.

"No. We've got another forced march ahead of us, and who knows what after that? Well bury him
here"

Belisariuslooked around. The landscape wastypica of the area between the Ganges and the
Yamuna. A grassy plain, basicdly, with fields surrounding the villages and dotted with groves and woods.
They hadn't burned here, since Belisarius had seen no reason to.

His eyeswereimmediately drawn to agrove of sa trees perhaps aquarter of amile away. Thetrees
were consdered holy by many Hindus and Buddhigts. The legend had it that the famous Lumbini tract
where the Buddha meditated and acquired salvation had been in agrove of sd trees.

"WEell bury him over there," he said. "It seemsagood resting place, and it'll be easy to find the grave
later.”

While Stylian handled that matter, Belisarius organized his catgphractsto help Jama and Udai Singh
and the old kings round up the Rgjputs. That would take the rest of the day, under the best of
circumstances. Bdlisarius could only hope that Link wouldn't be ableto movefar inthetimeit took him to
get back to the Ganges.

* % %

Link had managed to move its army exactly seven miles down the Ganges. What wasworse, the
foraging partiesit had sent out had returned with very little. The congtant harassment of the Kushans,
even on the south side of the Ganges, made the foragers exceedingly cautious. Kushanswere not a
cavary nation in the same sense as Persans and Rgjputs, but they seemed to be mostly mounted and just
asproficient in the saddle asthey werein dl forms of warfare.

Link had only three thousand cavary. Fewer than that, now, after anumber of clasheswith Kushan
dragoons. It could not even stop the Kushans from continuing the scorched earth campaign that
Bdisarius had begun.

The stuation would have been infuriating, if Link had been capable of fury. The burning done by
Bdisarius and Kungas armies prevented Link from marching quickly, foraging asit went. And the
Kushan harassment, despite the fact that the Mawa outnumbered them at |east two-to-one, made their
progress dower till. Link could destroy any Kushan attempt to charge its solid infantry, true enough. But
Kungas was far too canny to order any such foolish assaullt.

And wherewas Bdlisarius? Link had no information at dl. All the telegraph lines had been cut, and
the Kushans ambushed any scoutsit sent out. Link was operating as blindly as any commander in human
history, except that it had an encyclopedic knowledge of the terrain. But that meant dmost nothing, when
it had no ideawhere the main enemy forcewasto befoundinit.

The probability was that Belisarius had |eft to meet agarrison coming north from one of the large
cities Mathura, mogt likely.

It was dways possible that such agarrison would defeat the Roman general. But Link estimated that
probability as being very low. Not more than ten percent, at best. Assuming the far morelikely
probability that Belisarius would triumph in thet battle ashe had in dmost dl others, he and hisarmy
would be back at the Ganges within afew days.

By which time, Link and its forces would not have moved more than ten or fifteen miles. Probably
ten. Kushan harassment was becoming more intense, seemingly by the hour.

"What shall we do, Grest Lady?"

"Continue down the Ganges," Link replied. What else could it say?

* % %

When Khusrau and his army reached Chandan, on the Chenab river, the emperor was so taken by
the beauty of the town and its setting that he ordered his soldiers not to burn it. He did, however, give
them permission to loot the homes and public buildings.



That took littletime. Most of the population had fled aready, taking their most valuable possessions
with them. After hisarmy had crossed the Jhelum and entered the land between that river and the
Chenab, the Persians considered themsalves in enemy territory. By the terms of the agreement Khusrau
had made with the Romans and the new Mawa emperor, after the war this would become Mawa
territory. So, they were destroying everything, driving the population south toward Multan, where they'd
join ahorde of refugees dready overburdening the Mawa garrison there.

In an sense, they'd been in enemy territory aso, west of the Jhelum, but those lands were destined to
become part of the Persian empire, by the provisions of the agreement. So, Khusrau had kept his
soldiers under tight discipline, and had refrained from any destruction except where enemy forces put up
resstance.

There hadn't been much of that. Apparently, the Malwa commander of the main army in the Punjab
had been withdrawing al his detachmentsin the north in order to reinforce the Mawalines facing the
Romans. Lord Samudra, as he was named, was adopting a completely defensive posture while the
Persians and the Kushansinvaded the northern Punjab with impunity. For al practica purposes, the
Mawaempire'slargest and most powerful army had become paralyzed on its western border, while
Damodara and Belisarius and Kungas and Khusrau himself drove lances into its unprotected guts.

Khusrau thought Samudrawas an idiot. Knew him to be anidiot, rather, since the Persan emperor
waswell aware that Maurice had no more than fifty thousand Roman troopsin the Iron Triangle. Sixty
thousand, perhaps, counting the various auxiliary unitsthat were assigned to maintaining the critica supply
linesfrom the Sind. But even including those soldiers, Maurice was till outnumbered well over
two-to-one. Probably closer to three-to-one.

With fifty thousand men behind those formidable Roman defensive works, of course, Maurice could
hold his own againgt Samudra. But only on the defensive—and the same was true the other way.
Samudra could have easily taken over half hisarmy north to put a stop to Khusrau's expedition and,
possibly, even cut off the Kushan army. Depending on where Kungas had taken it, of course. Khusrau
suspected the Kushans were aready into the Gangetic Plain. If they were ableto join forces with
Bdisarius. . .

But while the Malwa commander in the Punjab seemed capable enough, when it cameto routine
matters, Samudra obvioudy had not an ounce of initiative and daring. The Mawaregime was not one
that fostered independent thinking on the part of its commanders.

Hard to blame them, redlly. The one great exception to that rule was probably even now battering at
the gates of Kausambi.

Damodara was not battering at the gates, asit happened. But he was bringing the siege gunsinto
position to do so.

"Yes, yes, Ajatasutra, | know we hope to enter the city through . . . ah, what would you call it?
"Treachery' seemsinappropriate.”

"Guileand gtratagem, Y our Mgesty," Ajatasutra supplied.

Damodara smiled. " Splendid terms. On my side, anyway."

The new emperor glanced at Narses. The Roman spymaster was perched on the mule he favored,
studying the fortifications on the western walls of Kausambi.

It was aknowing sort of examination, not the vacant stare that most imperid courtierswould have
given such apurdy military matter. Damodara had realized long since that Narses was as shrewd with
regard to military affairs ashe waswith al others. Damodarawas quite sure that despite his age, and the
fact that he was eunuch, Narses would make an excellent generd himsdf.

What am | going to do with Narses? he asked himsdf, not for thefirst time. If | take the throne,
do | dare keep such a man around? It'd be like sharing a sleeping chamber with a cobra.



The solution was obvious, but Damodarafelt himself ressting that impulse. Whatever €lse, Narses
had served him well for years. Superbly well, in fact. Had even, most likdly, kept hisfamily and that of
Rana Sanga aive where they would have been murdered by Malwa otherwise,

It would bode ill, Damodarathought, if he began what amounted to anew dynasty in al but name
with an act of treachery.

But what else can | do? The Romans certainly won't take him back. And the Persians and the
Axumites and the Kushans know his reputation too well to entertain the thought of employing
him, either.

What elseisthere, but an executioner or an assassin's blade?

Perhaps he could have him poisoned . . .

Damodara shook his head and went back to the matter immediately at hand.

"Y ou think too much like an assassin, Ajatasutra. When the time comes, Rana Sangaiis ready to lead
the charge. Helll take ten thousand of his Rgputs. But first we must fix Skandagupta's entire attention on
this sde of the city. | don't have alarge enough army to invest Kausambi, and the emperor—ah, the false
emperor—knowsit. At least, his commanderswill tell him so. So, now that |'ve massed my troops here
before the western gates and'—he gestured with his head toward the heavy artillery berms hisengineers
were congtructing—"am setting up the sege guns | brought from Mathura, helll concentrate hisown
troops on these walls, and at these gates.”

Whether or not he wasinclined to argue the matter, Ajatasutra made no attempt to do so. Instead, he
began thoughtfully scratching hischin.

"How long, Emperor? Before you can order Sangas charge, | mean.”

Damodara shrugged. "Hard to know. Not for afew days, certainly.”

"Inthat case, | should return to Kausambi. They could use me there, when the time comes. Whereas
here..."

Hewaved his hand, indicating the soldiers under Damodara's command who were setting up their
own camps and lines of defense againgt any possible sdliesfrom the city. "Merely one blade among tens
of thousands of others.”

"Certainly. But . . ." Damodaras eyeswidened a bit. " Can you get back into the city? By now, the
guardswill be on the dert for spies.”

"Oh, yes. Don't forget that they're mediocre guards, and"'—A|jatasutra cleared histhroat
modestly—"1 am very far from amediocre n. I'll getin."

His good humor faded, however, as he contemplated his superb horse. "Alas, the horse won't. Not
even sorry garrison troopswill think it'satinker'snag.”

He bowed low. "May | present him to Y our Magjesty, then? A token of my esteem. No! My awe at
Y our effulgent presence, divinein its aspect.”

Damodaralaughed. And what was he to do with Ajatasutra, for that matter, if he took the
throne? He didn't doubt the assassin'sloydty, but within afew years Ajatasutrals mocking ways would
have haf the courtiersin Kausambi demanding his head.

But there'd be time enough to deal with that later. First, he had to take Kausambi.

"Go, Ajatasutra. If we're both till divein afew days, I'll return the horse.”

It seemed impolitic to add: You might need it.
* k%
From their position just south of the junction of the Gangesand Y amunarivers, the five members of
the Mawa assassination team Stared at the empire's capitd city. That part of it they could seelooked
fine. But they could easily hear the sound of big gunsfiring to the west.

"Marvelous," snarled the captain. "Just perfect. After ten thousand miles—more like eleven, by



now—we findly get back to Kausambi—having succeeded in doing nothing—and the city's under siege.”
"WEéIl never getin," said hislieutenant, morosely. "No way the guardswill passfive strange men.”
It was true enough. No doubt, ensconced somewhere in the huge imperia palace, were the records
that would identify the nation team and establish their bonafides. Probably, even, two or three of
Nanda Ld's subordinates who would recognize them personadly. The captain and the lieutenant, at lesst.

And so what? The odds that any such spymasters would heed a summons from agate's
guards—assuming the guards were willing to send asummonsin thefirst place, instead of smply killing
the five assassins and saving themsdves alot of possible trouble—were too low to even think abouit.

"No hopefor it,” he sghed. "We may aswell cross the Ganges and set up camp on the other Side, as
close aswe can get to the eastern gate. Maybe something will turn up.”

Hislieutenant eyed the distance. "At least it'snot far." He spit on the ground. "Welaugh at afew
miles, after so many wasted thousands."

Chapter 37

The Ganges

There had been many times, since the war began, that Belisarius had been glad to have Abbu and his
Arab scoutsin hisservice.

Never more than now.

"ldiot Raputs would have gotten you into another war, Generd," said the old bedouin chief,
scowling. "Arethey blind? Who e se wears topknots?*

Abbu was being alittle uncharitable, but . . . only alittle. It was not asif Rgjputs weren't familiar with
Kushans. Until recently, there had been tens of thousands of Kushansin the Mawamilitary, many of
whom had served in the same armies as Rgjputs, if not in the same units.

On the other hand—Dbeing charitable—there were still considerable numbers of Kushansin the
sarvice of the Malwaempire. By no meansall of the Kushans had defected after Kungas re-created the
old Kushan kingdom.

But they were no longer trusted, and there was no possibility at al that Link had included Kushan
unitsin itsarmy when it marched from the Punjab. Even idiot Rgjputs should have understood that much.

Evenidiot teenage Rgputs.

"They'redill young," muttered old Jaisdl. "'Y oung men don't think of thesethings."

Bdisarius squelched hisirritation. It would be purdly stupid to offend the Rgjputs who congtituted
amog hisentirearmy, after all.

"Wdll, there was no harm done, apparently. The Kushans fled the scene as soon as contact was
made and"—he cleared histhroat, as diplomaticaly as possible—"the Rgput cavarymen immediatey



began firing on them.”

That fact wasinteresting, in and of itsaf. Under norma circumstances, Kushans were quite belligerent
enough to have responded to the initid Rajput bow fire by attacking them. Especidly since, by dl
accounts—those of the Rgjputs aswell asthe Arab scouts—the Kushans had outnumbered the Rajput
cavary unit.

Abbu put histhoughtsinto words. "They were expecting us, Generd. Only possible answer.”

"Yes." Beisarius scratched his chin. "I'm amost sure that means Kungas himself ishere. He must
have gambled that Maurice could keep the main Mawaarmy pinned in the south Punjab, while he
marched into the Ganges plain to attack Link'sarmy.”

"Bold man!"

Bdisariussmiled. "Wdll, yes. A timid fellow would hardly have marched across Central Asainthe
middle of the world's greatest war to set up anew kingdom. With anew Greek bookworm wife, to
boot."

Abbu had met Irene. "Crazy man,”" he muttered, his scowl returning.

Bdisarius swiveled in the saddle to face Dasal and the other Rgjput kings. "Can you keep your men
under control? | have got to establish contact with the Kushans—and, as Abbu says, | don't need to
dart anew war with my alies”

All the Rgput kings had the grace to look embarrassed for amoment. They didn't answer
immediately, however, Bdisarius noted.

Hewasn't surprised. Their smashing victory over the Mathura garrison had filled the young Rajput
warriorswith elation so grest it bordered on heedlessness and reckless arrogance. Inexperienced to
begin with, they were in no mood to listen to the lectures of old kings concerning the danger of
accidentdly fighting aliesin the middle of aturbulent campaign of marches and countermarches. "Friendly
fire," asafutureworld would call it, was not something a nineteen-year-old Rgjput cavaryman gave
much thought to when he woke up in the morning. Or at any time of the day or night.

"Right." Belisarius swiveled again and brought Jama and Uda Singh under his gaze.

"Can you manageit?"

Jamd smiled thinly. "Oh, yes, Generd Bdisarius." He gavetheold kingsady look. " Our men are
red veterans."

"But thereare only fifty of us," cautioned Uda Singh.

"That should be enough,” Bdlisarius said. "I'll send Abbu and some of his scouts with you, dong with
afew of my cataphracts. All we need to do, for the moment, is make contact with the Kushans. Set up a
time and place where Kungas and | can meet—assuming I'm right, and he's here. If not, whoever their
commander is"

Sangastwo lieutenants trotted off, with Abbu and Stylian trailing behind. Bdlisarius could rely on
Stylian to select level-headed cataphracts for the business. In the meantime, he had adifferent problem to
ded with.

"I'm 4till guessing,” he said to the kings, "but I'm pretty sure Kungaswill have most of hisarmy on the
north bank of the Ganges. It'swhat | would do in his place. Kegp Sati from crossing the river and using it
asashied between usand her."

Faced with astraightforward tactical issue, the kings were more at ease.
"Agreed," said Dasd. "Which means—until we can etablish liaison—we should stay on this sde”

"Thissde, and east of here," hisyounger brother grunted. " Resume the burning. Turn everything for
twenty milesto the east into awasteland. The Mawawill be stranded.”

"Theyoung menwill complan,” complained Chachu.
Dasd'sfrown might have been envied by Jove. "The young men will do asthey aretold.”



The young Rgput warriors complained. Bitterly.

They aso did asthey weretold.

By thetime Jaima and Udai and Abbu returned, the sky east of Sati's army wasfilled with smoke.

"It'sKungas," Jama said. "He recommends you meet at afishing village—what used to be afishing
village—five miles upsream from the Mawaarmy."

Udai grinned. "He promises not to shoot you, if you have your hair in atopknot. Otherwise he may
not be able to control his men. He says most of them are only ten years old. Heedless and careless.”

Bdisariusreturned the grin. "I'd look slly in atopknot. I'll take my chances.”

Stylian was frowning, however. "Only five milesfrom the enemy? That seems. . ."

Abbu was dready shaking his head. "No need to worry. That Mawaarmy isnot moving at dl, any
longer. Just Sitting there, baking in the garam sun.”

"Kungas says Sati had her elephants butchered, two days ago,” added Jaimd. "The beastswere
getting out of control—and, by now, they probably needed the mest, anyway. He thinksthat army is
getting pretty desperate.”

* * %

Theword "desperate” could have been gpplied to the soldiers of Link's army, well enough, but not to
the cyborg itsdlf. True, it had cometo the conclusion that the position of its army was hopeless. But, in
the odd way that its mind worked, that knowledge brought nothing more than what a human might have
cdled"rdief."

Not that either, really, snce Link knew no emotions. Still, the other side of hopelessnesswas that
decisions became very smple. If nothing else, rest from labor was a hand.

Inafew hours, at least. Link still had to work through human instruments, and those flawed crestures
always had their own needs. Which, at times, had to be respected.

So, with itsinhuman patience, Link observed silently asthe specid priestsand assassinsinits
chaundoli began their rituds.

It might even be said to do so with satisfaction. At least that part of the new gods plan had worked

properly. The cult fostered over a century earlier in the Khmer lands had served its purpose well. Link
could rely on those priests and nsto do what was needed.

If not, unfortunately, as quickly asit would haveliked. But half aday's delay should not matter. Even
if, as Link was assuming, Damodara had seized the big guns a Mathura, it would still take weeks before
they could begin crumbling thewadlls of Kausambi.

Damodara’s estimate was considerably more pessmigtic.

"At least two months" he grumbled, watching the great cannons asthey belched fire at the walls of
Kausambi. Half of them missed entirely. The bores on those giant but crude Siege guns were very doppy.
The huge stone bdIs that did strike the walls seemed to have no more effect than so many pebbles.

"If werelucky," he added sourly.

But Rana Sanga barely heard him, and paid no attention to the guns at dl. The Rgjput king had
entered that peculiar mental zone he usudly entered before agreet battle. A strange combination of
serenity and fierce anticipation—thefirgt, serving asadam for the pent-up waters of the second.

When the time came—very soon, Sanga thought—the dam would bresk.

No, would shatter. Pouring out in that flood would be the grestest ride of hislife, followed by his
grestest battle.

"Monthd" Damodarasnarled.
"Yes, Lord," said Sanga, absently. He didn't even notice that he used the old appellation for



Damodara, ingtead of the new "Y our Mgesty.”

Neither did Damodara

"I'm nervous," said Tarun. "What if | do it wrong? Are you sure—"

"Don't bedlly," Rgiv assured the young stable-boy. He held up the fuse, pinched between thumb
and forefinger. "What's to go wrong? Y ou've got a pocket full of matches. Just light this and take shelter.”

Dubioudy, Tarun brought out one of the matchesin his pocket and studied it.

"Whet if—?"

Trying not to let his exasperation show, Rgjiv plucked the match from Tarun's hand and struck it
againg one of the stonesin the stable floor. The match flared up very nicdly, with itsusua acrid fumes.

"Specidly made," he said forcefully. "By the best gpothecary in Kausambi."

Honesty forced him to add: "Well . . . The best in this quarter, anyway. He's probably just as good as
any intheimperid paace, though.”

That was true enough, but it brought up another thing for Tarun to fret over.

"What if he betrays us? Matches are unusua things. What if he starts wondering—"

Squatting afew feet away, Vdentinian laughed softly. "Weren't you just telling us yesterday that
nobodly is paying attention to the soldiers any more? Even the soldiers themselves?’

"They've even dacked off the digging," Anastasius added. " Good thing, too, as close asthey were
getting.”

Never comfortable for very long in asguet, the huge cataphract rose to hisfeet. It was an ungainly
movement, not because Anastas us was uncoordinated—which he certainly wasn't, for aman his
sze—but amply becausethe szeitsaf created certain physical redities. A rhinocerosisungainly aso,
risng to itsfeet. Not ungainly, however, in the charge that follows.

"Relax, boy. By now, Skandagupta has over athousand corpses or heads decorating the walls of his
palace. He's become amaniac, and everyonein the city knowsit. Nobody in hisright mind wantsto get

anywhere near him—or his police. That gpothecary will do what everyone dseistrying their best to do,
these days. Mind his own business and hope he survives whatever's coming.”

