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Chapter One

Portland, Oregon
December 10, 2007/Change Year 9

Norman Arminger—he rarely thought of himself as anything but the Lord Protector these
days—dtared at the great map that showed his domains, and those of his stubbornly independent
neighbors, it covered the whole of the former Oregon and Washington, with bits of the old States of
Idaho and northern Cdiforniathrown in.

Winds racing out of the Columbia gorge howled amongst the empty skyscrapers, and droverain that
spattered audibly against windows hidden by tapestries shimmering with gold and silver thread. The map
covered onewall of what had been the main hdl of the city'sold public library, built in Edwardian times
with a splendor of gray-veined white marble and brassinlay. That and the easily adapted heating system
werewhy held picked it as his city paace, back right after the Change, and he'd had workmen busy with
it ever snce.

Then heturned on his hedl and walked to the larger of the two thrones that stood on the new dais a
the foot of the staircase; hisleft foot automatically knocked the scabbard of hislongsword out of the way
ashesat. Thishall wasthe place held first unsheathed it in earnest nine years ago, and where hed first
spilled aman'slife with the stedl. The chairs were massve gothic fantasesin jewels and precious metds,
gold for hisand slver for his consort's; the materias had been salvaged from luxury stores and worked
up by Society-trained artisans. The long stair behind them was black marble carved in vinework, rising to
alanding and then splitting in two, curling up to the second tory and the gl lery that overlooked the
throne room.

Outside, day's gray light was fading into blackness under clouded heavens, but the great room was
brilliantly lit, by gasoline lanterns of slver fretwork hanging from the gdlleries around it, and by ahuge
chanddier savaged from amagnate's mansion in the center of the ceiling thirty feet above. That burned a
spendthrift plenitude of fine candles; their wax-and-lavender scent filled the chamber, overlaying metd
polish and cloth and the swest of fear from the crowd of well-dressed courtiers, clerics, advisors and
officids. It was silent except for the occasiona creak of shoe-leather or crisp ripple of iff embroidered
cloth from the tapestries, quiet enough that the faint whisper of flame from the lightswas audible; the
shifting glitter of flame shone on the thrones, on the jewelry and bright clothes of the courtiers, and on
naked sted! ...

Spearmen stood like statues about the walls, their mail hauberks gleaming gray and the heads of
seven-foot spears bright; their big kite-shaped shields were flat matte black, bearing the same sigil of a
red, cat-pupiled eye wreathed in flame as stood on the great banner hanging from the ceiling to the
landing behind him. Three household knights stood in aline before each throne. They wore
black-enameled mail; the golden spurs on their boots and the bright steel-sheen of their swords were the
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only color about them, besides the Eye on their shields. The weapons rested ready with the long blades
on their shoulders, their eyes moved ceasdesdy behind the splayed nasal bars of their conical helmets.
There were discreet crossbowmen aong the second-story galleriesas well.

After amoment the woman seated in the other throne reached out and touched hisarm. Arminger
nodded—Sandra and he had played good cop/bad cop very effectively for years—and spoke:

"You may rise, Lord Molala, and approach the throne.”

The three knedling figures stood: a man, awoman and aboy of about nine. The trumpeter beside the
throne raised hislong brassinstrument and blew asimple tune, two rising and one falling note. The herad
cried:

"The Lord Jabar Jones, Baron Molalla The Lady Phillipal Their son, Lord Chaka! Y ou are bidden
to approach the Presence!”

The knights before Arminger's throne stepped aside in perfect unison as the three approached,
swinging like adoor. Then they swung back and turned, which put them—and their ready
swords—within three feet of the petitioners. Sandras guardians remained facing outward, likeiron
gaueswith living, hungry eyes.

Jabar Jones—Baron Molala—was abig man, an inch or two over Arminger's six-one, and smilarly
broad-shouldered, though unlike his overlord held added the beginnings of a paunch, despite being alittle
younger than the Lord Protector's mid-forties. His cannonball head was shaved and the color of eggplant
savefor afew dusty-white scars. He'd been agang |leader before the Change; Lady Phillipawas a
Junoesgue redhead of alittle over thirty, and came from the other magjor e ement among the Protector's
origina cadre of supporters, the SCA ... these days known as the Society.

The Society's notion of clothing, or "garb” asthey caled it, had prevailed over the years, at least for
the Portland Protective Association's upper classes, as had many of their notions. Phillipawore an
elaborate wrapped and pinned headdress of white silk that surrounded her face and fell to the shoulders
of her long blue gown. The dress was what they caled a cotte-hardi; jeweled buttons ran up from a belt
of gold chain linksto the lace a her throat, and down the long deeves. For men garb had worked out to
loose trousers, boots, linen shirt, belted thigh-length t-tunic and flat hats with aroll of fabric around the
edge and dangling cloth tails; the only exceptionsin the room were servants, clergy of the Orthodox
Catholic Church in their long monastic robes or colorful dametics, and some foreign guests.

Arminger's clothes were the same, but in black silk, and he added silver platesto his sword bdlt, a
gold chain around his neck that supported a pendant of the Lidless Eye on hischest, and aniello
headband to confine his shoulder-length brown hair. That was receding alittle from his high forehead; the
features below were harshly aquiline, lines graven from nose to mouth, and the eyes were an amber hazdl.

Moldlawore no sword belt. That was apolitica statement just now, aswas hiswillingnessto
promptly obey the summons to court—some would have thought raising the drawbridgesin his barony
more prudent, though that was a counsel of desperation. Theway hiswife's eyes occasiondly darted to
Sandra Arminger's face was probably political appraisa by Phillipa, too. The women had been friends.
Sheevidently didn't find the stony calm on the face of Arminger's consort very reassuring.

The way the guardian knights stood within arm'’s reach behind them wasn't reassuring either. It wasn't
meant to be.

"Y ou may spesk," Arminger growled to the man.

"My lord, | have petitioned to be allowed to explain my error before this—"

"You'relucky | didn't let you come near me until now, Jabar,” he said. "'l waswaiting until | could be
sure | could control my temper. I'm not aforgiving man by nature. My confessor and HisHoliness Leo
tell meit'smy greatest fault.”

A rippleof chuckles ran through the court, except for afew of the clerics. Arminger grinned inwardly,
behind an impassive mask

Actually, | was wondering what Strongbow or the Conqueror would have done, hethought.

The Norman duchy and its offshoots from Ireland to Sicily and the Crusader principalities had been
his area of sudy, back when he'd been a scholar, before the Change. Playing at knights had been his
recregtion, away to live alittle of thelife those civilized Vikings knew. But the contacts that had given



him had proved crucidly useful in hisriseto power. Society people—at least the less squeamish of
them—had been very handy as atraining cadre in pre-gunpowder combat and a dozen other sKills, but
there were problems ... what had been their dogan?

Silently, he mused to himsdlf: " Recreating the Middle Ages as they should have been.”

They were perhaps the only peoplein dl the world who'd felt vindicated when the Changekilled dl
high-energy-density technol ogies between the earth's surface and the Van Allensin asingle ingtant of
whitelight and blinding pain.

I'm more interested in the reality. With some refinements, of course. Showers and flush toilets
are technologies | approve of. At least for me.

"My lord Protector,” Molala plowed on, swesting as he trudged through a speech obvioudy
memorized in advance and probably written by hiswife. "1 sent the Princess Mathilda back on a
well-guarded train as soon as the outposts reported a Mackenzie raid out of the Table Rock wilderness,
thinking they'd be safe in Portland before the enemy could penetrate the lowlands—and | sent my own
son aong. My own younger brother commanded the escort, and was killed in the ambush on the
railroad. | admit error, and | beg your mercy for it, but | claim innocence of any malice or didoyalty.
Would | have done either if | hadn't thought it the safest course for the princess?”

Sandra spoke, her voice soft and careful: "But it wasn't as safe, lord baron, as guarding them in your
keep would have been. Raiders could ambush atrain— which they did. They could not storm acastle,
which they didn't even try to do. And while the Mackenzies released your son at once, they did not
release my daughter! For more than half ayear, she has been captive among the Satan-worshi ppers.”

A heavy slencefdl. The burly black nobleman opened his mouth, and then closed it.

Wise, Arminger thought.

The whole past pring and summer had been a series of disasters. The Mackenzieraid, the failure of
his attempt to salvage something ussful from the old chemical-warfare dump up the Columbia at
Umatilla—those damned Englishmen who'd come in on the Tasmanian ship had been responsible for that,
suckering him completel y—and then the rescue mission for Mathilda had crashed and burned
spectacularly. If it hadn't been for the way the Umatilla expedition had extended the Association's
influence into the Pendleton country, it could have been adangerous blow to his prestige. Asit was, land
for new fiefswould keep discontent to a minimum.

When he spoke it wasto his stleward. "Why is Baron Molalaunarmed? Bring his sword &t once; it
isn't fitting that atrusted vassal should appear without aweapon.”

A man came up with the long blade, the belt wrapped around the scabbard and showing abuckle
bearing the barony's sigil, arampant lion grasping a broad-bladed assegai. Molaladonned it hisface
stayed impassive, but sheer rdief suddenly put abeading of sweat on hisforehead, glittering in the
candldight. Servants handed sheathed daggersto hiswife and son.

"Useit wdl inmy sarvice, and in theinterests of the Association,” Arminger said.

He noted how Phillipa's eyes sought Sandra's again, and how her face relaxed dightly at the consort's
smileand nod.

Easy enough to see who's got the political brainsin that family, though Jabar's a good fighting
man, Arminger thought.

Chakawas looking at the Association's overlord worshipfully, too. Arminger suppressed asudden
wave of murderous fury at the thought of Mathildalost among the fanatics; they wouldn't harm her
directly, but every moment she was exposed to that poisonous brew of superstition and make-believe
was one too many.

And if you screw up again, Jabar, all three of you are going to spend your final hours hanging
fromiron hooks on the wall outside!

He smiled ingtead of snarling the threat. It wasn't necessary; the baron and hisfamily bowed and
backed six paces away, among a crowd that didn't avoid them like plague carriers anymore, but Phillipa
was looking extremely thoughtful. With an effort of will Arminger thrust gnawing worry aside; he couldn't
afford distraction, and could do his daughter no good if he was crippled. Instead he made a gesture.
Another trumpet blast echoed.



"Lord Emiliano Gutierrez, Baron Dayton!" the herald caled. "Y ou are bidden to approach the
Presencel”

Emiliano wasin histhirtiesaswell, astocky brown-faced man in fine white linen and gleaming satin.
He grinned as he bowed, and met the Lord Protector's eyes, ignoring the naked blades ready behind
him.

Men who can be intimidated easily aren't very effective servants, not as fighting men,
Arminger reminded himsdlf, irksome, since intimidation is so much fun, but there you are.

"Lord Emiliano, I'm hereby appointing you Marchwarden of the South, to replace the late Lord
Edward Liu, Baron Gervais." He waved aside thanks. "Just see the damned Bearkillers and kilties keep
to their sde of the border."

Another trumpet blast. "Lady Mary Liu, dowager Baroness Gervais! Y ou are bidden to gpproach
the Presence!™

A dim blonde came forward, sinking in alow curtsey; she wore mourning ribbons around her
headdress. The knights did their deadly pavane.

"Lady Mary, I'm taking the barony of Gervaisinto persona wardship pending the mgjority of your
heir, but I'm making you my steward for it until your son comes of age," he said. Y ou may gppoint a
garrison commander from Baron Edward's following. Please inform me before you make a public
announcement of exactly who."

"Thank you, my lord Protector,” she said, in ahigh, reedy voice.

Liu'swidow didn't have a prescriptive right to rule her hushand's persona holding until the heir
reached twenty-one. In strict form the land reverted to the Association, and the Protector could have
given her amanor as dower house, or gpartments at court, installed his own administrator and
commander and collected the mesne tithes from the barony and its subordinate knights-fee manorsfor
himsdlf. That would have given him the income for more than adecade; Liu's eldest was only eight. But
Eddie had been one of his persona hatchetmen, and agood one, until hisfina failure. Besdeswhich,
Mary would probably do apretty good job of it; she knew the place firsthand, and in thelong run it
would help to have Eddig's kids grow up there,

Though she's not going to appoint her brother garrison commander. Sr Jason's too much of a
hothead. A pity, since he's intelligent otherwise.

Asagesture, giving her the chatelaine's job would help keep the rest of his baronage swest, if he had
to take action againgt Moldla They were developing an irritating attachment to the minutiae of the law,
and an even moreirritating sense of collective solidarity about their privileges. Step on one, and the
othersal squalled like scalded cats. He was stronger than any individua noble, but not more powerful
than dl of them put together.

Lessformally, he went on: "Mary, Eddie was agood man, and afriend of mine. | won't forget that he
died trying to rescue my daughter from captivity. And you can teke it asapromisethat I'll see those who
killed him pay for it. I'll seethat they pay in full—and to the inch!’

Mary Liu's blue eyesflared for amoment; she'd grown up in a Society household before the Change,
and was only twenty-eight now. He'd noticed that the younger generation took certain things very
serioudy, particularly those with that background. What their parents had dreamed, they lived.

"I'll rely on that promise, lord Protector,” she said. Her fingers curled into claws. "If you take the
Satan-worshippersdive, I'd appreciate your turning them over to my court for sentencing and execution
rather than the

Church and the Holy Office. We ... | have some experts as good as any of HisHoliness."

Sandra Arminger chuckled, and Arminger laughed doud. "That's the spirit!" he said asthe crowd
applauded. He rose, and caught the eye of two at the rear of the crowd: the merchantsfrom Corvallis. A
flick of the head said later.

"And now, dinner," he said. Sandrasfingers came down to rest on hisarm, and he turned to lead her
up the great curving air.

Dun Juniper, Willamette Valley, Oregon



December 12th, 2007/Change Year 9

The girl drew carefully, using the shoulders and body as much asthe arms. The yew bow bent ...

"Bull's-eyel" Mathilda Arminger whooped as the shaft thumped home in the circle behind the wooden
deer's shoulder.

"Not bad, Matti,” Rudi Mackenzie said. "Not bad!"

It was late afternoon going on for evening, and overcast. The sudden chill and wet medly smdll inthe
fir-scented air meant snow coming soon, rolling down the heights from the wal of mountains eastward.
Rudi finished another round of practice and then looked up and stuck out histongue; sure enough, the
first big flakes came drifting down, landing with agentle bite and a somehow dusty taste. Snow wasrare
in the Willamette, where winter was the season of rain and mud, but Dun Juniper was just high enoughin
thefoothillsthat it could get heavy fals sometimes, though they rardy lay for long. Thiswould beabig
one, by theway the air tasted and felt.

The two children were the youngest in the crowd at the butts; they'd both been born in the first
Change Y ear, and were shooting up with along-limbed, gangly grace. Rudi wasthetaler by aninch or
two; the hair that spilled out from under hisflat bonnet was a brilliant gold tinted with red to her dark
auburn-brown, and his eyes somewhere between blue and green and gray to her hazel, but otherwise
their sharp straight-featured faces were much alike as they began to shed their puppy fat.

"Willow!" one of the assistants called to around-faced girl of ten. "Don't hop and squint after you
shoot. It won't help.”

The girl flushed as classmates snickered and giggled; she shot again, then did the same
up-and-down-in-place hop as before, squinting with her tongue between her teeth and the wet turf
sguelching under her feet. Today Chuck Barstow Mackenzie, the Clan's Second Armsman, had dropped
into observe,

Which made everyone alittle nervous despite the fact that he lived here, evenif it wasn't as
momentous as it might be a some other dun. Now he silently reached over and rapped her lightly on the
head with the end of his bow; she flushed more deeply, hanging her head.

Therest of the crowd at the butts ranged from nine or so to thirteen, children of Dun Juniper's smiths,
stockmen, carpenters, clerks, schoolteachers and weavers, and of the Clan's smal cadre of full-time
warriors. Their work was overseen by adozen or so elder sudentsin their later teens, walking up and
down the line offering advice and helping adjust hands and stances, and four Armsmen oversaw them;
archery was very much part of the Mackenzie school syllabus, and much more popular than arithmetic or
geography or even herblore,

"And Otter, Finn, don't laugh at Willow," Chuck added. " She shoots better than you do most of the
time. Someday you'll have to stand beside her in afight, remember.” He cocked an eye a the darkening
clouds. "All right, it'stimeto knock off for the day anyway; everyone ungtring. Carefully!" he added,
keeping a close watch on the process, as did the teachers and their helpers, lest cold-stiffened fingers
dip.

There were acouple of quick corrections to those doing it wrong. Rudi braced the lower tip of his
bow againgt the top of hisleft foot, stepped through between the string and the riser, and pushed down
againg the bow with histhigh while hisright hand held the upper part of the stave steady. That let him
didethe string out of the groovesin the polished antler tip—carefully!—with hisleft hand. Therewerethe
inevitable throttled yelps and afew tears from those who'd | et go too early or put their stave hands too
far up, and so0 pinched their hands between string and wood even through their gloves, but no red
accidents. Even alight child's stave could be dangerousif the wielder let it get away from them, and the
tip of agrown-up'swar bow would rip through flesh and bone like a spear when it dipped just wrong.
That waswhy you aways kept it pointed away from your face when stringing or unstringing, something
he'd learned years ago.

"Y ou're getting pretty good, Maitti," he said.

"l dways had abow," she said. "Not just here.”

"Not abow likethat, | bet,” Rudi said, grinning.

"Yeah!" she sad enthusiagtically. "It's great. We heard about Sam's bows, even, you know,



ummm"—shedidn't say Portland—"up north."

The longbow was one of Sam Aylward's; the First Armsman made Juniper's son anew one every
Y uleashegrew, and last year's was about the right weight for Mathilda. It was his bowyer's skill as
much as his shooting that made him known as Aylward the Archer.

It's funny, hethought. She learned some things up there—she can shoot pretty good. But not
how to look after her own gear. Weird.

They both wiped their bows down with hanks of shearling wool, dipped fhem into protective sheaths
of soft, oiled leather, laced those tight-closed and did them home in the carrying loops beside their
quivers. By thetime they'd put on the quiver-caps—getting wet didn't do the arrows fletching any
good— the snow was thick enough to make objectsin the middle distance blurry, turning the faint light of
the moon above the clouds into aghostly glow. Thethick turf of the meadow gave good footing, but the
earth beneath was mucky, with asquishy, dippery fed.

Most of the mile-long benchland that held the Mackenzie clachan wasinvisble now from here a the
eastern edge; the mountain-dope northward was just a hint of looming darkness. They could hear the
little waterfal that fell down it to the pool at the base that fed Artemis Creek and turned the whed of the
grisimill, but only ahint of the white water wasvisble. Rudi cocked an ear at it, humming aong with the
deep-toned voice of the river spirit in her endless song, and enjoying the way the snow muffled other
sounds: thewind in the firs, the sobbing howl of a coyote—or possbly Coyote Himsdf—somewherein
the great wildernessthat surrounded them, creaks and snaps and rustles under the dow wet wind's heavy
passage.

The teachers and their hel pers chivvied everyone into order on the gravel roadway, counting twiceto
make sure nobody had wandered off into the woods and fields. Aoife Barstow hung alantern on her
spear and led the way; she was Uncle Chuck's fostern-daughter, atall young woman of about twenty
with dark red braids, and afigure of tremendous prestige with the younger children. She and her brothers
Sanjay and Daniel had been on Lady Juniper's greet raid against the Protectorate just after last Beltane,
when Mathilda had been captured; Sanjay had died on anorthern knight's lance point. Aoife had not only
killed the knight who did it; sheld cut off his head and waved it in the faces of his comrades, shrieking and
possessed by the Dark Goddess the while. Gruesomely fascinating rumor had it that she'd wanted to
bring the head home pickled in cedar oil and nail it over the Hall's front door, the way warriorsdid in the
old stories, but that Rudi's mother had talked her out of it.

Chuck mounted his horse and trotted along, quartering behind them and to either side to make sure
nobody straggled.

"School's over until after Yule!" aboy named Liam shouted as they walked, which got him around of
cheers.

"l wouldn't mind schodl, if it weredl likethis," someoneese sad.

"Yup," Rudi said. "Even arithmetic and plants aren't so bad. It'sthat classwork about things before
the Change. Boring!"

"Yeah." Liam nodded; he was severa years older than Rudi, but far too young to reglly remember
the lost world. " Presidents and atoms and rockets and al that hooey."

Chuck Barstow caught that, and reined in besde them. The other children grew alittle silent, but
Rudi grinned up at the middle-aged sandy-blond rider; Uncle Chuck had been as much afather to him as
any man.

But Lord Bear's your real body-father, hethought, then let hismind shy away from the knowledge.
He wasn't sure what he thought of that at dl, and he'd only learned it for surelast year at the Horse Fair.

"What about King Arthur and Robin Hood and Niadl of the Nine Hostages and Thor'strip to
Jotunheim and A Midsummer Night's Dream?" Chuck asked.

"Oh, that's different,” Rudi said confidently; there were nods of agreement from those within earshot.
"That'smorelikered life, you know? Those are the cool stories. They mean something. They're not just
weird nameslikeLiam sad."

For some reason Uncle Chuck gave asnort of laughter at that, and rode away shaking his head.
"Peoplethat old are weird," Liamsad.



Rudi nodded thoughtfully. Of course, there weren't al that many really, really old people around at
al. They'd mostly dl died the year he was born. Uncle Denniswasfifty-eight, and the oldest personin
Dun Juniper by adecade. There were only six or seven people here older than Mom, who wasforty.

Then he called out to the leader of thelittle column. "Aoife," hesaid. "Do you think al the old folks
areweird? | mean, you're grown up but you're not old—not real old."

"Thanks!" the woman who'd turn twenty-onein afew months said.

The lantern wavered alittle as she looked over her shoulder, and paused to brush snow from her
plaid. "Not redly, sprout,” shewent on. "l was ... just alittle older than you are now, at the Change. |
remember riding in cars, you know? And TV and lights going on when | pushed aswitch ... sort of. We
werein aschool buswhen the Change happened, Dan and Sanjay and me; | can remember that. But I'm
not redly sureif I'm remembering al therest of it, or just remembering remembering or remembering
what the oldsterstold me.”

That got achuckle; but then he thought her face went uncertain and alittle sad in the white-flecked
dimness. "And it gets more that way dl thetime; more like remembering adream.” More cheerfully: "But
they do go on about it alot, don't they? Even Dad."

There were more nods and mutters of agreement.

"Hey, | heard that!"

Chuck's voice came out of the snow-shot darkness. Rolling eyes and sighs were the younger
generation's only defense againgt tales of the days before the Change. There wasn't much point in talking
about it among themselves.

"Let'shaveasong!" Rudi said instead.

That brought enthusiastic agreement; it usualy would, among agroup of Mackenzies. They passed a
few moments arguing over what tune, which was a so to be expected. At lat, exasperated, Rudi smply
began himsdlf and waited for the otherstojoinin:

"The greenwood sighs and shudders
The westwind wails and mutters—"

There were afew complaints, but the song matched the westher, and most of the youngsterstook it
up with bloodthirsty enthusiasm:

"Gray clouds crawl across the sky

The moon hides herjace as the sunlight dies!
And mankind soon shall realize

The Bringer of Storms walks tonight!

No mortal dare to meet the glare

Of the Eye of the Sormbringer

For heisthelightning slinger

The glory singer, The gallows reaper!"

The road wound aong between the muddy, reaped potato fields and truck gardens covered in mulch
of wheat-straw and sawdust and spoiled hay; awhiff of manure came from benegth. A rime of ice was
forming in the puddles dong the water-furrow from the pond that watered them in the summer; they
tramped on over the plank bridge, then past fenced and hedged pastures, and other fields where the
stems of the winter oats bowed beneath the wet snowflakes. The stock was mostly huddied in the shelter
of board sheds, and the herd-wards forked down hay for them from the stacks or walked their rounds.
They had thick cloaks and jackets and knit vests and leggings, and booths to take shelter from the worst
of the weather; they and huntersin the woods and unlucky travelers were the only oneswho'd deep
outsdewalsthisnight.

The song wasn't one heéld have picked if he were going to be rolling in adeeping bag beneath atree.
Not out where wolves and bears and tigers and woods-fey roamed—the fey could be friendly or
unfriendly, and were usudly tricksey—and where a stranger met might be anything from an outlaw to a
wood-sprite or godling in disguise.

But it was afine tune when you were heading back to stout gates and bright fires and agood supper.



Rudi filled hislungswith the wet chill air and bellowed out:

"Upon his shoulder, ravens

Hisface like stone, engraven

Astride a six-hoofed stygian beast

He gathers the fruit of the gallows trees!
Driving legions to victory

The hunger of war walks tonight!"

Thekilted children poured up the doping road to the dun in a chattering mass, eager for home and
supper. 1t took abit longer than usud for the wall to loom ahead of them out of the swirling white; the
rough surface of the light-colored stucco was catching the snow now, obscuring the curving
flower-patterns painted benegath the crendlations of the battlements. The great gates were three-quarters
shut, and the snow had caught on their green-painted stedl surfaces too, making little white teardrops
where the patterns of copper rivets showed the Triple M oon above—waxing, full, and waning—and the
wild bearded face of the Horned Man benesth.

One of the gate guards yelled down: "What were you trying to do, Chuck, feed the little twerpsto the
Wild Hunt? It'sas dark asayard up ahog's arse out there!”

Chuck Barstow put ahand on his hip and looked up as his horse's hooves struck sparks from the
concrete and fieldstone of the square before the gate. " They're not going to catch their deaths from awee
bit of snow," he called back. "They might from missng when someone's coming at them with ablade.”

The tunnel-like entrance was flanked on either side by god-posts of carved and painted wood hewn
from whole Douglasfir trunks thicker than his body; the Lady as Brigid with her whesat sheaf and crown
of flames on one side, and the Lord as Lugh of the Long Spear on the other. Rudi made areverence with
pams pressed together and thumbs on his chin as he passed, a gesture as automatic as bregth, feeling the
warm comfort of their regard, like his mother's smile. Everyone e se made the gesture aswell, except
Mathildaand afew other Christians, mostly the children of foreign guests. The schoolroom crowd broke
up, waving and yelling and promising to get up early to build snow forts on the open ground below the
north wall, where the wind usually piled deep drifts. Asthe last of them passed, adozen adults on guard
duty hauled in grunting unison, and the gates shut with a hollow boom and along rattling, thunking sound
asthe bars did home. In the same ingtant great Lambeg drums sounded from the tops of the four towers
of the gatehouse, a deep rumbling thunder; the dunting of horns went through it, and the screech of pipers
hailing the departing Sun.

Then they were through into the familiar interior of Dun Juniper, their hobnailed brogans crunching on
the gravel roadways. The walls enclosed a smooth oval of severd acres, originaly alow plateau in the
rolling benchland. Lanterns shone from the towers dong the wall, and from the windows of the log-built
homesthat lined the inner surface of the fortification; their light gleamed on the carved and painted wood
of thelittle houses, most were done in themes from myth or fancy, afew left defiantly plain asif to tell the
neighbors so there. Smoke rose from chimneysto mingle with the white mist of the snow, astheresin
scent of burning fir mixed with the homey smells of cooking and livestock; the clachan had six hundred
soulswithin thewalls, more than any other Mackenzie settlement save Sutterdown.

Folk walked briskly about the find tasks of the day, from penning the chickensto vidting the
communa bathhouse. V oices human and animal rang, and hooves, the buzz of awoodworker'slathe, the
last blows of a smith's hammer, the hum of atreadle-driven sewing machine, the rhythmic
tock ... tock ... of an ax splitting wood.

It had dl been the background of hislife, aswere the dogs that came and butted their heads under his
hands. The two armed Mackenzies who unobtrusively followed weren't.

"Oh, Acife, Dan, do you have to?" he asked; at least today it was friends of his. "Can't | even go pee
by mysdf?lItslikebengalittiekid again!”

"Y up, we do haveto follow you around, sprout,” Danidl said unsympatheticaly; hewastall and lean
like hissster and only ayear younger, with shaggy tow-colored hair and a mustache on his upper lip that
stayed wispy despite cultivation and spells. "I've got better things to do myself, you know, and Aoife



would certainly rather be somewhere e se with someone e se since she'sin luuu-uuuuuve again—"

Hissgter snorted and made asif to clout him with the buckler in her left hand; the movement was
dow and symbolic. A red strike with atwo-pound stedl disk was no joke.

"—but it's Sam's orders, and Dad's, and Lady Juniper's. Y ou and the princess here get aguard,
every hour of the night and day."

Mathilda pouted alittle at the title—she'd tried to insst on it when shefirst arrived a Dun Juniper
after her capture last pring, and found that to be amistake, like talking about the splendors of the paace
in Portland or Castle Todenangst. That reminded him of how shed arrived, and what had followed from
that. Hisfingersrubbed at his sde through his jacket, where the giant's sword had wounded him that
August night. Mathilda's voice was smdl as sheleaned close and said: "Doesit il hurt?!

"Nah," he said, smiling, remembering how sheld sat by his bedside through the long days of pain,
reading out loud or playing checkersor just being there. "I heal quick.”

"I'm sorry, Rudi."

"W, you didn't do it, Matti," hereplied cheerfully.

"Eddie was dways nice before ... wdl, niceto me. And Mack, | thought he was just sort of big and,
well, stupid. Dad just sent them to rescue me. He and Mom are scared for me. They didn't mean to hurt
you."
"Mack was big and stupid,” Rudi said. "And he was a bad man, Matti. He did mean to hurt me." He
put an arm around her shoulders. "I know you didn't.”

"Y ou want to go and visit Epona?* Mathilda said hopefully.

He hesitated; Eponawas the good thing that had happened last summer, the horse that nobody but
he couldride ... Rudi sghed. Therewasn't time, and he didn't have the excuse anymore that the mare
would only let him groom or feed her—she'd relaxed a bit about that.

"Oh, comeon, let'sgo get dinner. I'm clemmed,” he said instead.

The center of Dun Juniper held the larger, communal buildings; school, bad-westher covenstead,
bathhouse, armory, library, stables and workshops, granaries and dairy, brew-house and storehouses.
The heart of it wasthe greet Hall. It loomed bright through the thick-falling snow, firdight and lantern light
red and yelow through the windows and on the painted designs graven into the logs. The ends of the
rafters that supported the second-story galleries were carved into the heads of the Mackenzie totems,
Wolf and Bear, Dragon and Tiger and Raven and more; their grinning mouths held chainsthat ended in
lanterns of wrought brass and iron and glass. The high-peaked roof of moss-grown shingles reared above
like the back of agreen, scaly dragon, and the rafters at each end of it crossed like an X, carved into
facing spirds, deasil and widdershinsto baance the energies. The two children and their escorts paused
on the verandato stamp and kick the mud and sticky wet snow off their brogans and brush it off their
plaids and jackets and caps.

Through the big double doors, and into ablast of light and sound, warmth and smells; woodsmoke,
damp wool clothes drying, leather, meat and cabbage cooking, fir and polish and soap, bright paint and
carving seeming to move on the walls. The great stone hearth across the room on the north face of the
Hall was booming and roaring, and agroup around it were laughing and finishing a song asthey threw in
chunksof timber:

"Oak logs will warm you well, that are old and dry;

Logs of pine will sweetly smell, but the sparks will fly,
Surely you will find

There's none compar e with the hardwood logs

That are cut in winter-time, sir!

Holly logs will burn like wax—you can burn them green
EImlogs burn like smoldering flax,with no flames to be seen
Beech logs for wintertime, and Yule logs aswell, sir—"

He genuflected to the dtar on the mantel and signed the air with the Hornsfor the Hall's tutelary
guardians, and his bodyguards did the same. The long tableswere up aswell, setinaT thisday with the
upper bar onthe dais a the east end of the Hall, and people were bustling in and out of the doors on



either sde of thefireplace that led to the kitchens. The western end of the Hall held the great Yule Tree,
not yet decorated, but fragrant with promise and Douglasfir sap. Rudi waved to friends as he took off his
coat and flat Scots bonnet and plaid, hanging them on pegs; by now Mathilda attracted fewer glaresand
more smiles than she had right after he got hurt, but she was till alittle subdued and stuck closeto him.
Few dared to be unfriendly when he was around, or when his mother was watching.

One of the glares was unfortunately from Aunt Judy, who hadn't forgotten how her fostern-son
Sanjay died last summer.

Well, neither have |, Rudi thought. Everyone had liked Sanjay, who was smart and funny and
brave. But it wasn't Matti's fault! And that was a whole year ago, or nearly! Aoife and Dan aren't
mean to her! And Uncle Chuck doesn't look at her like that either.

They hung up their bows and quivers and knivesin the children's section. Rudi sighed as he waiched
Dan and Aoife stow their weapons with those of the other grown warriors. Shortswords and dirks and
bucklers swung on their beltsfrom oak pegs, spears were racked in gleaming rows with their bright,
rune-graven heads high. In pride of place were the great six-foot war bows of orange-hued yew, the
terror of the Clan's enemies and the guardians of Mackenzie freedom and honor, each flanked by its
well-filled quiver of shafts fletched with the gray goose feathers.

He knew that the time to wield one would come for him, just as his voice would bresk someday and
held start being interested in girls as more than friends. But while that was just knowledge without much
impact, the yearning for awar bow of his own was aburning need.

Lady of the Ravens, please don't make me wait forever! hethought.

There was some foreign gear there aswell, from Lord Bear's territories on the western side of the
Willamette Valley; long basket-hiked backswords and short, thick recurve horseman's bows hung upin
harp-shaped saddle scabbards. Rudi looked up at the top table; yes, abig, blond young manin hislate
twenties and awoman alittle younger, brown-skinned and frizzy-haired. There were others at the lower
tableswho must be their escorts, al in pants, and jackets with the red bear's head on the shoulder.

"Hi, Unc' Eric, Auntie Luanne!" he cdled to the pair, and they waved back over the gathering crowd.

His mother wastalking with the Bearkiller couple when he hopped up on the dais arid walked over
to make his respects and greet her. She stopped to give him agrin and a hug, then pulled back alittle.

"Wadll, it's sopping you are, mo chroi! " she said, green eyestwinkling.

"Jugt alittle snow, Mom," hereplied. He saw Mathilda out of the corner of hiseye, aplaintive look
on her face, and whispered in his mother's ear.

"And would you like abit of ahug too, my fostern girl?" Juniper Mackenzie said.

"Ummm... yeah. Thanks"

She got one, and akiss on the forenead; the Lady of the Mackenzies ruffled both their heads before
she sent them off to their end of the high table. Nigel Loring wasthere at his mother'sright hand; he
nodded solemnly to Rudi as he passed, then winked. Rudi grinned back at the English guest; besides
saving hislifelast year, and becoming his main tutor in the sword and horsemanship, Sir Nigd wasjust
plain fun. He knew alot of ories, too.

Those Hall-dwellers on kitchen duty brought out bowls and platters and set them out, then sat
themsalves. Mogt familiesin Dun Juniper had their own hearths, but there were ways afair number
eating in the Hall, besdesthe Barstows, Trethars and others who lived there; guests like the Bearkillers,
or people from esewherein the Clan'sterritories cometo learn craft skills or to share the holy mysteries
or do ahundred types of business. Even awandering gangrel could find amed in the Chief'sHall in
return for alittle wood-chopping or other chores; after al, any such could bethe Lord or Lady in
disguise. Though it was hard to believe alot of the time, Snce they were dways smelly and often mad.

"We dtart to decorate the tree tomorrow," Rudi said. "Nine more days of the Twelve, and then it's
Yule"

"Chrismas," Mathilda said, nodding. "But the twelve days come after Chrigmas."

Rudi grinned; he liked explaining things, and the grown-ups had been redlly careful not to say
anything at dl againgt Mathildasreligion, or even tell her much about the Craft. That didn't gpply to him,
of course; it was one of the few advantages of being akid.



"No, thisis Yule, Matti. That's the shortest day, the twenty-first thisyear. On the First Day we go out
and find the tree and cut it, on the Second Day we bring it here, and Third Day we put it up; for the
Maiden, the Mother and the Crone, you know? And the Treeisthe Holly King's ... well, you know.
Then weve got nine days for the rest, cooking and making presents and getting ready for the Soltice
Vigil. Mom says we stole the Twelve Days and changed them round 'cause the Christians stole Y ule and
messed it up.”

"Wedid not!" Mathildasaid, then hesitated. "At least, | don't think so. What do you decorate it
with?"

"Oh, dl sorts of things. Old-time stuff, and strings of popcorn, and little carved sprites, and, oh, lots
of Suff. It'sfun.”

"We didn't decorate our own Christmastree at home, but it was very pretty,” Mathildasaid. "We
aways had Chrigmas at Castle Todenangst. I'd come down in the morning, and open the presents with
Mom and Dad."

Rudi frowned. "But decorating it yoursdf ishaf the fun!”

They loaded their plates from the platters and baskets as they spoke: corned beef, chunks of grilled
venison with a sauce of garlic-laced yogurt, mashed potatoes with bits of onion, fresh steamed kale,
boiled cabbage and glazed carrots and fresh brown bread and hot cheddar biscuits and butter. Mathilda
dipped adiver of the beef to abig black tomcat crouched under her chair; he bolted it and then went
back to glaring around with mad yellow eyes. Saladin had come as part of theill-fated diplomatic mission
from Portland last Lughnasadh, and the other Hall cats hadn't accepted him yet ... or vice versa.

Juniper Mackenzie stood, and the hum of conversation stilled. Sheraised both her handsin the
gesture of power and blessing before she spoke, her strong soprano filling the Hall, half song and half
chant:

"Harvest Lord who dies for the ripened grain—
Corn Mother who births the fertile field—
Blessed be those who share this bounty.

And blessed the mortals who toiled with You
Their hands helping Earth to bring forth life."

Most of the crowd joined in thefina Blessed be; then they waited politdy whilethe Chridtians said
their grace. The two Bearkillers at the top table crossed themsalves and murmured words. Blessus, O
Lord ... Sodid Mathilda, in another fashion—Catholics who followed Abbot-Bishop Dmwoski at
Mount Angdl used adightly different rite from the Orthodox Catholic Church of the Protectorate's Pope
Leo.

Juniper went on: "And specid thanksto Andy and Diana and everyone working the kitchens, who
managed to produce what looks like agreat dinner right in the middle of preparing for the Yule feast.”

The Trethars stood and bowed as everyone clapped. Rudi's mother took fromitsrest a
slver-rimmed horn of wine—that had started itslife as one of apair of longhorns over a Western-themed
bar in Bend—and poured asmdl libation in abowl. Then sheraised the horn high over her head and
cried:

"TotheLord, to the Lady, to the Luck of the Clan—Wassail!"

"Drink hail!" fifty voicesreplied, raisng their cups and drinking with her.

Rudi dutifully sipped at atiny glass of mead, watered for ayoungster's strength; he preferred the
cream-rich milk in the waiting jug, but the proprieties had to be observed. The hum of conversation
began again, dong with the clatter of cutlery. Rudi poured himself milk and aglassfor Mathilda, soread
his napkin on hislap and ate with the thoughtless, innocent greed of a healthy nine-year-old after aday's
hard work in cold weather and with aholiday in prospect.

"Blueberry tartsfor dessert!" he said happily. "With whipped cream and honey."

"So that's Arminger'skid," Luanne Larsson said, meditatively mixing some melted butter into her
mashed potatoes with her fork as she glanced down the table; one advantage of the white noise that filled



the Hall was that conversations could be private, if you spoke softly and leaned alittle close.

"No," Juniper Mackenzie said, using a §poon to put some horseradish beside her corned beef.

Shedidit cautioudy; the crock was a gift from Sam'swife, and though nuclear weapons didn't work
post-Change, Mdissa Aylward's horseradish sauce was an acceptable substitute.

"No," shewent on. "She's Mathilda, a girl whose parents are Norman and Sandra Arminger, through
no fault of her own, so. And who for the now lives with me and my son.”

Eric Larsson grinned in his dense, short-cropped yellow beard and raised aglass of red winein
salute. He was a broad-shouldered, long-limbed man who stood two inches over six feet; hisfeatures
were sharply cut on along, narrow head, eyes abright blue, golden hair faling to his shoulders benesth a
headband of |eather tooled and stamped. The face it framed was a Viking skipper's born out of time and
place, down to the kink asword had put in his nose and thin white scars that made him look alittle older
than histwenty-eight years. "Gotcha, honey," he said to hiswife. "It's touchdown to Juney, point and
match.”

"OK, enough with the mixed metaphors,” Luanne said. "OK, OK, | get it. No sins of the fathers and
al that.”

"And she's ... what'stheword, Juney?' Eric replied.

"My fogtern,” Juniper supplied. He's grown into himself, shethought to herself. Sheld met Eric
Larsson inthefdl of thefirst Change Y ear, and known him fairly well since as he developed into Mike
Havd'sright-hand man aswdll asjust his brother-in-law.

Back then he was eighteen and just trying on a man's life, like someone with a new coat that's
alittletoo big jor him. Now he's like a big golden cat—good company to his friends, and very
dangerous to something he decides might he good to eat. Vain as a cat, too, though with reason.
And more at home in the Changed world than we who were full-grown can ever he, though not so
much as his children will be.

He aso added flamboyant touches to the long jacket and pants most Bear-killers wore: embroidered
cuffs on a coat |eft open to show more embroidery on hislinen shirt and neckerchief, agold hoop earring,
glver buttons on his jacket worked into wolf heads, rings on the fingers of hislarge but curioudy graceful
hands.

"Arminger'still going to comeat us," Eric said. "Kid or no kid." "Sure, and you're right about that,"
Juniper said. "He'sabastard of a man with the soul of amad weasdl, and no mistake. And that was
obvious even before the Change.”

The two Bearkillerslooked at her. "Y ou knew him then?' Eric said in astonishment.

"No, but I knew of him. Under his Society name—Blackthorn of Mamsey— so it was years after
the Change before | redized who it was; | haven't seen him since, and knew nothing of him beyond his
Society persona, you see. He was the one who brought an ox to atournament. That | had from an
eyewitness." "He brought an ox? He'sinto bestidity, on top of everything else?" Eric laughed. "Not asa
date," Juniper said in quelling tones. "He had ataste for sweet young things even then. No, he wanted to
demonstrate how out of touch with redlity the Society fighters were, bashing each other with rattan blades
and relying on the honor system.”

She grinned and quoted: "Come back here, you coward, and I'll bite you to death!” At their blank
looks she went on: "Classical reference. Anyway, hekilled the ox with area sword, the same one he
carries now. With one blow, actudly; it was supposedly impressive, in asick sort of way."

Nigel Loring raised hisbrows, he knew how difficult it wasto kill alarge animal that quickly. "What
did they do with the ox? The Society chappies, that is."

"Grilled it whole and ate it, but the other Society—the Humane Society— got on hiscase."

Luanne snorted laughter, and then returned to business. "Arminger knows you won't hurt his
daughter, no matter what he does. And I'm not sure held careif you did. Not enough to stop him,
anywey."

"Oh, I think he caresfor the girl," Juniper said. "Shewouldn't have been as ... hedlthy asshewas,
otherwise. Even abad man often loves his children; and he'sinvested agood dedl of hisego in having
one of hisblood follow him, to be sure.”



The scowl left Luannesface, on which a smilelooked more natural. She was ayear or two younger
than her husband, her skin coffee-dark, blunt features acomely full-lipped melange of her Texan father's
African-Anglo heritage and her Tgjano mother's mestizo blood. Faded and dusky blue, asmall scar
between her brows marked her as one of the Brotherhood, the A-listers of the Bearkiller Ouitfit; her
husband had an identical brand from the same red-hot iron. Mauve silk ribbons fluttered aong the outer
seams of her jacket, making her alittle careful when shereached across one of the laden platters.

"It'sjust hard not to see Arminger, looking at hiskid," she went on alittle defensively.

"Well, it'simportant that we don't see only that,” Juniper said, pouring her more dark, frothy beer
from apitcher. "Since the Lord and Lady saw fit to put her in our hands ... wait amoment.”

She thought, looking indde hersdlf, and then she Sghed. "There's something | should have done some
time ago, but | hoped it wouldn't be necessary to get formal about it. | hate throwing my weight
around ... oh, well, if it hasto be done, it hasto be done."

She sighed again, then rose to her feet and waited until the buzz of conversation died. A little way to
her left Chuck Barstow was looking at her quizzicaly; beside him was hiswife Judy, with dawning
understanding in her dark eyes and handsome proud-nosed face. They'd been friends since they were
teenagers, and they'd discovered the Craft together.

Of course she'd know, Juniper thought. Well, my old friend, that's why I'm doing it, you being so
stubborn and all, and otherstaking their cue from you.

Aloud, shesaid: "You dl know weve had aguest among us, agirl by the name of Mathilda."

Rudi was staring at her, ddight in his dancing blue-green eyes. Mathildawastoo, puzzled and alittle
goprehensive.

"Mathilda was captured through no fault of her own, infighting againgt her folk that we of the Clan
took on ourselves for reasons we thought good, and <till do. And later her folk tried to take her back,
and in that fight some were killed, and some were hurt—my own son Rudi among them. Now, some here
have held that againgt her, and | was waiting for that to vanish through its own lack of senseand
unkindliness, but it hasn't dtogether. And that diminishes my honor, and the honor of Clan Mackenzie. So
here and now, | say that whilethisgirl iswith us, sheis fostern of mine, and isto be treated asif she
were achild of my blood, necessary precautions aside, until | unsay thisword, or she leaves usand so
bresksit."

Juniper took a deep breath, and raised her handsinthe V of power, palms out, closing her eyesand
feding the current of it running through her, like afirein the blood until thelittle hairsdong her amsand
up her spine struggled to rise. When her green gaze flared open again her voicerolled high and clear
through the great space of the Hall, linking her to every soul like chains of fine silver light:

"And this | bind on every man and woman and child of this Clan, and | make it geasa to break
it. | bind you all, by the Dagda and Angus Og and Lugh of the Long Spear; by Macha and Edain
and the Threefold Morrigu; by the Maiden, the Mother and the Hag, and if any break it by word
or deed may the Mother's Earth open and swallow you ... the Mother's ocean rise up and drown
you ... and the heaven of stars which are the dust of Her feet fall and crush you and all that is
yours. Thisis my geasa, which |, Juniper Mackenzie, Her priestess, and Chief of the Clan by the
Clan's choice, lay upon you! So moteit bel™

An echoing slencefdl, and lasted until she put her hands on her hips and spoke in anorma tone:
"And that isthat!"

She sat again and drank, conscious of eyesrolling white as they looked at her, and mouths gaping. It
took amoment for the othersto follow suit, but when the roar of conversation started up it was louder
than ever.

"Whoa," Luannesaid quietly.

Her husband had blanched and was clutching at a crucifix beneath his shirt; sweat darkened the fine
linen alittle, and gleamed on hisforehead.

"Remind me never to pissyou off that much, Juney!™

"I doubt you'll ever doit, 0," Juniper said. "Now, where were we? Ah, yes, Mathilda, and her being
Arminger'sonly har."



"Ah," Luanne sad. "Yes, wevetdked that over abit at Larsdaen, with Signe and Mike and Eric's
dad and my folks."

"And what did Ken have to say about it? And Will?' Juniper asked; she had alively respect for
Kenneth Larsson's brains, and for those of Luanne'sfather.

"That we shouldn't build too much on the foundation of onelittle girl," Eric said. Then, daborately
casud: "Y ou know, this dried-tomato-and-onion thing in vinegar is good.”

"Ken hasagood heart,” Juniper said. Although he and Will have the advantage of being aruler's
advisors, not the ruler himself. "And akeenmind."

"Yup," Eric Larsson said, obvioudy glad to change the subject for amoment. "But Dad'saso got a
mind full of weird shit. Thelatest—" Herolled hiseyes.

"What isit?" Juniper asked with interest.

Kenneth Larsson had been in hisfifties before the Change, an engineer by training and an indugtrialist
on alarge scae by avocation; both had proved surprisingly useful snce. Mike Havel did ordinary civil
administration when he had to, but he hated it and was self-confessedly not very good ét it, either. Onthe
other hand, Ken was dso given to what he called long-term thinking and others dubbed eccentricity. In
someone of lower rank, the word cracked would probably have been used.

"Aderoids," Luanne said. "He'sworrying about asteroids.”

Juniper looked at her as blankly as the younger couple had at the reference to Monty Python and
the Holy Grail. Eric and hiswife both laughed, and he took up thetale.

"Y ou know how an asteroid was supposed to havekilled off the dinosaurs?!

Juniper frowned. It had been solong ...

"I think | read about it in a National Geographic once. Wouldn't it be better to worry about Mount
Saint Helens blowing up? It started smoking again afew years ago, after al. Does Ken have some
reason to believe well be hit by abig rock from above?’

Eric'sgrin grew wider. "No, but he says were overdue for one, give or take afew million years. He
getsworried about it because there's nothing we could do about it now."

Juniper blinked. Even for Ken, that's a bit eccentric. "Wél, what could we have done about it
before the Change?'

Luanne crossed hersdf and put her hands together in the gesture of prayer, before giggling. Shewas
piousin her way, but not too solemn about it.

"I know every coven in the world would have been on the hilltops, spell-casting to beat the band,”
Juniper said. "But gpart fromthat ... "

"Dad saysthey could at least have detected it," Eric explained. "And possibly have launched, ah,
nuclear-tipped missles’—he spoke the phrase as if he was repesting it verbatim, amost from another
language—"or something. With another few decades or generations of technical progress, intercepting
‘em would have been easy, he says. But now that'simpossible.”

Luanne giggled again. "Oh, | dunno. We could build someredly big catapults on top of redly tall
towers. Or we could build, oh, some gigantic hot-air balloons and mount the catgpults on top of them
and float them up—"

"God, did Dad get furious when she sprang that one on him," Eric chuckled. "On the one hand, |
sympeathize. On the other, it was sort of funny.”

And here we have a whole slew of generational gaps, Juniper thought. Not to mention social
ones.

Eric had been eighteen when the old world ended; and arich man's son, attending high-priced private
schools, interested in the sciences when he wasn't playing football or chasing girls or drinking beer with
hisfriends and being resentfully angry at hisfather in the usua testosterone-poisoned head-butting of male
adolescence.

But athird of hislife—everything beyond that |ast tag end of childhood— had been spent in the
Changed world. That was where he'd become aman and alord of men, ahusband and afather, not to
mention awarrior of fearsome repute. Thingslike rockets, asteroids and nuclear weaponswerered to
him, in adetached and intellectua fashion, instead of not-particularly-interesting myths the way they were



to those ahit younger, but they didn't relly matter. Not the way ahorse with splintsdid, or an attack of
brucdlossin the cattle, or getting agood clear shot at a deer with hisbow, or how well aline of
pike-men kept dignment while advancing over rough ground. Luanne had the same detachment, only
more s0; she was a bit younger, and she'd been brought up deep-country-rurd on her family's Texas
horse ranch or traveling around the country to deliver stock. To both of them it was naturd to exist inthis
world, where the Willamette Valley and afew days travel about it were dl that redlly counted.

The thought ran through her mind in an ingtant; she turned and met Nigd Loring's eyes, and knew that
the thought was shared.

"We adapted,” he murmured. Unspoken was. Those who couldn't are dead. "But never
completdy.”

"No, never completely,” shereplied in the same undertone. "Although dean cronan cupla barrai
agus cuirfidh me breagriocht air ... "

Hisinvoluntary chuckle helped her shake the gloom off; in Erse, sheld just said if you hum a few
bars, | can fakeit. Looking into his eyes, she knew shed lifted hismood aswell, and that wasa
pleasureinitsdf.

Glancing around her Hall, she made it come red again with amenta effort. The younger Larssons
had finished chuckling over their own joke.

"Wdl, whatever or Whoever caused the Change, | doubt they did it so we would be donein by
celedtia debris™ Juniper said.

"They could certainly have finished us off without doing anything so eaborate,” Nigel confirmed.

"Moving back to practicdities, what did your father say about our ... guest, Luanne?' Juniper asked.

Will Hutton was at least asintelligent as Kenneth Larsson; he had much lessforma education, but he
made up for it with agood ded more focus.

"Pretty much the same thing as my honorable father-in-law, for once," Luanne said. "Not to swedt it,
basicaly. And believe me, after Reuben got killed by the Protector's men last year"—that was her
foster-brother, adopted after the Change—"Dad was as angry at Arminger as anyone.”

"l don't know precisely what we can make of Matti's being here. Still, the Lord and Lady wouldn't
send us an opportunity if there weren't someway to useit.”

She reached for the horn again. The wine was made by Tom Brannigan over in Sutterdown, the Clan
Mackenzie's only red town, further west in the Valey; Tom owned avineyard, and was a brewmaster
and vintner besides being mayor and High Priest of the coven there. The drink had a pleasant scent like
cherriesand violets, and a smooth, earthy taste just tart enough to accompany the rich savor of the grilled
venison. There was an art to drinking from a horn without spilling haf the contents on your face, aswell.

"But," she went on, after shed rolled asip around her mouth, "do consider what happensif he
doesn't manage to beat us. Say that we beat him. Arewe going to destroy the Portland Protective
Association utterly, root and branch?"

"Nope," Luanne said. "Signe and Mike've thought about that. Even if we beat them in thefidd, we
could only wreck oursalvestrying to dig em out. Too many of those damn castles; too many knights and
men-at-arms. And it'sjust too damned big. Portland rules more people than there arein al the rest of the
northwest outfits put together.”

From her other sde Sir Nigel Loring nodded and spoke. "And whilethe man isatyrant of tyrants, |
saw last year that his obsession with feudalism means that you can't destroy that kingdom of his by
chopping off the head. It's decentralized, and he built that into its bones. If it split up, the partswould be
nearly astroublesome.”

"Yeah," Luahne said. "Plusthe way herecruited hislords. All those gangers, and the Society types
who stuck with him may have been the roughnecks, but they're tough ones, not to mention the men
who've worked their way up out of the ruck. Now they al have families and want to keep what they've
gained for their children. Winkling every one of them out of hismanor ... "

"And there are limits to what we can do by encouraging the common folk to snipe at his barons,”
Juniper said regretfully. "Especidly now that things there have had a chance to settle down. | have hopes
for that, sure, and contacts there—but the farmers can't hope to rise up againgt his new-made knights



unlessthey have more help than it seemslikely we can offer. We have anetwork of informants and
sympathizersthere, but | can't ask them to take up amsif dl it getsthemisdead, s0."

"Gunsare great equdizers” Loring agreed. "Guerillawarfareisnt impossible without fireerms and
explosives, but it's ... much harder to pull off."

"Not as many force multipliers, Mike says," Eric added. "Plusit's harder and takeslonger to learn to
use the wegpons we've got.”

"S0," Juniper said. "Let's be optimigtic. Say that Norman and Sandra Arminger are sent off to the
Summerlands to make accounting for what they've done and select an appropriate reincarnation.”

"I'd prefer anice, fiery, eternd hdl for ‘em, Juney," Eric said, more than atrace of grimnessin his
voice.

"| confess the thought istempting but that's not my mythos. So then, hy-pothetically speaking, they're
off to choose their reward or punishment ... "

They dl shot aglance at Mathilda; she waslaughing, with aforkful of beets halfway to her mouth, as
one of the other children told a story; Chuck and Judy's Tamsin, born three years before the Change.

"I don't think they'll wait ten years, and then take back a Princess Mathildawho'saMackenziein all
but nameto rulethem,” Loring said. "The thought istempting, my dear, but | fear it'snot likely."

"Not exactly that, no," Juniper said. "And trying to deliberately shape her outright, that would
be ... futile, aswell asunkind. She'saproud little thing, and no fool—I've known her for haf ayear,
whichisquiteawhilefor achild that age. Best to just ... leave her be, and tregt her like any other, and
wait to see what opportunity offers.”

Chapter Two

Portland, Oregon
December 12th, 2007/Change Year 9

The presence room had been built for intimate conferences when the library was remodeled into the
Lord Protector's city palace. It was smal and comfortable, with anew fireplace flickering, Oriental rugs
glowing on thefloor, and wallslined with well-filled bookshel ves and good pictures—mostly old masters,
including a couple of Maxfield Parrish originas scavenged from asfar away asthe ruins of San
Francisco, plusafine modern carving of Christ Crucified done haf life-size. Rain beet againgt the
night-dark windows, but within was warmth and the light of gasoline lanterns; those were ararity these
days, but brighter than the natura oils or cohal that were the dternative. The maidsin their uniforms—a
white tabard over ablack t-tunic and along, loose undertunic down to the ankles, and silver-chain collars
around their necks—set out trays of small pastries with the unthinkable luxury of real coffeeaswell, ina
Sevres pot suspended over aspirit lantern on the mahogany table.

"Leaveus" Arminger said, leaning back in the leather-upholstered chair.

They bobbed curtseys and scuttled out. The guards followed at his nod, with a stamp of boots and
crash of metd.

Arminger grinned to himsalf as he watched the two Corvallans, atal, horse-faced blond woman and
ashort, thickset brunet man, twitch their noses at the scent from the coffegpot. Master Turner was afixer
and backer of budding enterprises, a sort of neo-medieva equivalent of aventure capitalist and the
closest thing Corvallis had to a banker; closer every year astrade and handicraft flourished. Mistress
Kowa ski had made handlooms and spinning wheels before the Change for the handi craft market and ill
did—in alarge workshop with dozens of employees—renting the equipment out to poor families,
supplying the raw materias, and taking payment in thread and cloth. In Europe in the old daysthey'd
cdled it the putting-out system; evidently sheld reinvented it on her own initiative. Thetwo had joint
interestsin flocks of sheep out on shareswith farmers, and in millsfor bresking flax and finishing cloth.

Both had influence in the city's Faculty Senate through their clients and debtors, and through business
connections with other budding magnates. Those till called their get-together and steering committee the
Faculty of Economics, but it might aswell have been the Guild Merchant.

"Y ou've met Conrad Renfrew?" Arminger said to the two vistors from the city-state. "Grand
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Congtable of the Portland Protective Association, Count of Odell, and Marchwarden of the East, as
wdl."

They murmured my lord Count together. "Mistress Kowalski, Master Turner," the Constable
replied, in avoicelike gravel and sand shaken together in abucket.

Kowa ski frowned suddenly, and looked at Arminger's commander more closely. "Lord Count,
didn't we meet before the Change? At atournament ... Was Renfrew your Society name?”

The Grand Congtable was a thickset man built like abarrel, with ashaved head and bright blue eyes
inthe midst of aface hideoudy scarred. The two from Corvallislooked at him alittle uneasly, but they
didn't show much fear despite hisreputation. Arminger nodded to himsdlf; they'd be usdlessto him if they
did. Although if they were going to be afraid of anyonein the room it ought to be him, with Sandraa
close second.

"No it wasn't, Mistress Kowal ski," Renfrew rumbled. "Yes, | think | remember the occasion. But I've
put al that behind me. Thetimefor playing at thingsis past. We don't have the luxury of make-believe
anymore.”

Arminger cut in; pre-Change connectionsin the Society could be a sore issue these days, considering
how badly its survivors had split between hisfollowers and the rest. Not to mention that if he
remembered correctly that particular tournament had been the Day of the Ox, about which memory he
head mixed emotions himsdlf.

"Y ou know Lady Sandra, of course.”

She gave each of them anod as she sat, adjusting the skirts of her cotte-hardi and smoothing back
her headdress. Both were in fabrics rich but subdued, in shades of dove gray and off-white, the jewels
dlver and diamond with afew opals.

"And thisis Father McKinley."

McKinley was alean young manin his early twentiesin acoarse, black Dominican robe with astedl
crucifix and rosary at his belt. He dso had a quill pen and blank paper, and took unobtrusive notes; the
priest-monk was Pope Leo's man, of course, but he and the Holy Office of the Inquisition also reported
directly to the Lord Protector.

It was best to remember that Leo's Dominicans took their nickname—the Domini Canes, the
Hounds of God—quite serioudly.

Sandra poured coffee with a smile of gracious hospitdity. "Sugar? Cream?' she asked.