It was true enough, and Tarun knew it aswell as anyone elsein the stable. The soldiers and |aborers
engaged in digging up the arealooking for the hideaways had been dacking off, for at least aweek.
"Sacking off," a least, in the sense of not getting much done that was of any use. To be sure, they
managed to look asif they were working frenziedly. But most of it was make-work; literaly, moving soil
and rubble back and forth from one hole or pile to another.

Y ou could hardly blame them. Every time they'd uncovered something, whoever wasin charge
wound up getting beheaded or impaled. Over time, of course, reports of no progress at al would be met
with equal punishment. But that took more time than success.

By this point, in besieged Kausambi, most people were smply buying time.

Not everyone.

Lady Damodara appeared in the stall. "' Ajatasutra's back. He wants to know—"

"How soon?" asked the assassin himsdlf, coming right behind her. "Inquiring emperors want to
know."

Vdentinian grinned, mirthlessy. "Now that you're here, how's tomorrow morning sound?"

Tarun gulped.

"You'l dofing" Rgiv assured him. "But you'd better leave now. It'sabig city and you've got aways
to go. And you need to be in place before sunrise.”



"It'sdark outside," Tarun protested.
"Of courseitis™" said Vaentinian. "That's the plan. Now, go."

Tarun made no further protest. Whatever else he might be worried about was merely apossibility,
involving someone el se or something else at some other place and time.
Vdentinian was here and now. Tarun went.

* * %

Bdisariuswasn't redly worried about any Mawa patrols sent out by Link. Where Bdisarius had
twenty thousand cavalrymen and Kungas had fifteen thousand dragoons, the monster had had only had
three thousand cavalry to begin with. Far fewer than that, now, between the casuaties they'd suffered in
various clashes and—the crudest factor of al—thefact that they were now beginning to butcher their
horsesfor the mest.

Still, he saw no reason to take chances. So, he made the rendezvous with Kungas well before
daybreak.

The Kushan king waswaiting for him, in one of the few hutsin the smal village that had escaped the
Raputs arson. He was squatting on the dirt floor, with a bottle of rice wine and two cups.

"Niceto seeyou again," he said, pouring Belisarius adrink. "1'd worry about you getting drunk,
except you can drink like afish and this stuff's so thin it doesn't matter anyway. Best | could find."

Smiling, Bdlisarius squatted and took the cup. "I'm delighted to see you—and surprised. Y ou took a
mighty gamble, coming here from the Hindu Kush."

Kungas made the little shoulder twitch that did him for ashrug. "I figured you'd be here, somewhere,
And sinceI'm aKushan king, | need to prove I'm agreat gambler or I'll soon enough have people
muttering that I'm unfit to rule. Most of dl, though, | want to see that bitch finaly dead.”

Bdisarius swallowed the wine in one gulp. It was not abig gulp, however, snceit wasavery small
cup.

Just aswell. The stuff waswretched aswell asthin. Exactly the sort of wineyou'd expect tofindina
poor fishing village.

The face he made, though, was not due to the wine.

"Then | hateto say this, but you'rein for abig disappointment. The one thing were not goingtodois
kill Great Lady Sati.”

Kungas eyeswidened dightly. In hisminimaist manner, that sgnified astonishment.

"Why intheworld not?' Accusingly, dmost plaintively, he added: "Y ou killed her predecessor, didn't
you?"

"Yes, | did. And | will say that few thingsin my life gave me more satisfaction than seeing Grest Lady

Hali die. But that was another place, another time, and under different circumstances. Here, and now, we
want Sati Imply isolated—but il dive”

He set the cup down on the floor. "That was a battle. Thisis the battle. More accurately, thisisa
holding action while the fina bettleisfought € sewhere, by Damodara.”

Kungastugged at hiswisp of agoatee. "Um. Y ou're gambling yoursdf.”

"Yesand no. I'm not gambling—waell, not much of agamble—that Damodarawill have reached
Kausambi by now. What I'm gambling issimply that it will take him sometimeto break into the city. I've
seen those defenses. Nothing in the world matches them, except possibly the ancient fortifications at
Babylon."

The Kushan king's beard-tugging became more vigorous. "Damnétion, Belisarius. . ."

The Roman genera just waited, patiently. The best way to persuade Kungas of anything wasto let
him persuade himsdlf. Beneath that impassive exterior, the Kushan was as smart as anyone Belisarius had
ever known—and he was privy to dl the secrets of Link's methods of rule. Bdlisarius had briefed Kungas



and Irene extensively on the matter, before they |eft Constantinople on their great expedition to the Hindu
Kush.

"Damnation," Kungas repested. But the word, thistime, was smply said fatdigticaly.

Bdisariuswaited. The Kushan's hand fell from the beard.

"All right. | understand the logic. Aslong asthebitchisalive, Link islocked into her body.
Here—not in Kausambi. The minute she dies, Link will assume anew sheath. Thisnew onein the
imperial palace, soit will be able to take direct command of Kausambi's defenses. Instead of
Skandagupta, whom no onein hisright mind has ever consdered amilitary genius. Or even avery
competent emperor.”

"Exadly.”

"Who?" Kungas wondered. "And how many sheaths does that monster have at its disposal ?!

Good question. Aide?

Bdisarius could sense the jewd's hesitation. Not sure. It's complicated.

Try to explain, as best you can. We need to know.

After amoment, Aidesaid: It'snot easy for it. Link, | mean. First of all, the sheath hasto be
female—never mind why—and, second of all, it hasto bein theline of the dynastic clan. That's
because. .. wdl, never mind that, either. Just take my word for it. There€'sacritical genetic
component to the process. Several, in fact. Close blood relations are important.

Bdisarius nodded. To Kungas, he said: "Aides explaining it to me. Give usamoment.”

Third, the sheath itself hasto be individually suitable. Not every girl is. Most aren't, in
fact—and thereareonly a small number to choose from in thefirst place, being restricted to
thefemale offspring of the dynastic clan. Shehastobe. .. Theword won't mean anything to
you, but it'ssomething the future will call " autism."” It'sa pretty rare medical condition. Not
very many children suffer from it.

Bdisarius didn't bother asking Aide to explain the terms. Some day, he would, but there wasn't the
need for it now, or thetime available.

Hedid purse hislipswith distaste. Contempt, rather. That was absolutely typica of the methods of
the "new gods' who claimed to be humanity'strue future. They would not only use innocent children as
the vesselsfor their rule, but would choose ones already damaged and even less able to protect
themsdlves

| see. The Malwa dynastic clan isa big one, but still . . .

There'd only be one available every few years. It would vary, of course. Thelong span of
year s between Holi'sage and Sati'swould have been unusual. Even so, | doubt if Link has
mor e than two—maybe three—sheaths available. Not even that, really, because they need
year s of training in addition to everything else. The moment of transition—possession, if you
will—is pretty traumatic. If thegirl isn't thoroughly prepared for it, she'll smply die.

A thought cameto Bdlisarius. If that'sso . . . What if the new sheath is very young? It might
actually be smarter . ..

He shook his head. "No, that's too much of agamble.”

Kungastwisted his head, quizzicdly. Beisarius explained: "There can't be many sheaths. Maybe only
one—and she might very well ill beayounggirl. If 0. . ."

He amost laughed, seeing the suddenly fierce expression on the Kushan'sface.
"Tempting, isnt it, Kungas? What happensif the Mawaempireis suddenly ruled by achild? Will
anyone—even Skandagupta—redlly listen to her?”

After amoment, Kungas expelled his breath. "No. Asyou say, too much of agamble—even for a
Kushan. What if she isn't? Sati wasin her prime, after al, when she becamethe new Link."



What was too much of agamble, even for a Kushan king, was not for a cyborg.
Not, at least, for this cyborg. Kungas and Bedlisarius had options. Link no longer did.
The Khmer hed finished ther rituds.

"Now," the thing known as Great Lady Sati commanded.

Expertly, the assassin standing behind her drove his dagger into Sati's spinal column. Just as expertly,
the n standing before her drove his blade into her heart.

As her body dumped, athird n stepped forward and—uwith the same expertise—dlit her throat
from ear to ear.

A priest wasthere with alarge bowl, to catch the sacred fluid. There waslittle spillage, sncethe
goddess heart was no longer besting.

That was good, because the blood was needed for the remaining rituas.
Thoserituas done, the assassins dew dl the priests but one. Then, dew themsalves.
Being careful, even at the end, to keep the gore asminimal aspossible.

That was not because of the needs of the rituals; which, to the contrary, normally put the gore to
extensve use. But the goddess had ordered it all done quietly and economically.

Following the usud rituals would have permeated the chaundoli with a stench that the soldiers outside
would have noticed dmost immediately. Asit was, in the heat of garam, they would noticeit soon
enough. Link wanted this army intact aslong as possible, to keep Bdlisarius distracted.

The sole surviving priest remained a his duty. Smply stting by the door to the chaundoli, that he
might tell inquiring officersthat the Great Lady was adeep and had given orders not to be disturbed.

* k% %

In the specia quartersfar below the imperial palace a Kausambi, the eight-year-old girl known as
Rani lay motionless and empty-eyed on the floor of her chamber. Her specid Khmer atendants were
deeply concerned, but could do nothing.

The sacred transference had happened, they knew. But it had happened much sooner than any of
them had expected, including the girl hersdif.

Shewould survive, they decided. Beyond that, other than providing her with acloth soaked in water
to ap, they could only wait.

* * %

Tarun was too nervousto wait any longer. He'd gotten to the place Rgjiv and he had picked long
before he redlly needed to. It was an isolated corner in the maze of an outdoor bazaar not far from
Kausambi's northernmost gate. At thistime of night, the stallswere al closed and barred.

No one paid any attention to atwelve-year-old boy huddled in the darkness. There were many such
inthecity. A thief might have noticed the wrapped bundle beneath the boy's ragged cloak, but evenif he
had he would most likely have done nothing. What of any vaue could such aragamuffin possess?

Still, the two hours Tarun waited seemed interminabl e to the stable-keeper's son. So, when he saw
thefirst faint sign of dawn in the sky above, he rose and drew forth the signal rockets. There were three
of them, in case of amidfire.

Nervous as he was, Tarun fumbled none of the tasks involved. Within seconds, one of the rockets
was propped against the smple bamboo frame that held it erect, pointing at the sky. Helit the match,
dtruck the fuse, and hurried to the other sde of the stall.

He was even disciplined enough to remain there, thefinal seconds. If the rocket misfired, hedd
retrieve the bamboo frame to use for a second.

For awonder, nothing went wrong. The rocket didn't misfire, and it didn't blow up. It soared
hundreds of yardsinto the dark sky above Kausambi.



It even exploded when it was supposed to. A greet, bright yellow light shone over the city.

Tarun didn't spend any time admiring the sight, however. He just dropped the remaining rockets and
hurried off. What would happen, would happen. Hed done his part and now simply wanted to get back
to hisfamily.

Few of the city's inhabitants ever saw the wondrous sight, for its people were mostly adleep.

The soldiers standing guard saw, of course, and raced to bring the newsto their officers. Something
is happening at the northern gate!

Vaentinian and Anastasius and Ajatasutraand Tarun and their three Y e-tai mercenaries saw it also,
of course. They arose from their own hiding place not far from the city's southern gate.

More precisdly, Anastasius and Rgjiv arose. The others remained in the smal wagon, hidden from
sght below athin bamboo grate that held the produce which apparently filled the wagon's entire bed.

Anastasius seized the handles of the wagon, hauled it into the street, and began plodding toward the
gate somefifty yards away. Rgjiv waked beside him, dressed as amerchant's son. Clearly enough, the
scion of a prosperous family assigned to oversee a strong but dimwitted laborer in hiswork.

"Why doesthe big guy aways get stuck with these jobs?' complained Anastasius.

"Shut up,” came Vdentinian's voice from under the wagon'sload. "Y ou're not only asbig asan ox,
you look like one. Be thankful | didn't give Rgiv awhip."

* * %
Rana Sanga saw it dso. And the dam shattered.

Hewas on hishorse and charging out of the lineswithin aminute, with ten thousand Rgjputs
following.

Only Rgputs, and only haf of those. Damodarawould use the other half, and the Y e-tal and the
kshatriya, for whatever else was needed. But this charge, the emperor knew, belonged to Rana Sanga
done.

There would be nothing imperid about it, redly. Just the nation of the Rgputs, finaly and truly
regaining its soul.

"For the glory of Rajputana!” Sangacalled, hislance and its pennant on high, in apiercing voice
that was haf abellow and haf adhriek.

"RAJPUTANA!" came the response from ten thousand throats.

* * *

The Mawa soldiers on the southern wall of the city did not understand what was happening. They
knew only three things.

One, most of the garrison had been ordered to the northern gate.

Two, aflood—atorrent—atida bore of Rgjput lances was pouring past them on the ground beyond
thewalls.

Going where?

Who could say?

They only knew the third thing. Those lances |ooked as sharp as the sound of the Rgjput battle cry.
"Shit," said one of them.

"What are we going to do?" asked his mate in the squad.

"Don't beanidiot. Try to Say dive, what else? Do you care who the emperor is?'

"Well. No."



Chapter 38

Kausambi

Rgiv steded himsdlf. The two guards standing at the entrance to the gatehouse were among the ones
he liked. Nice men, both of them—and so were their wives and kids.

"Rgjiv?' asked Pdlav. "What are you doing here? And with awagon?"
"Y ou know we can't et you out of the gate," said Gaurang.

Both of them were frowning, but neither had drawn his sword and their spearswere ill leaning
againgt the gate hut. The many days Rajiv and Tarun had spent at the gate and the adjoining barracks,
chatting with the guards and playing with their children, had made them afamiliar sght. Besides, they
were only boys.

"Oh, thisis some stuff—food, mostly—my father told me | should bring you." Rgjiv haf turned,
hiding the dagger he did into hishand. "It'snot much, redly.”

Hefrowned at Anastasius. "'Put down the wagon, you cretin! Can't you see we've arrived?”

Anastasius, dull-faced, did as he was told. The moment Pallav stepped forward to look at the
wagon's contents, Rgjiv sprang.

Still, at the end—damn what the Mongoose would say—Rgjiv made sure the blade sank into the
mesty part of the soldier'sthigh, not even close to the femord artery. Twisting the dagger and snatching it
out of thewound, Rgjiv struck Pdlav's head with the pommel. Being careful to avoid the fragile temple
bones.

All to no purpose. Anastasius yanked the wagon handle out of its socket and crushed Pallav's skull
ashefdl. Then, inthe back stroke, went for Gaurang. The dender arm the soldier threw up to block the
blow was completely usdess. Aswell block arhino horn with atwig. His broken body was dammed into
the hut so hard the flimsy wooden structure disintegrated.

Left to hisown, Rajiv would probably have wasted some seconds, staring at the corpses. But the
Mongoose was dready out of the wagon and plunging into the open door of the gatehouse, spathain
hand. Ajatasutrawas close behind.

There would be three or four more guards inside the gatehouse. Also men that Rgjiv knew. Against
the Mongoose, even if they'd been warned and ready, they'd have been dead men. Asit was, the shill
cries of darm and the soft wet sounds of massacre lasted but afew seconds. Most likely, Ajatasutra
never gotinvolved at dl.

Fortunately, Rgjiv didn't have to watch. Two men could work the gate mechanism, and there wasn't
enough room in the narrow stairsleading up the tower or in the chamber above for more than two men
ayway.

For such work, Vaentinian and Ajatasutrawere the obvious choices. Anastasius and Rgjiv and the
three Y e-tai mercenaries were assigned to guard the entrance and fend off the soldiers from the adjacent



barracks, long enough to allow Vaentinian and Ajatasutra to open the gate.

The Y e-ta were dready shoving the wagon across the entrance, after finishing thework of casting of f
the bamboo grate and the produce covering it. Anastasius reached into the wagon bed and withdrew the
big maul hidden there, along with hisbow and arrows, and the mace he favored for close-in work.

After they'd opened the gate, Vaentinian and Ajatasutrawould return below to help in the defense,
while Anastasi us went upstairs and smashed the gate mechanism.

The mechanism was heavy, and very sturdy. But the maul wasiron-headed, and very big. And
Anagtasius was Anastasius. Even if the soldiers could force their way up the tower, past one of the
world's handful of great swordsmen and India's second-best assassin, it would take hoursto repair the
machinery and close the gates.

They would not have those hours. They would not even have very many minutes. Rgjiv's father had
only afew milesto come.

* * %

He came, at an easy canter that the horses could maintain for some time without tiring. As eager and
impatient as he was to reach the gate, the Rgjput king was far too experienced a horseman to do
otherwise. He would save the energy of agalop for the very end.

Twenty minutes, he thought it would take.

He was eager, and impatient, but not worried. Rana Sanga had fought the Mongoose for hours,
once. He did not think for amoment that, in narrow quarters, garrison troops could defeat him.

Not in twenty minutes. Probably not in twenty hours. Not without cannons, anyway.

* * %

Within five minutes, the warning was brought to the officer in command of the quarter's garrison. He
was an exceptiondly capable officer. Redlizing immediately theimplications, he ordered hissoldiersto
bring the four field gunsthey had. A six-pounder and three four-pounders.

They were an exceptionaly well-trained unit, too. Five hundred men, no fewer. The commander was
sure he could retake the gate once he reached it.

In. .. perhapsfifteen minutes. More likely, twenty. His soldiers were dready awake, since he'd
ordered them aroused the moment he heard of the rocket, but they were still mostly in the barracks. The
gate was athird of amile away, and the Sreets were very narrow.

Twenty minutes should still be quick enough. The rebe army was concentrating its attack on the
north, according to the reports he'd been given, where the signd rocket had been fired by spies.
Probably that gate was being seized by traitors aso. The commanding officer was quite experienced.
Most sieges were broken by treachery, not guns.

The emperor, he thought sourly, would have done far better to have ordered his soldiersto search
for spies, ingtead of hidden refugees. Who cared what a great lady and her children did, huddlingina
cdllar somewhere?

* % %

The soldiers dready at the gate were driven back within less than aminute. The sheer violence of the
defense was not something they'd ever encountered. There was a huge ogre accompanying thetraitors,
whoever they were. A monstrous cresture, that crushed the life out of men with its great mace,
sometimesfdling two soldierswith one blow. The ogre had fierce Y e-tai withiit, too.

They reeled back, frightened. Their spears had been usaless. Their swords, even more so.

"Bring bows!" shouted their commander. He waslacing on his armor, and having trouble with the
task. He'd been sound adleep when the alarm was sounded, and was still fegling confused.

"Bring bowd!" he shrieked again.
His men hurried to obey. The bows were kept in the barracks. And the ogre was not inthe
barracks.



Their commander gaped at the little flood of soldiers pouring back into the barracks.

"Not all of you! You—you—"

He collapsed to the ground. Even if held had hisarmor on properly, the arrow protruding from his
chest would have punched right throughtit.

The few soldierswho hadn't returned to the barracks stared at the sight. Then, at the traitors
positioned behind the wagon across the gatehouse entrance.

"The ogre has a bow!" screamed one of them. "Ogre has a bow!"

All but one of them made it back into the barracks. The duggard remained pinned to the doorway,
by another arrow that struck . . .

Exactly the way you'd expect an ogre'sarrow to strike. Went al the way through him and would
have passed on completely except it hit the door post.

"Great big thing, too," muttered one of the soldiers, peeking out of abarracks window. "Way bigger
than ours.”

"Which gate?' shrieked Skandagupta. " Which gate? Spesk plainly, damnyou! "
The emperor was still muddle-headed with deep. Dangerous at any time, he was positively
venomous & timeslikethis.

The genera commanding the city's garrison wasn't sure of the answer himsdlf. But what he said, very
firmly and confidently, was: "Both gates, Y our Mgesty. The main attack seemsto be coming at the north
gate, however. Damodarahimsdf is said to be leading the charge there.”

That was true enough. Well. Probably. From the battlements, using telescopes, sentries had seen the
rebd would-be emperor's pavilion being struck, and asurge of his soldierstoward the northern gate. A
contingent of Y e-tal was leading the way, probably led by Toramana himseif.