Arminger added asmall dollop of brandy to his; it was the genuine product of Eauze, the crop of
1988, and aged in black oak, recovered from awarehouse in desolate Sesttle by his salvagersin '05.
From what he'd learned from the Englishmen who'd arrived last spring, and the crew of the Tasmanian
ship that brought them, there wouldn't be any more even if traders crossed the waters again. France was
ahowling wilderness, without even the tiny band of survivorsthat King Charlesthe Mad and hisjunta of
Guards colonels had brought through in the British Ides. The English and Irish would resettle Francein
due course and prune the abandoned vines, but he doubted they'd ever riva the French as vintnersand
didillers.

"There's more coffee where that came from; it's fresh-roasted bean imported by sea, not pre-Change
leftovers,” hewent on. And our own brandy's passable, and will get better as we master the knack.
In the meantime ...

He poured small glasses of the amber liquor. "Do have some of thisaswel. Genuine Armagnec,
Larressingle, nearly twenty years old and quite marvelous.”

Carefully he did not sneer a the way the pair's ears pricked in trader's reflex when he mentioned the
coffee. There was no more point in despising amerchant for being amerchant than adog for being a
dog.

Not that you don't kick a dog if it gets out of place, hethought. How did the poem go? Ah, yes,
something like:

Gold for the merchant, silver for the maid.
Copper for the craftsmen, cunning at their trade.



Good! Laughed the baron, sitting in his hall;
But iron—cold iron—shall be master of themall.

"The coffeds from Hawaii," he amplified. "Kona Gold, and none better in al the world."

"Hawaii survived?' Turner said in amazement. Then, hadtily: "L ord Protector.”

"Not Oahu, that was toast, but the Big Idand did; not too many people, alot of farms and ranches,
and they didn't get too chaotic so they made the best of what they had. And Ni'ihau.”

Or so those Tasmanians told me, hethought. | suspect their folk at home will be a bit peeved
with me when they find out what happened to the Pride of St. Helens, and they and the Kiwis on
South Island came through amazingly well. It's a good thing they haven't anything | want to trade
for.

Those Antipodean idands were among the few places where there hadn't been a collapse or mass
dieback in the aftermath of the Change; he supposed it was having scores of sheep per person, and not
having any unmanageably large cities.

Taking the ship was a just payment for them bringing the Lorings and their pet gorillato
Oregon, and the trouble they caused me.

"And the Hawaiians are ready to trade sugar and coffee and citrusfruit and macadamiasfor ... oh,
any number of things. Whegat and wine, for instance. Dried fruit. And timber; they don't have much
suitable for shipbuilding themsalves. Smoked fish too, perhaps ... but dl that would be more your line of
work than mine. We rulers keep things stable and safe for the traders and makers.”

Or the smart ones do, hethought. Some of my new-made nobility apparently can't grasp the
parable of the goose that laid the golden eggs.

He had the Tasmanian ship, the Pride of &. Helens, safely docked at Astoria, and he wastraining
his own crew from fishermen and surviving yachtsmen. There were still enough people who remembered
coffeefondly for it to be avauable trade. The two merchantslooked at each other; Corvalis had itsown
outlet on the seaat Newport, and arailroad and highway link across the Coast Range that the city-state
had kept up. They were probably wondering if they could find ahull big enough for aPacific voyage
themsdves

"Savage goods?' Turner asked hopefully. " Since there weren't any large citieson the Big Idand.”

"No, | don't think s0. They have enough sailing craft of their own to mine the ruins of Honolulu and
that had all the usua assets.” Arminger siopped to consider. "On second thought, there might possibly be
afew things, medicd supplies, perhaps. Definitely cloth. It's getting hard to find any pre-Change clothin
useful condition here, and it would rot faster down therein the tropics.”

"That's the sort of thing we should be exploring,” Kowa ski said. "'Instead of wasting our dender
substance on fighting each other.”

"My sentiments exactly." Arminger beamed.

Everyone nodded and murmured agreement. Arminger grinned like ashark behind his smoothly
noncommittal face. HE spent the previous decade snapping up every surviving community too wesk to
gand him off, and daiming al theintervening wilderness.

Perhaps | was a little too enthusiastic reducing the surplus population back in the first Change
Year, hethought. More labor would be very handy now, and dead bones are useful only for glue
and fertilizer. On the other hand, | needed to ride the wave of chaos.

"Did you have anything more concrete to discuss, my lord?' Turner said.

"Oh, very much so," Arminger said. "Asyou know, I've been having ... difficulties ... with the cultigts
and banditsthat lie between Portland and Corval-lis. Why, they've even kidnapped my daughter!”

"Terrible" Kowalski sad; she even seemed sincere. "'l have children of my own, and | canimagine
how you fedl, my lord Protector, Lady Sandra. Those people been very uncooperative with us, aswell."

Sandrasmiled, very dightly, under an ironically crooked eyebrow. She'd found out the way the
Mackenzies had forced the pair into something like afair deal for mill work—water-powered machinery
to full and scutch and dub wool and flax—and markets for Mackenzie produce in ther territory. The
Clan and the Bearkillers had a so gotten together to preserve the bridgesin Sadem, the old state capital,



which gave aroute across the Willamette that wasn't controlled by Corvalis.

"Ah ... mylord ... you do understand that there are plenty of peoplein Corvaliswho fed that
having, ah, buffers between usisagood idea. Particularly people on the Agriculture and Engineering
Faculties”

"But of course,” Arminger said.

That trandated as the farmers and the craftsmen, more or less. Oregon State University had been
the core that organized surviva in thelittle city, and its Faculty Senate gill governed the place—as much
asanyone did. Everyone there affiliated with the Faculty closest to their daily occupation, though the
town had goneto gresat lengths to keep the teaching functions active aswell.

"Still," thelord of Portland went on, "1'm sure you can see that disunity—and especidly the anarchy
that bandit gangs like the Bearkillers and the so-called Clan Mackenzie spread—are bad for everyone.
We'redl Americans, after dl! The Association has been the main core of surviva and order on the West
Coast—the only large one between Bgja and Alaska. Its expanson throughout the central and southern
Willamette could only benefit everyone, and then it would soon include the Bend country aswell.”

He smiled dightly at their hunted expressions; that was more than they'd bargained for. And while
they wereinfluentid in Corvalis, they didn't ruleit. A rumor that they'd sold the city out to him would be
disastrous for their reputations.

Hiswifetook up thetae "But of course the Association is adecentralized organization. Weve
incorporated anumber of independent communities through agreements with their own leadership.”

Which trandates as made dedswith and gavetitlesto local warlords and strongmen, my love,
Arminger thought.

Shewent on: "Weredlize that Corvalis has devel oped its own system, and avery successful one too.
We don't want to incorporate the city directly, or even thelandsit holds beyond the city walls."

"You don't?" Kowalski blurted in surprise. Turner glared at her and made a placating gesture to his
hogts.

"Not directly," the Grand Constable said. "No fiefs, no castles, no bond-tenants. Besides, frankly,
your militiaistoo well equipped and too numerous for usto be comfortable about fighting it head-on.
Not while the Free Cities Leaguein the Y akimais hogtile, and we have the Pendleton areato pacify.”

"Flus," Arminger said, "and quite commendably, you in Corvdlis came through the bad years with
much less damage than most areas. That means, however, that, ummm, the old habits of mind are ill
entrenched in your city'sterritories. It would be difficult to introduce new ones aswe did up here during
the chaos"

He made a spare gesture with one long-fingered hand. "As you know, I've drawn agood many
precedents from my pre-Change studiesin medieva European history; they suit our times, and they've
generaly worked well. Let me explain another medieva idea, the concept of the autonomous,
sdf-governing chartered free city, that wasaway of accommodating urban life within arura world.
Youd have a, asit were, congtitution, guaranteed by the Association, confirming your autonomy and
your own laws, but—"

When the Corvallans had |eft, Renfrew poured himsalf more of the brandy. The three of them lifted
glassesin dute.

"Do you think they'll buy it?" the commander of Portland'sarmies said.

"Why not, Conrad?' Sandrareplied, nibbling aflaky pastry centered on hazel nuts and honey and
sweetened cream. "We actudly mean it, for awonder, thisonce.”

"Moreor less" Arminger said. "Moreor less."

A maid cameinto clear thetable; she smiled at their laughter, glad to find the overlordsin so merry a
mood.

Larsdalen, Willamette Valley, Oregon
December 12th, 2007/Change Year 9

"Hold them!" Michael Havel shouted. "Hold them!™



Thelong pikes bristled out, asixteen-foot barrier in front of the line. Horses reared and bugled asthe
charge stdled before that hedgehog menace, giant shapesin the gray misty light of the winter afternoon.
Breath snorted white into the fog from the greet red pits of the destriers nogtrils, and eyesrolled wild in
the faces concedled by the spiked stedl chamfrons. Mud flew from under their hooves, and squelched
beneath the infantry's boots. Pikes stabbed for the horses unprotected bellies, the peytrals of their
barding only shielded the chests. There was a hard, sharp crack as ahoof shattered the ashwood haft of
apike, and curses as splinters flew and the foot-long spearhead pinwhedled away. Clods of earth flew
into the air; ridersleaned far over in the saddles, hacking at the points or thrusting with the lance. Wet,
oiled chain mail gleamed with aliquid ripple.

"Now forward!" Have shouted, when he saw that the charge was thoroughly stalled, and the lancers
at their most vulnerable, tangled and unable to maneuver. "Push of pikel Hakkaa Paallel™

"Hakkaa Paalle!"

Trumpets blared and drums thuttered in the wake of that huge, crashing shout. Theline of pikes
advanced, jabbing with two-handed thrusts at the mounts and riders; the wielders faces were set and
grim under the wide brims of their kettle heimets. A horse dipped on the treacherous footing and crashed
over asit tried to turn, adding its high, enormous scream to the racket of voices and the
scrap-meta-on-concrete din. The formation grew uneven as it surged forward, leaving wedges of open
space between thefiles, Havel cursed astwo riders pushed their mounts through agap in thewall of
wespons, siriking down left and right at helmets and shoulders.

The fifth and sixth ranks had glaives rather than pikes; seven-foot shafts topped with heavy, pointed
blades for stabbing and chopping, and a cruel hook on the reverse. Havel held one himsalf. He dodged a
dash, and his wegpon darted out. The hook caught on mail beneath an armpit; he braced hisfeet and
hauled, and the rider came off with something halfway between a screech and a squawk, and then an
amighty thump as armored body met sodden, muddy turf.

He reversed the glaive with aquick, expert flick and drove the point down to menace the rider's face.
Thefdlen lancer wheezed and raised one fist, middle finger extended.

"OK!" he shouted. "Time out! Time out!"

It took aminute or two for flags and trumpets to pass the message. The huge noise died down,
leaving only the bellows panting of humans and horses, and afew moans or screams from the injured.
Havel grounded his glaive and reached a hand down.

"You dl right, honey?" he said as he hauled her erect.

Signe Have grinned up a him, unbuckling her helmet and shaking back long, whesat-colored braids.
Her cornflower blue eyes sparkled in along, oval, straight-featured face; it would have been Nordic
perfection except for the dight white line a sword had nicked across the bridge of her nose.

"Y ou mean, gpart from the bruises and contusions? Y ou betcha." Thelast wasin aparody of Havel's
flat Upper Midwestern accent.

"Wimp," he said, deliberately exaggerating his U.P. rasp. "Red women wear contusions like they
wereacorsage.” Then, louder: "All right, everyone gather round!™

The infantry company did, and theforty A-lister cavalry. Stretcher parties carried off half adozen
with injuries bad enough to need the medicos; that was a pity, but sweat shed in training saved blood,
and to be useful it had to be at least alittle dangerous. The occasiond broken bone or concussion was
wdl worth it. At that, it was easier to practice redigticaly with pre-gunpowder weapons than it had been
with firearms, in hisfirst incarnation as a fighting man, which had been asaMarine; Force Recon, to be
precise...

Fortunately none of the va uable and exhaustively trained warhorses had been serioudy hurt; destriers
were expensive, harder to train than humans and alot lesslikely to recover from abroken limb.

The hale survivors of the exercise gathered around—bloody noses, sprains, bruises and incipient
shiners didn't count as serious these days—panting as they cooled off in the rain-swept pasture, legs and
bodiesthickly plastered with mud. It wasn't raining, not quite, but it had been fairly recently; what they
were getting now was weather that couldn't quite make up its mind between fog and drizzZleand a
possibility of snow.



Theinfantry were farmers and artisans and laborers, militiawho drilled in the dow parts of the
agricultura year and fought when he called them out. Their equipment was alittle varied and alot of it
homemade, though everyone had some sort of metal helmet, and at least a brigandine or chain-mail shirt
for armor; some of the more affluent had breastplates hammered out of sheet stedl, and plate protection
on their shinsand forearms, and long, meta-plated leather gauntlets. Good sted was abundant in the
Changed world, salvaged from the ruins; it was the time of the scarce, skilled craftsmen that made armor
expensve.

The cavary were A-ligters, full-time warriors and the dite of the Ouitfit, uniformly kitted out in
knee-length chain hauberks, greaves and vambraces of plate or steel splints on leather, round helmets
with nasa bars, hinged cheek-pieces and mail-covered neck-flaps, and two-foot circular shields. Their
weapons were lances, recurved bows made of laminated horn and wood and sinew, and long,
single-edged swords with basket hilts; the shields were dark brown, with the stylized outline of abears
head in crimson. His own helmet had the tanned, snarling head of abear mounted on it; held killed the
beast himsdlf, shortly after the Change, with an improvised spear. From that, agreat ded had followed.

A great deal including the Outfit's name, though that was Astrid's idea, as usual. Aloud: "All
right, Bearkillers. What would have been different if thiswasfor red?"

"Wed have crosshows on our flanks, Lord Bear," one of the infantry said, astocky, freckled young
man with shoulders like a blacksmith—which was what he was—leaning on aglaive. "When the charge
gdled in front of the pikes, we'd have shot the shit out of them, killed a bucketful and made the others
easy meet. Armor's not much help at closerangelike that.”

Havel nodded. A hard-driven arrow or crossbow bolt was just too damned dangerousto usein a
practice match, even with a padded, blunt head, and having people standing around shouting Twang!
Twang! asthey pretended to shoot was sort of silly. Instead the referees had tapped on a certain
percentage of the mounted troops with their batons, often starting furious arguments, whilethe missile
troops were off shooting at targets.

"Hey," one of the A-liggerssaid. "If thiswere for red, weld have been using our bows and that line of
pikes would have been alot more ragged before we hit it."

Havel nodded again, but added: "Y eah, Agtrid, that's true. But we're practicing to fight the Portland
Protective Association, and the Protector's men-at-arms don't use saddle bows. Sword and lance only,
and they rely on their own infantry for missile weapons. OK, welll say that cancels out.”

Hedidn't add: And there aren't many who can use a horse-bow like you, either. It was
true—everyone on the A-list was agood, competent shot, but Astrid was awonder. Your ego doesn't
need any stroking, however.

Astrid Larsson pouted alittle as she leaned her hands on the horn of her saddle. "I suppose s0."

She was twenty-three to her Sster Signe's twenty-eight, with white-blond hair and huge blue eyes
rimmed and veined with silver. They gave her face an odd, nearly inhuman quality despite its fine-boned
good looks. She wasintensaly capable when it came to anything involving horses or bows, afine
swordswoman and in Michael Have'sview just one hair short of utter-raving-loon status. Unlike many,
she'd been that way at fourteen, before the Change and its aftermath.

"Lord Bear," she added, confirming histhought.

And she stuck me with that moniker and this damned taxidermist's nightmare on my helmet,
he thought. Plus that shield ...

Herswasn't the standard outline of a snarling bear's head that was the blazon of the Ouitfit. It had a
slver treeingtead, and seven stars above it, around a crown. Her helmet was even stranger-looking, with
araven of black-lacquered auminum on the stedl, wings extending down the cheek-pieces and
ruby-eyed head looking out over the nasa bar.

It's all those books she reads, those giant door stopper things with dragons and quests and
Magical Identity Bracelets of the Apocalypse.

She'd been obsessed with them when hefirst met her, and the ensuing decade had made her worse,
if anything. He wished, very much, that she/d only been weird about archery and horses, but no such
luck.



Not to mention she's become so popular and influential among the younger and loopier
element. | can't really clamp down on it because that Ranger outfit she and Eilir put together are
too fucking useful, dammit! OK, so she can be the EIf-Queen of the goddamned woods if that's the
way she wants to play it.

Aloud hewent on to the audience: "Here's the important thing. Aslong asthat line of pikes stayed
solid, the lancers couldn't get anywhere near you infantry types. And when they got crowded and stalled,
they got tangled up bad. A lot of them would have died before they could disengage—which,
incidentaly, they'll have to practice more. Charging's easy; retreating without getting your assreamed isa
lot more difficult. So—it'sofficid. Theinfantry winstoday!"

Everyone cheered. The younger A-listerslooked abit sullen asthey did, but their fighting morde
didn't need bolstering; if anything, they tended to be alittle reckless and cocky. It took serious effort and
native talent to get onto the A-list, and the fact that their familieswere usudly the ruling class of the Outfit,
more or less, didn't hurt in the self-esteem sweepstakes either. An occasiona ass-whupping by the
horny-handed sons and daughters of toil did them good, in his opinion; that was one reason held been
fighting on foot in today's match. "Certainly, Lord Bear," Astrid said again. "But once some gaps opened
up, we could get in past the pikepoints.”

Havel nodded vigoroudy, then removed his helmet and handed it to amilitary apprentice—a
teenaged aspirant to A-Lister status—and ran his hands over his bowl-cut hair. That was straight and
coarse and sill crow black in hislate thirties, alegacy of his Anishinabe-Ojibwagrandmother. The high
cheekbones and danted set to his gray eyes might have been from her, or from the Karelian Finnswho
made up most of the rest of his ancestry; the sharp-cut features were artlingly handsome in aharsh,
masculine way, emphasized by the long white scar that ran from the corner of hisleft eye and across his
forehead. He stood just under six feet, and hislean frame moved with aleopard's easy grace under fifty
pounds of armor and padding.

"Y eah, good point,” he said to hissster-in-law.

He gavethe militiaaglare, and they shuffled uneasily—which produced an darming volume of clanks
and clinks among two hundred people in meta protective gear.

"Thisfidd's pretty leve; if you can't advance over it without breaking front, what's going to happen
on a battlefield, maybe with grapevines or fences, and people shooting a you? Or if you haveto do
something more complicated than pushing straight ahead? Y ou let apike wall get ragged, and the
Protectors knightswill be al over you like flies on cowshit. One-on-one, they'll daughter you. Keep
drilling until the formation's dwaystight, and you daughter them. It's as smple asthat. Understood?”

"Yes, Lord Bear!"

"| can't hear you."

"Yes, Lord Bear!"

"All right, that's enough for today. Fal in, and well seeif the barbeque's ready.”

That brought more cheers, and more cheerful ones; the padding around the blades of weaponswas
stripped off and tossed into alight cart, and everyone wiped their faces, scraped off the worst of the mud
and straightened their gear. The apprentice brought him his horse, Gustav; he swung into the saddle easily
enough, despite the weight of hauberk and weapons. The infantry company formed up on the roadway
that led westward from this stretch of pasture; an officer gave a shouted pikepoints ... up! and fall in!
and the long shaftsrose, like an ordered bare forest. The footmen went first, asthe victors of the contest,
swinging off with agood marching step; the A-listersfollowed dong, looking fairly glum &t firdt.

Except for Adtrid, and the young man riding by her side. Alleyne Loring wore different gear, a
complete set of jointed sted plate topped by avisored sdlet helm, what Havel had thought of asKing
Arthur armor when he was a kid, the type beloved of Victorian illustrators. The Pre-Raphaelite look was
emphasized by the fog that clung to hollows and treetops round about, making afantasy of therolling
fildsand woodlots. The armor was actudly late-medieva in inspiration, fifteenth-century or so, but
manufactured post-Change out of high-strength aloy sted stock by jury-rigged hydraulic pressesin
southern England.

Havel grinned like ahappy wolf. Alleyne was aso young, only afew years older than Adtrid, and six



feet tdl, blondly handsome, dashing, charming, from afar-off foreign place and in the process of saying—

"Snome maruvan ar Hildinyar, vanimalion noastari ... "

"Onen i-Estel Edain—" Adtrid replied in the same liquidly pretty tongue, which sounded Cdtic but
wasn't; Havel understood not aword of it.

My languages being limited to English, a bit of Ojibwa, rudimentary Finnish and some Arabic
cusswords | picked up in the Gulf, hethought. None of the Tongues of Middle-earth included in the
package.

"You'relooking like the coyote that met the rabbit coming 'round the rock," Signe said.

"Thanksto those Tasmanians—poor bastards—and their world survey voyage | think we may findly
have gotten your little sster hooked up,” Have said. "And out of our hair."

"Hey!" She punched him on the shoulder. Since he was wearing a hauberk with padded gambeson
benesath, that was mostly symboalic, but her voice was only alittle defensve as she went on: "Agtrid's
been ... useful”

"And alot lesstrouble since she started up that Ranger ouitfit out in the woods. But she's il trying to
trick usal out in costumes from those books she likes. She makes Norman Arminger sound as everyday
asadentd hygienig."

"Granted she's aflapping wingnut, but a handy wingnut to have around. A lot of stuff we've done
wouldn't have been nearly as popular if we hadn't had her to dap some cool, antiqgue name on it and give
it some style. It kept those Society types we recruited happy too, they love fancy titles and playing
dress-up. Useful ... and if they're here being useful to usthey're not up north being useful to Lord
Protector Arminger, who was one of their own after al. Besides, thislords-and-ladies stuff ... onceit
stops sounding so Silly it sort of grows on you.”

"And fungus grows on your toenailsif you aren't careful. Y eah, she's useful, and a so agoddamned
painin theass. For awhilel thought she'd probably settle down with Eilir, who's sensible, sort of—"

Hiswife shot him alook; the ssters had quarreled dl their lives, but he liked the way they closed
ranks. "Adrid isn't gay."

"Nothing so convenient or conventiond. Sheé'san df instead,” he said dryly.

Signe grinned. "1 think she's settled on being a, what's the word, Numenorean ingtead of an df.”

"| thought it was Dunadan ... or isit Dunedain? | forget which."

"Dunedain istheplurd ... " She smiled wickedly ashe mimed clutching &t his head. "Dunadan is
theword for Numenorean ... in another language.”

"Another invented language? Christ Jesus, didn't the man have anything e seto do with histime?
Trimming the shrubbery, vigiting the pub? How many of them are there?"

"Let'ssee ... the Common Speech, the Black Speech, the tongue of the Ro-hirrim, Halfling diadects,
Quenyadvish, Sndarindvish ... "

"Stop! Stop! Anyway, why ... whatever ... ingtead of an ef?Hdll, I've got to admit, shelooks like
one”

"But elves don't get cooties on campaign, or smell. Or have monthly cramps, which she does, bad.
Anyway, Eilir'sjust her best friend.”

"Alleynetherewill do even better, nothing like kids to calm you down. Someone who shares her
interests—"

"Is nutbar about the same stuff?' Signe clarified helpfully.

"Nah, hejust likes the books; he's not goofy over living it al out. He's a pretty regular guy, onceyou
get past that Jeeves-old-chap-fetch-me-a-biscuit accent. But liking the books|l help him keep her from
doing aswan diveinto the deep end. Christ Jesus knows nobody else ever had much luck at that!
Foreign prince—well, son of a baronet—exaotic, great warrior. It'sanaturd! And | get afirg-rate fighting
man on my sde, too; he can king it off in the woods with her in between wars. Win-win stuation.”

"Y ou haven't said anything about it to her."

"Chrigt, no! That'd be the best way to spoil things.”

"Wdl, maybe you'relearning after dl," Signe said, and touched an ear when he started to reply.

They were leaning together and speaking quietly, and the rumbling clatter of hooves, the crash of



boots and the thrrrrip-thrrrrip-thrrrrip of the marching drum covered it. Still, shewasright. Another
time would be better for chewing over family matters.

Not that there's much difference between family stuff and politics anymore, hethought. Or
between either and the military side of things.

"Aaron wantsto vist Corvalisand seeif he can get more medical supplies,” Signe went on.

"Aaron just wantsto find a cute young thing,” Havel answered. Aaron Roth-man was chief physician
of Larsdaen; he was very competent, but had his quirks. "He's been itching for some socid life since his
last boyfriend left him."

"That's because you're the unrequited love of hislife, darling. Y ou did save him from the cannibals.”

Havel laughed. "Saved dl of him but hisleft foot," he said, which wasliterdly true; that band of
Eaters had gone in for dow-motion butchery to keep the meat from spailing.

The road curved westward towards the distant Coast Range, dark green dopes whose tops were
covered in gray mist that merged into the low clouds. The broad, shallow valey on either Sdewasa
patchwork of dormant bare-fingered orchards, peach and apple and cherry, with fleecy white sheep
grazing beneath the trees, grainfields showing wet red-brown dirt between the blue-green shoots of the
winter wheat, and pasture dotted with Garry oaks and grazing cattle. Workers and herdsmen waved at
the troops as they passed, but this close to Larsdaen there weren't any of the usua walled hamlets or
fortified A-Lister steadings that dotted the other settled parts of the Outfit's lands; the folk who tilled
these lands dwelt insde the Bearkiller citaddl. Horsemen and plodding wagons and bicyclists swerved to
the side of the road to let the troops pass, and gave cheerful greetingsto their friends and relatives as they
did.

Hetook adeep, satisfied breath; he was fairly happy with the way the exercise had gone, and
happier gill with the way the half-dormant farmlands promised good crops next year. And the way that
hisfolk al looked well fed and warmly clad in new homespun, drab wadmal, or wool and linen and
linsey-woolsey colored in yellows and browns, greens and blues, by the dyesthey'd learned to make
from bark and herbs and leaves. The air was heavy with the musty smdll of damp earth and vegetable
decay; this season in the Willamette Valey was more like a prolonged autumn with an occasiond cold
snap than the brutal Siberian winters of the Lake Superior country where held been raised. Hed dways
liked autumn best of the four seasons, dthough he missed the dry, cold, white snow-months that
followed. Sometimes held gone on week-long trips then, cutting school and setting off through the birch
woods on skis, with abedroll and rifle on hisback ...

The valley narrowed asit rose towards the crest of the Eola Hills, where they broke in asteep dope
towards the lowlands around the little town of Rickredll. Orchards gave way to vineyards spindly and
bare, with afew red-gold leaves ill clinging, and more littering the ground. The vines had been there
before the Change, when this areawas the Larsson family's country estate; grest-grandpa Larsson had
bought it back a century ago, when he made his pile out of wheat and timber. The big pillared brick
house beyond would have been visblethen ...

Now the narrowing V was blocked by a steep-sided earthwork bank covered in turf, with amoat at
itsbase full of sharpened angleiron. They'd started on thet late in the first Change Y ear, right after the
core of the Bearkillers arrived on their long trek from Idaho; held been flying the Larssonsto their ranch
in ldaho on that memorable March seventeenth, and ended up crash-landing in a half-frozen mountain
creek in the Selway-Bitterroot Nationad Wilderness. Which had been a stroke of luck, nerve-wracking
though it had been at the time to have the engine cut out over those granite steeps.

"What'sthat saying Juney uses?' Havel asked. With agrin: "Pardon me, Lady Juniper, hersdf
hersdf.”

"Something pretentioudy Gaelic which boils down to saying aman'shomeishiscadle,” Sgnesad, a
very dight waspish notein her voice.

"Yeah, but it'struein English too," Havel pointed out, looking pridefully ahead. "Weve got ahell of a
lot donein adecade, considering we can't use powered machinery."

A wall topped the mound, thirty feet high and built like ahydro dam; rocks the size of aman's head
and bigger in a concrete matrix, around a hidden framework of welded stedl -beams salvaged from



congtruction Stesin Sdem, the old state capita thirty miles northeastward. Round towers haf ashigh
again studded it at hundred-yard intervals asit curved away on either sde to encompass the whole of the
little plateau that held Larsdalen.

Gotta get the inner keep finished before spring, he reminded himself. Work on fortifications was
another thing that they did inwintertime ... Although there's always fifteen different things we should
be doing with every spare moment. Everything done meant something €l se nearly as urgent sddined;
onething that seemed universdly truein the Changed world was that al work took alot longer or cost
more or both.

The gate where road met wall was four towers grouped together on the corners of ablockhouse,
with hisflag flying high above each. The drawbridge was down, but the outer gates were closed. They
were sted aswell, asolid mass of welded beams faced on either side with quarter-inch plate and
probably impossible to duplicate now that the hoarded oxyacetylene tanks were empty. The surface was
dark brown paint, but this year for swank they'd added a great snarling bear's head in ruddy copper
covered in clear varnish, face-on to the roadway with half on either |leaf. The Mackenzies had something
smilar on the gates of Dun Juniper, though they used the Triple Moon and the head of the Horned Man.

Trumpets blared from above. Agtrid brought her Arab forward on dancing hooves, throwing up one
hand in greeting.

"Who comesto Larsdden gate?' the officer of the guard called down formaly.

"The Bear Lord returnsto the citadd of the Bearkillers! Open!”

"Open for Lord Bear!"

"Oh, Christ Jesus, how did we let her get away with this bad-movie crap?' Havel said—but under his
breath. "And now everyone's used to it and they'd be upset if weinssted on aplain countersign.”

"Shelsthe only theetrica impresario in thefamily,” Signe said, aso sotto voce. "Every timewedid
something new, shewasthereto tell ushow to manage the PR. Don't swest it. After dl, she's not home
much anymore.

"Ah, wdl, namesarefunny things" he said with resignation. " Someone has an impulse and then you're
stuck with them. That'swhy I've got a Karelian pedigree and a Bohunk moniker."

They both chuckled at the old family joke; back in the 1890s one Arvo Myllyharju had arrived in
Michigan's Upper Peninsula, fresh off an Aland Idand square-rigger and looking for ajobin the lron
Range . The Czech pay-clerk at the mine had taken onelook at the string of Finnish consonants and
sad: From now on, your name is Havel!

His great-grandson remembered. Though will it make any sense to our kids? he wondered.
Finland might as well be Barsoom, to them, and Michigan about the same.

Therewasasolid chunk ... chunk ... sound asthe heavy beams that secured the gates were pulled
back, and asquedl of stedl on sted asthe great meta portals swung out, salvaged whedlsfrom railcars
running aong track set into the concrete of the roadway. Winches grated as the portculliswas raised, and
the dark tunnel behind suddenly showed gray light at the other end asthe identical inner portals went
through the same procedure, to reveal acheering crowd lining theway. The gateswere normally kept
open anyway in daylight, during peacetime; thiswas for show. Signe and Have reined in beside the gate,
sauting asthe infantry company went by, followed by the lancers. Feet and hooves boomed drumlike on
the boards of the drawbridge and echoed through the passage.

Have looked up as hefollowed; there were flickers of lantern light through the gratingsin the
murder-holes above, and ascent of hot oil bubbling in great pivot-mounted tubs.

"Always thought we could save some effort with those," he said. " Sort of wasteful, al that cooking
oil, and burning dl that fud, when dl it doesis St thereand Smmer.”

"They've got to be kept hot,” Signe said.

"Y eah, but we could do French-friesin 'em. Maybe onion ringstoo ... "

Dun Juniper, Willamette Valley, Oregon
December 15th, 2007/Change Year 9

There was a chorus of giggles from the sixteen-year-olds preparing their choir at the other end of the



great Hall. One of them sang in ahigh, clear tenor:

"It's the end of the world as we know it!
"It's the end of the world as we know it and | fedl fine!"

Therest of them took it up for amoment. Sir Nigel Loring put down his book and looked up with
mild interest from his armchair beside the big fireplace on the north wall, sipping at the last of his
honey-sweetened chamomile tea. It wasn't quite as vile when you got used to it, and the dried-blueberry
muffinsthat sood on the side table were quite good. FHlames played over the glowing cods, red and gold
flickering in an endless dance.

| quite liked that little tune the first time around, for some reason, hethought, rdaxinginthe
grateful warmth and the scent of burning fir asfirdight and lamplight played on the colored, carven walls.
But that changed with the Change. And these ... infantd They were six-year-olds then. All they
know isthat it scandalizes their elders.

Juniper Mackenzie—snce the Change the Lady Juniper, Chief of the Clan Mackenzie, which
nowadays meant ruler secular and sacred through most of the southeastern Willamette—hopped up onto
the daisto put her head above the youngsters. Loring smiled at the Sight. There was a crackling energy to
the dight figure; shewas ashort, dim woman just turned forty, with alittle gray starting in her vivid fox
red hair, pale-skinned and freckled with bright, leaf green eyes, the fine lines around them were mostly
from laughter. Besides the tartan kilt and saffron-dyed shirt of homespun linsey-woolsey sheworea
belted plaid pinned at the shoulder with agilt knotwork brooch, aflat Scots bonnet with three raven
feathersin the slver clasp, and alittle sgian dubh knife tucked into one kneesock. She gave a
mock-scowl as she stared at the youngsters with her hands on her hips, and they shuffled their feet and
looked abashed.

Behind her loomed the Chief's chair, athrondike affair carved from oak and maple and wanut, the
pillars behind ending in stylized ravens heads for Thought and Memory, and arching to support aTriple
Moon. Juniper went on to her crowd of kilted adolescents:

"Perhaps you'd rather not do aChoosing at al, then? Or isit that you don't want it to go perfectly?"
That got her appalled looks and a babble of apologies. "Maireann na dacine ar scail a chelle,
remember. People livein one another's shadows. This comes only oncein your life; don't spail it for your
sept-sblings or your friends. Now, well be starting with the opening song.”

The man in the chair beside Loring's chuckled quietly. "That got their attention, the little bastards,”
Dennis Martin Mackenzie said. "At sixteen you're wild to stop being akid, which isonething that hasn't
changed snce the Change."

"Thisis practice for somerite of passage?’ Loring guessed.

"Y eah, choosing a sept. We divvied up the Clan into septswhen it got too big for just abunch of us
hanging out a Dun Juniper here, and it's become sort of important. Y ou figure out what your totem
animdl is, and that means you're in one of the septs. Fox, Wolf, Raven, Tiger, Bear, Eagle, whatever."

He chuckled again. "We had thisguy insisted histotem wasthe Tyrannosaurusrex. Saw itin his
dream-quest, he said. Took quite awhileto talk him out of it."

Nigel choked off asnort of laughter; he didn't want to be caught mocking the customs or religion of
his hosts. Dennis cocked an eyebrow nonethel ess, and there was adry note to hisvoice:

"Y eah, | thought the whole thing was sort of loopy mysdlf. It's not part of the Craft, strictly speaking.
Andy Trethar came up with the idea; he and Dianaaways did like that shamanigtic stuff and they were
part of Juney's origind Singing Moon coven before the Change. Therest of usjust went dong, mostly,
but these days the youngsters ... well, they takeit red serious.”

"Far beit from meto object,” Nigel said. "Just beforel |eft England—"

"Escaped from Mad King Charles, you mean,” Dennis said.

Loring shrugged; that was afair enough description. "By then King Charles was doing some rather
eccentric things ... making Morris dancing, thatched roofs and smock frocks compulsory, for example.”

Juniper sgnaed to the musicians, abodhran and aflute, aset of uilleann pipesand afiddle. Thetune



began softly, arhythmic stutter with the wild sweetness of the pipes in the background. Then the music
swelled and she raised her voicein an effortless soprano that filled the Hall without straining; sheld been a
professiona singer before the Change, of course. One hand went up as she sang, and the teenagers
followed suit, first with the fingers spread and then held together.

"What is the difference 'tween feathers and hair?

The handprint of a human or the paw of a bear?

We all roar with laughter, we all howl with tears,
Show our teeth if we're angry, and lay back our ears!"

Theyoungsters camein on the chorus:

" A passion within you
Whispering what you want to be
Take alook in the mirror

What animal do you wish to see?"

Then louder, asthey dl joinedin:

"We each meet our animal ... initstime and place
And gazing into those eyes ... we see our own face

It'll teach us and guide us if we but call its name

For under the Lady's sky we're animals all the same—"

"Here, try thisingtead of that lousy tea," Denniswent on, pouring from a pot that rested on aledgein
the hearth. ™Y ou were out in the cold and wet most of the day, and it's getting dark. And since | brew the
Suff ... What'sthat old saying about the timefor thefirst drink?'

"The sun's over the yardarm isthe phrase,” Nigd said asdeto Dennis, kegping hiseyeson the
Mackenzie chieftain as he spped at the hot honey-wine.

The contents were mead, dry and smooth and fragrant with herbs. He worked the muscles of hisleft
arm, his shield-arm, as he drank. The break where the greatsword had cracked the bone of his upper
am gill hurt alittle; he sugpected it always would on damp winter dayslikethis. It would take work to
get full strength back, but the bone had knit and it could take the strain of a heavy shield and hard blows
once more. He'd spent the morning sparring and beeting at a pell-post with his practice sword dong with
some other adultsin the open space under the northern wall. During occasional rests he'd watched while
the children built their two snowmen and adorned them with antlers and feathers, and constructed two
snow forts and named them oak and holly before fighting aferocious snowball battle-to-the-death.

"And ... ah, yes, | remember now."

"Remember what?' Dennis asked.

He was abig man, probably fat before the Change and burly now. Hands showed the scars and
calus of awood-carver and leatherworker; besides that, he ran the Dun Juniper brewery and digtillery.
His face was wreathed in brown hair and beard, except for the bald spot on the crown of his head, and
hewas going gray in hislatefifties. That made him half adecade older than the dight, trim figure of the
Englishman sitting across from him, smoothing his slver-shot mustache and blinking blue eyesthat were
just atrifle watery from an old injury. They'd spent afair amount of timetalking since Loring had arrived
at Dun Juniper seven months before.

"Why | liked that little ditty the youngsters were singing amoment ago,” Nigd said. "About the end of
the world. | was convalescing then, too. In ahospitd ... arather, ah, private one ... and someone kept
playing that tune. It was the sort of place where you had armed guards outs de the sickroom door.”

"That made you like the song?"

"Wall, | didn't die, you see," the Englishman said, with acharming smile. "And after having a Provo
shoot me with an ArmaL.ite and blow me up to boot, that put me in rather agood mood. The tune brings
back that feding of sweet relief."

"What happened to the Provo?' Martin asked curioudy.



"Nothing good, I'm afraid, poor fellow,” Nigd replied.

His accent was English, in an old-fashioned upper-class manner shaped by Winchester College, the
Blues and Royals, and the Edwardian-gentry tones of the grandmother who'd raised him. His mother had
broken her neck when her horse balked at a hedge, not long after hisfather had vanished leading ajungle
patrol against Communist guerillasin Mdaya

Just now the smooth, mellow voice had a sardonic note as well.

"You killed him, | suppose? Or what do the SAS cdll it, dotting?”

It wasn't a question Dennis Martin would have asked before the Change, when he was a pub
manager in Corvallis and Juniper was amusician who sang Celtic and folk on gigsthere, and on the
RenFaire circuit and at Pagan gatherings. It ssemed natura enough to Dennis Martin Mackenzie of Dun
Juniper, aman who had survived the desth of aworld, and now lived in another where you took a bow
or ax along whenever you went beyond the walls.

"Killed him? | wouldn't go that far. | smply stabbed him in the spine and kicked him out through the
window. It was either the knife, the broken glass or the fifteen-foot fall headfirst onto concrete which
actudly killed him, | should think."

Mogt of thetime Nigd Loring's face bore an expression of mild, polite amiability. Just then something
different showed for an ingtant, in the closed curve of hisdight smile. It reminded you thet thiswasa
good friend, but avery bad— asin "lethally dangerous'—enemy, who'd been afighting man long before
the world was broken and remade that March afternoon in 1998.

Since Denniswas aMackenzie now, and hence afriend of the Lorings, he went on dyly: "Does
Juney know you picked up Erse because it was so useful to the SAS in South Armagh?”

"Nach brea an la e?' Nigd replied.

"| supposethat means'l deny everything'?' Dennis said.

"Moreontheorder of: Isn't it a lovely day?"

"And aren't thewallsverticd," Dennislaughed. "Unless snowy and cold countsaslovey inthe
Emerddide”

Nigel chuckled. "Though in fact Ms. Mackenzie still despises the Provos with apassion, despite her
Irish mother. Or because of her. It's Ireland's misfortune that the sensible people never quite manage to
dispose of dl the different varieties of lunatic. Even the Change hasn't changed that, I'm afraid; it must be
something in the water, and it affects the English too, when they travel there. Celts do much better
here—appearances sometimes to the contrary.”

He touched his knee as he spoke. Held arrived last spring as arefugee with the armor on his back
and one change of clothing in his saddlebags. These days he dressed in akilt like nearly everyone dsein
the Mackenzie territories—the knee-length pleated felle-beag, the Little Kilt, not the ancient wraparound
blanket style—and a homespun shirt of linsey-woolsey. The tartan was like nothing that the Highlands
had ever seen, mostly dark green and brown with occasiona divers of avery dull orange. Handsome
enough, if subdued, and excellent camouflage in thislush, wet land of forest and field; quite comfortable
aswell, but you had to remember to keep it arranged properly. Hislegs were well proportioned and
muscled, particularly for aman hisage, but he didn't think his graying shinswere the most aestheticaly
pleasing part of him, not to mention the scars.

"Y ou could at least have used the real Mackenzie tartan, if you were going to put everyonein pleated
skirts" Nigel grumbled.

The other man grinned. "Hell, | only came up with the idea 'cause we'd found awarehouse load of
these tartan blankets, and because | knew it would torque Juney off when she got back from the scouting
thing she was doing, and found it was a done deal—pardon me, torque off Lady Juniper,” he said,
nodding towards the eastern end of the Hall where the dais stood. "I started the Lady Juniper bit, too,
and it drove her crazy."

"Why would the kiltsannoy her?' Nigel asked. "They're very easy to make, and quite practica inthis
climate, which | can assure you from much dismal training-maneuver experienceisfar milder than the
Highlands of Scotland. Shelooks quite convincing in that getup aswell, and she has a suitable accent,
when she wishes—though Irish rather than Scots, to be sure. Still, the Scotti came from there, originally.



And there's the religious aspect, of course.”

"Y eah, but | was aways teasing her about the Celtic stuff she put on to go with her music before the
Change," Dennis said. "Sort of arunning joke, you know? And the way her coveners—I| was a cowan
back then, didn't believe in anything much—were aways making like Cuchulain or Deirdre of the
Sorrows or whatever and raiding the Irish myths for symbolsthe way the old Erse stole each other's
cows. So when thefirst bunch of us got hereright after the Change, and she said weld haveto livelikea
clanto survive, | wasthe one who pushed for dl this stuff ‘cause | knew she hadn't meant that literally.
There wasn't much to laugh a back then, and it was fun.”

Helooked around. "I didn't expect it to catch on this... emphaticaly.”

"It certainly has," Nigd observed, matching hisglance.

The Englishman had heard the building's story from Juniper. Her grest-uncle the banker had been the
single wedthy exception to the modest middle-class rule of the Mackenzies, and held bought the site of
the ancestral homestead and the forest around it as a country hunting-lodge; her parents had visited every
July asfar back as she could remember and, later, more than once sheld spent awhole summer here, just
she and the old man, walking the woods and learning the plants and the beasts. It had been thelast of the
childless bachelor's many eccentricities to leave the house and land to the teenage single mother sheldd
been, more than a decade before the Change.

Thelodge had been built in the 1920s of immense Douglasfir logs on a knee-high foundation of
mortared fieldstone; origindly it had been plain on theinterior, and divided into severa roomsaswell.
The budding Clan Mackenzie had ripped out the partitions when they put on asecond story latein the
first Change Y ear, leaving a great wooden box a hundred feet by forty; on the north side ahuge stone
hearth was flanked by two doorsleading to the new lean-to kitchens, and on the other three walls
windows looked out onto verandas roofed by the second-story balconies.

And it certainly isn't plain anymore, hethought.

Over the years since, the great logs that made up the walls had been smoothed and carved, stained
and inlaid and painted, until they were asinuousriot of colored running knot-work that reminded him of
the Book of Kells, crossed with Viking-era animal-style and a strong dash of Art Nouveau. Faces
peered out of that foliage, the multitude of Aspectsborne by the twin deities of Juniper Mackenzi€sfaith;
the Green Man, stag-antlered Cernunnos, goat-horned Pan; flame-crowned Brigid with her sheaf of
wheat and Lugh of the Long Hand with his spear, Cerridwen, Arianrhod and silver-tongued Ogma,
Apollo and Athena, Zeus and Hera, Freya and one-eyed Odin, blond Sif and dmighty red-bearded
Thor.

Beneath the high ceiling were carved the symbols of the Quarters; over the hearth comfrey and ivy
and sheaves of grain for North and the Earth; vervain and yarrow for Air and the East; red poppies and
nettlesfor the South and Fire; ferns and rushes and water liliesfor West and the Waters.

A few people were doing touch-up work on it al, on ladders propped againgt the wall. Winter was
the dack season for farmers, and so time for maintenance work, and for leisure and crafts and ceremony.
There were others here, reading or playing at board games, three in animated discussion over the plans
for anew sawmill a another dun and acircle of younger children listening raptly to agtorytellerina
corner.

"I'm off," Dennis said to the Englishman as the practice group around the dais broke up, risng and
giving anod to Juniper Mackenzie as she gpproached—and awink to Nigel. "I've got gpprentices doing
practice-pieces to check on and then Sally'll have dinner ready. 'Night, Juney.”

"Tell Saly we need to talk about the Moon School schedule tomorrow, Den-nie," Juniper said, then:
"And how are you today, Nigdl?' She sat and stretched out in aleather armchair, feet towards the fire on
asettee.

Sir Nigel Loring picked up histhick, white ceramic mug with hisleft hand. Hisfingerstightened oniit
until the knuckles whitened and cords stood out in hisforearm, and then relaxed.

"Y our healer seemsto be correct,” he said. "Full functionisreturning.”

Sowly and painjully, he added sillently to himself; held never been awhiner. Old bones didn't mend
asfast asyoung, and that was dll therewasto it. And he wasfifty-three now, even if avery fit fifty-three.



"Judy Barstow knows her business," Juniper said, and nodded. Then she smiled: "Or Judy Barstow
Mackenzie, to use the modern form."

He could see sympathy in the bright green eyes, her voice held ahint of her mother's birthplace,
Achill Idand off thewest coast of Eire, running like a burbling stream benegath her usua Generd
American. Her father's heritage had been mostly what Americans caled Scots-Irish, and it showed in the
straight nose, pointed chin and high cheekbones; so did the very dight trace of Cherokee that side of her
family had picked up in the mountains of Carolinaand Tennessee before they made the long trek over the
Oregon Trall.

"And the headaches?' she went on.

"Fewer asthe weeks go by, and not as bad; the herba infusion works wonders. Y e gods, but that
man was strong! What was his name?’

In two strokes the greatsword had buckled the tough aloy stedl of hishelm, ripped the
chin-protecting bevoir right off his breastplate, and cut through the sheet meta and strong laminated
wood of hisshield to break hisarm while he lay semiconscious on the ground, trying to protect Rudi
Mackenzie from adeeth as unstoppable as afdling boulder.

"Mack," shesaid. "Although I've heard that was a nickname—for the truck.”

Juniper Mackenzie's usud expression was friendly; more sincerely so than hisown, he thought. Just
then it changed for an instant, and you could see the fangs of the she-fox behind her smile. She glanced
over to another corner, where a nine-year-old with copper-gold locks to his shoulders was playing chess
with a black-haired young woman in her early twenties. They looked up for an ingant from their game
and waved at their mother and the Englishman. Hefdt himsalf give an answering grin; young Rudi was
irresgtible, and hissger Eilir charming in her dightly eerieway.

"Mack wasn't S0 strong as you and your son Alleyne and John Hordle put together,” Juniper said.
"Since hewastrying to kill my son, | would consider that afortunate thing, so. | won't forget whose
shidd it was covered Rudi.”

Her hand tightened on his shoulder for an ingtant, and he covered it with his as briefly before she
leaned back, arranging her kilt and plaid gracefully and then taking one of the muffinsfrom the plate
beside Nigd's chair. They were made from stone-ground flour, rich with eggs and thick with dried
blueberries and hazelnuts, one steamed gently as she broke it open and buttered it.

"And if one hasto convalesce from abroken arm and a cracked head, thisis as good a spot asany,”
he went on with asmile, waving hismug. "And as good a season of the year.”

With the summer's wedl th stored and the next year's wheat and barley in the ground, supporting a
guest too weak to work or fight was no hardship. The Great Hall of Dun Juniper was comfortably warm
inthe chill, rainy gloom of the west-Oregon winter, too, not something you could count onin alarge
building after the Change in a place like the Cascade foathills.

Or inalarge British building even before the Change, he thought mordantly. But the Y anks
always were better at heating. Snow best at the windows with feasthery paws amid December's early
dark, but the great room was bright with firdight and the lanterns that hung from the carved rafters.

"Thewintersweren't the Willamette's strongest sdlling points,”" Juniper said. " Though with my
complexion, | find them soothing. At least | don't turninto agiant freckle!”

"I likeyour climate. The tropics wear after awhile'—she knew held had plenty of hot-country
experiencein hisyearswith the 22nd Specid Air Service Regiment before the Change—"but thisis
homelike enough for comfort and just the right bit milder.”

Juniper laughed, and waved a hand around the great room and its flamboyant decoration. "Now, this
| don't think you'l find homdike."

He found himsdf laughing with her, dthough held been arather solemn person most of hislife. |
grant it isn't what you'd find in Hampshire, even after the Change.”

He recognized the symbolism of her faith and he could interpret most of it, partly from hisreadingsin
ancient history, partly from occasiond contact with practitioners of the Craft—some had been onthe Ide
of Wight, the main enclave of British survivors, and afew had even managed to hide out in the New
Forest to be discovered by his scoutsin the second Change Y ear. And his son Alleyne had been a



re-creationist before the Change, one of those who played at medieval combat, and the odd Wiccan had
overlapped with that set.

Extremely odd, some of them, he thought with asmile.

Then he raised his gaze to the brooding, fera face of Pan, and the smile died. The heavy-lidded eyes
were shadowed asthey stared into his, given life by the flickering firdight. They brought with them ahint
of green growth and damp, moldering leaves; the dark scented bresth of the wildwood, and the fear that
waits to take the souls of men who wander too far beyond the edge of thetilled, tamed fields.

That isn't just good carving, hethought.

It reminded him of medievd art in ancient churches; not the style or the imagery, but the raw power
of bone-deep belief. The Wiccans held known in England before the Change had mostly seemed at least
dightly barmy to him, when they weren't playacting. He didn't know what Juniper and her friends had
been like before the modern world perished, but they weren't putting it on now. Not in the dightest.

Juniper's green eyes twinkled, following histhoughts with disconcerting ease; shelinked her fingers
around one knee and considered him with her head tilted to one side.

"It wasn't like thiswhen | inherited it from my greet-uncle, that good gray Methodist,” she said, her
tone mock-defensive. "We didn't have much to do but carve, those first winters after the Change, and it
was useful with so many new Dedicants, sort of avisud training aid. At fird it wasjust me and my
coveners and afew friendslike Dennie. Then we had to help other people, get the farms started again
and make tools and save the livestock, fight off the banditsand Eatersand ... It adl just sort
of ... snowbdled."

"I had the same fedling of riding thetiger in directions unpredictable over in England, my dear," Nigd
sad. "I've seen it dsawhere. While thingswerein flux, one strong persondity with luck and, hmmm,
baraka, could set the tone for awhole region, like a seed-crysta in a saturated solution. As Charlesand
| didin England, until | fell out with HisMaegy.”

Juniper shivered very dightly as shelooked around. "And as | appear to have done hereabouts.”

"I should think you'd be glad to see more come around to your way of thinking?' he probed gently.

"The Craft never did hunt for convertsthe way the religions of the Book do; we waited for those who
were interested to seek us out. When the student is ready, the teacher appears. Then suddenly there
weresomany ... "

"Areyou sorry?' Nigd asked.

She thought for amoment, then shook her head. "No ... no, I'm not redlly sorry. The old world was
dead the instant the machines stopped working. The new one needs a strong belief, ahearth-faith to
strengthen folk through hard times. That's helped us make as good alife here as humankind can live
nowadays, | think. Or it would beif there weren't robbers and hostile neighbors, sure.”

"It's certainly taken on your, ah, coloration, your Clan Mackenzie." He nodded at her pleated kilt and
the plaid pinned at her shoulder with asilver brooch. " Symbols become important at atime like that.”

"That was Dennid" Juniper protested, laughing; then she grew grave. "Do you remember that flash of
light and the spike of pain, when the Change came?’

"Indeed | do," he said. "It wasthe middle of the night in England and | was adeep, but—"

Inwardly, he shivered alittle at the memory. Hed woken shouting, with Maude's scresm in hisears.
The pain had been over in an ingtant, but it was as intense as anything he'd ever felt, even when the RPG
drove grit into hiseyesin the wadi back in Oman, and hed thought he was blind for life.

Every human being on Earth—and every other creature with aspina cord— had fdlt the pain and
seen thewash of sSlver fire. Half London had been screaming. The sound had come clearly though the
window, in a place where the throb of machines was absent for thefirst timein centuries. Then the
beginning of the city-consuming fires had broken the utter darkness ... Thefailure of everything dectrical
and of al combustion motors had been obvious within an hour. It hadn't been until troops under his
command tried to put down rioters and looters next day that it had become apparent that explosives
didn't work either, starting with CS gas and baton rounds and moving up to live ammunition.

Juniper shook hersdlf, casting off dark memories of her own; anyone who'd survived had them. "I've
wondered whether that moment, the white light and the pain, didn't do something to us. To our minds,



you e

"Hmmm," he said. "That's an interesting thought, though. My wife— Maude—said something smilar
tomeonce..."

Her fingerstouched the back of hishand, lightly, for aningtant. "I wish | could have met her," Juniper
sad gently. "From the shape of her man and her son, she must have been avery specid lady.”

He drank thelast of the mead to cover hisflush. " She wouldn't want meto brood.”

Juniper made atsk! sound. "Nigel, grief's nothing to be ashamed of. It's the tribute we pay our dead,
but they don't ask more than we can give."

Helooked up and met her eyes, and felt an unwilling thaw at the concern he saw there. "That
sounds ... familiar somehow. Isit aquote?’

She smiled. "Something Mother said to me once." A shake of the head. "I do think that moment at
the Change may have changed us, too, though. There was so much madness afterwards, and so swiftly."
"I'm afraid theré's no way to test it. And while Johnson did say that the prospect of being hanged
concentrates aman's mind, the prospect of imminent inescapable death can certainly drive people mad,

especidly if thelaws of nature are mucked about with at the sametime.”

They were both somber for amoment; ninein ten of humankind had perished in the year that
followed. Then they shook it off; those who couldn't had joined that mgjority long years ago. Despair
could kill you just as surely as hunger or plague.

Instead they chatted of small, recent things, the new artificia-swamp waste system held help ingtall
here a Dun Juniper, Rudi's progress with the sword— which Nigdl privatdy thought was darmingly swift
for aboy hisage—and then fell into a companionable silence until the trestle tables were set up for
dinner.

There aren't many women I've felt comfortable just sitting by, except Maude, of course, he
thought; then he caught that disconcerting twinkle again. Or ones who could read me that quickly.

Chapter Three

Dun Fairfax, Willamette Valley, Oregon
December 15th, 2007/Change Year 9

"There" Sam Aylward—Sam Aylward Mackenzie, these days—said, as he finished smoothing the
gpot where held tooled his maker'sinitials into the deer-hide covering of the bow's riser.

He wiped down the length of the longbow with an oiled linen rag and held it up to the lantern dung
from the roof of hisworkshop before tossing it to the man on the other stoal.

"Ah, now theré's aproper job of work," John Hordle said, putting down his beer mug to didethe
weapon between great spade-shaped hands whose backs were dense with reddish furze. "Y ou could do
abit of shooting with thig"

The workshop had been atwo-car garage and storage area attached to the farmhouse of the Fairfax
family before the Change; they hadn't survived it long, being elderly and extremely digbetic. Now
Aylward'swife Melissahad her loom over by the rear wall with abig new window cut for light, and the
forward end held a bowyer's needs. There was a pleasant smell of seasoning cut wood from the lengths
of yew and Port Orford cedar lying on the roof-joists overhead, and of paint and glue, leather and
varnish and oiled metal from the bencheswith their vises, clamps and rows of tools. Everything was
paingtakingly neet, even the shavings carefully swept up into abox—that chore was mostly done by his
son Edain and stepdaughter Tamar, who accounted it a privilege to wield abroom after he let them
waich and occasiondly hand him atool.

They werent here at the moment, since their mother had them corrdled to help with dinner; Aylward
was done with Hordle and Chuck Barstow. Aylward was a stocky man going on fifty, with thick, curly
brown hair alittle grizzled a the temples, no more than medium height but thick-armed and
broad-shouldered and even stronger than he looked; Barstow was a decade younger, lean and wiry and
near Six feet, with a sandy beard trimmed to a point and thinning hair of the same color. Hordle wasthe
youngest in hislate twenties, towering over both the others at six-foot-seven, three hundred and ten
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pounds of bone and muscle with aruddy face like a cured ham and athatch of dark red-brown hair and
little hazd eyes, built massvely enough that you didn't redize hisfull height until he stood close. When he
strung the heavy longbow, it was with an effortlessflex of arm and hip.

Aylward and Hordle had the same accent, a s ow thick south-English yoke drawl out of deepest
rura Hampshire; Barstow's was Generd American, what you'd expect from someone born in Eugenein
1967 and raised there. But they al had something in common, something beyond the Mackenziekilt and
the weathered skin of men who spent much time out of doorsin dl weathers, an indefinable quaity of
coiled wariness even at rest, areadiness for sudden violent action that only another practitioner of their
deadly trade might have caught.

"Therésafew improvements over the old plain crooked stick, y'might say," Aylward said. "The
reflex out at the tips makes it throw faster, and the deflex in on either side of the riser keepsit stable.
More accurate, less hand-shock. A strip of raw deerhide glued on the back, to keep splintersfrom
dating.”

He grinned with mock modesty as his giant countryman examined the bow. It had a centra grip of
rigid black walnut root, carved to fit the hand and covered in suede-finished leather that would drink
swesat and prevent dipping; just above that was aledge for the arrow-rest, cut in so that it ran through the
cen-terline of the bow and lined with two tufts of rabbit-skin. The tapering limbswith their subtle double
curve were Pecific yew, mountain-grown for adense hard grain, the orange heartwood on the belly of
the bow and the paler sap-wood on the back. Hed made it the traditiona length, astall asthe user when
unstrung plus abit, and it took a hundred and fifty poundsto draw it the full thirty-two inches. Few men
could manage a draw-weight that heavy; Aylward's own war bow took a hundred and ten, and Chuck's
was ahundred. Hordle managed thisone easily enough ...

"What'sthisthen?' Hordle said, flicking asausage-thick finger at theinside of the stave just above the
riser. "'l thought you didn't hold wi' laminations?’

"l don't,” Aylward said, using the rag to wipe his hands clean of the linseed oil held used on the yew;
it rasped alittle as threads caught on the heavy cdlus on his hands. "Thosefillets of horn are pegged into
the riser and working free against strips of hardwood glued on the stave, ten inches either way of the grip.
It givesit just that extrabit of"—he sngpped hisfingers out and back— "flick."

Chuck Barstow grinned. "And you'll be the envy of the whole Willamette, with abow from the hands
of Aylward the Archer, himsaf himsdf," hesad.

Aylward snorted. "Bollocks," he said. "Thereé's many |'ve trained who make bows as good as mine,
and plenty more who're good as needs be, and | weren't the only bowyer around here to start with.
Bowmaking isn't amagter-craftsman'strade, you can learn it well enough in afew monthsif you're handy
and have the knack, and God knows we've plenty of good yew in this part of the world. For that matter
there's better shots than me among the Mackenzies, and no doubt more el sawhere.”

"Y ou could still make agood living selling your bows," Barstow said. "Those two you taught do it in
Sutterdown, full-time. They've had clients come from asfar away asIdaho.”