A dow surge, to be sure, except for the Y e-tai vanguard. Nothing like the charge being made by the
Rajputs toward the southern gate. But that latter could be afeint.

"Then get yoursdlf to the northern gatel™ shrilled the emperor. "At once! Or I'll have your head for my
collection! Y ou coward! Y ou gtinking—"

"l obey, Your Mgesty!" The genera could safely take that shrieking imprecation for aroya
dismissal. He was out of the audience chamber before the emperor had stopped cursing him.

Hed never felt such rdief heading for adesperate battlein hislife.

* % %

By the time the lieutenant who succeeded to command in the barracks could chivvy his soldiers out
into the small square facing the gatehouse, another sound could be heard. Like adistant thunder,
gpproaching. The sound of horses, and men shouting.

Rajiv understood the words before anyone else did.
Rajputana. And, dso, the name of hisfather, chanted like abattle cry.
Rana Sanga.

Hisfather was coming. Would be here within aminute or two. He and hiswarriors would come
through that gate like an avalanche of sted!.

Hisbow in hand and an arrow notched, Rgjiv Stared at the soldiers assembling fearfully in the square.
In aminute, perhaps two, they would be swept from existence. Men he knew. Men whose wives and
children he knew.

"Itisnot honorable," he murmured.
"What was that, boy?' asked Anastasius.
"Itisnot bearable," he added, till murmuring.



"Speak up, if you've got something to say!"

Rgiv removed the arrow from the bowstring. Still holding the bow, he sprang onto the wagon before
the entrance. Then, with two steps and a sure-footed leap, he sprang off the wagon onto the
hard-packed dirt of the square beyond.

"What the hell are you doing?" Anastasius bellowed.

Rgiv ignored him. He advanced toward the soldiers some forty yards away. The bow was ill in his
left hand, positioned asit should be. But he was now holding up the arrow asif it were asword.

"Stop!" hecried. "l am Rgjiv, aprince of Rgputanal Son of Rana Sangal”
One of the soldiersin the front rank squinted at him. Abhay, that was. He had a son Rgjiv's age, and

avery pretty daughter about ayear older. She'd been the source of new thoughtsfor Rgjiv, in fact. New
and rather unsettling ones.

"Rgiv? Rajiv?"

"Yes, Abhay! ItisRgiv!"

Still walking toward them, he pointed back at the opening gate with the arrow. "My father is coming!
Ligten, and you can hear!"

All the soldiers stopped moving, and froze.

Sure enough. Coming louder and louder:
Rana Sanga! Rajputana!
* * %
Worseyet:
Death to Skandagupta!
And they were Skandaguptas men.
* * %

Raiv now raised the arrow high, asif it held abanner.
"Swear fedty to me! Swear it now!"

* % %

Vaentinian emerged from the gate tower. "All right, Anastasius. Get up there and—what is that
crazy kid doing?"
Anagtasius shook his head.

Ajatasutracame out aso, in time to hear the exchange. After peering at the sght of Rgjiv confronting
the soldiersin the square, that familiar mocking smile cameto his hawk face.

"Rgjput prince. What do you expect?’

"Swear it now!"
His voice broke—that too was new—and Rgjiv slently cursed al new things.
He was even thinking about Abhay's daughter! Now—aof al times!

* * %

Abhay looked at the soldier next to him. Asif it were the first pebblein a cascade, that 1ook passed
from one soldier to the next.

The new commander saw, and cursed aso. Not silently, however.
"Damn dl traitord" he shouted, pushing hisway forward, spear in hand.

* % %
"All my efforts™” Vaentinian hissed. "Gone to waste. Ungrateful fucking stupid worthlessbrat.”
The commander came out of the mass of soldiers, at acharge, his spear leveled.



Rgiv notched and fired the arrow in amovement so swift and sure not even Vaentinian could redly
follow it. The commander fell dead, perhaps afoot of the shaft protruding from histhroat.

"Wdl," sad Vdentinian. "Maybenot dl."

* % %

"Swear it NOWM™

* k%
The sound of shrieking Rajput voices coming from beyond the walls was almost desfening.

But what decided Abhay, in the end, was not that. It was the thunderous sound—more deafening
gtill—of thousands of galloping horses.

Hewas afraid of horses. Had been, ever since he was kicked by one asaboy. The other soldiers
teased him about it.

He, too, lunged forward. But with his spear held crossways, not in the killing thrust his commander
hed tried.

"I swear, Rgiv! | swear!" Hefél to hisknees, the spear till held crossways. "l swear!™

It took not more than ten seconds before all the soldiers from the barracks were on their knees
besde him, swearing likewise.

"Onyour feet!" Rgjiv bellowed. Tried to, rather. Hisvoice broke again.

He pointed with the bow. "Line up againgt the wall of the barracks! In good ranks, you hear? Y our
gpearsin hand—but held at standing rest!”

They'd be safe enough there, he thought. The square was small, true, but the portion in front of the
barracks was something in the way of an offset little plaza. They wouldn't smply be trampled. And their
familieswithin the barracks would be sefer ill.

Aslong as Rgjiv was standing in front of them, they'd be safe. Where hisfather could see him, the
moment he came through the gate.

Whichwould be. ..

Any time now. Hed never heard such asound in hislife. It was smultaneoudy exhilarating and
terrifying. Ten thousand galloping horses shaking the ground, while ten thousand warrior throats shook
theair.

* * %

"l will bedamned," Vadentinian muttered.

"Spesk up!" shouted Anagtasius, standing right next to him. The world wasfilled with the noise of
horses and battle cries. "l can't hear you!"

"l said: | will be damned!"

Anastasius shook hishead. "Well, no kidding! Y ou just figured that out?"

Vaentinian scowled. Grinning, Anastasius pushed him toward the entrance to the gate tower.
"Comeon! Let'sget out of theway! Expert Rgput horsemen or not, | don't want to get trampled.”

The courier galloped up to the city's commander.

"The southern gatel" he shrieked, pointing back with hisfinger. "Rgjputs! Treason! The gateis open!
TheRaputsare coming! Thirty thousand of them! By now, they'rein the city!"

The commander stared to the south. That gate was too far avay to see. He was almost a the
northern gate, by now, with ten thousand of his own men packing the sireets.

A courier galoped up from the north.
"TheYeta areat thegatel Therebd'sYe-ta! Ten thousand of them! Toramanahimsalf isoutside!™
The commander stared to the north. That gate he could see. And the odds were even.



"Desath to Toramanal" he shouted, swinging his sword. " To the north gate!

* * %

Toramanawas indeed outside the gate. But with only three thousand soldiers, not the ten thousand
Sangawas leading into the city through the southern gate.

They weredl Ye-ta soldiers, however. Quite visibly so. Toramana had seen to that.

The commander of Damodaras Y e-tai troops was Sitting on his horse and looking up at the soldiers
manning the gate. Very boldly, within bow range.

The soldiers on those walls were mostly Ye-tai also, as Damodaras spies had reported.

"Come on, boys!" Toramana shouted. "It'sal over, and you know it! So what's it going to be?
Service with me? Beer, women, and along life?"

Hedrew hissword and raised it, asif inspecting the edge of the blade.
"Or do we have to get messy about this?'

Oneof the Ye-ta soldiers on the wallswas|ooking the other way, into the city.

"The commander's coming,” he said, amost idly. "Took the bastard long enough. Got maybe three
thousand men with him. Up close, anyway. Morethan that, trailing behind.”

He didn't use the commander's name. Few of Kausambi's Y e-tai soldiers did. The man was a cypher
to him. Just another one of the politica generds churned up by the endless scheming within the Mawa
dynadtic clan. Very deadly scheming, of late.

Now, he turned and looked at his own platoon commander. So did dl the other Ye-tai on thewall
nearby.

The officer rubbed hisface. "Ah, shit."

Hissoldierswaited, silently.

"Ah, shit," he repeated. Then helowered his hand and said: "Make them open the gate. L et
Toramanaded with therest.”

Before he finished, three of the Y e-tai were dready plunging into the gatehouse.

They had their swordsin hand, just in case the stupid peasants who actualy operated the gate
mechanism chose to argue the matter.

Not likely, of course.

* * %

When he saw the gate start to open, Toramana grinned. Sangawouldn't get all theglory.

He did not forget, of course, to wave his sword in salute at the Y e-tai on the battlements, asheled
his men into the city. All three thousand of them, except afew couriers sent racing off to tell Damodara
that there were now two breachesin Kausambi'swalls.

For their part, the Y e-tai on the walls returned his salute with the proper sautations.
"Long live the new emperor!" bellowed one of them.

Hismate e bowed him.

"Long livethe rightful emperor!" he corrected himself.

"Desth to the impostor Skandaguptal” his mate chimed in.

* % %

When Skandagupta saw the girl enter the imperia audience chamber, forcing her way past the
assembled courtiers, he broke off in mid-tirade.

"Rani?" hewhispered.
The eight-year-old girl was now past the courtiers, and standing in front of the throne.
The blood drained from hisface. A face that felt as empty as the one before him. The eyes before



him.
"Great Lady Rani," thegirl said.
Her voice changed, then. Into something no girl—no woman of any age—could possess.
"GREAT LADY RANI, NOW. YOU WILL OBEY ME, SKANDAGUPTA."
But dl the emperor could do was scream.

Chapter 39

K ausambi

Thefirgt thing Rana Sanga saw, after he charged through the gate into the square beyond, was his
son. Rgjiv, holding abow but not wearing armor, standing in front of perhaps ahundred soldiers
assembled in ranksin front of the gate's barracks.

It was one of the great moments of hislife. Greeter, even, than thefirst time he held hisfirg-born
childin hishands.

A tiny thing, Rgjiv had been then, in Sangas very large hands.

Hewould never be as big as Sanga. In that, Rgjiv took after his mother. But, at that moment, he
seemed to stand astall as Sangahimsdlf, sitting on his great warhorse.

"My soldiers, father!" Rgjiv spread his hands, the left ill holding the bow, asif to shelter the soldiers
behind him. "My soldiers! Loya and sworn to me! They are not to be harmed!™

Sanga had brought his horseto a hdt, ten yardsfrom Rgjiv. A smdl clot of hislieutenants swirled
around him.

He pointed hislance into the city. "To theimperid paace! 1 want Skandaguptals head! | will follow in
amoment!"

The lieutenants whedled their horses and resumed leading the charge. Hundreds, and hundreds, and
hundreds of Rajputs followed them. Slowed grestly, of course, asthey squeezed through the gate. But
resuming the galop immediately theregfter.

Finaly, Sangawas able to move his gaze from his son'sface, to examine the soldiers behind him.

He amost laughed. If there was one of them not trembling, Sanga could not spot him.

* % %

Abhay was certainly trembling. He had never in hislife seen anything so fearsome asthe Rgjput king
astride hishorse afew yards away.

The horse done would have been terrifying. Severd handstdler than any horse Abhay had ever
seen, clad in itsown armor, the beast had eyes that seemed to be filled with fury and its huge nostrils
breathed rage.

But theking atop it! Steel helmet, steel chain and plate armor, sted-headed lance—even the shaft of



the lance seemed like sted.

Not to mention being far larger than any lance Abhay could have held easily, even with both hands.
In the huge, gauntleted hand of the Rgjput king, it seemed aslight asawand.

The king was glaring, too. Or had some sort of scary expression on hisface.

Just to make things complete, he had a name.

Rana Sanga. Every soldier in Indiahad heard of Rana Sanga. The stories were endless.

And each and every one of them wastrue. Abhay didn't doubt it for amoment. Not any longer.

* % %

Sangawasn't exactly glaring. Hewas smply, in his austere manner, trying to disguise both greet pride
and great amusement.

Sworn to hisson's service, no less! The most wretched pack of garrison troops Sanga had ever
Seen!

But there was no contempt in the thoughts. Not even for the soldiers, and certainly not for Rgjiv.

Sanga understood full well, what had happened here. He would not have doneit himself. But he
understood it.

"My wifeésson, too," he murmured. "My grest and glorious wife."

A movement caught his attention. Turning his head, he saw the Mongoose emerging from the
gatehouse,

Hedid thelanceinto its scabbard, and swung down gracefully from the saddle. Then, strode toward
him.

As he neared, he saw that the Mongoose was scowling. Half-anger and half . . .

Embarrassment? That seemed odd.

"Look," the Mongoose rasped. "I tried my level best. It'snot my fault your soniscrazy.”

Abhay was astonished to see the Rgjput king—so tall hewas! even standing!—burst into laughter.
More astonished, gtill, to see him kneel before theforeign soldier.
Kned, and extend his sword, hilt-first.

The words he spoke were clear to Abhay, who was standing not that far away. But they were smply
meaningless.

"| am forever inyour debt, Vaentinian of Rome."

The Roman soldier named Vaentinian cleared histhroat.

"Yes wdl," hesad.

"Namethe service, and | will doit," ingsted the Ragjput king.

"Yes, well," Vdentinian repested.

The ogre had emerged from the gatehouse in time to hear the exchange.

"Vdentinian, youreafucking idiot,” Abhay heard him growl. Much more loudly: "Asit happens,
Rana Sanga, thereisone smdl little favor you could do us. A family matter, you might say. But later!
Later! Theresdtill abattle to bewon.”

Sangarose, sheathing hissword. "Asyou say. The favor isyours, whatever it is. For the moment, |
will trust you to kegp my family safe”

"W, sure” said Vdentinian.
Then he was back to scowling. Rgjiv stepped forward and insisted on accompanying hisfather.

Abhay fdt fear return, in full force. He did not want to fight a battle. Any battle, anywhere—much
lessthe gresat, swirling chaos that Kausambi had become.



"You are not armored, Rgjiv," hisfather pointed out, mildly. "And your only wegpons are abow and
adagger.”

Rgjiv turned to face Abhay, who was a small man.

"Y ou're about my size. Give me your armor. Y our spear and sword, also.”

Hastily—eagerly—ecstatically, Abhay did as he was commanded.

"Stay here—you and dl the others” Rgjiv told him quietly. "Protect your families, that'sdl. You
wouldn't be—well. That'll be good enough. Just keep your wife and children safe. Especidly your
daughter. Ah, I mean, daughters.”

Sangadill seemed hesitant.

Heturned to Vdentinian. "Ishe ready for this? He's only thirteen.”

Scowling seemed to come naturally to the Roman soldier. Y ou mean, other than being crazy? Y eah,
he'sready. Thetruthis, he's probably better than most of your Rgjputs. Already.”

The Rgjput king seemed, somehow, to grow taller ill.

"The Mongoose saysthis?"

"Well, yeah. The Mongoose says 0. What the hdll. | trained him, didn't [?"

* % %

A few minutes later, they were gone. The Rgjput king and his son, toward the imperia paace. The
ogre—who turned out to be another Roman soldier—and the narrow-faced one who was amost as
frightening, went somewhere else. The Y etal went with them, thankfully.

Where they went, exactly, Abhay didn't know. Wherever Sangas family was hidden, he assumed.

Hewasn't about to ask. He was not acrazy Rajput prince.

Fortunately, Sanga had left one of his Rgjput soldiers behind. An older man; too much the veteran to

find any great glory inthelast battle of awar. Enough glory, anyway, to offset the risk of not being
around to enjoy the fruits of victory afterward.

Somebody had to lend Rgjiv ahorse, after al. Who better than agrizzled oldster?
Hewas a cheerful felow. Who, to the great rdlief of Abhay and the other garrison soldiers, just

waved on the Rgjputs who kept coming through the gate. There was never amoment when any real
threat emerged.

Coming, and coming, and coming. It took an hour, it seemed—perhaps longer—before they dl
passed through. " Storming the gate," when the soldiers numbered in the thousands and the gate was not
redly al that wide, turned out to be mostly a poetic expression.

Abhay found that somehow reassuring. He didn't like poetry, dl that much. But heliked it alot better
than he liked horses.

* * %

Toramana personaly dew the commander of Kausambi, in the battle that erupted in the narrow
Sreets less than two minutes after he and his Y e-tal started passing through the north gate.

He made apoint of it, deliberately seeking out the man once he spotted the plumed helmet.

Idiot affectation, that was. Toramanas own helmet was as utilitarian and unadorned asthat of any of
hissoldiers

It didn't take much, redlly. The city's commander was leading garrison troops who hadn't seen a
battle since Ranapur. Toramanaand hisY e-tai had spent years fighting Belisarius and Rao.

So, atiger met amongre cur in the streets of Kausambi. The outcome was to be expected. Would
have been the same, even if the fact they were outnumbered didn't matter. In those narrow streets, only a
few hundred men on each side could fight at onetime, anyway.

When he saw Toramana coming, hacking hisway through the commander's bodyguard, the Mawa



generd tried to flee.
But, couldn't. The packed streets made everything impossible, except the sort of close-in brutal
swordwork that the Y e-tai excelled in and his own men didnt.

Neither did their generd. Toramanasfirg strike disarmed him; the second cut off his hand; the third,
his heed.

* k%

"Save the head," Toramana commanded, after the garrison troops were routed.

Hislieutenant held it up by the hair, till dripping blood.

"Why?" he asked skeptically. Toramanas Y e-tal, following their commander's example, were not
much given to military protocol. " Getting divorced and remarried, aready?"

Toramanalaughed. "I don't need it for more than aday. Just long enough so those damned Rgjputs
don't get all the credit.”

The lieutenant nodded, sagely. "Ah. Good idea.”

Even with the partia dataat its disposa—even working through the still-awkward sheeth of agirl
much too young for the purpose—Link knew what to do.

It till didn't know the exact nature of the disaster that had befalen it, while ensconced in the sheath
named Sati. Asaways, Link's memories only went asfar as Sati's last communion with the machinesin
the cdlars.

It didn't reglly matter.

Bdisarius, obvioudy. Asbefore.

The gresat plan of the new gods lay in shattered ruin. Indiawas now logt. If Link had been in an adult
sheath, it might havetried to raly the city's soldiers. But trapped in agirl's body, and with an emperor
who had never been very competent and was now haf-hysterica, such an attempt would be hopeless.

True, Damodara's forces were still outhnumbered by Kausambi's garrison. Link knew that, within a
ninety-three percent probability, despite the prattle of panicked courtiers and officers.

But that, too, didn't matter. There was no comparison at al between the morale and cohesion of the
opposing sides. Damodara's army had thewind in its sails, now that it had breached the city'swalls.
Worse dill, it had commanders who knew how to use that wind, beginning with Damodara himsdf.

Theonly redly seasoned army Link had wasin the Punjab. A huge army, but it might aswell have
been on the moon. That army had been paralyzed by Belisarius, it was much too far away for Link to
control any longer—and none of the garrisonsin any of the citiesin the Ganges plain could serve asa
rallying point. Not after Kausambi fell, asit surdly would by nightfall.

All that remained—all that could remain—wasto savage what piecesit could and begin anew.

Start from the very beginning, al over again. Worse than that, actualy. Link would losethe
machinery in theimperid cdlars. Without that machinery, it could not be transferred onceits current
shesth died or becametoo old or ill to be of use. Link would diewithit.

Perhapsit wasfortunate, after dl, that the sheath was only eight years old.

Not that Link redlly thought intermslike "fate" or "fortune.” Still, it wasapeculiar twist in
probabilities. It would take at least half acentury for Link to re-create that machinery, even after it made
itsway to the Khmer [ands.

Thework could not be done there, in thefirst place. In thisworld, only the Romans and the Chinese
had the technical wherewithd, with Link to guide the dave artisans.

Fortunately, the new gods had planned for such an unlikely outcome. Link held the designsinitsmind
for much cruder machines that would still accomplish the same basic task.

Half acentury, a least. Hopefully, the sheath would prove to be long-lived. They normally werent,



samply because Link made no effort to keep them alive, if doing so wasat dl inconvenient. But it knew
how to do S0, if it chose, assuming the genetic materid was not hopeless. The regimen was very gtrict,
but—obvioudy—that posed no problem at all. Food meant nothing at al to Link, and the time spent in
mindless exercise could till be used for caculations.

"Where are we going?" whispered Skandagupta. His voice was till hoarse, from the earlier
screaming.
"BESILENT ORYOU WILL DIE."

The threat was not an idle one. An eight-year-old girl's body could not have overwhelmed
Skandagupta, even as pudgy and unfit ashe was. But Link had kept its specid assassins, after ordering
them to kill dl thewomen in the cellars. Any one of the assassns—much lessall three—could havedain
Skandaguptainstantly.

The specidly trained women would have been useful, later. But they were Smply not trained, nor
physicaly conditioned after yearsliving in celars, for the rigors of the journey that lay ahead. And Link
could not afford to leave them aive. Under torture, they might say too much about their origins.

It was questionable whether Skandaguptawould survive those rigors. Link's sheeth was small enough
that it could be carried by the assassins, when necessary. Skandaguptawas not, even after he lost hisfat,
as he surdly would. Link could not afford to wear out its assassns.

Asit was, Link had dmost ordered the emperor killed anyway. The probabilitiesteetered on a
knife's edge. On the one hand, Skandagupta was an obvious impediment in the immediate future. On the
other hand . . .

It was hard to caculate. There were ill too many variablesinvolved. But there were enough of them
to indicate that, given many factors, having the legitimate emperor of Indiaready a hand might prove
useful.

No matter. Link could always have Skandagupta murdered later, after al.

The tunnd they were passing through was poorly lit. Skandagupta sscumbled and fell again.

The shock was enough to jar the creature out of itsfear. "Where are we going? And what will
happen to my wife and children?"

Link decided that answering was more efficient than another threst.

"We are going to the Khmer lands. | prepared this escape route decades ago. Y our wife and
daughters are irrdlevant, since they are outside the succession. Y our only son, also. By the end of the day
he will have either renounced his heritage and publicly admitted Damodaras forgeriesto be the truth, or
hewill be dead."

Skandagupta moaned.

"IF HE SPEAKS AGAIN WITHOUT PERMISSION," Link instructed the assassins, "BEAT
HIM."

"How badly, Mistress?"

"LEAVE HISLEGS UNDAMAGED. HISBRAIN ALSO, SUCH ASIT IS. SO LONG ASHE
CAN STILL WALK."

* * *

Damodara entered the palace just as the sun was setting. There was till some fighting in the city, here
and there, but not much.

It was dll over. Hisgreat gamble had worked.
" Skandagupta's son says he will agree to the—ah—new documents,” Narses said.

Damodara considered the matter. "Not good enough. He has to swear he'sabastard, also. Hisred
father was. . . whoever. Pick one of the courtiers whose heads decorate the walls outside. Someone
known to be foul aswell asincompetent.”



Narses sneered. "Hard to choose among them, given those qudifications.”

"Don't takelong." Damodaras lips twisted into something that was perhaps less of asneer, but every
bit as contemptuous. "1 want those heads off the walls and buried or burnt by tomorrow afternoon. The
impaled bodies, by mid-morning. What a stench!™

"Yes, Your Mgesty."

"My wife? Children?'

"They should be here within an hour. They'redl safe and well.”

Damodaranodded. "Seeto it that stable-keeper is rewarded. Lavishly. In addition to being made the
new roya stable-master.”

"Yes, Your Mgesty. What about—"

"The two Roman soldiers?' Damodara shook his head, wonderingly. "What sort of reward would be
suitable, for such service asthat?!

Narses sneer returned. "Oh, they'll think of something.”

* % %
"Someone's coming,” said one of the members of the assassination team. He spoke softly. Just as
softly ashelet the grasses sway back, hiding their position alongside the road to the Bay of Bengal.
"Who?'
"Don't know. But from the clothes he's wearing, someone important, even though he's on foot. He's
got agirl with him, and those weird little yellow ns the witches keep around.”

The captain frowned. He knew who the man was talking about, of course, even if none of the regular
Mawa assassination teams ever had much contact with the witches and their entourage. But they'd
always paid some attention to the Khmer assassins. Just keeping an eye on the competition, asit were.

"What intheworldwould . . . Let me see”

He dithered hisway to the top of the knoll and carefully parted the grasses.
"It'sthe emperor,” he hissed.

"Areyou sure?' asked his lieutenant.

"Come and look for yoursdlf, if you don't believe me."

The lieutenant did so. Like the captain, though not the other three ns, he'd been introduced to
the emperor once. At adistance, of course, and as part of asmall crowd. But it was something aman
remembered.

"Damned if you're not right. But what would he be doing— Oh. Stupid question.”

The captain smiled, sardonicdly. "I guess we know who won the Sege.”

Hetook a deep breath and let it out. "Well, thank whatever gods there are. After eleven thousand
wasted milesand | don't want to think how many wasted hours, we've findly got something to do.”

* * *

Fortunately, they'd hauled their little bombard the whole way. For dl their diminutive size, the Khmer
assassnswere deadly. But ablast of canister swept them away as nestly as you could ask for. The one
who survived, unconscious and badly wounded, got histhroat cut afew seconds later.

They hadn't intended to hit the emperor or the girl, but the group had been tightly bunched and
canigter just naturaly spreads.

The girl wasn't too badly hurt. Just asingleball in theleft arm. She might lose the arm, but it could
have been worse.

There was no chance, however, that Skandaguptawould survive.
"Gut-shot," the lieutenant grunted. "Hell diein agony, in afew days. Damodaramight like that.”
The captain shook his head. "Not by reputation, and al we really need isthe head, anyway. Or do



you want to carry the fat little bastard?”

The lieutenant eyed the distant walls of Kausambi. Night wasfaling, but he could till hear the sounds
of scattered fighting.

"Wl ... it'sonly afew miles. But after eeven thousand, I'm not in the mood for any extraeffort.”
He knelt down, and with afew expert strokes, severed the imperia head.

Thegirl was still squalling at them, as she had been since the attack. It was a very strange sound,
coming from such asmdll femae. Asif her voice emerged from ahuge cavern of aches.

Conscioudy and deliberately, the ns had blocked the actua words from their minds. Y ou had
to be careful, dedling with the witches. Which she obvioudy was, despite her youth. A witch-in-training,
at lesst.

The captain struck her on the head with the pomme of his dagger. Carefully, just enough to daze the
cregture.

Y ou never knew, with the witches and the imperia dynasty—of which Damodarawas till apart,
after dl. Thereward might be greeter, if shewere dill dive.

Alive, however, was good enough.

"I'm sick of that squalling,” said the captain. "Her eyes are creepy, too. Gag her and blindfold her,
before she comesto.”

* * %

They decided to wait until the next day, before entering the city to seek their reward. By then, the
fighting should have ended.

Before long, however, the captain was regretting that decison. They were dl very wel-traveled, by
now, and—alas—the lieutenant liked to read.

"You know," he said, "the story hasit that when some Persians presented Alexander the Great with
the body of Darius, he had them all executed. For regicide, even though he was hunting the former
emperor himsdf."

Silently, the captain cursed dl well-read men. Then, because maintaining morae was his duty,
pointed out the obvious.

"Don't bedlly. Alexander the Great was amaniac. Everybody says Damodarais alevel-headed,
practicd fellow."

* * %

Lord Samudralearned the war was over that night, from aradio message sent from Kausambi.

FALSE EMPEROR OVERTHROWN STOP TRUE EMPEROR DAMODARA SITS
ON THRONE IN KAUSAMBI STOP YOU WILL OBEY HIM LORD SAMUDRA
STOPWAR ISOVER STOP ESTABLISH LIAISON WITH MAURICE OF
THRACE TO NEGOTIATE CEASE FIRE WITH ROMAN AND PERSIAN
ARMIESIN PUNJAB STOP

"What are you going to do?' asked one of hisaides.

Samudralet the message fal to the table in the bunker. "What do you think? I'm going to do exactly
asI'mtold. The Romanswill have received the same message. By now, they've got us outnumbered.
Between them and the Pergans, we're facing something like two hundred thousand men.”

"And werelosing soldiers by the droves every day," said adifferent aide, gloomily. "Asmuch by
desertion asdisesse.”

There was silence, for atime. Then Samudrasaid: "Y ou want to know the truth? | know Damodara
pretty well. We're cousins, after al. He's about ten times more capable than Skandagupta and—best of



al—he's even-tempered.”
Therewas further silence, finally broken by one of the aides.
"Long live the new emperor, then.”

"ldiot," said Samudratondesdy. "Long livethe true emperor. The greatest army of the Mawa
empire does not obey rebels, after al.”

* * %

It was severd days before Belisarius learned the war was over. The news was brought to him by a
special courier sent by Damodara.

A Ragput cavaryman, naturally. The man was exceptionaly proud—aswell he might be—that he'd
made the ride asfast as he had, without killing asingle horse.

"So, that'sit," said Belisarius, rising from his squat across from Kungas.

The two of them emerged from the hut and studied the Mawa army they'd trapped on the Ganges.
Thered been littlefighting, and none at dl for the past four days.

"Youwereright, | think," said Kungas. "The bitch did kill hersdlf, daysago.”

"Mogt likely. Well know soon enough. That army'slooking at starvation, before too long. They
daughtered their last horsestwo days ago.”

"I'll send an envoy to them. Once they get the news, they'll surrender.”

The Kushan king eyed Bdlisarius. "Y ou know, | don't think I've ever seen that crooked asmileon
your face. What amuses you so?"

"|'ve got areputation to maintain. Y ou do redlize, don't you, that in the days when the find battle was
fought and won in the grestest war in history, Bdlisarius spent histime doing nothing more than drinking
lousy wine and gambling with dice?’

Kungas chuckled. "Y ou logt, too. By now, you owe me asmal chest of gold.”

"Not dl that smdll, redly.”

But Kungas had stopped chuckling. Another thought had come to him, that caused his notorioudy
expressonlessfaceto twist into agrimace.

"Oh. Youll never stop crowing about it, will you?"
* * %
When Maurice heard, it put himin afoul mood for afull day.

Calopodius mood was not much better. "How in the name of God am | supposed to put that inmy
history?Y ou can only do so much with classcal dlusions, you know. Grammar and rhetoric collapse
under thet crude aredity.”

"Who givesadamn?' snarled Maurice. "Y ou think you've got problems? I'm till in good hedth, and
I'm only twenty years older than the bastard. Y earsand years, I'll haveto listen to him bragging.”

"He's not redlly aboastful man,” pointed out Calopodius.

"Not usudly, no. But with something like this? Hal Y ou watch, youngster. Years and years and
years”



Chapter 40

Kausambi

The damage Kausambi had suffered in the fighting was minima, consdering the huge size of the city.
Belisarius had seen far worse before, any number of times. Damodaras forces had been able to breach
the wallsin two places, without having to suffer heavy casudtiesin the doing, because the gates had been
opened from theinsde. Asaresult, none of the three factors had been operating that, singly or in
combination, usualy produced horrible sacks.

First, the troops pouring into the city were still under the control of their officers, because the officers
themsdlves had not suffered many casuaties and led them through the gates.

Second, the soldiers were not burning with adesire for vengeance on those who had—often horribly,
with the most ghastly weapons—butchered their mates while they were till fighting outside the walls.

So, the sort of spontaneoudy erupting military riot-in-all-but-name that most "sacks" condtituted, had
never occured. Beyond, at least, afew isolated incidents—awaysinvolving liquor—that Damodaras
officers had squelched immediately.

And, third, of course—not al sacks were spontaneous—the commander of the victorious besieging
army had not ordered one, after his troops seized the city.

Skandagupta would have done so, of course. But Damodara ruled now, not Skandagupta, and he
was avery different sort of man. The only thing of Skandagupta that remained was his head, perched on
agpike at the entrance to theimperia paace.

It was the only head there. Damodara had ordered all the other corpses and heads removed.

After dismounting from hishorse, Bdlisariustook amoment to admire the thing.

Pity, though, he said to Aide. Agathius swore he'd someday see Skandagupta lying dead in the
dust. I'm afraid there's not much chance of that, now.

In garam season? No chance at all. Unlesshe'd be satisfied with looking at a skull. That
thing already stinks.

Aide, of course, was detecting the stench through Bdlisarius own nogtrils. As he had many times
before, Belisarius wondered how the jewel perceived things on hisown. He could do so, Bdisarius
knew, athough the manner of it remained mysterious. Aide and the other crystal beings had none of the
senses possessed by the protoplasmic branch of the human family.

But whatever those methods were, Aide had not used them in years. Hed told Belisariusthat he
found it much easier to do hiswork if he restricted himsdf to perceiving the world only through Belisarius
Senses.

A courtier—no, asmall pack of them—emerged from the pa ace entrance and hastened down the
broad stone Stairs at the bottom of which Bdisarius was standing.

"Generd Bdisarius!" one of them said. "The emperor awaitsyou!"



He managed to make that sound as if Damodara was bestowing an immense—no, divine—favor
upon the Roman generd. Which was laughable, redly, since the same Rgjput courier who had brought
the news of Damodara’s triumph had aso brought a private message from the new Mawa emperor
asking Belisarius to come to Kausambi immediately to "deal with adelicate and urgent matter.” Thetone
of the message had been, if not pleading, certainly not peremptory or condescending.

Courtiers, Belisariusthought sarcasticdly, handing the reins of his horse to one of the Rgputswho
had escorted him to Kausambi. However else peoplein different lands may vary in their customs, |
think courtiers are the same everywhere.

Normally, Aide would have responded with aquip of hisown. But the jewd seemed strangely
subdued. He had said very little snce they entered the city.

Bdisarius thought that was odd. Looked at in some ways—most ways, rather—thisfina triumph
belonged to Aide more than it did to Belisarius or Damodara or anyone else. But he didn't pressfor an
explanation. In the yearsthat he and Aide had shared amind, for al practica purposes, they'd both
learned to respect the privacy of the other.

* % %

The Mawaimperial palace wasthelargest in theworld. So far as Bdlisarius knew, anyway. There
might be something equivaent in one of the many kingdomsin Chinathat were vying for power.
"Largest,” a leadt, in the sense of being asingle edifice. The Roman imperid complex at Constantinople
covered more acreage, but much of it was gardens and open walkways.

He'd visited the palace before, anumber of times, when hed cometo Indiayears earlier in what
amounted to the capacity of aspy. With the help of Aide's perfect memory, Bdlisarius knew theway to
the imperia audience chamber. He could have gone there himsalf, without needing the guidance of the
courtiers.

But, perhaps not. Soon, the courtiers were leading him down a hallway held never beenin. Old,
ingrained habit made him check the spathaiin its scabbard, to seethat it was loose and would come out
egly.

Although the movement was subtle, he made no attempt at dl to keep it surreptitious. The courtiers
hed irritated him enough that he felt no desire to accommodate them. Emperor Damodara had, after dl,
invited General Bdisariusinto his presence. Generals carried swords. Good general s with combat
experience carried sharp swords, and made sure they weren't stuck in their scabbards.

One of the courtiers who observed seemed brighter than therest. Or, at leadt, didn't suffer from the
usua moronic state of the courtier mentaity, whose defining characteristic was to think that power
emanated from itsdlf.

"The emperor is not waiting for you in the audience chamber, Generd," he explained quietly. "He
awaitsyouin,ah..."

The hostile glances coming from severd other courtiers caused him to fater. "Someplace dse," he
finished lamdly.

Aide spoke for thefirst time since they'd entered the palace.

He sfound thelair. Link'slair. That'swherewe're going.

Belisarius nodded. And, again, made sure the spathawas loose. What about Link itself?

Damodara's message had said nothing on that subject.

| don't know. | think he must have Link also. Or his message would have been . ..
different.

Bdisariusthought about it. Yes, you're right. He wouldn't have called it a "delicate” matter as
well asan "urgent” one.

But they were entering a chamber, now, and speculation could come to an end. Damodarawas
there, waiting, dong with Rana Sangaand abig Y e-ta officer whom Bdisarius had never met before.



The now-famous Toramana, he presumed.

His eyes, however, were immediately drawn to the side. Two other men were standing there,
who—for the moment—meant far moreto Belisarius.

"I'm glad you survived,” he said. "I wasworried you wouldn't, when | sent you off."

Anastasius huge shoulders moved in ashrug. "Wasn't redlly that bad, Generd. For starters, we didn't
have to protect you. Mindouos and Anatha were worse—not to mention the battle at the Pass."

Vdentinian grinned, in his savage way. "Way worse," he chimed in, reaching up and running fingers
through his coarse black hair. For amoment, along scar was visble—the scar Sanga had given himin
their famous dud. "WEell ask you to remember that, though, when it comestimeto figure out our
retirement bonus.”

Even with an emperor waiting, Bdisariuswould ded with thisfirst.

"Just tell mewhat you want. If | can manageit, | will. Thetwo of you long ago stopped being in the
category of ‘common soldiers.” "

Thetdl Rgjput king standing afew feet away issued asnort. "Thetruth, that!" He gave the two
cataphracts alook that Belisarius couldn't quite interpret. Deep respect was there, obvioudy, but there
was something else. Not derision, exactly, but amusement of some kind.

For thefirgt timethat day, Aide's voice had atrace of hisusua good humor. | still don't
under stand how a man assmart asyou can be such adummy about some things.

What do you mean?

You didn't figure out what Agathiuswasdoing, either, until your nosewasrubbed in it. |
figured it out right away. But I'll remind you that ther € san emperor waiting, here—and the
Malwa empireisstill probably the most power ful empirein theworld. Will befor sure, in afew
year s, once Damodar a gets settled in. Best to stay on good termswith him.

That was good advice. Belisarius turned to face Damodara and bowed.

"Y ou asked for me, Y our Mgesty. How may | be of service?'

A quick smileflashed across Damodarasface. "Wdll, starting tomorrow, you can be of service by
providing al of uswith your good sense. We have a complicated peace settlement to make, you know.
And we're already arguing over whereto hold the conference. Fortunately—so far—it's been mostly an
argument over the radio and telegraph.”

The Mawaemperor lifted hishand. "But thet's for tomorrow. Today, there's a different decision that
faces us. Probably amore important one. And it'snot adecision | fed anyone but you can make."

Bdisariustook adeep breath. "Y ou found Link. Anditslair.”

"Thefirgt, yes. The second—" Damodarashrugged. " 'Found' is hardly the word. | already knew
whereit was. All the members of the dynastic clan—boys, at leest—aretaken toit at least once. | was
there severd times”

"Take methere" Bdisarius said. Commanded, rather.

* % %

Bdisarius could make no sense at dl of the machinesin the chamber far below the pdace. The
problem wasn't so much that, in their gleaming blankness, they seemed more like magic artifactsthan
what he thought of as"machines." It was that he knew he would never understand what they did or how
they worked.

| don't understand them either, really. | don't think even the Great Onesdo, except in
general terms. The new gods developed cyber neticsfar beyond any other branch of the human
race. The Great Onestook a different direction. Onethat led to us crystals. And whilewe
share some of the characteristics of computers, we arevery different in other ways.

How could they bring all this here, through time, when all the Great Ones could do—and that,



barely—was send you as a semi-conscious thing? Apologeticaly, he added: When you first arrived,
| mean. You're hardly "semi-conscious' now.

For onething, the Great Onesaren't asruthless. The energy expenditurerequired to send
these machines back through time destroyed the new gods own planet. Along with most of their
people. Sub-species, it would be better to say. Therewere not many survivors.

Senging the question before Belisarius could ask it, Aide added: Y es, they knew that would
happen. The oneswho managed it, at least. M ost of their people didn't, the oneswho were
destroyed. Even the new gods have factions. Thefaction that did this—which isall that is
left—are. ..

Fanatics, Beisarius supplied. Fanaticism carried to the extremes you'd expect of "supermen.” |
under stand.

But it wastime, now, to ignore the machines. Damodara had not brought Belisarius here to deal with
them. Not principaly, at least.

Heturned and studied the small female shackled to achair. He couldn't see much of her, sncethere
was a hood over her head.