"I like getting my handsinto the dirt, when I'm not off on Lady Juniper'sbusness” Aylward sad
stoutly. "And growing what | est. Reminds me of growing up on the farm with Mum and Dad back in the
old country." He jerked athumb at Hordle. "Not far from where this grest gallybagger idled hisyouth
avay."

John Hordle gave atheatrical shudder. "Now, my dad owned a pub,” he said to Chuck. "That'sa
man'slife, | tell you. Chatting up the totty and tossing back the Redl Ale, and none of that shoveling muck
into the spreader on a cold winter's day.”

"Then why didn't you stay on at the Pled Merlin instead of going for asoldier?' Aylward asked.

"Because of dl the ruddy liesyou told me about being in the SASwhile was till anipper,” Hordle
said good-humoredly. "Ended up humping afull pack over every sodding mountain in Waes doing the
regimenta selection, | did. Which probably saved me life come the Change. Otherwise I'd have starved
or got &, like most, instead of getting out to the Ide of Wight with the colond.”

"Oh, | don't know," Aylward replied. "Sir Nigel aways|ooked after ‘isown. Y ou told me he got my
sstersand their kids out, didn't you? And held not seen hair nor hide o' mein years. From what you said,



he had them set up with their men on their own farms afterwards, too, when things settled down a bit.
Hed have seen you right.”

Hordle nodded. "Might be, though thingswere just abit hairy right then. Want to go and have atry
with this?" he asked, flourishing the bow.

"Always a pleasure to watch you overshoot and miss, mate. Y ou still pluck on the release, after dl
theseyears.”

The men dready wore their homespun wool jackets; the workshop wasn't exactly cold, but it wasn't
shirtdeeve-comfortable either. Over those the two clansmen draped and pinned their plaids, and they all
put on hooded winter cloaks, woven of undyed gray wool with the grease till init to shed water. They
also dung quivers over their backs, took their own bows from where they hung on pegs, and buckled on
sword belts; Barstow and Aylward wore Clan-style shortswords, twenty-inch cut-and-thrust blades
modeled on the old Roman gladius, with bone-hilted dirks on the right for balance. Hordl€'s was more
suited to his height, though not quite afull-fledged greatsword: a broad forty-two-inch blade with along
ring-and-bar crossguard and a hilt that could be used in one hand or both, what the Middle Ages had
cdled abastard longsword. Aylward whistled sharply asthey I€ft.

"Hed, Garm, Grip," he said, and two big shaggy dogs rose from curled-up deep to follow them.

Dun Fairfax was busy outside, in arelaxed winter way. There were adozen homesinsde the earth
berm and log pdisade, besides the century-old origind Fairfax farmhouse and barn, dong with afair
collection of lesser buildings: henhouses and storage and pens. A chanting came from the Dun's
covensgtead, where the coven and the year's crop of Dedicants practiced a Y uleritua; ahaf dozen more
stood and admired the big, carved wooden mask of the Green Man they'd just fastened over the
doorway. From homes and sheds there was a clatter of tools: the rising-faling moan of spinning whedls,
less commonly the rhythmic thump of aloom, acracking asasharp stedl froe split cedar shinglesfroma
log under the tapping of awooden malet. Thear held farmyard smells, though nothing too rank, and
woodsmoke, the smells of baking bread and cooking meat as kitchens prepared for the evening medl.

A hammer rang on sted aswell in abrick-built smithy with the face of Goibniu painted on the door,
and Sam Aylward grunted satisfaction.

"Glad wefindly got our own smith,” he said. "Paininthe arsg, it was, dways going up to Dun Juniper
or sending for someone when something needed fixing. | tried me hand at it, but it'sfair tricky."

Melissa Aylward stuck her head out of a second-story window before the three were out of hailing
digtance: "Sam!"

"Yes, love?' he said, pausing and looking upward.

Mélissawas a comfortable-looking woman in her late thirties, with afrizz of yellow hair surrounding a
round blue-eyed face; she held their youngest in the crook of one arm, and Fand kicked her aamsand
legs with adetermination that had increased notably as she neared ten months. Her other hand held
toddler Richard Aylward back from the windowsill with practiced ease. Mdissasfirst husband had been
on the East Coadt at the time of the Change, and Aylward had met her in the summer of the first Change
Year.

"If you're off to shoot, remember the chicken stew will be ready by dark, and the dumplings won't
keep," shewarned. "If you want to eat them, not shoot them at a castle with a catapult.”

"WEélIl bethere,” Sam said, waving.

"Not me, sorry, Mdissa," Chuck called up. "Judy's expecting me back at Dun Juniper.”

He waved northward up the dope of the low mountain that overhung Dun Fairfax; the Mackenzie
headquarterswas amilein that direction, on abroad ledge that nature had cut back into the hillside.

"Thetwo of you, then," she said. "Full dark and not later!"

"I should say we will bethere,” Hordle said, smacking hislips asthey turned away. ™Y our missus can
cook atreat, Samkin."

Hewinked at Barstow. "Sam, he could burn water, himsdlf, unless he's changed over here.”

Chuck shuddered. "Tel me. I've been on hunting tripswith him these ten years past, not to mention
campaigning. We learned to put him on woodchopping detail fast enough.”

Hordle shook his head. "Hard to remember Sam's had alife since the Change. Back in England we



thought he'd be dead somewhere, and then seeing him here, afather three times over no less—gavemea
turn, it did."

"Which iswhy you've been hanging about down here a Dun Fairfax, catching up with your old
mate," Aylward said with heavy sarcasm. "And not doing your best to chat up Lady Juniper's daughter,
eh?'

"And studying Sign until the brainsran out of hisearsto doit," Chuck Barstow added. "Eilir's
charmed. Though not as charmed as she was with young Alleyne."

"Don't know what the el you grizzled old farts are talking about,” Hordle said. "'l wasjust being
friendly, like

"Hullo, Sam." A woman nodded to the men as she drove haf adozen Jersey milkerstowardsthe old
Fairfax barn, which held the cream separator and barrel-churn and the precious galvanized milk-tins all
the househol ds used.

"Kate," hereplied.

A man did likewise as he pushed awhed barrow of straw and manure, steaming dightly in the damp
chill, in the other direction. More greetings came from children who played whooping running games until
their parents collared them for chores, and a couple called from where they made repairsto aroof,
tapping home nailsto hold on fresh shingles.

"Quite the squire, eh, Samkin?' Hordle asked, ateasing notein hisvoice, and Barstow laughed.

"No, I'm not," Aylward said shortly. "I've got agood farm and some help with it, like more than one
here. If you want squires, you'll have to go and apply at the Bearkillers. Bad enough | ended up running
the ruddy army, after swearing I'd die asergeant.”

"Running the ruddy war-levy of the Clan Mackenzie," Chuck said, and smiled a Sam's snort.

Men and dogs walked in companionable silence out through the blockhouse and narrow gate, waving
answer to the sentry's hail, then down the farm road that ran southward from Dun Fairfax; Aylward and
Chuck made agesture of reverence at the grave of the Fairfaxes not far distant, and Hordle nodded
respectfully. A pair of ravensflew up from the gravestone, probably attracted by the offerings of milk and
bread that some |eft there—which was ironic, since the old farmer and hiswife had been Mormons,
who'd bought the farm not long before the Change as aretirement place.

The settlement wasin avalley that thrust into the foothills of the mountains and opened out westward
towardsthe plain of the southern Willamette. The snowpeaks of the High Cascades were hidden by
cloud, but the lower dopes rose north and south and east, shaggy with Douglasfir and western hemlock
and the odd broadleaf oak or maple; drifts of mist trailed from the tops of the tall trees. Therewasa
scent of damp earth asthey walked past rolling fields, plowland and pasture and orchard, until they
reached the road that followed Artemis Creek west out towards the plain.

That was blocked by aflood of off-white sheep for amoment, parting around the men likeriver
water around rocks, the heavy, dightly greasy scent of them was strong, and their breath steamed in the
damp, chill air. The man who watched the combined flocks of the Dun Fairfax familieswaved to
Aylward, who made an exasperated sound and then waited as he came up, hiscollie a hishedls. He
wore sword and dirk aswell, had hisbow in the loops beside his quiver and a heavy ashwood
shepherd's crook in his hands.

"Anything, Larry?' Aylward said to the man who'd once owned a bookstore.

"Took ashot at a coyote skulking around, but | missed,”" he said. Hisface wasirregular and shrewd,
with atuft of chin-beard, what people meant when they said full of character.

Then the crook darted out and fell around the neck of a ewe who'd decided to head down towards
Artemis Creek.

"Back there, unlessyou want to hit the stewpot early, you brainlesslump of fuzzy suet!" he said
wearily, then went on to the men: "Otherwise, just another day with the damned sheep. Lord and Lady,
but they're boring! It could beworse; | could be herding turkeys. Anyway, | wanted to talk about the
Y ulerites, if you had aminute, Sam.”

"I'mabit busy just now, Larry," Aylward said. "Later. And I'm only a Dedi-cant, any rate."

Asthey walked on past the shegp Chuck grinned. "And theré's asore point,” he said to Hordle.



Aylward snorted as the lean man went on: "Melissas High Priestess of the coven here. She thinks
Samkin should be an Initiate—High Priest eventudlly, too. Everyone el se in the dun does, too; he'stheir
landfather."

"Larry doesaperfectly good job of it," Aylward said stolidly. "Better than | could, any rate.”

"And you can't see yourself with antlers on your head dancing benegth the moon, eh, Samkin?'
Hordle teased.

"Chuck's High Priest a Dun Juniper when he's not Lord of the Harvest and Second Armsman,”
Aylward pointed out with satisfaction. "Antlers, robe, dancing and dl."

"Ooops! Sorry, mate, | forgot—no offense.”

"Nonetaken," Chuck Barstow said, laughing doud. "'l just like getting arise out of Sam about it now
and then."

"It's being raised Church of England,” Hordle said, entering into the spirit. "Actualy believingin
anythingisn't dlowed."

Aylward chuckled himsdf, then shook his head. "When you're around Lady Juniper for awhile, you
can beieve anything, sraight up. | just embarrasseasly ... well, I'm ill English, soit'sonly naturd, innit?
But when you think abouit it, how likely wasit I'd be in the Cascadesin March, back in ninety-eight? Or
get trapped in agully and have Hersdlf find me before | died?”

Chuck Barstow nodded. " Juney's right about you being a gift from Cernunnos, Sam. Having you
around may or may not have saved us, | think it did, Starting with seeing off those foragers from Salem.
We certainly wouldn't be nearly as strong without you."

He elbowed the tall form of John Hordle. "And figure the odds on you and Sir Nigel and Alleyne
ending up here, too, nineyears|later, you scoffing cowan. The Lord and Lady look after Their own."”

"He's got apoint there, John," Aylward said. "It'sturned into Old Boys Day here for the 'ampshire
'ogs. Must be the Gods, mucking about with the numbers.”

Hordle snorted. "Mate, everyone dtill diveislucky enough to have won the bloody National Lottery
twice over back before the Change. For that matter, the sodding Change burned out my habit of asking
why things turn out the way they do. If that can happen, what'simpossible?’

They cameto the pasture Dun Fairfax was using for target practice and vaulted the gate. It wasten
acres, surrounded by decaying board and wire fences that were lined with young hawthorn plantsin the
process of becoming hedges, and studded with a dozen huge Oregon oaks. They checked
carefully—they didn't want someone's cow, or worse still a child, wandering about—and threw back
their cloaksto free ther right arms.

"Dropping shots over the third oak suit you two for agtart?' Aylward said, indicating atree a
hundred and fifty yards off.

When the others nodded he brought up his bow and shot three timesin eight seconds, the flat snap of
the string on his bracer like a crackle of fingers, two more shaftswere in the air when the first one went
thunk into the board outline of aman with ashield. All three struck; the first two within a handspan of
each other in the target's chest, but the last was pushed alittle aside and down at the last instant by agust
of wind.

"Well, even if you didn't kill him outright, foe's not going to breed again," Hordle said, drawing the
new bow to the ear and raising it at afifty-degree angle towards the sky. Then: "Bugger!”

His shaft cleared the crown of the oak, and the target aswell, by about twenty yards.

"Told you you'd overshoot with that, Little John,” Aylward said smugly. "Y ou're getting another
dozen feet per second with the same draw.”

"Firgt try with anew bow," Hordle said defensively. "Only naturd I'm off the once."” The second
landed alittle short; thethird ...

"Did he miss?' Chuck Barstow asked, peering.

"Not from the sound," Aylward replied. "Punched right through. Extra point.”

"It does havethat little extraflick. I'll get used toiit.”

"Over by thetree, thistime," Chuck said.

Those targets were rigged to resemble men leaning out from behind the trunk, and they were hung on



hinges s0 that they swung in and out of sight when there was any wind. Barstow shot three times with the
smooth action of ametronome, and the shafts flicked hissng through the gray gloaming to land with a
hard, swift tock-tock-tock rhythm.

Hordle looked at the chewed-up surface of the targets. "Does everyone here practice like your
kilties, Sam?It'sthelaw back in Blighty these days everyone has to keep abow and useit, but most just
put in an hour or two on Sunday and take the odd rabbit.”

Chuck Barstow grinned. "That's one of my jobs as Second Armsman, going around from dun to dun
and checking that they do practice every day. | threaten them with Sam if | find out they've been goofing
off. And testing to see who meetsthe levy standards, of course.”

"Which are?'

"Fifty-pound draw at least, twelve aimed shafts aminute, and able to hit aman-sized target at a
hundred yards eight timesin ten.”

"Hfty'sabit light for awar bow," Hordle said.

Sam Aylward shrugged. "A heavier draw's a better draw, but fifty's useful enough—I've seen abow
that weight put an arrow dl the way through abull ek at ahundred paces, and break ribs going in and
going out. Which wouldn't do a man any good, en?'

Chuck nodded. "And that's the minimum, of course; the averageis around eighty. Nearly everyone
hunts for the pot these days, what with the way deer and wild pigs have gotten to be pests, and
absolutely everyone knows therestimes your lifeis going to depend on shooting fast and straight.”

Hordle grunted, drawing and loosing. The arrow whacked home, and achunk of thefir target
weakened by multiple impacts broke off and went out of sight.

"WEell, you've more fighting to do here than folk back in England,” he said. "Theré's the Brushwood
men, but they're not much more than a bloody nuisance unless you're up on the edge of cultivation north
of London."

Aylward sighed and shook his head; he'd been here in Oregon at the time of the Change, and there
hadn't been any news from the Old World until the Lorings and Hordle arrived on a Tasmanian ship
beforethislast Bdtane. It was still awrench, visudizing southern England as a pioneer zone, afrontier
wilderness where abare six hundred thousand survivors fought encroaching brambles, hippo roamed the
Fens, wolves howled in the streets of Manchester, and tigers gone feral from safari parks took sheep
even on the outskirts of Winchester, the new capital.

"And of course ther€'s the odd dust-up with the Moors, or the wild Irish when we have to help out
lan'sRump over in Ulgter,” Hordle said dyly, in the next interva in their shooting. "Therés ajoke for
you—the Change and dl, and we're still having problemswith the Provos.”

"Better not mention that too often among Mackenzies," Aylward said. "Haf thefolk in our territory
here have hypnotized themselves into believing they're cousins of Finn Mac Cool. For al that they're
Ulstermen by descent as much as anything, alot of them. Scots-Irish, they cdll it here.”

"Not me," Chuck Barstow said. "English and German in my family tree, plus acouple of Bohunks, a
trace of Canadian French and alittle Indian way back. And Judy's Jewish—or Jewitch, as shelikesto
putit."

"At least you don't try putting on abrogue, Chuck. Every second kiltie these days does, or triesto
rrrrrroll their r'sasif they were from Ayrrrrshire.”

Hewent onto Hordle: "We ill get afair count of plain old-fashioned bandits now and then, too,
which keeps everyone on their toes. Plenty of places aren't doing aswell as us, just scraping by, and east
of the mountainstheré's dwaysfighting, al of which getsusayearly crop of broken men too angry to beg
but hungry enough to sted "

"And you've got Arminger waiting up in Portland,” Hordle said. "After Sir Nigel and | had the
pleasure of his hospitality for weeks, 1'd have to agree you've got aroit nasty old piece of work there."

Chuck Barstow nodded grimly. He'd lost an adopted son in a skirmish with the Protector's men only
the summer past. Then hisface lightened.

"Look!"

The dogs had strayed off alittle while the men moved around the pasture shooting; the beastswere



far too well trained to get in front of an archer without permission. Now the three archers could hear a
frenzy of barking from across the road to the south, down in the ader and fir woods that lined Artemis
Creek. An explosion of wings came seconds later, and a gabbling, honking sound as a quartet of Canada
geese came out of the willows, thrashing themselvesinto the air on their broad wings with long necks
stretched out in terror. The birds had bred beyond belief in recent years, they were astanding menace to
the crops ... and very tasty, doneright.

"Youfirg, Chuck!" Aylward cdled jovidly.

The Armsman held the draw for an instant, still as a statue except for the minute movement of his left
am, then let the string roll off the gloved fingers of hisright hand. Shap asit struck the bracer, and then
one of the geese seemed to stagger in midair, folding around itsalf and dropping like arock.

That only took an instant, but the birds were rising fast. Aylward shot twice, the arrows disappearing
inthe murk asthey rose, and another two of the big birdsfell asif the air beneath their wings had turned
to vacuum.

"Too late, Little John," Aylward taunted; the last was nearly out of sight. "Too late!”

Hordle made awordless sound, then shot. The dusk wasfalling, but they could see that the goose
sumbled asif it had hit abump in the air, before circling down with a broken-winged flutter.

"Not solateasdl that, Samkin,” Hordle said smugly.

"TK, Little John. Nobody taught you to finish 'em off?' He shot as he spoke, and the bird fell limp
the last hundred feet to hit the grass with an audible thump.

"Aylward the Archer!" Chuck Barstow said with good-natured mockery. " Showoff!"

A dog ran up, wagging itstail and dropping agoose at Aylward'sfeet. Collecting the otherstook a
few minutes, and finding dl the arrowsthey could.

"Sorry, little brothers," Chuck said, making asign over the birds when they had the bodieslaid out in
arow. "But we need to keep our gardens and grain safe, and we have to eat. Cernunnos, Lord of al
wildwood dwellers, witness that we take in need, not wantonness, knowing that for ustoo the hour of the
Hunter shal come. Guide them flying on winds of golden light to the Sum-merlands. Mother-of-All, let
them be reborn through Y ou.”

Aylward murmured polite assent, and then they trimmed a sapling from the hedgerow and headed
back towards the walls of Dun Fairfax with the stick thrust between the birds trussed feet; four big geese
cameto aconsiderable weight.

"Good edting, these," Hordle said, smacking hislips. "Hang them for a bit, roast them with
bread-and-nut stuffing, some mushroomsin it, and some bacon grease on the outside—"

"Andy and Dianawould like a couple for the celebration dinner up a Dun Juniper,” Chuck said.
"We're having acompetition next week—bagpipers from haf a dozen duns™”

At Aylward's shudder, he went on: "Come on, Sam, that many pipers ... itll beasight and sound to
behold!"

"So'sapigwithitsarseonfire," the older man said dourly, and Hordl€'s laughter boomed out like

atillery.
Chapter Four

Mithrilwood, Willamette Valley, Oregon
December 17th, 2007/Change Year 9

Perfect, Eilir Mackenziesad in Sgn.

There were a dozen others here in the woods with Juniper Mackenzie's daughter; her anamchara
—soul-sster—Astrid Larsson, and haf a score of their Dunedain Rangers. Those were youngsters
who'd joined them in what was first more than haf play, a chance to ramble and hunt, and then turned
serious over the years. She and Astrid were the eldest of those at twenty-three; the youngest here was
sixteen-year-old Crystd, arefugee from the Protectorate. They'd saved her and her family from abaron's
hunters and houndsthis last spring, just astheir origina oath demanded, the one they'd sworn back at the
beginning, to protect the helpless and succor the weak. It had seemed like a great idea when they were
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fourteen; since then it had turned out to be alot of work, though satisfying.

The other two with them were Alleyne Loring and Little John Hordle, both afew years older than the
Dunedain leaders, but till young men.

Thiswill make a perfect Yule Log, Eilir went on. If we can get it through the door.

The log had been bigleaf maple, growing on the sde of the canyon; it had fallen whole asit came
down, pulled out of the rocky soil by its own weight and falling across abasalt boulder afew feet above
the root-bal. Bigleaf maple was like stone itsalf, useful for furniture or tool handles or fancy carving and
yielding a pleasant, Sweet sap in spring. This one had fallen about ayear ago, to judge by the state of the
wood; it was grown with moss and shelflike fungi and the bark had pedled away, but the fed was il
solid when she stamped her boot on it. That meant it would be hard to kindle but would burn long and
dow, unlikethefierce, swift heat of Douglasfir or hemlock or the spark-spitting enthusiasm of Ponderosa
pine.

Astrid nodded solemnly, setting her long white-blond braids bobbing in the shadowed gloom, the
overcast winter sky shedding only asilvery-gray shadowed light through the branches and needles above
them. Then shelooked up at Eilir, atwinklein her strange silver-shot eyes; not many could have seen it
there, but they'd been inseparable since they'd met in thefall of the first Change Y ear, when the
Bearkillers came west over the High Cascades. Eilir's hair was raven black and her eyes green, nose
shorter and mouth fuller, cheekbones not so chisded; gpart from that they were smilar inlooks aswell,
both tall at five-eight or so, moving with whipcord grace.

"It'd be hard work cutting thisto auseful length,” Lord Bear's Sster-in-law said casualy inthe
Sindarin her Dunedain used among themselves, asif addressing the air. "We need about, oh, ten feet."
Thethick bottom section of the trunk wasfifty feet long beforeit frayed out into atangle of crown, lying
half on the old state park trail and half off it. "Well have to break out awhipsaw ... too tough for
ax-work."

"Hordleand | can handleit,” Alleyne said. " Shouldn't take long if we spell each other.”

Eilir cocked one leaf-colored eye at Hordle, whose great hamlike countenance assumed a
woebegone grimace; that turned into agrin at her asshe giggled slently.

I'm glad Astrid finally found a fellah, shethought, and pushed down wistful thoughts about
Alleyne's handsome countenance. Though it must be sort of frustrating for the poor guy, stuck on
first base while he's courting a skittish virgin. I'm pretty sure she till is, too, fromthe signs. | love
you dearly, anamchara, but that's sort of slow off the mark and he won't wait forever! Get your
legs locked around him before he escapes!

The two men stripped to the wais; it was cold, just around freezing with the ground amixture of
melting snow and mud, but working hard in jacket and shirt just got you sweety and then chilled. They
were down at the bottom of a cleft in the basalt rock, anyway, and well out of the wind; you could see
the banded layersin the steep dope to the north, and the creek ran behind them with clumps of ice
around therocksin it. Streamdde and dope and therolling hills higher up were densaly grown with big
trees, fir and hemlock on the upland, maple and cottonwood and ader lower, yew and chinquapin, with
the blackened stems of ferns sticking up out of the leef litter and duff. The smell of decaying leaves and
needles was pungent as boots disturbed them, suddenly intensely aromatic as someone crushed the
branch of an incense-cedar sapling.

Eilir smiled at her friend as they moved the two-horse team they'd brought aong and wrapped a
chain around the thicker base of the tree.

Got Alleyne to show off, hey? shesgned.

You betcha, Adrid replied, with asmile of smug satisfaction. He's a wonderful guy but he's still a
guy, you know? Which means he's sort of stupid at times. Besides, he looks good with his shirt off.

Little John's smarter, Eilir Sgned. He saw through it.

Heisnot! Adrid'shands moved emphaticaly. Alleyne just has too noble a nature to suspect
anyone!

Yeah, blond, beautiful and dumb, like someone else | could name but won't—Iike for example
you, Eilir taunted. Astrid stuck her tongue out in reply.



The friends finished their task, jumped free, checked that nobody €l se wasin the way and waved to
Crystd, who stood at the horses heads. The girl urged them forward, and the beasts leaned into their
harness. The big log swiveled across rocks, then came down onto the bike path with athud that echoed
up through the soles of her feet. It wasfar too heavy for the team to drag back while it remained whole,
even though they had atwo-wheded lift to put under the forward end to ease the work. Therewas a
good ton of weight involved.

WEe'll save the upper part, there's some useful wood there, Eilir Sgned.

The tree being dead already, they didn't have to do more than sketch asign over it; you had to
gpologize and explain the need when you cut living wood, the way you did when you killed abeast. They
weredl children of the Mother and part of Lord Cernunnos domain, after all.

The men got busy, standing on either side of the log and chopping, while afew of the Dunedain
trimmed the branches further up with hatchets and saws. Eilir cradled her longbow in her aams and
watched appreciatively. Alleynewas abit over six feet, and built like an Apollo in one of Mom's books,
broad-shouldered and narrow in the waist, long in the arms and legs; the muscle moved like living metal
under hiswinter-pae skin as he swung the felling ax and chips of the rock-hard maple flew, sartling
yellow-white against the dark ground. Beside him Hordle looked like arelated but distinct species, arms
likethetreetrunk itself, and athick pelt of dark auburn hair running down his chest onto abelly corded
like ship's cable; the log shook under the impact of the heavy double-bitted ax he used.

It was gtill seasoned hardwood, and the work went dowly. Eilir grinned.

Ah, hard honest work, shedgned. It does me good just to watch it.

Alleynesearsburned alittle redder. The wood yielded, but dowly; it took only alittle moreto finish
trimming the branches and roll the upper section of the trunk off the path for |ater attention.

Eilir had been deaf from birth; before it, in fact, when ateenaged Juniper Mackenzie contracted
German meadesin the fourth month of her pregnancy. That didn't make her other senses more acute, the
way many believed; what it did do was encourage her to use and pay attention to them. She'd also spent
much of her lifein the countryside and amongst itswildlife, around Dun Juniper when it wasjust her and
her mother before the Change; and in mountains and woods, hills and fields al over western Oregonin
the years since, hunting, Rangering, or wandering and observing for their own sake. And she had been
trained by experts, Sam Aylward not least.

All that told her that something was not quiteright ...

Mithrilwood had been a state park before the Change, and since then the area all about it had been
mostly unpeopled, young forests and abandoned fields growing lush fodder for beast and bird. It
normally swarmed with life, even in winter when many of the birds went south; upland game migrated
down here from the High Cascades in this season, and everything from beaver and rabbitsto deer, €k,
coyote, wild boar, bear, cougar and ferd tiger were common. The bigger animaswould avoid the noise
and clatter of humans, though not as widdly asthey did before the Change. The smaler would be
cautious, but ...

Sheturned and clicked her tongue at Agtrid. The other woman was already frowning.

"Hsssst!" Astrid Larsson said as she turned, to attract everyone's eyes, and moved her handsin Sign
aswedl: Someone's near. Watching. Don't let them know they've been seen, but be ready.

Nobody froze; the dozen Dunedain continued to muscle the big log towards the waiting horses and
the two-wheedled drag that would support its forward end. The forest floor was mostly clear of
undergrowth, and the trees had closed their canopy long ago.

Then they casudly reached for their bows, you had to know Sign aswell as Sindarin to be a Ranger.
Adrid's slver-veined eyesflicked about. They were in acanyon, one of the many that laced the old state
park. Rock stretched up on either hand, layers of basdt cut through by millennia of rushing water. Much
of that was frozen this day, on the stone and on the moss-grown limbs of the great trees. Inthe middle
distance awaterfal toned, out of sight around the dogleg to the west, but rumbling through the cold, wet
ar. That white noise covered conversation, and many of the ordinary sounds of movement.

"Who?" Alleyne Loring said quietly as he donned his mail shirt and buttoned the jacket over it again.



Six heads were close together as they bent to lift the end of the long timber into the clamp and fasten
the chain acrossit. Adtrid spoke smiling, asif chatting casudly among friends out to find a'Yule Log.

"Yrch," shesaid; to the Dunedain that meant enemies. "Could be bandits, could be servants of the
LidlessEye. | saw only two that I'm sure of, so they've got some woodcraft.”

Eilir Mackenzie nodded and casudly stretched with her arms above her head, which gave her an
excuse to look abouit.

| spotted him—the fir over from the boulder with the point, snow knocked off the branch, she
dgned. The other's behind the boulder?

Adtrid nodded as she mentdly talied their strength here. Hersdlf and Eilir, her anamchara. Alleyne
Loring and John Hordle; firgt-class warriors, though not exactly Dunedain themselves, not quite. Y oung
Crystd, but shedidn't redly count for afight. Only sixteen, and not fully trained; brave, but the week link,
the more s0 as she was dight-built. Another ten Dunedain, in their late teens or early twenties, six of them
Mackenzies and the other four Bearkillers. Everyone had bow and quiver, sword and knife and targe or
buckler; you didn't go outdoors without, any more than you'd walk out naked. The two Englishmen had
light mail shirts under their jackets, under her own she wore a black leather tunic lined with mesh-mail
and nylon; Eilir had on a Clan-style brigandine, adouble-ply canvas affair with smal meta platesriveted
between the layers. Most of the others had something smilar, but none was wearing ahelmet.

"We don't know how many or why," Adtrid said. "So welll dl just walk around the corner of thetrall
up ahead, and then wait for them—double linear ambush upsope. That way we can shoot without hitting
each other. They won't follow close."

Send Crystal on to the Lodge with the horses from there? Eilir Sgned.

Crysd 'sface wasalittle pae, but she glared at Eilir; besides being offended at the implication that
she couldn't hold her own with the rest, she aso had afurious crush on Agtrid at the moment ... which
was S0 embarrassing. Though she was beginning to show signs of transferring it to Alleyne, which would
be infuriating.

Astrid sgned back: No. Too risky—they might have an ambush along the trail already. We'll go
around the corner, drop thelog, and ... wait a minute!

Theword drop triggered something in her mind. "Hereswhat well do,” she began. "Remember that
trick we practiced? Like the old story about how the little furry Halfling men fought the wicked Emperor's
troopers?’

Eilir's eyeswent from the log to the coils of rope draped around it. Her smile grew, and the faces of
her companions went from grave to grinning. They weredl young.

We'll haveto hurry, shesgned.

Twenty minutes later Astrid waited behind atree, wishing for awar cloak, what Sam Aylward caled
aghillie suit, of camouflage cloth sewn al over with loopsfor twigs and leaves. Thewool of her jacket
would do, it was woven from natura beige fiber; she breathed shalowly and dowly, lest the puff of vapor
give her away, and ignored the drip of melting snow from the branches of the big hemlock. She couldn't
see any of her Dunedain, though, except for Alleyne, and that was from the rear where he crouched
behind abig basalt rock.

If I can't see them, when | know where they are, the yrch certainly won't. Raven, totem of my
sept, watch over us! Queen of Battles, Lady of the Crows, be with us now! To you, Dread lord, we
dedicate the harvest of thisfield!

The canyon widened out alittle here, the dopes not quite so steep until they ran into cliff-faces north
and south. The old park trail was down fifteen yards below her hiding place, visible between the
wide-spaced trunks of the great treesin atwisting line of trodden mud; the horseswaited patiently a
hundred yards further east, nearer the waterfall—you could see the mist lifting above theicy curve of it
from here. The noise would be good cover ...

Therewas an arrow on the shelf of her bow, cord to the knock, the whole held in her left hand, and
forty-four morein her quiver. Her sword was leaned up againgt the deep-fissured trunk, asingle-edged
wegpon with abasket hilt of brass and ayard-long blade, and her two-foot circular shield was dung over
her back on its carrying stirap. Everything ready ...



A flight of birds rose from the eastward, spooked by movement: the yellow undersides showed
clearly asthey flitted overhead in long, swooping curves, and the buff-brown-black markings as they
sped away. Meadowlarks, shethought; they were just getting to be common again. Which was why—

The digtinctive fluting trill of the birds sounded from above her, close enough to the genuine article to
fool most.

"—which iswhy we picked thet call for sgnaing,” she murmured to hersdlf.

It was modulated, though, with stuttering intervasthat the living bird wouldn't have used. They spoke
to her: they're coming, and thirty of them.

"Thirty. Ouch. Still, nothing for it."

Thefirst cameinto view, close enough for her to see the snarl of tension on histhin face. Hewas
dressed in rags and patches, but he carried agood crossbow, and there was a sword worn dantwise
across hisback with the hilt jutting above hisleft shoulder, aheavy, single-edged chopping blade. The
lone figure stood tense, looking about, then turned and beckoned the unseen band behind him.

Adtrid'sthroat grew tight. She forced a deep breath down into her digphragm, then let it out, with the
tenson following it, repeating until her body felt loose and ready. She hated bandits with a passion, even
more than she loathed the Protector's men; outlaws had killed her mother, right after the Change, and
shed had to watch. The memory was like meat gone off on ahot summer's day.

Soon now. Don't be too eager. Love not the arrow for its swiftness, or the sword for its bright
blade, but the things that these guard.

More men followed, until adozen stood behind the scout, adding their eyesto his. They weren't in
any hurry; they must mean to follow the Dunedain back to the lodge and ring it in, probably for an attack
under cover of darkness. More and more, until there were over ascore of ragged-gaudy figures. She
waited until one looked in precisdy the right direction, and until the puzzled cock of his head showed that
held seen something unnaturdl.

"Now!" she shouted, snatching up her sword in her right hand.

In the same instant she cut upward, where the stay-rope was secured around the stub of athick
branch. The keen sted went through the hemp and into the tree trunk with asolid thunk; she left the blade
embedded in the living wood as she stepped around the trunk for a clear shot. The long arrow came
back as she flung the strength of arms and shoulders and gut and hips againgt the tenson of yew and horn
and sinew. The double curve of the saddle-bow turned into a pure C asthe kiss-ring clamped on the
string touched the corner of her mouth.

Eye on the target, not the arrow. There!

Even in the diamond focus of concentration, she saw the mouths below gaping asthelog swung
down towards them, tumbling free of the loops hafway through itstrgectory. The five-hundred-pound
balk of maple did adow spin around its own center before it struck. In apiece of cosmic injustice an end
came down right on top of one of the few who'd had the presence of mind to drop to the earth, like a
maul in the hands of an angry god or ahammer on a soft-boiled egg. Then the log bounced up and
bowled over several more. She could hear the crackle of bone benesth the screams and the heavy, thick
boonnnnk-bonk-bonk as the log hammered itself to a stop on the rocky ground.

Pick atarget, track dong until an uninjured man stood gaping with his spear waveringinhishand ...

Shap.

The string of her recurved bow dapped against the bracer on her |eft wrist. The arrow flashed out in
asmooth, shalow curve, the razor edges of the broad-head twirling as the fletching spun the shaft. It
struck with awet smacking sound audible even fifty yards away; the man goggled at the feathers that
bloomed againgt his breastbone and collapsed, kicking and coughing out blood and probably pieces of
lung. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Alleyne stand and draw hislongbow to the ear, Sghting
ascamly asif thiswas aday's practice a the butts; he was a swordsman rather than an archer by
avocation, but he was still a better-than-average shot. On both dopes the Dunedain were up, and a
shower of long cedarwood arrows rained down on the advance party of the enemy force, hissng asthey
flew, and another flight, and another.

Not al struck. The strangersooked like bandits, and they reacted with the feral swiftness needed to



survivein that profession. All but the dead or wounded dove for cover, and aflurry of crossbow bolts
and arrows came back at the ambushers; one bolt went by overhead with an unpleasant vwwwwhhppt
sound of cloven air and hammered into a chinquapin to stland buzzing like an angry wasp. Agtrid ignored
it and shot again, again, then dropped her bow and reached up for the next rope as the remainder of the
gang ran shouting around the curve and into sight. 1t wound tight around her |eft forearm, and aquick
snatch and wrench of her right hand put the cord-wound hilt of her long sword in her grip.

"A Elbereth Gilthoniel!" she shouted, from the bottom of her lungs.

Shetook three steps forward and launched hersdf into the air. The weight wrenched at her left arm,
and shefdt the strong pull of the rope and the springy branch it was lashed to bending beneath her solid
hundred and sixty pounds of body and gear. Momentum swept her forward with blurring speed, higher
abovethe surface as shefdl towards thetrail, skimming in agreat arch that |eft her barreling down the
trail towardsthe enemy a head-height.

"A Elbereth Gilthoniel!" she shouted again, agreat, high-soaring slver trumpet-call as sheflew.

"Fuck me!" asnaggle-toothed man screamed, as much in astonishment as fear, just before her boot
hedlsstruck himin the face.

Crack.

The bandit was flung half a dozen feet backward at the collision, hisface ared pulp of flesh and bone
fragments. Something heavy and strong seemed to flow up from her feet through her body, cracking it
like awhip and snapping her teeth together with apainful click, but she dropped to the ground and | et the
ropefal away, twitching her shoulder to dide the shield around to where she could run her forearms
through the loop. Eilir dropped beside her, jack-knifing in the air, her sword and buckler flicking into her
hands even as she landed. A spearman gaped at her, then thrust overarm. Eilir ducked under itina
smooth continuation of her fall, whirling as she crouched to snap her short-sword at the back of hisknee
in ahocking stroke. Therewas agridy popping sound like ataut cable parting and he went over
backward, screaming and clutching at the injury asif he could squeeze the hamstring back to wholeness.

Astrid brought targe and blade up as another bandit ran a her anamchara, stepped forward with a
raking stride of her long legs. Her backsword came up and around and down with alooping cut as her
right foot squelched into the mud, flashing down in ablurring arc with the weight and the flexing snap of
her whole body behind it.

Crack! asthe edge cut, and a billman was |eft Staring at the ashwood stub of hisweapon's haft asthe
business end pinwhed ed away; she recovered and killed him with a snapping lunge to the neck, fast asa
frog'stongue. He dropped with blood spraying from his severed carotids, the red unearthly bright against
the dun colors of winter. The enemy weretrying to rally, but their heads whipped about as Dunedain ran
down the hillsto either sde, looking to be twice their actua numbers asthey legpt and shouted, their
blades out and bright. The outlaw gang froze for crucia seconds as the Dunedain war cry rang out froma
dozen throats:

"Lacho calad! Dredo morn!™"

Then the rest were beside the two leaders, Alleyneto her left with his heater-shaped shield blazoned
with five roses up and his blade ready.

"St. Georgefor England! A Loring! A Loring!" he called, handsome face set and grim.

Little John Hordle came thundering up beyond Eilir with his great sword gripped in the two-handed
dyle.

"Sod thisfor a game of soldiers!” he shouted.

The great blade spun in ahorizonta circle. It diced through awooden shield and gouged bone-deep
into the arm beneath, and took off half the man's face on the upstroke, like a knife topping aboiled egg.
A spray of droplets hung inthe air for an instant, ared curve splaying out like aripplein apond.

"You bints are fucking mad!" hewent onin aroar like afoghornin afit, as he kicked a spearman
in the somach and crushed his skull with the ball pommd of his heavy blade. "Who do you think you
are, Errol sodding Flynn?"

The enemy wavered, then as one man turned and ran. A dozen paces were enough to put them
around the bend in thetrail, and the ground to its left was near-vertica dliff. Astrid swung sword and



shidd up.

"Hold!" she shouted. "Raly, Dunedain! No pursuit, it could be atrick. Miniel, get back up thetree
and tell me what's happening! Everyone else, get your bows and recover arrows.”

Her head twisted back and forth, skimming, and she was suddenly conscious of the swest running
down her flanks. One of her own was down, a black- braided girl named Sadb, clutching at a crossbow
bolt in her thigh and struggling not to scream; aboy knelt and vomited, a pressure-cut on his scalp
showing where held been clouted with something hard; afew others had hurts that ranged from dight to
onethat would need afew stitches. There were none of the sucking chest-wounds or gut-stabs or pulped
bones or depressed-fracture blows to the skull that meant agood chance of degth.

About what you'd expect from a good ambush, shethought with relief. Always a lot cheaper
than a stand-up fight, and we caught them flat-footed. Not had for something improvised on the
Spot!

Eilir jerked her head, and red-headed Kevin sheathed his blade and ran to Sadb; he wastheir best
medico. Adrid pulled ahorn from ading a her waist. It wasivory, cream-colored with age—origindly
part of atusk at Larsdaen, brought back from asafari her great-grandfather had made with Teddy
Roosevelt—and set with silver bands at the mouthpiece. She set it to her lipsand blew, along huuuuuu,
then three shorter blasts. That would let the rest of the Dunedain force at the lodge know what was going
on; it meant enemy and come quickly; an answering call came echoing down the canyon wallsamost
immediately. That would give them enough blades to run the bandit gang to earth and wipe them out.

The rest of her band went about the after-battle chores, retrieving arrows and giving the enemy
wounded the mercy-stroke. Whimpers and screams died away to silence.

"Adrid!" avoicecdled. "Agrid"

That was Crysta, back with the horses. She had her bow in her hand, though it shook like an aspen
leef.

"l ... 1... hecameat meand thenturned back, and | ... " she said, lapsing into English.

A bandit was on the trackway not far in front of her, trying to pull himsdlf off it with hishands, an
arrow stood jerking in his spine, and hislegswerelimp.

"Well done, Crystal!" Adtrid called, pleased. A memory of some satisfaction teased at her for a
moment. "That's good work for your first fight! Algareb cu! Now finish him."

Thegirl stared a her, eyeswide, her mouth opening and closing.

"Dont let him suffer, Crysta,” she said impatiently; the bandit collapsed and lay motionless save for
the heaving of his chest, eyes blank as hisfingers scrabbled feebly in the mud. "Everyone's busy. Put your
dirk in under the breastbone and push up and alittle to the left, that will do it clean.”

"Soppy-looking lot," Alleyne went on thoughtfully as she turned back.

Astrid nodded agreement. The dead men were mostly skinny, scarred, hairy, and had stunk badly
even before edged metal ripped into body cavities; lips drawn back in the death-grimace showed teeth as
much yellow or brown as white, though none were older than herself and some asyoung as Crysd.
They'd probably grown up haf-feral in communities barely surviving without the tools or skills or stock to
make a success of farming, or in bands that had been preying on passersby and neighbors since the dying
times just after the Change, or some might be runaway peons from the Protectorate by origin. Lice
danced in one sparse beard that jutted skyward from abody arched back in asemicircle; that made her
itch by reflex, and make sure nobody was standing too long near abody while they yanked out arrows.
Lice carried typhus, they'd have to leave the bodies afull ten days, or burn them, and scrub everyone and
do aclothes wash.

The bandits were clad in a patchwork of pre-Change scraps, badly tanned |eather, or the crudest
and cheapest sort of modern homespun. One or two wore better clothes, doubtless taken from the body
of some victim, though they were just asfilthy and on their way to being ragged.

Banditry wasn't a very well-paying profession for most practitioners, particularly in winter.

"Well armed, though,” she said thoughtfully.

Their crosshows were good, smoothly finished with rifle-style wood stocks and leaf-spring stedl
bows, and spanning cranks at their belts; the others had competently shaped yew bows; al of them had



some sort of sword, most often the heavy machete-like choppers known asfalchions ... or as machetes,
outsdethe Valey. Severa had boiled-leather jerkins strapped with pieces of sheet meta, and a couple
had bow! or kettle helmets.

"Yes, suspicioudy well armed,” Alleyne agreed. "And the wegpons are far too uniform.”

"Now that you mention it—" Astrid began, and then whirled at asound of distress.

Crysta was knedling bes de the dead bandit, being noisily sick into agrowing pool of blood. Eilir
made atsk sound with her lips.

Sometimes, soul-sister, you are sort of insensitive, she signed, and went over to put anarm
around the girls shoulders and urge her away from the body.

Adtrid blinked. Wl, | said she'd done well, she thought, then dismissed it.

The horses were restive, tossing their heads; then they pricked their ears and snorted. More hooves
pounded on thetrail, and then another dozen mounted Dunedain came up, as many again running on foot
bes de them gripping the stirrup-leathers for support, al well spattered with muck and woods-duff
thrown up by busy hooves. Astrid waved them forward, and turned back to Alleyne.

"—now that you mention it, yes, they are wdl armed,” she said. "Normally bandits just have odds
and ends, no two dike. The oneswe ran out of the lodge here a couple of years back, they were using it
for abase, they were certainly likethat ... and these al have shoes, see? Fairly new shoes, t0o."

The robbers footwear was modern, tanned leather uppers with laces, and either hobnail-studded
alder wood or pieces of rubber tirefor soles. Not expensive: village cobblers and workshopsin adozen
towns from the Protectorate to Corvallis turned out the like. A Mackenzie crofter might have worn them,
or aBearkiller tenant-farmer. But oddly uniform, again; not identical, nothing was these days when
handmade wasthe rule, but asif they'd al come from the same place. She frowned, absently taking her
bow as someone handed it to her, and a handful of arrows with bloody points and shafts. Her hands
moved autometically, wiping blood off the stedl, checking the fletching and dipping them back into her
quiver.

"Now, if | wastrying to make agang of bandits more effective, what would | give them?' she mused
aoud.

Eilir was back. She and John Hordle began to speak smultaneoudy, in Sign and aoud, then looked
at each other and grinned. Alleyne answered instead.

"Wesgpons, and in this season, shoes. A man with chilblains can't fight very well."

The lookout she'd posted caled down from his perch highin aDouglasfir. " They're coming back!
More of them!" Then, after an ingtant: "I think someone's after them. They look like they're running!
Running hard!™

"Pogtiond" Adrid said. "Kevin, you stay with Sadb.”

Shejoined Alleyne behind his boulder thistime; there weren't as many good positions, with their
numbers more than doubled. He was chuckling as she settled in. At her arched brow, he leaned his head
towardsthetrail.

"Eilirisreusng therope" hesad. "l likethat girl's spirit, damn meif | don't.”

Adtrid chuckled hersdlf as she saw the trip-rope deployed; covered in mud, it would be nearly
invisblewnhilelying dack. There wasn't time for anything fancy, just aknot around onetree and ahaf
hitch around another.

"Eilirslawar," she agreed happily.

Thefirst of the bandits came around the bend again, running hard. The rope snapped up, and three
went down like puppets with their strings cut. A clash of meta and war cries sounded from behind them;
somebody was chasing them. And then she noticed another figure with the outlaws, thisone had a
white-and-brown camouflage surcoat over hismail hauberk; both were knee-length. Smilar cloth
masked his kite-shaped shield, and a conical nose-guarded helmet, his blade was a double-edged
longsword.

Therest of the Dunedain stood as she did, and the outlaws screamed in despair at the sight of better
than thirty bows drawn to the ear. A few tried to run on the Dunedain bows snapped, and nearly every
one of the dashing volley struck.



"Surrender! Adtrid cdled, carefully not adding any promise of quarter. "Throw down and knedl!"

Mogt of the survivorsthrew down their weapons and knelt in the mud, hands clasped on top of their
heads, silent amid the moans and screams of the wounded.

The man in the knight's hauberk didn't; he just shouted wordlessly and charged, blade up and shield
covering his body from kneesto nose. Hordl€'s bow snapped; the bodkin point dammed into the shield
and the shaft punched through the metal and wood, stripping its feathersto flutter to the ground asit did.
The man pivoted asif held been hit in the shoulder with adedgehammer, and it must have felt much like
that. At closerange, aheavy bow could smash abodkin point right through even the best armor. This
went through shield and arm and hauberk, snapping the links of the riveted mail like cloth, then through
the shoulder bone and out the other side of the hauberk aswell. He pitched over backwards and lay
writhing.

The pursuers behind them cameinto view, and ssumbled to ahdt at the sight. There were two dozen
of them, armed with broad-bladed spears and crossbows or pre-Change compound hunting bows,
shortswords and daggers and bucklers. All were clad with rough practicality for aforay in the winter
woods, but the leader drew her eye. He was a stocky man in ablack robe over mail-and-lamellar armor,
with apoleax in his hands and a heavy broadsword belted at hiswaist. He wore ahelmet with aneck
flare and an eyedit visor, now pushed up; on the brow of it was ablack crossin awhite disk, and the
face below it was covered in a close-cropped brown beard. When he handed the long-hafted
ax-gpear-warhammer to afollower and pulled off the helm, it showed bowl-cut hair and atonsurein the
center of it, the artificia bald spot gleaming with swesat. He passed a gauntleted hand over it.

"Bind them," he snapped to hisfollowers, and then waved at the Dunedain as the arrows were
returned to their quivers.

"Helo, Lady Astrid," he went on genidly, climbing towards her, puffing like someone who'd come
hard and fast for mileswith fifty pounds of stedl strapped to his bodly.

The men behind him worked in pairs, one holding a spearpoint to abandit's neck, the other pulling
cordsfrom his belt to bind the robbers arms behind them, tight-cinched at elbow and wrist. Those badly
wounded were given the mercy-stroke. There was no point in letting them suffer until their inevitable
execution.

"Mae govannen, Brother ... 7' Adtrid said.

"Father Andrew,” the man said, smiling broadly; he was about her own age. "Ordained priest, and
aso ahumble brother monk of the Benedictine order. | don't think you noticed me, my child, but you
were with Lord Bear when he visited the abbey two years ago, for the treaty talks.”

That meant he was one of Abbot-Bishop Dmwoski's men, from Mount Angel. The abbey had
organized surviva around the town and governed its own small state there now; it was athumb thrust into
the Protectorate. There was absolutely no love lost between Dmwoski and the Protector, either, or
between the abbot and what he called the blasphemous Antipope Leo, the prelate Arminger sponsored
in Portland. Anathemas aswell as arrows had flown over that border.

"I'm with the border guards,” he went on. "We had areport of livestock missing from afarmer with
an outlying steading, and tracked them well past our usua patrol range. We spotted these scum crossing
the creek south of Scott's Mills.”

Adtrid's brows went up. That was about twenty miles north; deserted country, which made
boundaries abit theoretical.

"We thought they might be trying to dip down over the Santiam and into the Mackenzie country,” the
soldier-monk said. "So | called out some militiaand gave chase. We lost their tracks for aday. But when
we found them again, they came straight south and into your territory. | hope you don't mind our pursuing
onto your land, but it seemed a shame to give up. Particularly when they hadn't spotted us.”

"Thank you very much, Father Andrew," she said. "We appreciate the help. They'd have scattered if
you weren't behind to corra them. Chasing them down might have cost us lives—probably would have.
An ambush isonething, but arunning fight is something ese again.”

He shrugged robed and armored shoulders. " Just doing our job, my daughter, looking after the flock.
And there were afew too many for usto tackle comfortably ourselves. It'sacomfort to have you



Dunedain taking up residence in this stretch of forest. They're too cursed convenient for woods-running
swinelike these otherwise."

Alleyne called to her. "This one's no bandit," he said, as he stripped off aman's sword belt and
tossed it aside.

It was the man Hordle had shot. Blood welled out around the broken arrow-shaft, but he clutched it
and glared hatred at her. Another young face, alittle younger than her own, but nestly shaved; when
Alleyne pulled off the coif—amail-covered, tight-fitting lesther hood—hislight-brown hair was
moderately long in front, cropped like acrew cut behind the ears. A blunt face with an old scar on one
cheek, and gray-blue eyes. Beneath the armor he was broad-shouldered and thick-armed, not
skinny-scrawny like mogt of the outlaw gang. It was the body of aman who ate well but worked
swesgting-hard with sword and shield and lance while wearing full armor.

"False priest and devil-worshipping whore," he rasped, and tried to spit a her. "Kill me now!"

The sword that lay alittle distance avay was abroad double-edged dashing type, though with a
respectable point, the classic Norman sword that most of the Portland Protective Association's men
used. Shelooked down at hisfeet. Good boots, but no golden spurs. Still ...

"Protectorate knight," she said. "A man-at-armswouldn't be so bold.”

She looked up at the priest. " Shall we dispose of them, or do you claim the privilege, Father
Andrew?Y ou saw them firgt, after dl, and on abbey soil."

He shrugged. "The abbot and Lord Bear and the Lady Juniper al agreed thisforest of Mithrilwood
was Dunedain land, and that you have the right to dispense justice here, my lady. High, middleand low."

"Only as custodian for the Dunedain Rangers,” she corrected, not wanting to claim more than her
due.

Another shrug. John Hordle had been talking in Sign with Eilir. He nodded and went over to the
falen knight; a muffled scream broke past clenched teeth as Hordle gripped the stub of the arrow
between thumb and forefinger and casudly drew it out, then stripped off the mail hauberk. That was
normally acomplex business, but the big man handled the other asif he had been adall, despite
respectable height and solid weight. When the armor had been tossed aside he ripped open the man's
gambeson and shirt over the uninjured right shoulder.

"Ahh," Adrid said.

There was asymbol tattooed there, a circle with a Chineseideograph init. Sheld learned that Eddie
Liu had adopted that as his blazon in mockery; it wasthe glyph for Poland, which waswhere his
materna ancestors had come from. Liu was very dead, Eilir had killed him last summer, but ...

"Yourealiege-man of his'" shesaid grimly.

The captive spat a her again, making aworse job of it; his mouth must be dry with pain and shock.
"I'm brother to Lady Mary, the dowager Baroness Ger-vais. My nameis Sir Jason Mortimer of Loiston
manor,” he said. "Baron Gervaiswas my liegelord and my kin by marriage. His handfast men will never
rest until we've avenged him!"

Eilir made a clicking sound with her tongue, and Adtrid looked over &t her. He probably hired the
bandits, she signed. What's the old phrase, plausible deniability?

Asif on cue, one of the bound men spoke: "Y ou motherfucker!" he swore at the knight. "Y ou said
there'd be food and women and a place of our own for the winter!"

"WEell keep you for ransom, then, Sir Jason,” Astrid said; nobody paid any attention to the outlaw's
outburst. "And it'll be aheavy one." She grinned. "Y ou can explain back home how apair of girls
captured you. The same oneswho killed your liege-lord, by theway."

Sheturned to the priest and away from the knight's incoherent curses. "Why don't you and your
patrol stay with ustonight at Mithrilwood Lodge, Father Andrew? It's no trouble, weve plenty of space,
and it'll spare you awinter bivouac." At hisdight hesitation and frown: "And not al of usare of the Old
Religion. I'm sure there are some who'd be grateful to make confession, if you wished, and receive
communion if you've the Bread and Wine with you."

That seemed to tip the baance. "Most generous of you, my child.”

"Weve some of Brannigan's Specid Ale, too,” Astrid said impishly, and just abit louder. "We traded



venison and boar for it, but that's not all gone either. Roast yearling boar tonight, and scalloped potatoes,
and cauliflower with cheese, and dried-blueberry tarts with whipped cream to follow."

Thewarrior-monk's company of militiamen suppressed a cheer, and let grinsrun free. Mount Angel
had awinery of note and fine matgters, but Brannigan's brew was famous dl over the Vdley. Juniper
Mackenzie had made a song about it years ago, and it was sung in taverns from Ashland to Boise. Hot
food and dry beds were a great deal more attractive than damp deeping bags and trail rations, aswell.

"Let'sfinish up here, then," Adtrid said.

The monk addressed the half-dozen other captives who waited on their knees. "Do any of you wish
to confess your sinsand save your miserable sin-stained soulsfrom Hell? No?'

Adrid'sface was camly lovely as shelooked at the row of men, kneeling in the mud with ebows and
wrists lashed behind them. A few wept or babbled; most were silent and shocked, afew bleeding from
wounds.

"Does anyone think there's any doubt these are outlaws, bandits and wolf-heads, the enemies genera
of human kind?' she said formally, looking from face to face of the Dunedain, and then to Alleyne and
Little John Hordle.

"That's buggering obvious, if you ask me" Hordle said.

Nobody € se bothered to do more than nod assent. Hordle hefted the long, heavy sword he carried,
checking for nicks, and Father Andrew took back his poleax, running an experienced thumb down the
edge. Two of hismen unlim-bered their axes. Eilir nodded hersdlf, and then sighed in Sllent regret; Astrid
gmiled a her.

You always wer e tender-hearted, soul-sister, shesgned. Do you want to ask mercy for any of
them?

No, I'm afraid not. Though they might have been decent enough men, with different luck, Elir
replied.

"But they are asthey are,”" Adrid said. Then sheraised her voice dightly, in atone of calm command:
"Behead them every one, and that ingtantly.”

Chapter Five

North Corvallis, Oregon
January 10th, 2008/Change Year 9

The lands claimed by the Faculty Senate of Oregon State University—in effect, by the city-state of
Corvallis—began where the village of Adair had been, before the Change. The steep crest of Hospitd
Hill to the west overlooked Highway 99 from less than aquarter mile away; on it beetled asmall but
sguat-strong fortress of stone and concrete and steel with around tower rearing on its eastern edge. The
snouts of engines showed, ready to throw yard-long darts, sted roundshot and glass globes of clinging
firefour timesthat distance.

AsMichad Havel watched alight blinked fromit, as bright as burning lime and mirrors could makeit,
flashing on the news of their arrival southward to the posts that would relay the message to the city. Most
of the village east of the highway was brush-grown rubble; afew houses had been linked by cinderblock
and angle iron and barbed wire into an enclosed farmstead, with barns and outbuildings about, and a
sgn—"Lador's Fine Liquor and Provisions'— showing that it sold to passersby aswell. The dwellers
had heard the fort's bell and turned out from field and barn with bill and spear and crossbow, then
relaxed when they saw it wasfriendly Bearkillers, remaining to stare and comment at the size of the party
and itsmembers.

Hed brought adozen armored A-listers aong for swank—he had to keep up the Outfit's credit with
the Corvallans, who were overbearing enough asit was. Their lances swayed dightly asthe standing
horses shifted their weight from hoof to hoof, and the whetted sted of the heads glittered in the pale sun
of awinter'snoon. It was one of the rare clear January days, only afew high wisps of cloud in asky pae
blue from the Coast Range on his right—he could see the four-thousand-foot treeclad summit of Mary's
Peak, ararity in winter— to the High Cascadesin the far distance on hisleft, hints of dreaming
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snowfields at the edge of sight. Overhead ared-tailed hawk floated, the spread feathers of itswings
sculpting the air, then stooped on arabbit. The air was crigp and colder than usua, cold enough that the
frost il rimed grass and twig and brush with white even at noon; the bresths of men and horses
steamed, alight fog strong with the mounts grassy scent. A four-horse wagon brought up the rear with
their gear, afew household staff waking besideit and the Bearkiller's chief physician riding atop; held lost
afoot to some Eaters soon after the Change, and |oathed riding as well.

Havel and Signe were mounted and armed but in civilian garb; tooled-leather boots, broad-brimmed
hats, brown serge jackets and precious intact pre-Change blug eans, dmaost new, and cunningly
reinforced on the inner thighs with soft-tanned deerskin. Their eldest children were with them,
eight-year-old twin girlsidentica down to the slver rings on the ends of their long, tow-colored braids
and the dant to their cornflower-blue eyes; held left young Mike Jr. behind at Larsdaen, with the staff
and nannies and indulgent grandfather and step-grandmother, since he was at the stage where he could
move pretty quickly but till had atoddler's suicidd lack of common sense. Mary and Ritvawere excited
enough to bounce up and down in their silver-studded charro-style saddles, or would have been if they
hadn't ridden nearly aslong asthey'd been walking. They pointed and exclaimed as the drawbridge on
the fort came down and the gates swung open.

Eric Larsson commanded the Bearkiller escort; he had a crest of scarlet-dyed horsehair nodding
from front to rear of hisround bowl helm, gold on therivetsthat held the nasal bar at the front of it and
the mail aventail at the rear and the hinged cheek-pieces, and more on hisbelt buckle and the hilt of his
backsword. The metawork of hiswar-saddle was polished bright, and the animal he rode was eighteen
hands at the shoulder and groomed to glossy black perfection, an agile giant of Hanoverian warmblood
descent. The man made ahand signal to the rider beside him; Luanne took up the trumpet dung on a
bandolier across her chest and blew a complex measure. The column of lancers reined their mounts
about as one to face westward, turning their formation into adouble line; then they brought their lances
down in salute until the points amost touched the patched asphalt of the roadway, and back up againina
flutter of long, narrow pennants.

A smdl party came down from the fort, four mounted figures, the meta of their armor colored an
inconspi cuous greenish-brown that barely showed againgt the thick woods of the hills behind; the
McDondd Forest had been University property even before the Change, and well cared for. Havel
recognized the one who led them, amedium-tall man with brown hair and brown eyes behind the
three-bar visor of hishelmet and apair of sports glasses.