Don't look, said Aide.
No. | must.
Three gtrides and he was there; a quick movement of the hand, and the hood was removed.

It was the face of ayoung girl, perhaps seven or eight yearsold. All but the eyesthat stared up at
him. Those belonged to no human being at dl. Ther brown color wasirrdevant. The emptinesswithin
overwhdmed it.

The girl was gagged, too.

Don't listen toit.

No, | must.

It took longer to remove the gag. The knot holding it in place was very tight. As he worked at the
task, he could hear the indrawn bregaths of the people behind him.

Asever, Aides ability to enhance Bdisarius senseswas handy. There were five other menin the
room, and four of them were holding their breath. The fifth one was breathing the same way he dways
did.

Belisarius had known hewould be. Had that man not been present, he might never have dared to do
this. Belisarius was probably as great agenerad as Alexander the Great, but he never thought like
Alexander. He was who he was because of the men he knew how to lead—and rely upon—not because
he thought he was the son of Zeus.

The gag came off.

"LISTEN TO ME, BELISARIUS. THERE ISSTILL TIME—"

Quickly, he replaced the gag. " Shut up, mongter. | just needed to hear that voice. To be sure.”

He stepped back and drew his spatha. Guide me, Aide.

Wereany other girlsfound?

He passed the question d ong. Damodaraanswered: "One. She's not more than two yearsold. | think

she'sthe daughter of one of the provincia governors. | have her in achamber updtairs. | haven't known
what to do with her, either.”

Destroy the machinesfirst. Without the machines, Link istrapped in thisbody sitting
beforeyou. Thelittlegirl upstairswill be. . . probably not a very normal child. But a harmless
one.

Again, Aide anticipated the next question:



These arejust machines, Belisarius. No different, in the end, than a smple pottery whesl.
In someways, in fact, even morefragile. Anastasus and a big hammer will dofine.

That required adday, to have amaul brought down. But, eventually, the maul arrived and Anastasius
went to work.

With avengeance, as the express on went—and no expresson here. Not even in the battlein the
tight confines of Gresat Lady Holi's cabin had Belisarius seen Anastasius swing amace with such violence.

In three minutes, it was done, and Anastasi us stepped back.

Throughout, Link had smply observed. There had been no expression at dl inthe girl'sface. The
eyes had neither narrowed nor widened. There had been no frown. No tightening of the jaws.

Nothing.
It issmply a calculator, Belisarius. Even now, when the probabilities within which it moves

areatiny fraction of one percent, it isstill calculating. It will never stop calculating. It cannot.
It...

There camethe crystdline equivdent of adegp sgh. It isreally, really not human. Not even in
theway we crystalsare, or the Great Ones. It isjust a machineitself. Programmed to do what
it does—can only do—by monsters.

Yes, | understand. Bdisarius stepped forward, within apace of the girl bound to the chair. Hisgrip
on the spathawastight, much tighter than he would have hdd it in an actud fight.

Willit. ..

Yes. Destroy the girl'sbody and you destroy Link. It doesnot " die" exactly, for it was
never aliveat all. But it will be gone. It will no longer exist.

Stll, he hesitated. Whatever he knew, hisemoationa reactions could not avoid the mongter's form.

True enough, Bdlisarius had dain young girls. Many times, in fact. Just recently, hisburning and
destruction in the Ganges campaign had condemned many such to desth. Damodara had agreed to send
relief expeditions, as soon as possible. But with the inevitable chaos attendant upon a successful rebellion,
no expedition could possibly arrivein timeto save everyone.

Dozens of seven- and eight-year-old girlsjust like this one—more likely hundreds, or possibly even
thousands—would be dying soon. Some were dead aready. Each and every one of whom could,
rightfully, have had the words Murdered by Belisarius engraved on their tomb markers.

Stll, he hadn't doneit personally. And if thet difference might be meaningless, on a philosophica
level, aman does not hold and wield a spatha using philosophy. He uses muscles and nerves and blood
shaped and molded by emotion from the time heis born.

Don't befoolish, Aidesaid softly. You know the answer. Why be proud, at the end, when you
never were before?

Hewasright, of course. Bdlisarius stepped back.
"Vdentinian. A last sarvice, if you would.”
"Sure, Generd "

The cataphract came forward, his spatha flashed, and it was over. A spray of blood across shattered
machinery, and asmal head rolling to astop in acorner. The gag never even came off, as nestly and
economically—as miserly—asit had been done.

"Thank you."

"My plessure.”

Bdisarius turned to Damodara, whose shoulders seemed dumped in relief. " And now, Emperor—"
Dothat later, Belisarius. Please. | want to go outside.

Belisarius hesitated, for amoment. There were the needs of palitics, but . . .



Thiswas Aide's great triumph, not Damodaras.

Certainly, if you wish. | can understand that you find this chamber unsettling.

[t'snot that. It'sjust a cellar, now. That blood isjust blood. That severed head just one of
many |'ve seen. But | sill don't want thistobe. ..

Hehestated. Then: It'snot wherel want to leave. | want to seethe sky over India, when it
happens.

A gresat terrible fear clutched Bdlisarius heart.

What are you talking about?

Agan, that crystdline sort of Sgh. |'ve been glad, these past years, that you never figured it
out. | wasafraid you would, and it would just cause you pain—since you could have done
nothing else anyway. But thetimeishere, now.

Softly, gently: The moment Link was destroyed, the future changed. Not in all ways,
and—it'stoo complicated to explain, and | don't have much time left—the people alive there
now won't be destroyed. Timeislikeaflowingriver, and if you shift the banksit will still most
likely end at the same delta. But | live hereand now, not then and there, and the timeline that
created me—the need for me—has vanished. Will vanish, at least, very soon.

"You're dying?" Without redlizing hed done so, Belisarius cried the words doud. Then, franticaly,
scrabbled to bring the jewd's pouch from under histunic.

It'smorelikel smply becomeimpossible. But | supposethat'sall that death is, in the end.
That point at which thealmost infinitely complex interactions of natural forcesthat wecall a
"life" just becomestoo improbableto continue.

"He'sdying," Bdisarius choked. He had the pouch out, findly, and spilled the jewel onto hispam.

Aidelooked. ..

The same asdways. Glittering, coruscating. Beautiful.

Please, Belisarius. | want to seethe sky over India.

Hetook the stairsthree steps at atime. Never even thinking about the emperor he left behind,
open-mouthed.

Chapter 41

Kausambi

Bédisarius knocked down two courtiersin the palace's corridors and rolled another halfway down the
steps leading to the main entrance, before he finally reached a place on the square fronting the paace that
was sun-drenched. He had no memory of it, afterward. All he remembered was the all-consuming,
desperate hope that exposing the jewe to full daylight would somehow change things.



A supid hope, redlly, on the part of aman who was anything but stupid. Asif light rays and summer
heat could dter the nature of space and time.

Sit down, will you? said Aide. You're gasping for breath.

Bdisarius was winded. Winded and half-exhausted. Even for a dtill-young man in very good physica
condition, that long race up the stairs from the deep cellars had taken atoll.

He more or less collapsed onto one of the wide stone benches that lined the square in front of the
paace. Dully, staring at the blue sky above.

Why? he asked, and began to weep. You knew all along, didn't you? Why didn't you tdl me?

Actually, I didn't know at the beginning. If you remember, | didn't know very much, then.
But | realized within thefirst year, yes. First, becauseit was obvious. And then, because |
remembered.

Bdisarius|owered his head and pinched his eyes. Remembered what?

My last conversation with the Great Ones. Just beforethey sent me here. Well, " sent”
isn't exactly theright word. Neither is" me," for that matter. | wasn't really me, when | left,
and | wasn't sent here so much asthey madeit possible. ..

Hewasslent, for amoment. It'sreally hard to explain, Belisarius. What existed then—in the
future—was nothing you would haverecognized as" Aide." | emerged here, over time, wherel
had only been faceted crystals before. What was sent herewasnot a” me" that had never
existed before, but morein theway of the condensed facets. A package of potential, if you will,
not areal person.

Apologeticdly: | know it doesn't make much senseto you. But it'strue. The Great Onestold
me| would change, and they wereright.

Hiseyes dill pinched, Bdisarius shook his head. Those bastards. They sent you hereto die, is
what they did.

Yes, in away. But it'snot that smple. If | didn't die—volunteer for it—my people wouldn't
live.

Angrily, Bdisarius dropped his hand and dgpped histhigh. "Bullshit!" he shouted, aoud. Don't tell
me they couldn't have handled those so-called "new gods" on their own—without this

Y es, but—

The crystd's flashing image in Bdisarius mind seemed to freeze, for an ingant. Then, sounding very
relieved, Aidesaid: They're coming. | hoped they would. | will let them explain.

For the second timein hislife, Bdisariusfet himsdf swept away into the heavens, asif blown there
by agiant'sgust.
* k%
Asbefore, hefound himself hanging in darkness. Somewhere—somehow—suspended in space.
Ableto observe the stars and galaxies, but not redly part of that universe,

And, as before, he saw apoint of light erupt, and come before him in the form of a Great One. Only,
thistime, it was many points of light and many Great Ones. He seemed to be facing athree-dimensiona
phalanx of the beings.

Why? he demanded of them, fedling—this time—none of the awe he had felt before. Only anger.
Couldn't you have done it some other way?

One of the Great Ones swirled and moved closer. OF COURSE, GRANDFATHER. BUT AT
WHAT COST? THE QUESTION WASNEVER THAT OF THE FATE OF THE NEW GODS.
ONCE THEY DESTROYED THEIR PLANET, THEY WERE AT OUR MERCY.WE
COULD HAVE ERASED THEM FROM EXISTENCE AT ANY TIME—AS, INDEED, WE
SHALL DO NOW. BUT ONLY AT THE COST OF CONDEMNING AIDE'S



NOT-YET-PEOPLE TO PERPETUAL SLAVERY.

| don't—

AIDE JUST TOLD YOU HIMSELF. HE ONLY BECAME AIDEWITH YOU. ONLY
WHEN, FOR THE FIRST TIME, A CRYSTAL ACCEPTED THAT IT WASSOMETHING

GREATER THAN A SERVANT. A SLAVE—NOT ONLY TO THE NEW GODS, BUT TO
US, WHO CREATED THEM.

A second Great One looped above, now speaking dso. TELL US, BELISARIUS. HOW DO
YOU MANUMIT A SLAVE WHO DOESNOT THINK HE ISA HUMAN?IN FACT, IS
NOT—YET—A HUMAN.

The huge, glowing creature completed the loop and began spinning dowly. WE DID NOT SEND
AIDE TO YOU SO THAT HE MIGHT DIE. WE SENT HIM SO THAT HE MIGHT LIVE,
AND BE BORN, AND BECOME SOMETHING WITH A NAME OF HISOWN. WHICH,
WITH YOUR HELP, HE DID. AND NOW, HAVING DONE SO, MUST NATURALLY DIE.
JUST ASYOU WILL DIE.JUST ASWE WILL DIE.JUST ASALL HUMANSDIE.

He doesn't have to die this young! Bdisarius shrieked.

YES, HE DOES. JUST ASMOST OF YOUR SOLDIERSALSO DIE YOUNG. JUST AS
YOU—A YOUNG MAN—MIGHT HAVE DIED ANY OF A HUNDRED TIMES DURING
THE WAR. IF YOU WANT AIDE TO BEHUMAN—TRULY HUMAN AND NO LONGER
A SLAVE TO ANYONE—THEN YOU HAVE TO GIVE HIM THAT CHOICE. CHOICE,
GRANDFATHER. WHICH HE MADE, NOT US.

FINALLY.AFTER MILLENNIA WHEN THE CRYSTALSCOULD NOT ACCEPT
THAT CHOICE—THE SIMPLE ABILITY TO CHOOSE—WASTHEIRSALSO. JUST AS
IT ISOURS, AND YOURS, AND THE BIRTHRIGHT OF EVERY MEMBER OF EVERY
BRANCH AND FORM OF HUMANKIND. THISTIME, THEY WERE BOLD ENOUGH
TOTRY.THEY TRIED, AND THEY TRIUMPHED. WOULD YOU NOW, AT THE END,
DENY AIDE AND HISPEOPLE THAT GREAT VICTORY?

Bdisariusfdt asif he were reding, though he smply hung in space. He tried to come up with an
answer, but . . .

Couldn't.

Aidéesvoice camethen, dmog timidly. | am content, Belisarius. Really, | am. | will bethefirst
crystal in history who had a name. And whose name will beremembered.

MORE THAN REMEMBERED! That voice cameroaring, just asthe point of light fromwhich it
emanated also came roaring forward. A moment later, anew Great One hung in space before Belisarius.

Thisone. .. wasimmense. Truly immense. It dwarfed its companions.

Y et, despite its gargantuan size, it seemed somehow frail. Asif it were shredded both at the edges
and withinits core.

"IT," the Great One said, somehow sounding sarcastic. | AM ONE OF YOUR
GRANDDAUGHTERS, OLD MAN. MANY, MANY TIMESREMOVED, OF COURSE.

AND, NOW, VERY OLD MYSELF.
Belisarius wondered how such strange beings could be male or femae. He could seeno . . .
There came the sense of laughter, from many voices.

ITISQUITE OBVIOUSTO US, GRANDFATHER! said thefirst Greast One. TRUE, OUR
SENSESOUTNUMBER YOURS, BY A GREAT MARGIN.

The huge, ancient female kept spinning in place. AIDE MADE HISCHOICE, AND IT WAS
THE RIGHT ONE. HE WILL NOT SIMPLY BE REMEMBERED. FROM THISMOMENT
FORWARD, ALL THE CRYSTALSIN THE UNIVERSE ARE CHANGING. EACH AND



EVERY ONE HASJOINED THE HUMAN CLAN—AND EACH AND EVERY ONE
KNOWSAIDE TO BE THE FOUNDER OF THEIR LINE.

THINK OF HIM, BELISARIUS, ASTHEIR ALEXANDER. ORBETTER STILL,
THEIR ACHILLES. THE SHORT BUT GLORIOUSLIFE THAT BREATHED LIFEINTO
ALL OF THEM.

BUT ENOUGH! | HAVE A RENDEZVOUSTO KEEP.

A quick half-spin, and the shining leviathan was speeding off, with most of the othersfollowing.
WOULD YOU CARE TO WATCH? asked one of the remaining Great Ones.

Yes, Aidereplied, before Belisarius could spesk. | would.

* % %

They were somewhere e, in an ingtant. Still hanging in the void, or seeming to, but there was more
than just stars and gal axies to see. Below them—in front of them, perhaps—hung adark, very ugly . . .

Something. A moon?

It'san asteroid, Aide explained. A pretty big one. Big enough for gravity to have pulled it
into a sphere.

How did we get here so—

Nothing you are seeing is happening accor ding to the time frame you ar e accustomed to. It
ismuch faster—or much dower. In away, it'salready happened, in thefar future.

Somewhat plaintively: Timeisalot more dippery than it looks.

Either they moved forward or Belisarius eyesight became more acute. He could now seethat the
asteroid was covered with what looked to be machines of some sort.

|sthat—?

Yes. Thelast—the only remaining—fortress of the new gods. Wherethey retreated, to

await what they thought would betheir Armageddon. Which, in fact, it isabout to become—but
not the way they planned.

Suddenly, the surface of the asteroid erupted. Dazzling beams of light sprang up, intermixed with odd
flashes.

The Great Onesare coming. Those are weaponsfiring. Don't ask me how they work. |
don't know, exactly, and | couldn't explain even if | did. They'revery powerful, though. If they
still had the resour ces of a planet to draw on, the Great Ones could do nothing but die here.

Some of them will probably die anyway.

Bdisarius could fed himsdlf taking a deep breath, even though there seemed to be nothing he could
actudly breathe.

You'renot really here. You'restill sitting on a bench outside theimperial palacein
Kausambi, staring at nothing. A familiar tone of humor came: People would think you were
crazy—might lock you up—except it'll only last for a split-second. Back there. What we're
watching hereisactually taking several yearsto happen.

Now Belisarius could see the phaanx of the Great Ones approaching. Except, asit neared, he
redized it wasn't S0 much aphaanx asathree-dimensiona verson of the old Roman maniples. There
wasfluidity, here.

Tectics, infact.

Severd of the Great Ones veered off, then back, racing toward the asteroid. The light beams and
flashes concentrated on them. If Bdlisarius was interpreting what he saw correctly, they were being hit.

Pretty badly, in fact. But they can absorb alot of punishment, before—

Aide seemed to take adeep breath himsdlf. Thisis dangerous, what they'redoing.



The Great One nearest the asteroid seemed to brush its surface. Scrape aong it, rather, for dmost a
quarter of itsdiameter. Asthe Great One passed back into space, agout of blazing materia followed.
Molten and half-vaporized weaponry, Belisariusrealized.

Not to mention quite afew new gods. What'sleft of them, which isn't much. Theemotion
behind that thought was more savage than any Bdlisarius could ever remember, coming from Aide.

| really hatethose creatures.

Another Great One struck the surface. Then another, and another. With each grazing blow, more and
more of the asteroid's surface was being peded away.

Another Great One came. A truly huge one. The same ancient femal e that had spoken to Belisarius.
Somehow, he recognized her.

THAT'SBECAUSE I'M THE PRETTIEST, he heard her mocking voice. USED TO BE,
ANYWAY, HALF AMILLION YEARSAGO.

Bdisarius became tense. The ancient ones strikewsas. . .

No grazing strike, this. A great wound wastorn in the asteroid. Belisarius could sense the gargantuan
being reding from the blow itsdf.

Hersdf.

Not only the blow, but the weapons fire that had been concentrated on her. She was shedding
substance, as she moved off. Like agiant golden angd, spilling her shining blood.

ENOUGH, | THINK, heheard her say. AM | RIGHT?

The voices of several Great Ones answered.

YES

THAT WHOLE HEMISPHERE ISNOW DEFENSELESS.

CAN YOU—?

Thetone of voice, answering, seemed amixture of pain held under control and harsh amusement.

I'LL MANAGE. IT'LL ONLY TAKE A FEW YEARS ANYWAY.BUT YOU'LL HAVE
TO GUIDE ME, SISTERSAND BROTHERS. I'M BLIND NOW.

She moved off, very rapidly, until she disappeared. Four of the other Great Ones sped off to join her.
After what seemed only seconds, Belisarius could see them returning. Just tiny points of light, at fird.

It took—will take—thetensesdon't work right—a lot longer than that. A number of years.
But not enough for the new godsto rebuild their defenses.

Asthe Great Ones neared, Bdlisarius could see what appeared to be alattice of light binding the five
together.

Think of it asthe othersholding her hands. Keeping her straight.
They were moving very fast. Belisarius could senseit.
By now, sheisat ninety-seven percent of light speed. And shewas already very massive.

* * %
Finaly, Bdisarius understood.
A last thought came to him, from the ancient Greet One. Still with that tone of harsh amusement.

SO, GRANDFATHER. DID YOU REALLY THINK WE HAD FORGOTTEN
THERMOPYLAE?

Her companions veered aside. Alone, now, the ancient Great One struck the asteroid.

No grazing strike, this; not even awounding strike. She plunged into the core of the ateroid, ina
blow as straight and true and fatal as a sword through the heart.

The asteroid smply . . . vaporized. There was nothing left but a great, glowing, spreading cloud of



plasmaand dust.

| hated the new gods, Aidesaid. But | almost wish . ...

There are no new gods, Beisarius answered coldly. There never were. And now thereis only the
memory of demons.

Goodbye, Granddaughter. If | ever meet the ghosts of Leonidas and his Spartans, | will tell

them that their bloodline ran true.
* % %

Hewas back in the square at Kausambi, staring up at the sky. It was quite cloudless.
I'm glad. | never much liked clouds. Too messy.
Bdisarius couldn't stop himsdlf from barking alaugh.

Look, I'm acrystal, Aidesaid, abit defensvely. We'rejust naturally morefussy
housekeeper s than you protoplasmic sobs.

Tearswelled into hiseyes. Oh, dear God, | will miss you.

Yes, | know. But therewasatimel wouldn't have understood that at all—and it wasmy life
herethat madethat change possible. Made all things possible, for me and all of my children.
And that iswhat they are now, Bdisarius, all those untold trillions of living crystal humans. My
children. Flesh of my flesh, so to speak, and mind of my mind.

After amoment, in that witty tone that Bdlisariuswould aso miss desperatdy: Of cour se, we're not
as doppy about the whole businessasyou are.

For a split-second far too brief to measure, Bdisariusfdt asif aripple passed through the world.

It did, said Aidequigtly. | love you, Grandfather. Goodbye.

* k%
Damodara himsdlf wasthe first to gpproach Belisarius, ill sitting on the bench. The Roman generd'’s
eyes were open, and wet, but he seemed not to notice the emperor at dl.

Gently, Damodara opened hisloosdly closed fist. Then sighed, seeing what lay within. He had seen
that jewd, once, in dl itstranscendent glory. Now it wasjust adull stone. No different from any he might
find embedded in acliff, or lying loose on asandy beach.

Just as gently, he closed the fist. When he straightened up, he said: " Seeto it that no one disturbs him,
for however long he choosesto remain here.”

An officer jerked his head. Two of the soldiers who accompanied the imperia party moved forward
to take position on ether side of the general. But Sangawaved them back.

"Not them. | will do it myself. And histwo cataphracts, if they choose.”

Anagtasius moved forward, saying nothing.

"Y ou've got to bekidding," muttered VVaentinian.

Hetook his position to the right of Bdlisarius, where Anastasius was to the |eft. Sanga remained
ganding, just behind.

Ther postures were quite Smilar. Except that Vadentinian, naturdly, held his sword in his hand.

"Anybody bothersthe generd, he's fucking dead.”

Damodara heard the mutter. He said quietly to the officer: "Best position anumber of soldiers around
the square. Some beggar or dimwit might wander by. And, ah, the Mongooseis not joking."

Near sundown, Bdisarius emerged from his haf-trance. Jerking his head alittle, helooked first to the
right, then to theleft, and then over his shoulder.

Seaing Sanga, hislipstwisted. The expression bore no resemblance, redlly, to the crooked smile the
Raput king remembered. But hewas gtill glad to seeit.



"I need to speak to the emperor,” Belisarius said, "but | don't want to missthe sunset. Not this one.
Ask himif hed bewilling to meet me here”

"Of course." Sangawas gtriding up the steps amoment later, taking them two at atime with hislong
legs

Not five minutes |ater, Damodara emerged from the palace, with Sanga at his sde. When he came up
to the bench, Bdisarius shifted over, leaving room for the emperor.

"Sit, pleasg, if you would. | realize adozen courtierswill drop dead from shock at the sght.”

Smiling, Damodara sat. "No such greet fortune, | fear. But perhaps afew might be struck dumb, for
atime"

They sat sllently, for amoment, both looking at the sunset. By now, the sun was below the rooftops.

"l am sorry, Bdisarius™

"y es"

Silence, again, for afew minutes. Then Belisarius shook his head.

"Lifegoeson. Asamazing asthat seems, sometimes.”

The emperor said nothing. Just nodded.

"Asl recdl, the quarrel was over where to hold the peace conference.”

"Yes," said Damodara. "l proposed holding it here, but—"

"No, that won't work. Rao might be willing to come, but Shakuntalawould have him chained and
shackled. She has no grest trust—yet, anyway—for any Mawa."

Damodara chuckled. "That was the gist of it. The young empress of Andhra expressed hersdlf, ah,
with moreyouthful vigor."

"Hold it in Bharakuccha. It's closer to neutral ground than any other. And have the new medica
orders organize and manage thething.”

"Bharakuccha. . ." Damodara considered the proposition. "Y es, that makes sense. But will the
medical orders be ready for such atask, on so little notice?"

"My wife Antoninas aready there, and she's il officialy the head of the Hospitalers. Anna
Saronites can get there quickly—trust me on that—and Bindusaraiis not far away. Meaning no offense,
Y our Mgesty, but | think the three of them can manage the business considerably better than a pack of
courtiersand officias."

"Well. True. Good idea, Bdisarius."

Bdisarius pinched hiseyes. "'l got it from Aide, actudly. Just yesterday.”

But when he looked up, there was only ahint of moisturein the eyes. "Thereis also—aways—the
memory of angels," he said quietly.

He seemed to be speaking to himself, more than to the emperor. "And what else are we, redly, than
memories? It took me al afternoon to understand. He came here so that he could have memories also.
And, having gained them—fought for them, and won them—he left them behind for me. For al of us"

"I will have a monument erected to the Tdisman of God," said Damodara.

"Makeit asmall one. Not ostentatious. A place for quiet meditation, not pomp and parades. | know
agood placefor it. A sa grove between the Ganges and the Y amuna, where an Armenian soldier
aready rests. He and Aide would both like that, | think."

Heamiled, finaly. "And make sureit'swell kept-up, please. He didiked messiness.”



Chapter 42

Kausambi
Summer, 534 AD

Thankfully, al things consdered, the next few weeks were so hectic that Bdlisarius never had much
chanceto brood on Aide's death. While he could rely on Antoninaand Annaand Bindusarato organize
the peace conference in Bharakuccha, he—along with Damodara, of course—had the more pressing
task of ensuring that the cease-fire was not violated.

Not too badly, at least. There were some incidents, inevitably. The worst was a clash between the
Amaravati garrison and Deccan irregulars that amost assumed the proportions of arunning battle. That
happened in the course of the garrison's march back to the Ganges plain. The garrison was big, its supply
train was poorly organized, its commander was another of the many imperia cousnswho'd been
selected by Skandaguptafor his politica connections rather than his military skill, and the soldiers of the
garrison were still accustomed to the old Mawaways of handling local populations.

None of the Andhran peoples—certainly not the Marathas—were in any mood to tolerate Malwa
atrocities any longer, even on asmall scale. So, after afew episodes, the countryside erupted. Within
days, the retreating garrison was being subjected to daily ambushes. Rao announced he would intercept
them with the regular Andhran army; and, in a perhaps indelicate phrase—transmitted by both radio and
tel egraph—predicted that the Deccan's carrion-eaters would soon be too fat to run or fly.

Coming from someone el se, that might have been taken for mere bluster. But the day after making
the announcement, Rao led hisarmy out of their camps on amarch up the Narmada. No leisurely march,
this; at the pace he maintained, he would indeed intercept the Amaravati garrison long before they could
reach the safety of the Vindhyas.

Between them, Belisarius and Damodara managed to defuse the Situation beforeit could become a
full-blown criss. Bdisarius, by cgoling Shakuntala over the telegraph lines—not hesitating to use thelow
tactic of reminding her how much Andhraowed him personaly—and Damodara by the still smpler
expedient of ordering the garrison to ater its route of march and return viathe east coast.

That took the garrison out of Andhran territory atogether, which Rao grudgingly alowed wasan
acceptable solution. He also, however, predicted that the garrison would continue its depredations asiit
marched.

Which it did. Indeed, it behaved more badly still. The garrison wasin Orissa now, whose population
lacked the ferocity and martid traditions of the Marathas. With acommander who sullenly ignored most
of Damodaras commands—erratically transmitted, in any event, since the telegraph network in Orissa
was primitive—and a soldiery taking out its anger at Maratha harassment on defensel ess Orissans, the
march degenerated into an orgy of plunder and rapine.

It dl cameto an end in Bhubaneshwar. When the garrison reached the ancient city, the former capital
of both the Kalingaand Chedi dynasties, they discovered that both Rana Sangaand Toramanahad



dready arrived.

With ten thousand Rgjputs, as many Y e-tal, and an artillery train. After hesitating for aday, the
garrison's commander decided that obeying Sangasingtructions that he relinquish command was awise
idea

It wasn't, athough the outcome would have been no different if held tried to put up afight.

Damodara had decided that an object lesson was needed. So, following his explicit instructions, after
the garrison surrendered—no other term could redlly be used—Sanga and Toramana executed the
commander of the garrison and every officer on his staff. Then, they executed every third surviving
officer, chosen at random. Then, lined up the entire garrison—now disarmed, of course—and executed
one soldier out of ten.

Then—Damodarawas in arare fury—conscripted every man who survived into forced labor
battalions. In afew years, the emperor announced, he might—or might not—grant them their liberty.

He got that suggestion, along with the decimation, from Vaentinian. An unsolicited suggestion, to
boot, which made the courtiers quite indignant. They did not, however, voice their opinion doud. They
were discovering that while being in Damodara's service was generdly far lessrisky than beingin
Skandagupta's had been, it did not lack its own moments of anxiety.

The dynasty might be new, but it was gill Mawa

* * %

That was the worst incident, by far. Fortunately, the cease fire in the Punjab, where dl the truly great
armieswere assembled and tensdly facing each other, remained peaceful. Maurice had his soldiers under
tight discipline; so did Irene, until Kungas returned, when the discipline became tighter till; and Samudra
was too intimidated to even think about violating the ceasefire. Besides, he had an epidemic on his hands.

Thered risk of acease-fire violation came from the Persians. Their armies, il half-feudd in nature,
were never astightly disciplined as Roman ones were. To make thingsworse, by now the grandees were
sorely vexed at the outcome of the war.

That produced the single worst eruption of violence since the cease-fire went into effect. But snce al
the partiesinvolved were Aryans, and the fighting never spilled beyond the territory it had been agreed
wastheirs, everyone dseignored it.

A rebellion, apparently, conspiratorialy organized and led by the Karin sahrdaran. Triggered off, it
seemed, by an assassination attempt on Khusraul.

After sudying the available reports, Belisarius lips twisted into something that was till not the
crooked smile of old. But at least it bore some resemblancetoit.

" 'Apparently’ and 'it seems,' | think, are the only wordsin thisreport I'd give much credenceto.”
Damodara cocked his head. ™Y ou think Khusrau himsdlf ingtigated the affair?”

Belisarius shrugged. "Who knows? And you can be sure and certain welll never know. | do find a
number of things odd, in the reports. First, that the ns never got within four hundred yards of the
emperor. Second, that not one of them survived. Third, that when the 'rebellion’ broke out—truly odd,
thisitem—the conspirators somehow managed to start the affair when they were themselves surrounded
by imperid loyaists. And, somehow, didn't manage to suborn even asingle artillery unit.”

He stacked the reports neatly and did them back across the huge desk toward Damodara. Belisarius

was, asusud intheir many private meetings, Sitting across from Damodarain achair that was dmost as
large, ornately designed, and heavily bejeweled as the emperor's.

That, too, outraged the courtiers. First, because they were excluded; second, because Bdlisarius got
togtintheroya presence when they never did; and, third, because under the circumstances they
couldn't possibly substitute fakes for thejewels on his chair and sal them on the black market.

That third reason only applied to afew of the courtiers, however. The rest were smarter men. They'd
aready figured out that Damodaras rule, while far more tolerant in most respects than Skandaguptals,



was going to be anightmare for swindlers and influence-peddiers. Outright thievery would be sheer
madness.

"So, at aguess,” Bdisarius continued, "'l think Khusrau himself engineered the thing. Whether he did
or nat, it certainly worked to his advantage. He's now got the grandees completely cowed.”

Damodara chuckled, very dryly. "Theresthis, too. The punishments he leveled afterward have made
my treatment of the Amaravati garrison seem downright mild.”

The emperor, who'd been douched in hischair, levered himsdlf upright. "Well, it's none of our
concern. Not for this decade, at any rate. Inthelong run, | suspect a Persarun aong well-organized
imperid lineswill pose more of a problem for us—you, too—than the old one did. But by thetime we
find out, I might hopefully be old enough to retire and hand the throne over to my successor. Not that |
wish any grief on my oldest son, you understand. He's agood boy, by and large.”

It was Bdlisarius turn to cock his head. ™Y ou've decided, then, to adopt your father's suggestion?”

Damodarabarked alaugh. "Hardly a'suggestion’! More in the way of a dapped-together excuse he
came up with, to explain the awkwardness of how | happened to be the emperor instead of him. But
snce hedidit, I find that the notion appea sto me. Didn't some Roman emperor do the same?’

"Yes. Diocletian." Bdisarius cleared histhroat. "Mind you, that didn't work out too well. On the other
hand..."

He thought about it, for amoment, then shrugged again. "Who knows? Part of the problem was that
we Romans were using adopted heirs, at thetime. It might work more smoothly if the retired emperor is
directly related to his successor."

"Might not, too. My son isn't asadhu, after dl. Neither am I, for that matter. Speaking of which. . ."

Damodara rummaged through the mass of papers on his desk. "Bindusara sent me an interesting
proposal, afew days ago. | wanted to discussit with you.”

"| dready know what itis. And | agreewith it."

It had been Bdisarius ideain thefirst place. Aide's, rather. For perhaps the thousandth time, hefelt a
sharp pang of grief.

Damodara stopped shuffling the paper and lifted his head. "The caste system isancient, in India. It
goesback to Vedic times.”

"Morelike an ancient disease," Belisarius said harshly. "I cantdll you this, Y our Magesty. In that other
universe that Aide came from, the caste system crippled Indiafor millennia. It will take
decades—centuries, perhaps—to uproot it, asit is. So I'd recommend you start now. Bindusaras
proposal—set of proposals, more properly—are as good a place to start as any.”

The emperor eyed Belisarius closely, for amoment. Then, asked abruptly: "Why should aRoman
generd careif Indiaiscrippled? If anything, I'd think you'd prefer it that way."

"Meaning no offense, Y our Mgesty, but that mode of thinking—also ancient—is. . . well,
‘wrong-headed' isthe most polite term | can think of. The old notion is that aman—or a nation—benefits
if hisneighbors remain mired in poverty and want. There was acertain logic to the ides, for societies that
were stagnant. But, whether we wanted it or not, asked for it or not, the main long-term effect of the war
wejud fought isthat it triggered off theindusirid revolution amillennium earlier than it happened in that
other universe. Societies and economies based on growth, which ours are now becoming, are smply
hampered by poor neighbors. Poverty-stricken nations produce very little and consume even less.”

He'd wound up ditting very straight and stiff, in the course of that little speech. Now, finished, he
dumped back.

"Leaveit at that, if youwill. Or smply ascribeit to the fact that a Roman generd can get sick of war

too.

After awhile, Damodarasaid: "The great losswas yours, Belisarius. But don't ever think you are the
only onewho misses Aide, and his counsd.”



"Oh, I don't. But thank you for sayingit.”

"Thiswashiscounsd, | assume?"

"Yes. | embellished it some. Then, passed it dong to Bindusara. Not to my surprise, the sadhu was
very receptive. Hed been thinking dong similar lines, himsdf.”

The emperor nodded. "WElII do it, then. The Talisman of God should have many monuments, not al
of them stone."

"Not mogt of them. | knew him, Emperor, better than anyone. He would have taken far more
satisfaction in seeing intolerance eased, in his name, than another pile of stones erected.”

Damodaras eyes widened.
Bdisariuslaughed, then. Thefirst genuine laugh held been ableto enjoy since Aide died.

"Of course! Unfortunately, my own Chrigtian faith isabit too stiff-necked to do it properly. Yes, |
checked, with my friend Anthony, the Patriarch of Constantinople. He thinks he can make Aide asaint,
given sometime. But, beyond that . . ."

Damodara grinned. " Such misersyou are! Only three gods—and then you try to ing<t they'reredly
only one. We Hindus, on the other hand—"

He spread hisarms expansively. "A generous people! A lavish people!™

Stll grinning, he lowered his hands to the armrests of the chair. "What do you think? An avatar of
Vishnu?'

"Why not? Raghunath Rao aready thinks he was. So does Dadgji Holkar. If you don't hurry,
Emperor Damodara, the consort and peshwa of Andhrawill steel amarch onyou.”

After atime, the good humor in the room faded away. Replaced, not by sorrow, but smple
acceptance.

"And who can say he wasn't?' the emperor demanded.
"Not me," came the generd's answer.

Epilogue

A father and his concerns

Bdisarius emerged from the paace just before sundown. In what had become something of adaily
custom for him, whenever he could manage it, he went to st on the bench where he could watch the sun
set. The same bench where Aide had left him.

To hissurprise, Rana Sanga was dready on the bench. Waiting for him, clearly enough.
Belisariustook aseat next to the Rgjput king. "May | be of service, Sanga?'
"Perhaps. | hope so. | am concerned for my son.”



Bdisariusfrowned. "Heisill? He seemed quite hedthy when | saw him last. Which wasjust
yesterday, now that | think about it."

"Hishedthisexcdlent. No, it's. . ." Thetdl king took adow, deep breath. "He fought beside me,
you know, the day we took Kausambi. All the way to theimperid palace, and eveninto it.”

"Fought extremdy well, | wastold."

"Bdisarius, hefrightened me. | have never seen athirteen-year-old boy who could fight like that. He
was deadly beyond belief. And suffered not so much as a scratch himself.”

He shook hishead. "Thirteen! At that age, | could certainly wield asword with great strength and
vigor. But | doubt | was much of athreat to anything beyond alog, or a cutting post. My soldiersare
aready spreading stories about him."

"Ah." Belisarius thought he understand the nature of the Rgjput'sworries. "He was trained by
Vaentinian, Sanga. Meaning no disrespect to your own prowess, but—being hones—much of that
prowessis smply dueto your incredible strength and reflexes. Vaentinian is actualy amore skilled
fighter than you. For aboy like Rgiv, who is not and will never be hisfather's physical match, hewasthe
perfect trainer.”

Sanga started to say something, but Belisariusforestalled him with araised hand. "That issmply an
explanation. Asfor what | think concerns you, there are many stories about Rgjiv. The one think
persondly isthe mogt sgnificant is Vdentinian's story. Told, mind you, with considerable exasperation.
The story of your son's lunacy when he saved the lives of the soldiers garrisoning the southern gate.”

There was an odd expression on Sangas face, one that Belisarius couldn't decipher. Then the Rgjput
king chuckled, quitewarmly.

"That! Hal Thetruthis, Belisarius, | tend to agree with Vaentinian. It's certainly not something I'd
have done—at that age or any other."

He shook hishead again. ™Y ou misunderstand. | am not concerned for my boy's soul. Heisno
budding monster, smply . . . what heis. A thirteen-year-old boy who is deadly beyond his years because
he was born a Rajput prince but then—for long months, in the most intense period of hislife—raised by a
Roman soldier. A very unusua Roman soldier, at that. 'Stripped to the bone,' as my wife describeshim.”

Heturned to look at Bdlisarius directly. He was frowning dightly, but there was no anger in hiseyes.
"Y ou understand, now? Heis no longer Rgjput, Belisarius. Not redlly. Something . . . else. Not Roman,
ether, just . . . ese. So. How am | to raise him? | have been pondering that, these past weeks."

The sun was setting. Belisarius paused, to watch it do so. For his part, Sangasmply waited.

By the time the sun was down, Belisarius understood. "Y ou think he would do better being raised by
someone else. Therest of the way, so to speak. And that someone would be me.”

"Yes. | havethought about it, agreat dedl. If | tried to force him back into the Rgjput mold, he would
rebel. Not because he wanted to—heisavery dutiful son, I have no complaint—but smply because he
could do no other. Not now, when heis aready thirteen. But neither do | want him to drift, not really
knowing who heisor why helives. | can think of no manintheworld | would trust more than you, to see
him safely through that passage.”

"Have you spoken to your wife about the matter?”

Sanga had asmile on hisface that was amost as crooked as a Belisarius smile.

The Roman genera chuckled. "Stupid question.”

"It was her suggestion, actually. | wouldn't have thought of it on my own, | don't think."

That was probably true. Belisarius admired and respected Sanga enormoudy, but it was asmple fact
that the man was on the iff sde. Very unlike hiswife, from the sense Bdlisarius had gotten of her these
past weeks.

He probed himsdf, to see how hefet about theidea. And was alittle shocked by how strongly he



reacted.