"Mgjor Jones," he said.

"Lord Bear," the other man replied; hewasin hisearly thirties, of medium height but deep-chested
and broad-armed; he'd been a Society fighter and teaching assstant in the Faculty of Agriculture before
the Change.

He saluted; Havel returned the gesture, turning in the saddle to make it towards the banner one of the
Corvdlanscarried, its poleresting in aring on hisright stirrup. The flag was orange, with the
brown-and-black head of a beaver on it, attempting aferocious rodentine scowl; privately Havel thought
it was dorky beyond words, but it had been the University's symbol for along time and they were
devoted toiit.

"Welcome, Lord Bear, in the name of the people and the Faculty Senate of Corvalis," Jonessaid
formdly.

Then he stripped off his metal-backed gauntlet and shook hands, adry, firm grip: "Good to see you
again, Mike. And you, Signe, Eric, Luanne.”

Eric had been looking at the weapons his escort carried. "Finally got that quick-loading crossbow
working, Pete?' he said.

"Yeah," the officer said. "Gear, ratchet and bicycle chain in the butt and fore-stock, crank inset
undernesth. Turn it Six times, and the wesgpon's cocked and ready to go as soon asyou pull the trigger.
Doubletherate of fire of the old type and you can do it lying down, or in the saddle.”

Havd's crooked smile quirked. "Easy to build and repair?’ he said.

"Wl ... we're still working on some problems with production and maintenance,” Jonessaid



reluctantly. "How'sthat car-jack thing your father-in-law isworking on?'

"Classfied," Havel said.

Jones smirked, which meant he thought classified trandated as haven't got it working yet. Usudly
that wastrue, but in this case it was precisdly the opposite. He wanted to spring it on the city-State asa
done ded in amonth or two when they reequipped everyone, to take their pretensons of technological
superiority down apeg. Nobody denied they'd come through the Change unusualy well, but the way
they acted asif they werethelast idand of civilization in aworld of bare-assed savages got a bit old after
awhile

The Corvallan looked at their party. "Adtrid and Eilir aren't dong?”

"They're coming separately,” Signe said. "They'vegot ... abit of apresent to show around, you
might say.”

"And the Rangers are independents themselves, these days," Haved said.

"Sincewe all agreed to give them that stretch of woods. Sort of prickly about it, too."

Damned if I'm going to call them the Dunedain Rangers, he added to himself. Bad enough | have
to do the Mad Max on Hor seback thing myself.

Onething he did like about Corvalliswasthat it was a bit less given to weird names than the rest of
the present-day Valey.

"Ken'snot coming?' the Corvallan officer went on, looking surprised as Havel shook hishead. "Y our
father-in-law usudly doesn't pass up an opportunity to haunt our bookstores and the Library.”

"Tdl me" Havel said, thinking of the billsthe Outfit had paid in grain and wool, tuns of wine and
barrels of sat pork; they'd had words on the matter.

I'd have gotten even madder ij the stuff he dug up weren't so helpful sometimes.

Books were expens ve these days, unless you were talking salvaged paperback copies of Tom
Clancy or thelike, and even those were getting rare and fragile in this damp climate. Real books on
something useful were pricey, either because they were irreplaceable—books made good kindling and a
lot of libraries had burned after the Change—or because they'd been new-printed with hand-operated
presses on dwindling stores of pre-Change paper. Or on the even more expensive rag-pulp type
Corvallis had started making recently. The city-state had a biweekly newdetter, al of four pages, and
copies cost more than aday's wages for alaboring man.

Luanne chuckled. "We unloaded the grandkids on Ken—Mike's youngest, and both of ours. And
since he and honorable step-mom-in-law Pam had the bad taste to produce two more at their decrepit
ages, he's up to his distinguished wizardly white beard in rugrats. Labor-intensve work."

Jones nodded. "Tell me" he said, and touched the rein to the neck of hishorseto fal in beside them.
"Between the kids and the farm and the weaving, | don't know how the hell Nancy stays sanewhen I'm
out on patrol, even with Mom and the hired help.”

"We do have our doc along,” Signe said. ""He needs some supplies.”

Jones nodded proudly; Corvalliswasthe best placein Oregon to buy such. Have shot aglance a his
brother-in-law, and Eric's hand chopped forward. The column rumbled into motion southward.

"OU our hats are off to you,

Beavers, Beavers, fighters through and through
We'll cheer thru-out the land,

We'll root for every stand,

That's made for old OSU!

Watch our pikes go tearing down the field;
Those of iron, their strength will never yield
Hail! Hail! Hail! Hail! Hail to old OSU!"

Christ Jesus, what an abortion of a national anthem! Mike Havel thought, behind agravely
respectful face. Just as well we don't have one. Though we use "March of Cambreadth” a lot, at
least the lyrics aren't outright stupid and it's got a great tune.



Then again, at least the city-state wasn't pretending to be something it wasn't. There were haf a
dozen governmentsin this generd part of the continent that claimed to be the United States, from single
small townsto one that covered most of southwestern Idaho. All of them were rather nasty
dictatorships. They used "The Star-Spangled Banner," which was not only presumptuous of them but to
Mike Havel'sway of thinking in extremely bad taste.

The Corvalansweren't just singing. Pompom-wielding cheerleaders|ed the crowd through the fight
song, their short-skirted orange-and-black costumes swinging asthey kicked and legpt. That wasfairly
ludicroustoo, but then, held thought cheerleading was dumb even back in the eighties when held been on
the bench and the local maidens were egging on the audience for the Hancock High Wolverines. Asa
teenager he'd considered football the chosen sport of idiots; track and field had been what he liked, and
cross-country skiing, and by choice held hunt or ride hisHarley or tinker with its engine or even work
chores at homeinstead of doing head-butts with behemoths. Thelittle Upper Peninsula high school hadn't
had talent to waste, though, and held been effectively conscripted as the fastest running back they'd had
for years.

And wasn't that a compl ete waste of time, hethought.

Which didn't prevent him observing with interest when a pretty girl shook it hard, then or now, and
there was some righteous booty here; he caught Signe raising an eyebrow at him, and smiled back at her.

"Monogamous, alskling, not blind," he murmured.

The cheerleaders|ooked even odder doing their leaps and pyramidsin front of ranks of armored
troops standing to attention. The sixteen-foot pikes made a stedl-tipped forest above them, points
catching thered light of sundown in amanifold glitter asthe sun set over thelow hillsto the west; the rest
stood with crosshows held at present arms. He supposed the folk of the city had gotten used to it,
cheerleadersand dl.

Corvdllis proper had about eight or nine thousand people insdeitswalls, and besidesthe militia
battalion a quarter of them were out to see the visitors, snging along heartily and then cheering, plus
people from the countryside round about. They made a huge dun mass in the open space between
Highway 99, the railway, and the old Hewlett-Packard plant to the east and the Willamette River
beyond, trampling up to the edge of the mulched, harvested truck gardens. The low-dung campus-style
buildings of the high-tech factory had been taken over for noxious trades not alowed in the city proper;
he could smell the whiff of leather curing in the tanning pits, and see acrid charcod smoke from the squat
brick chimney of afoundry.

Mary and Ritvawere quiet behind him; they were well-mannered kids. He'd been brought up that
way himsdf, in agtraightlaced rural-L utheran tradition enforced with love, discipline and an occasiond
swat on the butt when necessary. He could sense their excitement at the huge crowd, though; they'd
never seen any place larger than Larsdalen. And their awe at the city wall, alittle to the south. 1t wasn't
higher or thicker than the one around their home; in fact, it was pretty smilar, down to the
girder-reinforced boul der-and-concrete construction.

But a hell of alot longer, hethought.

Nearly eight milesin circuit, an immense feat of [abor. Two mgjor bandit attacks and alargeraid out
of the Protectorate had bounced off it like buckshot off atank in years past, but he thought the
Corvdlanstended to overestimate the security it gave them.

After the anthem, a delegation waked up to him. He swung down from the saddle and waited
courteoudy; there were about two dozen of them, and they took afair bit of hand-shaking and
honored-to-see-you-sir-or-maams. That was the problem: the President, the Provost, the
representatives of the Faculty Senate ... back right around the Change, they'd gotten alot done here
because it was obvious what needed doing, and they'd have died if they didn't do it. And the mechanisms
they'd set up went on working well enough, aslong asthe rest of the world cooperated by not changing
much ether. But try to get apolicy change ... right now, just getting them al in the same spot at the same
time waslike pushing rocks uphill.

They're tired of fighting and want to relax and enjoy life, hethought. Pity the world won't
cooper ate.



When the formalities were over and the troops and spectators had marched off, the Bearkiller party
and Mg or Jones waked their horses through the entry complex. That was alittle more difficult than it
would have been at Larsdalen; here they'd overlapped two sections of the city wall, so that the entrance
was at right anglesto it. Y ou had to turn sharp left to get through the outer porta, go ahundred yards
with walls on either Sde, then abruptly right again to enter the city through the inner gate. That meant that
nothing longer than awagon could come straight at the leaves of ether entryway, even if someonefilledin
the perimeter ditch.

Eric looked up at the complex of tower and wall and sighed astheiron clatter of hoofbests on
pavement echoed back from the concrete and stone of their heights.

"Getting fortification envy?' Havel asked quietly. "Theirsisbigger and harder than ours?'

"Wl ... yeah, bossman. It'd be harder to get ashot at the weak point where the leaves of the gate
meet with this setup.”

"Nah, it wouldn't. 'Cause the gate ain't the weak spot back home. They made their gates of timber
here, with sheet stedl bolted onto the surface.”

Eric thumped himsdlf on the forehead, afairly loud process when you were wearing a meta-backed
gauntlet and ahelmet. "And ours are solid welded sted . Probably stronger than the wall.”

"It'd be quicker to dig the concrete and stone out from around,” Havel agreed. He made a gesture up
and around. "What happened hereis that someone got a bright idea out of ahistory book. Y our
esteemed father tends to do that too. Sometimesit's brilliant. Sometimesit's awaste of time."

Behind him Ritvagiggled. "Dad'sright, Uncle Eric, and yourewrong." Her Sister chimed in, and they
chanted: " So he getsto sing the ‘ | wasright song.””

"Silence, peanut,” Havel said affectionately, turning and winking at her. There was one more formality
asthey came out of the gatehouse: having their swords peace-bonded, as al edged weapons over ten
inches had to be within the wall. That meant a thin wrapper of copper wire, sealed with alead disk
crimped in something that |ooked like a heavy-duty paper punch; that ssamped the beaver-head symbol
of the Univergty into the soft metal. The wire didn't makeit impossible to draw the sword, or even
difficult; it just meant that it was obviousif you'd done so, and so smplified police-work.

Law here said every family had to keep its militiaweapons at home and aways ready, but most
people walking the streets didn't bother to carry along blade, which looked a bit unnatural to him now.
Back in Bearkiller territory, afarmer plowing did it with sword dung at the hip, and a spear or crossbow
or whatever across the handles. These days you didn't need them all that often, but when you did you
needed them very badly indeed, and the occas ons came without warning. Y ou put on your wespons
when you went outdoors, like your hat.

They turned their horsesright dong Monroe at the red-brick Julian Hotel— now a barracks for
militia doing their wall-duty—and continued west past the white-plastered Itdianate pile of the old
courthouse with its central clock-tower, which provoked more rubbernecking. Mary spoke up; he
flattered himsdlf he could tell her voice from Ritvas, and was right about three-quarters of the time.
Except when they were trying to fool him, which happened every so often.

"Dad, how can they have all these peoplein one place? Thousands of them!"

"About eight thousand, punkin. Ten timeswhat we have at Larsdden and alittle more.”

"What do they al eat? They couldn't walk out to their fieldd! It'stoo far!”

He smiled; one thing he liked about the Changed world was that nobody assumed food and goods
magically appeared in shops shrink-wrapped in plastic, not even kids, and not even the kids of the big
boss. Not even the people who redly did believe in magic; they were farmerstoo. He pointed to the
railway that ran acrosstheir path, along NW Sixth Street.

"That runs along out into the farmlands south of here. Corvallan farmers don't make as much of their
own tools and cloth as ours do—they buy it from the city-folk instead with the food they don't eat. And
there's another railroad that goeswest dl the way to the ocean, at Newport, so they can bring in fish
from there. Therailswere laid before the Change, but the Corvalans keep them up. It's easy to haul
wagons onrails, easer than on the roads; and they have boats on the river, and they buy from us and the
Mackenzies and some of the people further south—the M cClintocks, a couple of others. And some



things come from even further away, like cattle from al the way over the Cascades.”

And let's not go into taxes and such, he thought, asthe two girls nodded gravely. Sufficient unto
the day. | didn't know shit about economics until experience and Ken Larsson showed me | had to.

Just then the streetlamps began to go on. They were gadights, fed by methane from the town's
sewage works, sparse and not very bright to anyone who remembered dlectricity. The girlsand acouple
of the younger house-staff near the wagon till gasped in delight asthe lamplighters held their long rods
up, nudged open the glass shutters at the tops of the metd standards and snapped sparks that turned into
ydlow flame. Near theriver the buildings they showed were mostly warehouses or small factories of
frame and brick; fire had gone through the riverfront on the night of the Change, when an airliner out of
Portland crashed, and more later in the riots and fighting. The streets were clean, but there was ayeasty
smdl intheair, the sort you got from bulk storage of farm produce. Signs hung creaking above doors,
advertisng millers and maltsters, dedersin hops and cloth and salvaged bulk metals, lesther and
glassware, makers of disk-plows and regpers and sewing machines, purveyors of fine sewing thread—or
asfineasyou could get without cotton—and custom gear-trains, hydraulic power systems, livery stables
that rented the teams for railroads, blacksmiths...

"Did you seethat?' Signe asked, turning her head so abruptly that her tired horse tossed itsown in
protest at the shift in balance.

"What?"' he said abstractedly; one of the great things about horses was that they had autopilots when
it came to ambling straight ahead, so you could think about something else.

"Thegraffiti," shereplied.

"No," he answered, surprised. Corvaliswasavery tightly run ship these days; he supposed it came
with dl the civic spirit. "Whet did it say?"

"Help, I've fallen into the RenFaire and | can't get out!"

Shegiggled and her brother and sster-in-law smiled; Mike Havel gave afull-throated laugh. Mary
and Ritvaturned puzzled eyes on their elders.

"I bet that was written by someone over forty," Havel chortled.

They turned right again and into adistrict where most houses were a century old or more; this part of
Corvadliswaslaid out dong agrid, and the streets were broad and tree-lined. Traffic wasthick asthe
sunlight died, another strangenessin aworld that mostly went home with the sun. Bicycles and pedi-cabs
were numerous, and oxcarts and horse-drawn wagons, people on foot still more so as men and women
walked home from work. The sound of human voices and feet was louder than wheels or hooves, most
ground floors were workshops or smal stores, with the proprietors living over them. Street vendors
pushed barrows and cried out their toasted nuts and hot dogs in buns or toffee apples or hot cider;
children ran home from school with their dates dung over their shoulders, and housekeepers came back
from daily marketsin chattering clumpswith their full baskets; once asplendid red fire engine pulled by
sx glossy Belgianstrotted past. That looked like a museum piece and probably had been until ten years
ago, and it was pursued by still more children.

Feels more crowded than American cities this size ever did before the Change, Have thought.
Even in rush hour. They've built up most of the old open space and there are a lot more people per
house. Well, you have to jam emin, when you've got a wall around them. Every extra foot of
defensive perimeter means spreading your forces that bit thinner. But they aren't poor, crowded
or no. Even the smelly types sweeping up the ox dung and horseshit into those little pushcarts look
reasonably well fed.

Lamplight from most windows shone on the sdewalks, adding to the streetlights to make the night
nearly bright enough to read by. The Havel children goggled at cobblers, tailors, bakers and saddlers,
shops selling books and bicycle repairs, lanterns and eggbesaters, swords and knives and crossbows,
candles and vegetables, eggs and jams and hams and bacon, tavernslively with raucous singing or even
more raucous student arguments that spilled noise out into the chilly air long with the odors of frying
onions, French fries, hamburgers and wine and beer, at churches of half adozen varieties besdesthe two
styles of Catholic, aminiature Buddhist temple and a couple of covensteads. There were doctors offices,
architects ... and once even alaw firm'sshingle.



Civilization, Have thought, grinning to himsdf and shaking hishead. Christ Jesus, we've got
lawyers again. Ten years ago we wer e fighting off cannibals.

"Penny for 'em, honey," hiswifesaid.

"l wasjug thinking that I'm starting to gawk like ahayseed,” he said. "And this place is smdler now
than the town where | went to high school!"

"You are ahayseed, darling.”

"l am?" he said, making his eyes go round in mock surprise.

Sgnelaughed. "Y ou were born on afarm and lived on it until you enlisted in the Marine Corps. Y ou
thought ParrisIdand wasthe big time."

"My dad worked the mines, mostly. We were close to town. The farm was just our homeplace.”

"Where your family raised spuds and pigs and cooked on awoodstove. And your idea of agood
time was hunting deer."

"Chasing girlsand running my motorcycle wereright up there. Besides, you like hunting deer too."

"I do now. Back then | was avegetarian. And when you got out of the Corps, you went and became
abush pilotin Idaho. Y ou, my darling, are ahayseed of hayseeds and ahick of hicks. It'swhy you've
donesowdl!"

The smiledied alittle as she looked around at the busy brightness and rubbed an index finger on the
little white scar that nicked the bridge of her straight nose. ™Y ou know, it's scary, but I'm sort of
impressed mysdlf, and | grew up inthebig city.”

"Portland's ill bigger than this™ hesaid grimly.

"Portland isn't acity anymore," she said shortly. "It'salabor camp and amine. Thecity'sdead. This
isdive, a least."

He nodded, then cast off gloom asthey turned into aresidentia street overshadowed by huge
oriental sycamores and lined by old homes, on Harrison near Twenty-third; it wasless crowded, and
some of the traffic was closed carriages with glazed windows, the CY 9 equivaent of agtretch limo. Most
of the homes belonged to the well-to-do, merchants and high officids of the Faculty Senate, with a
gprinkling of the sororities and fraternitieswhere the scions of Corvallis dite did their bonding. A pair of
the big brick houses were owned by the Bearkillers, for timeslike thiswhen a delegation wasin town; the
arrangement was more or lesslike an embassy, though lessformal. It would be undignified for the Outfit's
leadersto stay at an ordinary inn. Staying with friends in town would be an imposition, and besides that
give palitica ammunition to the friends rivas.

Corvdlishad what was officialy described as "vigorous participatory democracy™; Havel tended to
think of it as more along the lines of "backstabbing chaos.”

Staff from Larsdalen had gone on severa days ahead to prepare the Bearkiller consulate for them,
and the windows were bright and wel coming, with woodsmoke drifting pungent from the brick chimneys.
Hugo Zeppdlt crowded out onto the veranda and bellowed greetings as he windmilled hisarms: "It'sthe
tall poppies! G'day, sport—good to seeyer! And thelittle sheilas; Uncle Hugo's got alollie for the both
of you."

He was the sort who could be acrowd all on hisown, ashort, stocky balding man with aglossy
brown beard going gray. Hed been winery manager a Larsdaen from the mid-nineties until the fifth
Change Y ear, and had taken over as steward of the Bearkiller properties here partly because it
ministered to his second passion, food.

"It's the Unspeakable Antipodean,” Signe said with a mixture of sarcasm and goodwill. Zeppelt's
Audtrdian drawl was asrasping asever. "Hi, Zeppo.”

"Still abit of afigjam, eh?" helaughed back at her. "And grinning like abig blond shot fox, my Lady
Sgreis”

"Dinner'sready, | hope?'

"Fair dinkum, no fear,” Zeppdt said. "On the bloody table, and it's grouse tucker.”

"Didyou ever tak likethat in Oz?' Havd said curioudy, dismounting and tossing thereinsto a
groom.



"Why, that would have been superfluous considering the cultura context, would it not?" Zeppelt
answered in dul cet tones.

Bathed, fed and sitting around the table as the children were sent yawning to their bedroom, the
adultsrelaxed over nuts, cheese, fruitcake and wine. A low blaze in the smal fireplace made the room
comfortable by Change Y ear nine standards, which meant in the mid-sixties.

"Great job, Hugo, but Christ Jesus, | may grow gills" Havel said. "1 liked the smoked salmon cooked
incream and dill. And | dwayswas partia to agood Dungeness crab. Can't get themin our territory; |
wish we had arailway to the coast. Or aport at al."

"Why do you think | asked to get sent down here?' the Austraian said, belching contentedly.
"Chance to get abog in with something besides roast and spuds. Those crabsre bonzer when you stir-fry
them with scallions and ginger, aren't they? Got to get them fresh, though. They ship themin from
Newport on therailway in satwater tankswith little fans worked by the wheelsto keep it circulating. The
seasfull of them these days, so they're cheap even s0."

"What about the rest of your job?" Signe asked, alittle sharply; Havel could fed her putting on her
CIA hat.

"Oh, everyone here thinks old Hugo's just a harmless larrikin who doesn't know Christmas from
Bourke Street," Zeppelt said, giving her athumbs-up. "They talk around melikel was cactus. I'll give
you the drum, dl right; the good oil, deadset.”

"And?' shesaid.

"Someone's spreading money. Someone who doesn't like the Bearkillers, or our kiltiefriends
eastward,” he said, hisface going serious. "They're no gaahs, either. Going at it subtle, about how we're
blocking trade, that sort of thing. How much everyone would make, if they had the railway through to
Portland back up and running.”

Peter Jones grunted. "1 didn't know that," he said. "I'm not surprised, though. Y ou think it's Portland
putting a spoon in our stewpot?'

"Nar," the Australian said. "'I'd be gobsmacked if it were. Someone locd, I'd say, but with an eye
cocked north."

Signe nibbled at acracker covered in blue-veined cheese, and sipped at a Rogue River zinfandd.
"According to my sources—"

My spies, Havd thought affectionatdly.

"—Kowaski and Turner werein Portland last month. Officidly they werelooking into getting their
wool shipments from Pendleton going again now that the war there's over. Which I'd be more ready to
believeif haf the sheep out that way weren't dead.”

Have grinned mirthlesdy. That four-sded civil war had let the Protector's men in, which gave him the
Columbiavalley asfar east asthe old Idaho border and cut the remaining independentsin eastern
Washington off from the Association's enemiesin Oregon unless they went around by way of Boise. It
would take yearsfor Arminger's people to get the area subdued and producing, not least because they
were at daggers drawn—literally—over who would get what, but when he did it would be anasty
accession of strength. And in the short run, it gave the Protector some experienced light cavalry from the
victorious faction he'd backed.

"But Turner and Kowa ski had several meetingswith Arminger,” she went on. "And hiswife, and
Grand Congtable Renfrew, and acouple of priestly bureaucratic types. From the Chancery, officidly, but
| smell Holy Office. Not exactly what you'd expect for trade talks. Arminger usudly hands those off. This
had the scent of something politica.”

She wrinkled her nose to show what sort of scent. Jones winced. "Hell, that's a pretty serious
accusation,” hesaid. "1 don't like elther of them, but that doesn't make them traitors, necessarily.”

Havel tossed a couple of nutmeatsinto his mouth. "It doesn't mean they arent, either," he said.
"Signe'sreading of both of them isthat they'd do anything for enough money. | trust her judgment; that
typere aclosed book to me. Arminger | can understand—he's sort of like me, only with megalomania
and bloodlust where his ethics ought to be. Businessmen | never did grok, and that means| can't redly
tell agood one from abad one.”



"They wouldn't want Arminger taking over," Jonessaid. "In histerritory he and his bullyboys squeeze
people like them alot harder than the Faculty Senate, with tolls and whatnot. And | can't see either of
them getting atitle or setting up as barons.”

"Y eah, that's bugging me, too," Have said. "Money means more here than in Portland territory, the
way the Association is set up. Land and castles and men-at-arms count for more up there, at seventh and
last. So you'd expect your budding Rockefdllers to keep arm's length from the Lord Protector. But
something doesn't smell right. Y ou know anything €l se they've been up to?"

When Jones hesitated, he went on: "Come on, Pete, thisis Mike Have talking. Y ou know I've got
nothing againgt Corvallis. Y ou and I've worked together for years."

"Wdl ... they've been active in this'sdect militia proposd,” the Corvalan said dowly. "Y ou heard
about thet?'

"Y up. Paying volunteersto drill more often and do thingslike garrison and patrol work. It makesa
certain amount of sense, from Corvallis point of view. Caling out our militiaisaroyd paininthe asstoo,
what with the lost work, but we need everyone who can walk and carry a crossbow. Y ou've got what,
thirty-two thousand people? To our twenty thousand. That gives you more of amargin. Especidly since
we and the Mackenzies are between you and the main threat."

"That'swhat they're saying," Jones agreed. "What | hear isthat they'd like the select militiato
replace the present setup eventualy. And haveindividua Faculties sponsor battdions, or possibly
individuals do it. It's got some appedl. Drill isn't popular; we've had peace—more or less—for the past
couple of years. And there are people who'd like the extramoney, too, particularly oneswhose work
isn't steady year-round, so they're sdlling it asasort of income-spreading measure aswell. | dont likeit,
though. It smellsto me like those Economics Faculty typestrying to put one over on therest of us,
somehow.”

Havel grunted again, turning an eye on Signe. She shook her head. "Thisiswhere Dad would come
inuseful,” she said. "Therée's probably some historica analogy ... heand Arminger haveread alot of the
same books, you know?"

Jones hesitated. "What exactly did you want to talk to the Senate about?' he said, and then went on:
"And to quote you, thisis Pete Jones, you know I've got nothing againgt the Bearkillers, and weve
worked together for years."

"OK, couple of things. First, we want theinforma alliance made forma— we want to be able to
count on Corvaliswhen Arminger goesfor us and the Mackenzies and Mount Angel. A straightforward
promiseto treat an attack on us as an attack on you, the way the three northern Ouitfits have agreed.
That might actudly scare him off and we could avoid the war atogether. | could use those seven
thousand militiaof yoursreal bad."

"Ouch," Jones said, shaking hishead. "Y ou know me, Mike, I'm al for it. But alot of peoplewould
rather pretend it's your fight and not ours.”

Havel'sfig hit the table, and a bottle of Chardonnay wavered. "Wdll, Christ Jesus, that'sthe
problem! For years now he's been needling and probing and pushing, and we've been bleeding to keep
you guys safel™

Jones spread his hands. "Y ou don't have to convince me, Mike! He blamesit al on hisbarons, or on
bandits, or on you for fighting back when you get attacked.” A hesitation. ™Y ou might have a better
chanceif you'd agreeto let usrefurbish the railway through your territory to McMinnville

"Not achance, in the present Situation,” Havel said.

"The trade would do the Bearkillers good, aswell as Corvallis and Portland,” Jones argued. "That's
not a zero-sum game."

"It would strengthen him more than us. The bastard squeezes hisfarmers as hard ashe can, and he
usesit to keep what amountsto astanding army. If | call out every booger and ass-wipe, | can put
twenty-five hundred in the field, but only three hundred and fifty of them are A-ligters, the Mackenzies
can raise about the same, dl infantry, and Dmwoski has about fifteen hundred, atenth of them mounted.
Say five hundred more from here and there, and some people from the Bend country. Arminger canfied
ten thousand full-time fighting men, aquarter of them knights and men-at-arms, and he's had enough



time and cadre to train them properly by now. That means he outnumbers al three of the northern outfits
put together by three to two, and a lot more than that in cavary, eight or nineto one. Those heavy
lancers are hanging over uslike adedgenammer and hislogistics problems are the only thing that's
keeping us from being squashed—"

He picked up awanut between the thumb and first two fingers of hisright hand, his sword hand, and
pressed. The shell cracked and fragments scattered across the white linen tablecloth.

"—likethat. So noway am | going to give him arail net to take over and support his men with when
heinvadesus."

The Corvalan militiaofficer winced. "All right, that'sthefirst item. What'sthe rest”?"

"Different view of asmilar problem. The Valey's getting to have bandits the way adead rabbit has
blowfly maggots. It'sworse than it was a couple of years ago, if anything.”

"Moreto gted,” Eric put in, contemplating another dice of fruitcake; held been mostly silent until now.
"Coyotes go up and down with the rabbits. Same-same with bandits and honest folk."

Havel nodded. "OK, the problem thereisthat they hang out in places where there aren't too many
people, which these daysis most places. We've got millions of acres of forest in the mountains on both
sdesof theValey, and lots of swamp and new brush country right in it, not to mention placeslikethe
ruins of Salem or Eugene . Theroads are il pretty good, so they can get around, hit and run and get
away. And I'd swear Arminger's giving help to some of the gangs on the dy to keep us distracted, but
leave that asde for now. The problem is catching them so we can hang or chop them.”

Luanne nodded. "They keep running over aborder when they're chased,” she said. "We and the
Mackenzies and Mount Angel, we're dl pretty good about hot pursuit, but that's limited. And—no
offense, Pete—Corvallisisamogt as bad as the Protectorate about letting us follow up across your
frontiers. By the time weve notified your people and waited for you to take over, the bad guys have
disappeared.”

Havel leaned forward. "ldeally, what we need isto al get together, burn out pestholeslike the ruins
of Eugene, and then sweep the whole Vdley, every littleidand in every marsh, every patch of woods,
and the Coast Range and the Cascades too, hang or gut every outlaw, and patrol to keep things clean.”

Joneslaughed unwillingly. "Good luck, Mike," he said. ™Y ou and a couple of divisions, hey?'

"Y eah, that's not going to happen anytime soon. So what we need isaforce that can go
anywhere—bandit chasers, caravan guards, road patrollers. And we've got one. The Rangers.”

Joneslaughed again, thistime at the statement. ™Y ou mean Agtrid and Eilir'slittle pointy-eared Elvish
Scout troop?' he said. "'l mean, Chrigt, Mike, | know Astrid's your sster-in-law, but have you ever
listened to her? She makes the Mackenzie hersdlf hersalf sound like the Spirit of Pure Reason.”