"l knew someone once," he said, very softly, "who was much like Rgjiv. Neither thisnor that.
Great-souled, but aso very deadly even a avery young age. Y es, Sanga, | will begladto doiit.”

The Rajput king looked away, then nodded. Stiffly.

"We need to find away to persuade Rgjiv, however," he cautioned. "1 do not want him to think—not
for amoment—that hisfather isrgecting him."

When Bdisarius said nothing, Sangaturned back to look at him.
"I have missed that crooked smile of yours. It'sniceto seeit back."
"Leaveitto me" Bdisariussad.

A wifeand her worries

"| don't have anything to wear!"
"Of course, you do," Caopodiussad. "Wear your usua uniform.”

"Toan imperial reception? Don't be absurd! There are going to be—wait amoment, | actualy have
to count—"

Annadid o, quickly, on her fingers. Then: "Three emperors, an empress—ruling empress, mind you,
not the usual wife business—more kingsthan | can remember Snce every reimin Indiais sending their
monarchs—the highest officia of Axum short of the negusa nagast himsalf—thank God he's not coming,
what would we do with a babe less than ayear old?—and—and—and—"

She threw up her hands. "More royd officias than sages, more sages than generals, and more
generasthan there areleaves on atree. Scowling, now: "I leave aside the presence of heroic figures of
legend. Y ou know, the sort of people who have nicknames like 'the Mongoose' and ‘the Panther' and
bards write verses about them. And you want meto wear a uniform?’

Antonina came into the chamber just in timeto hear the last few sentences.

"Well, of course. What €lse would you wear? Y ou're hosting it—one of the hodts, at least—asthe
leader of amedical order. Naturaly, you should wear your uniform.”

Annaglared at her. "Isthat s0? Wdll, then. Since the same appliesto you, may | assume you'll be
wearing that obscene brass-itted cuirass of yours?'

"Toan imperial reception? Don't be absurd!”

A husband and his observations

" think the reception isgoing splendidly, Belisarius," commented Khusrau. "Much better than |
thought it would, to be honest. Given that this salon is packed with people who were killing each other
just afew months ago.”

The two men took a moment to gaze out over the milling crowd.

"Such ardli€f, to be ableto stand instead of St for change,”" the Perdan emperor continued, "and
without athousand courtiers swarming over me. A wonderful idea, thiswas, to hold the receptionina
sdon insteed of an officid audience chamber.”



Belisarius grinned. "No room for courtiers. And no need for bodyguards, of course. Not with the
room sprinkled with people who have nicknames like 'the Panther' and ‘the Mongoose.’ It was my wife's
idea, by theway."

Khusrau shifted his gaze, to look upon the woman in question.

"Such ameagnificent, brilliant woman."

" ‘'Brilliant' isright. I recommend taking careif you happen to bein her vicinity. If sheturnsaround
suddenly, those brasstitswould sink awarship.”

The Emperor of Iran and non-lran shared a chuckle with Rome's most famous generdl.

"But she's alway's been flamboyant," Belisarius added. "Or el se she would have chosen asensible
uniform like Anna Saronites.”

Both men took the time to admire the woman in question, who was stlanding not too far away. At the
moment, engaged in an animated discussion with two sadhusfrom . . . Bengd, Belisariusthought. He
wasn't sure. Whoever they were, they were famousin their circles, or they wouldn't have been here at all.

They were wearing nothing but loincloths. Anna's severe costume looked positively glamorousin
comparison.

"The courtiers must have gnashed their teeth, seeing them pass through the guards” Bdlisarius
commented.

"I'm told severa of them required medica assistance. Fortunatdly, there wasn't any. It'sdl
concentrated in thisroom."

That was good for ashared bdly laugh.

A father and hisfrets

"I have no objection, personaly,” said Dadgji Holkar. "None at all. There even seemsto be agenuine
attachment between Dhruva and Vadentinian. None, perhaps, between Lataand Anastasius. But my wife
tellsme Latais content with the Situation. What €lse does amarriage need, at the beginning? But . . "

He and Bdisarius were standing in asmdll acove, gpart from the throngs. Now that the reception
was over, the festivities had spread throughout the palace. Relieved beyond measure, the courtiers had
comeinto their own.

"Y ou are concerned over possible gossip,” Bdisariussaid. "Dadgi, | will point out that with husbands
like that—not to mention you being the peshwa of Andhra—"

"Yes, yes, yes." Holkar waved his hand, impatiently. "We can add the fact that—I have no
doubt—you will have your son shower Vaentinian and Anastasius with ranksin the Roman nobility and
Rana Sangas clan has dready officialy adopted them and pronounced them both kshatriya. Giveit ten
years, and—I have no doubt—someone will discover ancient records that prove both men are
descended from the most illugtriouslines. Somewhere.”

Hisface looked weary. "Thefact remains, Belisarius, that people will talk. And | really don't think we
need to have the streets of Bharakuccha running with the blood of gossiping merchants. Which—
Valentinian?—uwill most certainly happen.”

The Roman genera scraiched his chin. "But who would start thetalk, Dadgji?" He hesitated, for a
moment, before deciding that brutal honesty was the only sensible course. "L ook, heresthe smple truth.
Within aweek—a day—a progtitute's customer doesn't even remember what she looked like. Hell
remember her name—if he even asked a al—no longer than that. Asfor the other progtitutes, by now
they'd be scattered to the winds. And nobody listensto such women, anyway."



Holkar didn't flinch from the bluntness. "Who cares about them? Bdlisarius, their pimps will
remember them. And the line between apimp and ablackmailer can't be wedged open by aknife. They
might even be remembered by the daverswho originaly sold them—who are il in business, | remind
you, herein Bharakuccha."

Bdisarius kept scratching hischin. "That's your only concern?”

"Oh, yes. Otherwise, | think the marriages would be splendid. The best things to happen to my
daughters since they were taken away, other than being reunited with me and my wife. | like Vdentinian
and Anastasius, Bdisarius. Most men see nothing in them but warriors, and brutal ones at that. But | was
with them, you remember, for quite sometime."

"Yes, | remember.” He lowered his hand. "Will you trust me to handle the matter, if | tell you | can?’
Holkar didn't hesitate for more than an ingtant. "Y es, of course.”
"These things can be handled. Leaveit tome."

An emperor and hisdecision

A week after the reception, Narses was summoned to appear before Emperor Damodara.

To hissurprise, however, the meeting was not held in the audience chamber that was part of the huge
suite assigned to the Mawa delegation in the former Goptri's palace. It was held inasmall private
chamber. The only other man in the room, besides the emperor himsalf and Narses, was Rana Sanga.

When Narses saw that, he tried not to let the relief show in hisposture. It was still possible that
Sangawas there to escort him, afterward, to the executioners. But he wouldn't do the work himself. So
Narses ill had sometimeleft.

Apparently, however, his efforts were not entirely successful.

Damodara smiled, thinly. "Relax, Narses. | decided not to have you assassinated over amonth ago. |
decided not to have you officially executed even before that.”

"Why?" Narses asked bluntly.

Damodara did not seem to take umbrage at being questioned. "Hard to explain. Simply accept that |
fed it would be abad gart, for anew dynasty, and leave it at that. Whatever ese, both Sangaand | are
inyour debt.”

The Rgput king nodded. Stiffly.

"Then why—oh. Y ou've spent the time figuring out what else to do with me. | takeit the answer was
not: keep himin my service"

Damodara's smile widened, congiderably. "That would be foolish, would it not?"

"Yes. It would."

"So | surmised. Asit happens, however, | an—in away—Kkeeping you in my service." The emperor
pointed to achest over in acorner. "Open that.”

Narseswent over and did so. Despite himsdlf, he couldn't stifle alittle gasp, when he saw the
contents.

"A king'sransom, yes. It'syours, Narses. Officidly, the fundsto set you up and maintain you in your
new position. There'sagood mixture of coins, jewd s, rare spices—other valuables—that you should be
ableto use anywhere"

"Anywhere." Narses consdered theword. "And where would that ‘anywhere' be found? If | might
ak?'



"WEell, of course you can ask!" Damodaraactudly grinned. "How could you possibly get there, if you
didn't know where you were going? China, Narses. | find mysalf possessed by aburning desireto
establish an embassy in China. And to appoint you as my ambassador.”

"There are Sxteen kingdomsin China, thelast | heard. Which one?"

Damodarawaved hishand. "I believe the Situation has smplified some. It doesn't matter. | leave
those decisonsto you."

He leaned forward and planted his hands firmly on the armrests of the big chair hewas Sitting in.
There was neither asmile nor agrin on hisface, now.

"Go to China, Narses. | send you with afortune and with my good wishes. Believeit so0. Set yoursdlf
up wherever you choose, once you get there. Send me reports, if you would. But whatever else. . ."

"Don't come back."

Damodara nodded. "Don't come back. Ever. Or the man—men—in the room with me won't be
Rana Sanga."

Narses felt acombination of emotions. Rdli€f, that he would live. Interest, because Chinawould be
interesting, for aman of histaents and inclinations. Sorrow, because. . .

It dawned on him that Damodara hadn't said anything about thét.
"l would miss Ajatasutra,” Narsessaid quietly. "Therest isfine"

"Yes, | know. Sangadready discussed the matter with him, and Ajatasutrasays heiswilling to
accompany you. Probably even willing to stay there, dthough heindsts on reserving hisfind decison until
he reaches Chinaand can assess the Stuation. He clamsto have finicky tastesin wine and women."

"He'slying through histeeth,” Narses grunted. But he was amost overjoyed to hear it.
"When do we leave?' he asked.

"No great hurry. Can't be, anyway. Ajatasutrawill be leaving the city in afew days, and won't be
back for atime."

Narsesfrowned. The n hadn't said anything about leaving, and the eunuch had spoken to him
just afew hoursearlier.

"Where...?'

"Don't ak," said Damodara. "Ever."

Sangawas a bit more forthcoming. "Just apersona errand, for Bdlisarius.”
"Ah"

* * *

He said nothing more, since doing so would be stupid. Almost as stupid as Damodarathinking
Narseswouldn't figureit out anyway.

But once he reached the safety of the corridors, Narses sneered. Asif he'd care!

An assassin and hiswhims

"Not the customers?'
"The customers don't matter. Neither do the whores. But not asingle pimp leavesthat brothel dive."

"Easy, then," said the captain of the nation team. Killing the customers and whoreswould have
been easy, too, except there'd be enough of them that one or two were bound to escape.

After dl, five assassns—no, Sx, Snce Ajatasutrawas joining them in the assignment—can only do so



much. Especidly since Ajatasutra had instructed them to |leave the bombard behind.

Thankfully. Hauling the heavy damn thing from Bharakucchato Petaiputrawould have been a
monstrous pain.

Bad enough hed made them haul it to Bharakuccha from Kausambi. They couldn't refuse, of course.
Ajatasutrawas the only reason they were dtill dive.

* k%

That had been an awkward moment, when they presented themsel ves before the new emperor and
asked for thereward. Only to find that Ajatasutra—of al peoplel—was now in Damodaras service.

He recognized the captain and the lieutenant just as readily asthey recognized him. Hardly surprising,
sncethey'd dl been officersin Mdwals elite assassnation unit.

"You'regrinning, Ajatasutra,” the emperor said, after he took his eyesfrom the severed head of
Skandagupta. "Why?'

"Y our Mg esty, these five men have gpproximately the same kinship to atrade delegation as | haveto
acow."

Damodaras eyes went back to the head, sitting on aleather apron to protect the floor. "It struck me
I'd never seen ahead severed that neatly, except in a butcher shop.”

Helifted hiseyes and stared at the ns. "Give me one reason | shouldn't have them executed.
After paying them the reward, of course. I'm not dishonest.”

"| can usethem, Your Mgesty. They're not bad fellows. For Mawa assassins.”

"That's like saying a crocodileisn't abad anima. For avoracious man-egting reptile.”

"True. But cows makeinferior assassins.”

"A point. All right, Ajatasutra. But if they disobey you—if anything—"

The rest of the emperor's speech would have been tedioudy repetitious, except that men whose lives
hang by athread are not subject to tedium of any sort.

* * %

Stll, it hadn't worked out badly. The work wasn't much of achalenge, any longer. Sofar, at least.
Killing al the daversin adave emporium in Bharakuccha had been dmost laughable. The worst part of
their current assgnment was smply the long journey to Pataliputra, which would be followed by along
journey back. Hundreds of miles added to thousands.

There was no rhyme or reason to the assignment, either. But they'd found there often wasn't, with
Ajatasutraastheir boss. He seemed to be aman much given to whimsy.

So it never occurred to them to press him for areason. They just did the job, asinstructed. When it
was over, which didn't take long, Indiawas shorter by abrothel. With al of its pimps dead, the whores

would drift e sawhere, and the customers would smply find another one.
* * %

They returned to Bharakucchajust in time to witness—from a considerable distance, of course—the
wedding of the daughters of Andhra's peshwato two Roman noblemen.

It wasagrand affair, attended by roydty from haf the world. The city practically vibrated with
gossip. Incredible stories. The two young noble ladies, rescued from imperia captivity by daring Roman
knights—or dukes, or senators, nobody was quite sure since Roman ranks were mysterious
anyway—some sort of connection with Rgjput royalty—apparently the Roman nobles were dso
kshatriya, as strange as that seemed but who could doubt it since one of them was the famous Mongoose
and both of them had a so rescued Sangas wife at the same time—even the empress, it was said—

On and on and on. Thefive assassins participated in the gossip just as cheerfully aseveryonedse, in
the city'sinns and taverns. By then, they'd haf-forgotten the brothel hundreds of milesto the east. It had
been erased from their memories amost as thoroughly asthey had erased it from the world.



* * %

Alas, dl good things cometo an end. A week later, Ajatasutrainformed them that they wereto
accompany him on anew assgnment.

There was good news, and there was bad news, and there was terrible news.

"An ambassadorid guard?’ The captain and the lieutenant looked at each other, then at their men.
The chests of dl five swelled. What apromotion!

"China? How far is China?"
"Some consderable miles,”" Ajatasutrainformed them.

It was dl they could do not to groan. By now, they knew Ajatasutrawell enough to trandate
"congderabl€’ into more precise terms. At least two thousand miles, that meant.

"Look onthebright sde," he told them. "The Kushans have a so decided to set up an embassy in
China, so well be accompanying their party. It'sabig party. Several hundred soldiers.”

That did brighten them up. No fear of being harassed by bandits. Still ahorriblelot of miles, but easy
miles

But their spiritswere only lifted for amoment. The terrible news crashed down.
"Of course, were bringing the bombard. In fact, I'm having severa others made up.”

A friend and hisquandaries

Beisariusfindly got to see Rao dance, at the wedding. Not the dance of time, unfortunately, since
that wouldn't have been appropriate for this occasion. But it was a magnificent dance, nonetheless.

It was an unsettling experience, in away, just as meeting Rao had been unsettling. Through Aide, and
the memories of another universe hed given him, Belisarius knew Rao aswell as he knew any man inthe
world. Hed lived with him—officidly as master and dave, but in redlity as close friends—for decades,
after dl. And held seen him dance, many times.

Had even, through Aide's mind, seen Rao's great dance after hed sent Belisarius himsdlf to his degth.
Yet...
In this universe, held never actudly met him before.

What did you say to aman, who'd once—as an act of supreme friendship—pushed you into avat of
molten metal ?

Fortunately, Belisarius had been coached by Antonina, who'd faced the same quandary earlier. So he
managed to avoid the inane words nice to finally meet you.

Insteed, fedling clever, he said: "Please don't doit again.”
Hefdt lessclever after ablank-faced Rao replied: "Do what?

* % %

"It'snot fair,” he complained to Antoninalater. "1 can—usualy—keep my own memories separated
from the ones Aide gave me. But it'sa bit much to expect me to remember that nobody else remembers
what | remember when | remember what Aide remembered.”

By the time he was done, Antoninawas looking cross-eyed. But sincethey'd just entered their
bedroom, she was aso looking cross-eyed at the bed.

"I hope you haven't forgotten everything.”
"Well. Not that."



An emperor and hisqueries

The next morning, it was his son Photius who was complaining.

"Theodoras going to have afit, when we get back. She always appoints my bodyguards. Well, not
Julian and his men. But they're real bodyguards. Not, you know, fancy imperia gppointments.”

"Stop squirming,” hiswife hissed at him. "People are coming in. The audienceis about to begin.”
"l hate these stupid imperial robes," Photius muttered. "Y ou know that."

"I hate mine, too," Tahminawhispered in return. "So what? It's part of thejob. And so what if
Theodora has afit? It won't be worse than a Sour Beta."

"Yourecrazy."
"Am not. Firgt, because Justinian's coming back with us on the same ship, and however much she
shrieks and hollers she actually does |ove the man. God knows why, but she does.”

"Well, that'strue." Since the audience room was now filling up, Photiuslowered hisvoice dill further.
"What're the other reasons?"

"Belisarius and Antoninaare coming back too, al at the sametime. Shell be too busy hollering at
Belisarius and trying to stay on Antonina's good Side at the same time to worry much about what you've
done."

"Well, okay. But that only knocks it down to a Sour Gammea, at best. How do you figure Beta?”'

"Because—"

But she had to break off. A Roman courtier was stepping forward. The official audience was about
to begin.

Photius forgot about his complaints, then, because he was too busy worrying about remembering the
lines he was supposed to speak, when the time came.

Especidly because it didn't come very quickly. Roman courtiers giving speeches extalling the virtues
of emperors were amost as long-winded as Persian ones. Even more long-winded than Indian ones, if
you subtracted al the silly parts about divinity that nobody listened to anyway.

But, eventually, he got to the point.

"—firgt time by the emperor himsdlf to the ranks of theimperia bodyguards. A body whose august
members, in times past, have included the great generd Bdisarius himsdf.”

Photiustook agleeful satisfaction in being able to start his speech by correcting the courtier. It was
thefirst time held ever done that, too.

"Thisisnot an appointment,” he said forcefully. "I can't do that here. It'sarequest, not acommand.”

Alas, inhisglee, held forgotten the rest of his speech. He fumbled, for amoment, and then decided to
continue on with the same course.

Cdl it freewill. He was the emperor, wasn't he?

So hejust looked at the son of Rana Sanga, standing by hisfather'sside, and said: "I'd likeit very

much if Rgjiv would accept the offer. It is, in fact, very prestigious. Although it does mean that Rgjiv
would have to accompany us back to Constantinople. And, well, probably stay there for some years.”

Since hed veered wildly off the planned course, anyway, he decided to end with anote that might
seem lame, from one angle, but wasn't lame at al from the angle he looked at things.

"And it would beredlly nice for me, to have an imperia bodyguard who was my own age. Well,
pretty close."



The courtier had turned an interesting color. Photius thought it was the one called "puce.” HEd have
to ask hiswife later. She knew about that stuff. She knew about most stuff, in fact.

R4jiv, on the other hand, just looked solemn. He stared at Photius, for amoment; then, at hisfather.
Then, & a Roman soldier standing off to the side.

"Ask him," Sangasad, quietly but firmly.
Vaentinian didn't wait for the question. "Do it, boy. The experience will be good for you. Besides,

every one of Photius bodyguards—the real ones, I'm talking about, my sort of men—like him. HEsa
nicekid. Especidly for an emperor.”

The courtier's color got even more interesting. Sort of a cross between liver and old grapes. Photius
wondered if he might have died, tanding on hisfest.

No, he couldn't have. He was il quivering.
Pretty badly, in fact.

Fortunatel y—or maybe not, depending on how you looked at it—the courtier seemed to start
recovering after Rgjiv accepted. By the time the audience ended, his color had returned to that first weird
shade.

"Isthat 'puce?" Photius whispered.
"No. 'Puce iswhen helooked like he was dead. Thisis magenta.”

"You'reso smat. | loveyou."
* * %

As soon asthey entered their private chambers, after the audience, Tahminaturned to him. "That's
thefirs timeyou've ever said that."

"No, itisnt."
"Yes itis That way."
"Oh. Wdl. I'm getting ol der."

She sat down on adivan, Sghing. "Yes, you are. Awfully fast, actudly, when | look at it
cold-bloodedly. Which | never do, any more.”

"Maybe that's because you're getting older, too."

She smiled, dmost as crookedly as Belisarius might. "My dear husband. The difference between
‘puce’ and 'magenta is absolutely nothing, compared to the difference between 'getting older' and ‘can't
wat." "

Photius thought he was probably a pretty interesting color himself, then.

Hisfather walked in, that very moment. After looking back and forth between the two of them,
Bdisariussad: "Why are you bright pink? And why are you smiling like that?"

Tahminagave no answer. Her amilejust got more crooked.

Photius, rdlying, said: "1 did what you asked meto, Father. About Rgjiv, | mean. Isthere something
elsel can do?’

Belisarius seemed to get sad, for just an ingtant. But then, herallied too, and the smile that cameto
hisface madeit clear that Tahminatill had along way to go when it cameto "crooked.”

"Y es, asamatter of fact. Assoon asyou can manageit, I'd like alot of grandchildren.”
IIG,.].II

"That'scaled 'scarlet, " Tahminasaid, to Photius.

To Bdisarius, shesad: "Congder it done.”



An empress and her distractions

Tahmina proved to be quite right. After they findly returned to Constantinople, whatever empress
regent fury might have falen on Phaotiusfor his presumptuous gppointment was dmost completely
deflected. Photius and Tahminanever had to suffer worse than a Sour Beta. Maybe even Sour Alpha

Firgt, as Tahminahad foreseen, by Theodorasjoy at being reunited with her husband.

Second, by the time and energy Theodora spent hollering a Bdlisariusfor: &) putting her husband at
risk; b) keeping him away from her for an unholy length of time, and c) giving away hdf of her
empire—sorry, your son's empire—in the course of hisfumble-fingered so-caled "negotiations.”

Third, by the time and energy she spent mollifying her best friend Antoninas anger over the
preposterous way she was treating the man who had won the greatest war in history and saved her
empirefor her three times over—againgt the Medes, interna rebdlion, and the Mawa.

And, findly, of course, as Tahminahad also foreseen . . .

"Y ou agreed to be abusiness partner in amanufacturing scheme? Are you out of your mind?"
"I'm not the Emperor any longer, dear,” Justinian pointed out mildly. "Photiusis.”

Sl

"I'm the Grand Justiciar. And you know how much | loveto play with gadgets.” He tried to dampen

the gathering storm: "Besides, I'll haveto keep it quiet anyway. Otherwise it might look like aconflict of
interegt.”

Theodorafrowned. " 'Conflict of interest”? What in the world isthat?'
"It'sanew lega concept I'm about to introduce. | thought of it whilel wasin India."

That wasn't redly true. HEd gotten the origina ideafrom Aide. But since the jewel wasn't around any
longer, Justinian saw no reason to give him credit. HE'd never much liked the cresture anyway.

It took him awhileto explain the concept of "conflict of interex” to the Empress Regent. When he
was done, Theodora burst into laughter.

"That'stheslliest thing | ever heard of! My husband!”

A husband and his promise

Ousanas delayed his return to Ethiopia, long enough to ensure that afull year had passed since Eon's
death. When he arrived a Adulis, he discovered that Rukaiya had aready overseen the transfer of the
capitd therefrom Axum.

Hewas surprised. True, this had been planned for some time, but he hadn't thought Rukaiyawould
be bold enough, in his absence, to push the matter through. Many of the Ethiopians were not happy at the
prospect of sharing their capita with Arabs.

Ezanamet him at the docks, and provided part of the reason.

"Why not? And it gave me the chance to demondirate that the queen had the full support of the royal
regiments”

Ousanas eyed him sidewise. "And just how vigorous was this ‘demongtration'?”

"Not vigorousat al," Ezana said, sounding disgruntled. "Didn't need to be. Everybody kept their
mouth shut. In public, anyway."



When Ousanas arrived at the palace—anew one, il being built—Rukaiya provided him with the
other reason.

"| thought it would be best, when you returned. Eon never lived here. His ghost does not walk these
halls, or hover in these rooms. We will remember him aways, of course, and keep him in our hearts. But
this palace belongsto usaone.”

By then, they had entered their private chambers. Night wasfaling.

Rukaiyaturned to face him squarely. "Y ou are home, Ousanas. Finaly and truly home. No morethe
hunter, no more the rover, no more the stranger. Y ou are a husband, now—mine—and will soonbea
father."

Hewasn't ableto return that gaze, yet. His eyes avoided hers, roaming the room until they spotted
the bookcase. Which they did quickly. It was avery large bookcase.

He moved over to examinethetitles. Then, for thefirst time since his ship docked, was able to smile.

"How long—"

"I began assambling it the day you left. There are ftill afew titles missing, but not many."

"No, not many. Although I'll want to be adding some new titles | discovered in India. | can read
Sanskrit well enough, by now."

Hisfingers drifted across the spines. "This must be the finest collection of books on philosophy in the
wholeworld."

"That was my plan. Home should not mean abstinence. Look at me, Ousanas.”

He could, then. She was even more beautiful than he remembered. Or, perhaps, it was smply that he
was looking at her for thefirgt time ashiswife.

"l angood at loving,” she said. "That, too, | learned from Eon. Do not waste that gift he gave you,
husband. His ghogt is not here. His gift remains.”

"l won't," he promised.

A man and hismemories

For therest of hislife, sundown was dways a gpecid timefor Belisarius. Sadness, mostly, inthe
beginning. Asthe years passed, fading into asort of warm melancholy.

Watching the sunset never really became aritud for him, however, athough he did it more often than
most people. He saved ritua for an annua occasion.

Every year, on the day that Aide died, he would go adoneinto the night and stare up at the stars. If
the night was overcast, or if it rained, he would keep coming until the skies cleared.

Antoninanever accompanied him, athough she would dways see him to the door when he left, and
be there to welcome him when he returned in the morning. She, too, grieved Aide. So, asthe years
passed, did millions of people the world over, asthe Taisman of God became incorporated, one way or
another, into the variousreigions. But for al of them other than Bdlisarius, with only the partia exception
of Ousanas, it was an abstract sort of grief. They had lost atalisman, or asaint, or asymbol, or an
avatar. Belisarius had lost a person.

So, shefdt that night belonged to him aone, and he loved her for it.
All night, hewould spend, just staring at the stars and watching them twinkle. Looking out into a

universe whose heavens reminded him of the way ajewd's facets had flashed oncein hismind. Looking
up a the universe that jewe had guaranteed, by sacrificing hislife.



Many monuments were erected to Aide, over the years, in many lands. Belisarius visited none of
them, except the grove of sal trees on those occasions he returned to India. Even then, he went to spend
histime at Ashot's grave. He would bardly glance a the memorial devoted to Aide.

Others might need stones to remember Aide. Belisarius had the heavens.

The memories of the man

Hisritua was reciprocated, athough he would never know it. Aide had transformed his crystdline
branch of humankind, by the same sacrifice, and they never forgot. Neither Aide nor the man who had
enabled hislife.

They did forget the man's name, eventudlly. But by they timethey did, it hardly mattered. A ritud had
emerged—perhaps the only thing that could redlly be called aritud, for them. They were, asarule, a
more practical-minded folk than their protoplasmic kin. Certainly more so than the Great Ones.

No matter where they went, to whatever star system—in time, to whatever gaaxy—the crystals
would select a congtellation from the skies. It wastheir only congtdllation. Often enough, smply adopted
from a.congtelation named by the fleshy humans among whom they lived.

But if they adopted the star pattern from their neighbors, they did not adopt the name. The crystas
had their own namefor that one and only congtellation. Asif theritud of theinvariant name was agreat
talisman of their own, protecting them from whatever horrors might lurk in the universe.

They would call it, dways, The Craftsman.

Cast Of Characters

From thefuture

Aide: A representative of acrystdline race from thefar distant future, dlied with Belisarius. Originally
developed as an atificia intelligence by the Great Onesto combat the"DNA plague,” the crystals
became instrumenta in the formation of the Great Onesthemsdlves. Aideis sent back in time to counter
the efforts of the "new gods' to change the course of human history.

Great Ones. Originaing out of humanity, the Great Ones are acompletely transformed type of human
life. They no longer bear any physical resemblance to their human ancestors. Indeed, they are not even
basad on protoplasmic biologica principles.

Link: Anatificid intelligence created by the "new gods' of the future and sent back in time to changethe
course of human higtory. It exigsin the form of acybernetic organism, transferring its menta capacity
from one human host to another as each host dies.



New gods: A quas-reigious cult from the far future which is determined to prevent the various mutations
and transformeations which humanity has undergone during the millions of years of its spread through the
gdaxy. There being no way to overturn that present redlity, the new gods decide to stop the process
early in human history. They send Link back in timeto create aworld empire based in northern India,
organized dong rigid caste principles, which will serve asthe basisfor aeugenics program to create a
race of "perfect” humans.

Romans

Agathius: Commander of the Constantinople Greek cataphracts who were led by Belisariusin the
opening campaign againg the Mawain Mesopotamia.

Anastasius: One of Belisarius bodyguards.

Anna: Anna Saronites, wife of Caopodiusthe Blind

Anthony (Cassian): Bishop of Aleppo. He brought Aide and Michael to Belisarius.

Antonina: Wifeof Bdisarius.

Ashot: An Armenian and one of Belisarius bucdllarii, his persona household troops. He becomes one of
the top officersin the Roman army during the war against the Mawa.

Belisarius: Roman generd.

Bouzes and Coutzes: Twin brothers commanding the Army of Lebanon, later top officersin Bdisarius
forces.

Calopodius: A young Greek nobleman who serves as an officer in Belisarius Indus campaign. Later
becomes Bdisarius historian.

Cottomenes: Attached to Anna's Service

Cyril: Commander of Constantinople Greek troops.

Eusebius: A young artisan employed by John of Rhodes in creating the Roman armaments project.
Later an officer in the Roman navy.

Felix (Chalcenterus): A young Syrian soldier promoted by Bdisarius. Eventualy becomes an officer,
commanding musketeers.

Gregory: Oneof Bdisarius commanders, specidizesin artillery.

Hermogenes: Roman infantry commander.

Hypatia: Photius nanny; later married to Julian.

[lus: Attached to Anna's Service

Irene (Macrembolitissa): Head of the Roman spy network.

John of Rhodes: Former Roman naval officer, in charge of Bdlisarius wegpons project.

Julian: Head of Photius bodyguard.

Justinian: Roman emperor.

Koutina: Antoninasmaid.

Mark of Edessa: Another young officer promoted by Belisarius.

Maurice: Bdisarius chief military lieutenant.

Menander: A young Roman soldier; later anava officer.

Michael of Macedonia: A monk who first encountered Aide.

Photius: Antoninas son and Belisarius stepson.

Procopius of Caesaria: Antonindsorigind secretary.

Sittas: Anoldfriend of Bdisarius and one of the Roman empire's generas.

Theodora: Jugtinian'swife and the Empress of Rome.

Valentinian: One of Belisarius bodyguards.

Ethiopians

Eon: Kaeb's son.
Ezana: Eon's bodyguard; later commander of the roya regiment.
Garmat: A top Axumiteroya counselor.



Kaleb: The negusanagast (King of Kings) of Axum.

Ousanas: Eon's dawazz; later, agabe tsentsen.

Rukaiya: Arab princess, bride of Eon.

Wahsi: Eon and Rukaiya's son, named after Eon's bodyguard, new negusa nagast of Ethiopia

Per sians

Baresmanas: aPersian nobleman (sahrdaran), of the Suren family.
Khusrau Anushirvan: King of Kingsof Iran and non-Iran.
Kurush: Baresmanas nephew; atop Persian military leader.
Tahmina: Baresmanas daughter; Photius bride.

M alwa

Ajatasutra: Mawaspy and assassin; Narses right-hand man.
Balban: Mawa spymaster in Congtantinople during Nikarevolt.
Damodara: Madwamilitary commander.

Holi: "Great Lady." Skandaguptas aunt; vessdl for Link.
Indira: Rana Sangas haf-sigter; to be married to Toramana.
Mirabai: Rana Sangds daughter.

Nanda Lal : Head of Mawa spy network.

Narses: Roman traitor; Damodaras spymaster.

Rajiv: Rana Sanga's son.

Rana Sanga: Raput king; Damodara’s chief lieutenant.

Sati: "Great Lady." Vessd for Link.

Skandagupta: Emperor of Mawa

Toramana: A Ye-ta generd; subordinate to Damodara.
Venandakatra: "TheVile One." Powerful Mawaoofficid.

M arathas & Andhrans

Baji: Dhruvasinfant son.

Bindusara: Hindu sadhu.

Dadaji Holkar: Mawa dave freed by Bdlisarius; later peshwa of Andhra.

Dhruva: Dadgi's oldest daughter; Mawadave.

Gautami: Dadgji'swife.

Lata: Dadgi's youngest daughrer; Mawadave.

Maloji: Rao'sfriend and chief military lieutenant.

Namadev: Shakuntalaand Rao'sinfant son.

Raghunath Rao: Maratha chieftain, leader of the Maratha rebdllion. "The Panther of Mgarasntra.”
"The Wind of the Great Country." Shakuntalas mentor, later her husband.

Shakuntala: Last survivor of the Satavahana dynasty; later Empress of reborn Andhra; "The
Black-Eyed Pearl of the Satavahanas."

Kushans

Kungas: Commander of the Kushans guarding Shakuntaa; later king of the reborn Kushan kingdom.
Kanishka: Kungas troop leader.

Kujulo: Kungas troop leader.

Vasudeva: Commander of the Kushans captured by Belisarius at Anatha.



Glossary

A note on terminologica usage. Throughout the series, the termsRoman’” and "Greek" are used in away
which is perhaps confusing to readers who are not very familiar with the historical setting. So a brief
explanation may be hepful.

By the sixth century ad., the only part of the Roman Empire ill in existence waswhat isusually called
by modern historiansthe Eastern Roman Empire, whose capitd wasin Congtantinople. The western
landsin which the Roman Empire originated—including Romeitsdf and dl of Italy—had long sncefdlen
under the control of barbarian tribes like the Ostrogoths.

The so-caled "eastern” Roman Empire, however, never applied that nameto itsdlf. It considered
itself—and did so until itsfinal destruction at the hands of the Ottoman Turksin 1453 ad.—as the
Roman Empire. And thus, when referring to themselvesin apolitical sense, they continued to call
themsdves"Romans.”

Ethnically spesking, of course, there was very little Latin or Roman presence lft in the Roman Empire. In
terms of what you might cal its"socid™ content, the Roman Empire had become a Greek empirein al but
name. In Justinian'sday, Latin was il the officid language of the Roman Empire, but it would not be
long before Greek became, even inimperia decrees and politica documents, the forma aswell asde
facto language of the Empire. Hence the frequency with which the same people, throughout the course of
the series, might be referred to (depending on the context) as either "Roman” or "Greek."

Loosdy, in short, theterm "Roman” isapalitica term; theterm " Greek” asocid, ethnic or linguistic
one—and that is how the terms are used in the series.

Places

Adulis: acity onthewestern coast of the Red Seg; the kingdom of Axum's mgjor port; later, the capital
city of the Ethiopians.

Ajmer: themgor city of Rgputana.

Alexandria: the mgor city of Roman Egypt, located on one of the mouths of the Nile.

Amaravati: theformer capitd of the Empire of Andhra, located on the Krishnariver in south Indig;
sacked by the Mawa; Shakuntdataken into captivity after her family is massacred.

Anatha: animperid villain Mesopotamia; Ste of the first major battle between Belisarius and the
Mawa

Axum: the namerefers both to the capitd city in the highlands and the kingdom of the Ethiopians.
Babylon: ancient city in Mesopotamia, located on the Euphrates; sSite of amgjor sege of the Persans by
the Mawa

Barbaricum: the mgor port in the Indus delta; located near present day Karachi.

Begram: the mgjor city of the Kushans.

Bharakuccha: the mgor port of western India under Mawa control; located at the mouth of the
Narmadariver.

Charax: Persgan segport on the Persian Gullf.

Chowpatty: Mawanava base on the west coast of India; located at the Site of present day Mumbai



(Bombay).

Constantinople: capita of the Roman Empire; located on the Bosporus.

Ctesiphon: capita of the Persian empire; located on the Tigrisriver in Mesopotamia.

Deccan: southern India

Deogiri: afortified city in centra Mgarashtra; established by Shakuntala asthe new capital of Andhra
Gwalior: location of Venandakatras palace in north Indiawhere Shakuntalawas held captive.
Hindu Kush: the mountains northwest of the Punjab. Site of the Khyber Pass.

Kausambi: capita of the Mawaempire; located in north India, at the junction of the Ganges and
Jamunarivers.

Majarashtra: literdly, "the Great Country." Land of the Marathas, one of Indias mgor nationdlities.
Marv:. an oadscity in Centra Asia; located in present day Turkmenistan.

Mindouos. abattlefield in Mesopotamiawhere Belisarius fought the Persians.

Muzris. themgor port of the kingdom of Kerdain southeastern India

Nehar Malka: the ancient cana connecting the Euphrates and Tigrisrivers, scene of abattle between
Bdisariusand the Mawa

The Pass: apassin the Zagros mountains separating M esopotamia from the Persan plateau; Ste of a
battle between Belisarius and Damodara; caled The Béttle of the Mongoose by the Rajputs.
Peshawar: located in the Vae of Peshawar, between the Punjab and the Khyber Pass.

Punjab: the upper Indusriver valley.

Rajputana: theland of the Rgputs, one of India's mgor nationdities.

Sind: thelower Indusriver valey.

Sukkur: amgor city on the Indus; north of the city isthe " Sukkur gorge’ which marksthe boundary
between Sind and the Punjab.

Suppara: aport city on India's west coast, to the north of Chowpatty.

Tamraparni: theidand of Ceylon; modern day Sri Lanka.

Vindhyas: the mountain range which marks the traditiona boundary between northern Indiaand
southern India.

Terms

Anvaya-prapta sachivya: membersof the Mawaroyd clan.

Aqgabe tsentsen: literdly, "keeper of the fly-whisks" The highest ranked officid in the Axumite
government.

Azadan: literaly, "men of noble birth." Refersto aclass of peoplein the Persian empire roughly

and ogousto medieva European knights.

Cataphract: the heavily armed and armored mounted archer and lancer who formed the heart of the
Roman army. Devel oped by the Romans as a copy of the dehgan.

Dawazz. adave assgned as adviser to Ethiopian princes, specifically for the purpose of deflating roya
sdf-aggrandizement.

Dehgan: the Perdan equivalent of a cataphract.

Dromon: aRomanwar gdlley.

Kushans: originating as abarbarian tribe from the steppes, the Kushans became civilized after
conquering Centra Asaand werethe principa support for Buddhism in the early centuries of the
Chrigtian Era; later subjugated by the Malwa.

Negusa nagast: "King of Kings." Ruler of Axum, the kingdom of the Ethiopians.

Nika: the name of the insurrection against Justinian and Theodora engineered by the Mawa.

Peshwa: roughly trandatesas "vizier." Top civilian officid of the Empire of Andhra

Sahrdaran: the highest ranked nohility in the Persian empire, next in status to the emperor. Traditionaly
conssted of saven families, of which the "first among equas’ were the Suren.

Sarwe: aregiment of the Axumitearmy. The plurd is"sarawit.” Individual soldiersare cdled "sarwen.”
Spatha: the standard sword used by Roman soldiers; similar to the ancient Roman short sword called



the gladius, except the blade is Six inches longer.

Vurzurgan: "grandees' of the Persian empire. Noblemen ranked between the azadan and the
sahrdaran.

Ye-tai: abarbarian tribe from central Asiaincorporated into the Mawa governing structure. Also known
as"Ephthdites’ or "White Huns."
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