"They'redl grown up now, Pete. Y ou know | don't bullshit about stuff like this. They're good, playing
dress-up or not. They've dready handled a couple of gangs that were giving usreal trouble, and we—we
and Juney Mackenzie and Dmwoski—have handed them that forest around the old Silver Fals State
Park. What they've got in mind is places like that up and down the edges of the VVdley; not good
farmland, but livable, sort of a disconnected nation of, oh, cal it crime-fighters and who-do-you-call
types. And weve al three agreed to pay ‘em, food and weapons and cloth and alittle cash. Y ou know
I'm pretty tight with adollar—or a sack of whesat. So's Dmwaoski, and Juney's bunch don't like voting
taxes on themsdlves any more than your Senate does.”

Jones eyebrows went up. "That's going to take some selling if you want Corvdlisinonit," he sad.
"Extraterritoridity, didn't they cdl it?1 can hear the lawyers now, screaming about how weve only just
got the rule of law back and thiswould mean foreigners with the right of high justice on our own soil, and
what if they decide some farmer out hunting is an outlaw and chop him? Hell, these days the goddamned
shysters complain when we string a bandit up, out on patrol; | hoped they'd die out with the Change, but
no luck, they're like cockroaches. And the Faculty Senate squeezes the pennies like they came out of
their own pockets ... which they do, alot of thetime."

Signe leaned forward. " Some traders from here are dready hiring the Dunedain,” she said. "For
escort work asfar south as Reading, and east over the Cascades into the Bend country and asfar as
Boise, as escorts. They can be sure they won't get robbed by their own guards that way, and that the



Rangers know their business, even if they keep name-dropping in Sindarin and striking poseslikea
Hildebrandt cover illugtration. Being reliable meansthey get top dollar.”

"Which merchants, exactly?' Jones asked.

She gave names, the Corvalan's eyebrows went higher till.

"Well," he said, "maybe we can do something along those lines. It might be agood ideato start with
that. It'snot likely to put backs up the way the railroad and Arminger will."

Havel rose and nodded. "Talk to you again later, then. Give our regardsto Nancy and the kids."

One of the house staff they'd brought down from Larsdalen camein after the Corvalan had | ft.
"Luanne, Signe, therooms are ready. And the juniors are adeep.” She smiled. "They clam they're
keeping count of the stories they've missed and they'll want them al, with interest, when we're back
home."

"Thanks, Jolene," Signe said, and patted her mouth to hide addlicate yawn. "I'm bushed. Timeto turn
in'

"I'm sure,”" Luanne said, and made arude noise; her sster-in-law returned it with agesture.

Mike Havel snaffled athree-quarters-full bottle of pinot gris and two glasses off the dinner table,
getting aglare from akitchen worker who didn't like the perquisites being infringed. Their bedroom was
on thethird floor; Signe went firgt, and Havel laughed softly as he admired the view. At twenty-eight and
after two pregnancies she was a bit fuller-figured than she had been when they met the day of the
Change, but it was just asfirm in the skirt of fine dresswool.

Riding and sword work do wonders for a woman's figure, he mused happily. Who'da thunk it?

"What'sthat in aid of 7' Signe asked, looking over her shoulder.

"l was remembering thefirst time| redly noticed your ass," he said. "When you were climbing into
my Piper Chieftain, Change Day, remember? Those hip-hugger jeansyou had on ... man!"

She snorted in mock indignation, sky blue eyesdight. "1 remember thinking you were arude, crude
jerk and were probably looking a my butt,” she said. "And | was right, wasn't—hey!"

She ydped and jumped. Havel waggled eyebrows and fingers, leering. "'I've got alicense now,
alskling. And the bedroom'sthat way."

"l was right!" she said, and put an arm around hiswaist asthey came up to thelanding. "On dl three
counts.”

South Corvallis, Finney Farm, Oregon
January 11th, 2008/Change Year 9

"I miss Luther," Juniper Mackenzie said quietly as she waked with the farm's master, looking to
where her wagon stood benesth an oak.

It was nearly sunset under a sky the color of wet concrete, with spatters of rain now and then, fegling
cold—asif it wanted to be snow, but didn't quite have the nerve. She wore a hooded gray winter cloak
of wool woven with the grease ill in, and her host had arain-dicker over ahomemade parka. The damp
chill made her tuck her hands under her plaid; the air held the earthy smell of wet soil from afield of
winter wheat beyond the pasture, and woodsmoke from the houses. Drops spattered on the puddiesthe
wind ruffled, and gravel crunched under their shoes.

"Seeing it there takes me back. Before the Change I'd come every year just before the County Fair
started up Corvallisway, and pick up the wagon and horses, and they were aways spotless and shining.
| think he kept Cagney and Lacey morefor the fun of it than for what | could afford to pay to board
them.”

Her wagon was the classic barrd-shaped Gypsy home on whedswith two small windows in the
sides and a stovepi pe chimney through the curved roof, meant to be drawn by apair of draught-beasts. It
was gl very useful for traveling, dthough the bright orange-red triangle for "dow vehicle' on the back
was no longer very relevant ... Two big Percherons had hauled it here acrossthe Valey from the Clan's
territory to just south of Corvallis; they were the offspring of her old mares, and right now they werein
one of the Finney barns, enjoying awell-earned oat-mash.

Edward Finney nodded. "1 miss Dad too. Hewas oneinamillion.”



And thiswas the first place Dennis and Eilir and | stopped after we got out of Corvallis, that
terrible night, Juniper thought.

"Hewasafriend," shereplied smply, remembering the weathered smiling face, tough as an old root.
She brushed at an eye with the back of her hand; that might have been a drop from the dow, light drizzle,
or it might not.

The approach to the Finney farm was much the same as she remembered from that night, even thetin
mailbox on its post. Juniper nodded towardsit.

"I remember when | showed up on Luther's doorstep the night of the Change. | was still trying to get
my mind around the concept—I knew what had happened, but my gut didn't want to believeit, you
see—and | wondered if anyone would ever deliver mail to that again,” she said.

Edward Finney snorted. "Loca ddlivery only, these days! And | wasin Salem, wondering what the
hell was going on and trying to keep the children from panicking,” he replied. "1'd just begun to suspect
the truth around dawn on the eighteenth, but | didn't want to believeit. | might not haveif Dad hadn't
shown up. Not redly bdieved it, not in timeto do any good.”

Hewasin hisearly fifties now, amiddle-sized man with iron gray hair and weathered skin and hazel
eyes, hisbuild acompromise between hisfather'slean height and his mother's stocky body; held left the
farm out of high school, spent twenty yearsin the Air Force, and never wanted to go back except for
vidts Old Luther had thought held be thelast farmer inthe Finney line ... until the day when farming
became the difference between starvation and life.

"The old man camein that very next day, wobbling aong on somekid's bicycle, and got me and Gert
and the kids, and Susan and her husband and her daughter, and herded us back out here, wouldn't take
no for an answer and drove us until we nearly dropped. We'd all be dead if he hadn't.”

Juniper nodded, shivering dightly. Sdem had attracted refugees beyond count, certainly beyond the
ability of the hapless state government to feed, and it was in those camps that unstoppabl e disease had
broken out afew months after the Change—cholera, typhus and in the end plague, the Black Death itsdlf.
The swift oblivion brought by the pneumonic form had been amercy for those doomed to starve, but
then it had spread through al that remained of the Pecific Northwest, save for areaslike herswhererigid
quarantine, hoarded streptomycin and the Luck of the Lady had kept it out. Corvalisitsaf had suffered
gruesomely despiteits best efforts.

She shrugged. "1 told him what | thought the Change was when we showed up that first night. He
believed us, but he never said aword about me leaving with my wagon and horses, useful asthey'd have
been. Just gave me breakfast and Godspeed.”

The avenue of big maples leading to the farmhouse was the same as well, though winter-bare now
rather than budding into spring; Ted's great-great-great-grandfather had planted them in the 1850s, to
remind him of New England, after coming in over the Oregon Trail. So wasthe big, rambling
white-painted frame house that first pioneer Finney had built later to replacetheinitid log cabin, and the
additions his son and grandson had made as they prospered, down to the wooden scrollwork over the
veranda and the rosebushes and lilacs their womenfolk had tended around the big parlor bow window.

Much else had changed. A ditch and bank surrounded the steading, and on top of it was afence of
thick posts and barbed wire; not ared fortification like aMackenzie dun, asthis part of the Corvallis
lands had been spared outright war, but it was enough to help deter hit-and-run bandits and sneak
thieveswho'd know there were ready weapons behind it. One of the silos had awatch-post on top, as
well asfodder within. Off to one sSide rectangular beehives stood on little whedled carts, dreaming the
winter away in their coats of woven straw.

New barns and sheds had been built, and four smaller houses behind the main dwelling. Like most
surviving farmers the Finneys had taken in town-dwellers without work or hope or food, to help do by
hand the endl ess tasks machines could do no longer. Some had Ieft to set up on their own once they
learned the many skills needed; there was abandoned land in plenty, after thefirst terrible years were
past. Seed and stock and tools weren't to be had for the asking, though. Encroaching brush made
clearance more difficult every year; country life was hard for afamily adone, full of deadly danger onthe
outlying fringes where land was open for homesteading. Some remained here and othersjoined them,



working for food and clothes, aroof over their heads and ashare in the profits that grew with more
settled times and hard-won experience.

At last the Finney place could be called athorp, its owner awedthy yeoman who tilled severa
hundred acres of plowland and pasture, orchard and vineyard and woodlot, fed hisfolk well, paid his
taxes without difficulty, and sold ahedlthy surplusin Corvallis. Smaler households for miles around
looked to him and hislike for leadership in the Popular Assembly and militiamuster. He could well afford
hospitdity, even when the Chief of the Mackenzies arrived with ascore of her clansfolk.

Tonight windows were bright with lamplight and voices spilled out of the farmhouse, and more
showed where the eastern guests were bedded down in barns. One had been cleared for dancing.
Corvadlan country-folk weren't quite asisolated as rustics e sewhere, since they had ared city withina
day'stravel. Still, avist on this scale was awelcome excuse for sociability, and the Mackenzieswereold
friends here. A violin tuning up made Juniper'sfingersitch for thefed of her own fiddle, and a snatch of
song came clear through the dow soughing of the wet wind, as a dozen voicesjoined in the chorus:

"—'ll ride all night and seek all day,
till I catch the Black Jack Dawy!"

"I thought Dad would go on forever," Edward said. "He wouldn't take it easy, no matter how often
Gertand | told himto."

"It happened during harvest, didn't it?" Juniper said.

"Thetall of it, end of July, thelast of the whesat. We were watering ateam, and he scraped the swesat
off hisforehead with histhumb and said, Got us a hot one this year, then stopped and said Oh, shit!
and dropped down dead. At least it was quick, not like Mom."

Juniper made asign and smiled. "He waswell over eighty this year, wasn't he? He told me once that
after making it back aive from Frozen Chosin he swore he wanted to die on his own land, and on the
hottest day of the year with swest dripping into his eyes. There's dways Someone listening when you
make awish, you know."

The farmer laughed ruefully. "Y eah, he told me that story too when | was a kid—showed me where
held frozen a couple of histoes off, too. | think his K orea stories made me decide on the Air
Force—anything but the Marines! 'Course, if | hadn't, I'd never have met Gert. Speaking of which, let's
get back before she gets dinner on the table.”

Juniper nodded and they turned to walk back down the row of maples; apair of well-trained
Alsatiansfdl in behind them. Gertrud Finney had been born Gertrud Feuchtwanger, in asmal Bavarian
town near aUSAF base. Sheld met ayoung airman therein 1975 ...

"Reminds me of my own mother, alittle, she does, but don't tell her that. | wouldn't risk that dinner
for anything.”

Edward Finney rolled his eyes. "We've earned every mouthful. The minute she heard you folkswere
coming Gert started working overtime, and conscripting everyone, worse than Chrissmas and New Y ear
together. Pretzel soup with smoked pork and caramelized onions. Sauerbraten Bofflamott-gtylein
red-wine-and-vinegar marinade with spices, over dumplings; spaetzle, kai ser-schmarn—"

"Stop, stop, before | drool down my plaid, for Her sweet sake! | had way-bread and hard cheese
for lunch, eaten damp!™"

"How come Eilir isn't with you?' Finney said. "Hans and Simon asked," he added, and grinned; those
were histwo sons, just turned twenty and eighteen, who had alively and absolutely unrequited admiration
for Juniper's daughter.

"She'swith Astrid, on Dunedain business.” Shewinked a him. "To be sure, she's also with John
Hordle"

"Little John Hordle? I've heard of him. He's the one put down Mack, Baron Liu's mad dog, isn't he?’

"With help. And with him is Alleyne Loring, who'sagood friend of Astrid now."

Finney cocked an enquiring eye at her. "And where's Sr Nigd Loring?I've heard of him, too."

Juniper frowned for a second, then shrugged. "He stayed in Dun Juniper, said he had something to do



there”

Then she shook off whatever was troubling her and went on: "And then tomorrow we can talk
serioudy about the Faculty Senate.”

"Damnright," Edward Finney said, looking every inch hisfather's son, despite the stocky frame and
the beginnings of akettle belly. "Damn right. | redly don't like that proposa they've got that the city
should lease out the vacant lands in big lots to the highest bidder. Sure, it would cut taxes, and sure, it's
just supposed to be for temporary grazing to keep the brush down, but—"

Mathilda Arminger bobbed her head enthusiastically with the beat and tapped her hands on her
knees, perched on atruss of hay. Thefloor of the big barn had been cleared, except for the loose-boxes
behind her that held the farm's draught-horses and some of the visitors riding mounts; lanterns made it
bright, in aflickery way that shifted as draughts swung them from the rafters. Juniper Mackenzie was
perched on abale sheld spread with her plaid not far away, her legs tucked beneath her, grinning and
fiddling in perfect improvised accord with a scrawny middle-aged accordion player in bib overallsand a
billowy young woman widlding atuba. The oom-pa-pa-oon-pa-pa best of the polkafilled the big
timber-frame building, and the feet of adozen couples thumped on the boards of the floor; fragments of
straw glistened gold asthey floated around the dance floor amid the scuffing shoes, and she sneezed at
the dusty smell.

Not much like home, Mathildathought; neither the tinkle and buzz of Society-style music, nor thea
capdlarap and norteno which were the dternatives, nor the hoarded classicd vinyl that her mother
adored, even played on awind-up gramophone. But | like it. Makes you want to jump! Home seemed
more and more distant now anyway, most of thetime. It had been awhile since she cried quietly into her
pillow for her mother.

The tune built to a conclusion and died away. The dance broke up in laughter and talk, and people
headed over to the rough trestle table of planks spread with drinks and nibblements, with hot cider ina
big, bubbling pot suspended over ametal brazier, and root beer and soda water aswell. Edward
Finney's sons Hans and Simon attended to the beer kegs they'd brought in on their shoulders a careful
forty-eight hours before, and left in their U-shaped wooden reststo settle and chill; they were big young
men, bullock-muscular from hard work, much dike except that one had dark brown curly hair and the
others was straw-colored and straight. They handled the beer barrelswith casua expertise, adroitly
whipping out the spile bungs on top, and knocking the tapsinto the corks with afew sharp blows.

Hans shouldered hisdightly younger and dightly lighter brother aside and drew afrothing mug,
holding it up to the light, sniffing it to make sure no secondary fermentation had spoiled it, and then taking
along draught.

Then he grinned broadly and shouted: "Das Bier schmeck gut!" in German with an execrable
American accent.

"Lotsof practicethere!" someone yelled, and there was more laughter asthree sstersranging in age
from saventeen to Sx set out mugs.

Mathilda bel ched gently while she considered heading towards the table hersdf. There were some
very good-looking things there, and good-smdlling; Honigkuchen honey cakes, Elisen gingerbread
made with powdered hazelnuts, Pfefferkuchen fragrant with ahoarded package of spiceswhoselike
nobody was likely to seefor along time, fluffy Springerle with anise...

No, shethought. I'mreal fullfromdinner. I'm redly full. I'd better not.

Onething she remembered well about her father was that he aways ooked down on people who
couldn't discipline themselves. She clutched harder at memories asthey faded.

Rudi came back with adice of cake and sat and nibbled beside her. "Thisisgreat!" he said. "
adwayslikevigting the Finneys™"

Epona came over to the edge of the box behind them, drawn by the sound of his voice; the grest
wedge-shaped black head bent above the wooden railing, and started to gently lip histumbled red-gold
hair. Rudi laughed, and fed her abit of the cake; shetook it from his palm with addlicate twitch of her
lips. Mathildanodded. "And ... well, nobody's being mean to me anymore," she said.



The son of the Mackenzie chieftain looked at her as he rubbed ahand aong the mare'sjaw. "Well,
yeah! Duh! geasa. Mom should have done that months ago, you ask me. But she doesn't like to make
people do things, even when it's something good." "Why not?' Mathilda asked.

Rudi frowned. "I think it's 'cause people aren't as happy or good when they think you're pushing them
around,” he said after a hestation. "Nobody should be abully. It comes back a you, Mom says, and
awayswhen it'stheworst time. But sometimesyou have to give them apush, if you're the Chief.”

Juniper came back to her bale with amug of the beer in her hand, and sat to drink and blow out a
wuff of satisfaction. She caught the last of the words, and nodded.

"Y ou do, sometimes. Just remember that the world has away of pushing back.” Shetook along
drink of beer the color of old honey and raised her voice: "Now, that's anoble brew, Ted. Whest beer,
it it, for dl that it'sdark?"

Gertrud Finney answered from over near the tables; she was a full-figured woman afew years older
than Juniper, with dark blond braids wound around her head, wearing a blouse and dirndl that looked as
if they spent most of their timein achest. A dight gutturd south-German accent still marked her English.

"It's Hefe-wel zenbock, Juney, yes, haf wheat, hdf barley. My father and brother worked in the
Aktienbrauerei Kaufbeuren, and | remember abit. We experiment, now that we have timefor it. Itis
not perfect, not yet.”

"Not far from it, though,” Juniper said, smacking her lipsdightly, with what Rudi caled her Chief-face
peering out for amoment. "Dennis Martin in Dun Juniper would be interested in the way of making it, and
Brannigan over to Sutterdown.”

"Not even Abbot Dmwoski getsthisformulal” Gertrud said, with amock-ferocious scowl, shaking a
finger. "Much less you hesthen witches!" They made signs a each other—the Horns and the Cross—and
then raised their mugs, laughing across the barn's floor. Aoife Barstow came up to Juniper as she finished
and bent to murmur in her ear. The Mackenzie chieftain nodded, looked around and called afew names.
A drummer with the bodhrans under her arms came to Sit beside her, and a piper—the uilleann pipes, not
the great war-drones—and a young man known for hisvoice stood smiling nearby.

Juniper exchanged afew words with the other musicians and then raised her voice; the buzz of talk
instantly dropped away.

"WEIl be doing apiece named 'Donna MacGillavry,' and perhaps afind song or two, then alowing
everyoneto seek their beds, or their straw,” she said, tucking the violin under her chin. "And if you'l clear
agpace for them, Aoife Barstow and Liath Dunling here will dance a bit."

The bodhran drum began, beaten dow but gradualy speeding its tempo, and then the pipes behind it.
The young man's clear tenor joined as Juniper'sfiddie did:

"Donnal's come up the hill, hard and hungry
Donnal's come doon the bill, wild he is and angry—"

Mathildaleaned over, looking at the kilted dancers, Acife was familiar, but the other woman was a
little younger, just turned eighteen, with long brown hair in asingle braid and an unremarkabl e round face
made pretty by youth and health and happiness. She wore her shirt open alittle to show anew taitoo at
the base of her throat. That might have been a crescent moon, but it wasn't; it was a strung bow, the
Warrior's Mark, afashion among the younger Mackenzies when they passed the First Armsman'stests
and became liablefor the Clan'sfighting levy, and for dutieslike thistrip escorting the Chief. Sam
Aylward himsdf disgpproved of it, as he did painting faces before afight, but both new customs had
Spread nonetheless.

Rudi thought it had come from one of the old songs or stories, but he wasn't sure; he was sure he
intended to have it done himsdlf, just as soon as he was old enough.

Mathildawhispered in Rudi's ear as the two Mackenzies unshesthed their dirks and held them
overhead, the bright metal catching the lantern light; they stood side by side, left hand on hip, weight on
that leg and right toe just touching the floor, and they'd put their flat bonnets back on, with the signs of
their sept totems, Aoifesraven-feaethers and Liath's tuft of wolf-fur.



"Liath ... | thought her name was Jeanette?' she said. "Doesn't shelive at Sam's place?!

"She's hiswife's youngest aunt's daughter,” Rudi said automatically, leaning forward asthe dancers
took their first step forward. " Changed her name when she was Initiated just alittle while ago—you
know, the way alot of people do, if their birth-name's old-fashioned and silly. Acife used to be called
Mary, | think."

"Oh," Mathildasaid. "I think some people do that up north, too. Different stories, though, so the
names are different. Arthur and Roland and Ger and Lancelot and Verranger.”

Liath and Aoife bowed and twirled and legpt, their feet flashing faster and faster, the sound of them
on the worn oak boards of the barn'sfloor like the skittering throb of the bodhrans themselves, dancing
side-by-side, then face-to-face, then back-to-back. The audience clapped to the rhythm and roared out
the chorus

"Come like the white wolf, Donnal MacGillavry!
Here's tae the Chief and to Donnal MacGillavry!"

"Oh, no!" Rudi said suddenly, dapping himsdlf on the forehead.

"What?"

"That'swhat Dan meant about Aoifefdlinginloveagan! He was bummed about it too!"

"| thought her boyfriend's name was Connor?"'

"Connor lanatelli? He dumped her and got handfasted with someone over at Dun Carson and moved
there just after Yule. Didn't you hear about it?'

"Who cared about that soppy stuff? | was sooooo excited when Sam gave me that bow. A new onel
All my own!"

Rudi smiled. "Wél, Mom did lay that geasa on dl of us, you know. So Sam had to be asniceto you
ashewasto me. Besides, helikesyou. It'shard to tdll that with Sam if you don't know him."

"So Connor got married and |eft?' Mathildasaid; she liked to keep things straight and orderly in her
mind.

"Yup. Toacousn of CynthiaCarson, agirl named ... named ... " He dapped himsdlf on the
forehead again. "A girl named Airmed! Her family'sgot apart of the new vineyard there. | remember it all
‘cause Mom yelled a Aoife about it."

"Yelled a Aoife because Connor dumped her for Airmed?"

"No, 'cause Aoife was so mad shetried to cast a spdll to make Airmed's toenails split and her hair
fdl out and things."

"Can't you witchesdo that?"

"Well, of course we can, werejust not supposed to, it'sagaing therules. Besides, Airmed'sawitch
too. That'sredly redly really not agood idea, putting ahex on another witch. They cantell.”

"Oh. Wdll, so who's Acifein love with now?'

"Liath, of course," he said impatiently, gesturing towards the dance, and rolled his eyes upward.

"But Liath'sagirl too!"

"S0?' Rudi said, puzzled. " Sometimes that's the way it happens.”

Mathildalooked a him. "But that's againgt therules. Andiit's ... icky."

"Why?" Rudi asked, and then nodded as he remembered. "Oh, yeah, it's geasa for you Chrigtians,
intit?" hesad tolerantly. "Like not eating mest in Lent? It's different for uswitches."

"But then why was Dan bummed about it?"

" 'Cause Aoifée's cool most of the time, but she's a complete pain when shefalsfor someone,
everyone knowsthat. Y ou weren't around the last time, with Connor. She getsreal boring; al shewants
to talk about is how wonderful whoever-it-isis;, shewon't do anything that'sfun at al, it'sall gooey eyes
and mushy songs and stuff like it wasn't just the same way the last time. And we're gonna be stuck
listening to her ‘cause Uncle Chuck has her guarding usdl thetime ... maybeit'll be better this
time... Oh, Lord and Lady, Liath'sin the First Levy now, shell be on guard with ustoo! You're my best
friend, Matti, but thisguarding thingisapaininthe arse. Redly. | wish your folkswould ... oh, never



mind."

"Am |?" Mathildaasked, her voice quiet.

"Areyou what?'

"Your best friend.”

"Well, duh, why do you think | hang out with you dl thetime?' he said cheerfully, giving her apunch
onthearm. "It's not so Uncle Chuck can have the same boring grown-ups following us around with
spears, you know. Or because you're my fostern-sister. Y ou're cool.”

They leaned back againgt the hay bae, sharing their plaids asthe night grew alittle chilly, and passing
the chunk of fruitcake back and forth for the sort of small bites you took when you were full and just
eating for the taste. Mathilda felt her eydids drooping as Juniper sang " Odhche Mbath Leihh,” dow and
sad and sweet.

Then they came open with asnap, awariness prickled by achangein theair. Not a anything that
was said or done, or any sudden sound at first. Then she noticed a mud-splashed man in leather pants
and jacket talking to Edward Finney; and the farmers face changed. He came over to Juniper, bending to
talk in whispers. Juniper's face changed aswell, and she rose to walk over and crouch before the
children. Rudi smiled deepily at her, and she absently smoothed alock of red-gold hair back from his
forehead.

"Mathilda, my dear, | have newsfor you."

"What?' Mathildasaid, feding asharp stab of fear draining away the good fedings.

"Y our mother has cometo Corvallis, child. Youll be seeing her tomorrow, or very soon."

Chapter Six

Corvallis, Oregon
January 1lth, 2008/Change Year 9

Thefort on the eastern bank of the Willamette guarded the twin bridges running into Corvalistown,
but the ground around it was open save for asmall lake and afew woodlots, cultivated fields that had
been part of the University's experimenta farm, and more that had once been agolf course. In midwinter
all that was fallow ground, dusty green pasture, or the lumpy dark brown of plowed furrows, patches of
it covered by adrifting ground-mist that turned distance to shadow and trees to looming shapes.

A smdl stone monument outside the gate listed the names of those who'd died defending the
desperately needed crop in that first dreadful year. Lieutenant Saly Chen remembered those days,
sometimes much better than she wanted to, late at night; remembered the cramping hunger in her belly as
her bones poked through her skin, and the cry of bring out your dead ... Sheld been afirst-year
student then, and used a sharpened shovel in the scramble to keep refugees and foragers off the fields of
grain and vegetables and the hoarded livestock; helped bring in the harvest too, often with her bare hands
or akitchen knife. She'd also fought in the interna battles, carefully not commemorated, with those who
wanted to fal in with the state government in Sdlem and itsinsane plan to put al the food in one pot and
try to carry everyone through. When that civil war was over—and the plague victims had been buried in
mass graves north of the Hewlett-Packard plant—there had been food enough for the survivorsin the
city and its surrounding territory to keep eating until the next year'scrop ... just barely.

Beyond theriver was athin strip of settled land about two farms deep, with grainfields and orchards
and defended homesteads, and then mostly vacant brush-country to the notional border with the
Mackenzie territories along old Highway 99E, and more of that beyond, because the first Clan dunswere
well east, past the old I-5 interstate. In between were old ruins and new wilderness, growing up worse
every year in bramble and weeds and sapling trees save where wildfire preserved grasdand; the centra
core of the Valey had taken the worst damage in the aftermath of the Change, and what people
remained gill clung to the bordering mountains.

Chen spent much of her time under arms patrolling that budding jungle, keeping it alittle lessunsafe
for traders and travelers, which was less boring than sitting here watching the road, but so less
comfortable. Now she sat on abench in the fort's courtyard across from the open east gate and took a
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bite of the sandwich her eight-year-old son had brought over from home; smoked pork and sharp-tasting
cheese on black bread, with mayonnaise and chopped pickled onion ...

Pweeeest!

Thewhidtle of the speaking tube brought her on her feet with asigh; just sanding around in armor all
day waswork, and unlike the shop you didn't have apair of shoes or a set of harnessto show for it
afterwards. Shelooked up, then walked over to the stand and pulled the cork out of the funnel on the
bottom end of the tube. The striped fabric of the hot-air balloon athousand feet above was alooming
shape in the fog, agaudy black and orange against the pale gray of the sky when wisps of mist blew
aside and gave her aview. The mooring-rope climbed in an ever-steeper curve from the heavy winch to
the gondola, and arubber hose ran besdeit.

"What've you got, Hillary?" she shouted into it, then put her ear closeto listen.

"Mounted party on the highway, armed—I can see some lanceheads. About twenty riders, with two
two-horse wagons. Coming a awalk.”

Chen looked out the open gate: nothing there but roadway stretching out into the mist; then she
scratched her head under the brim of the helmet with her free hand and took another bite out of the
sandwich. Twenty armed riders with only two smal vehicles didn't sound like merchants; you'd never
make aprofit onit. She knew that well, sncein civilian life she ran aleatherworking business with her
husband and brother and sister-in-law, as the marks of awl and thread and needle on her hands bore
witness. They'd taken smdl sharesin severd caravans buying hides further to the east, and checked on
the costs to make sure the accounting was honest.

Chen looked around the small courtyard that held the winch. The fortresswas a solid, square block
of stone and concrete about the height of atwo-story house, with round towers at the corners and awet
moat without; one of the minor hardships of being stationed here was the everlasting dight stlagnant smell,
except when the spring freshets from the Willamette changed the water.

"Keep an eye on them,” she cdled into the tube, and then took another bite. Her next remark went to
the courtyard in generd: "Turn out, everyone: wall-stations. But not the gate, not yet."

Booted feet pounded up the steep staircases as someone beat on atriangle, and hastily donned
helmets showed a ong the crendllations of the battlements. The drawbridge was worked by
counterweighted stedl levers, which made it easy to close quickly; they had to be cranked down, but that
was usudly lessurgent.

"And load the engines," shewent on, alittle less digtinctly as shefinished the hed of the sandwich.

A series of deep chrunk-tunng sounds came from the catapults and bolt-throwers as valves were
opened. Water from the reservoirsin the towers flowed into the hydraulic bottle-jacks built into the war
machines, pushing back against the coil-springs and throwing arms until they were cocked and locked
with the trigger mechanisms. Those engines could cover haf amile around the fort with showers of
forged-sted darts and globes of homemade napam. Or at least they could when visibility was good,
which right now it wasnt.

"Now let's seewhat weve got,” she said, wiping her mouth with anapkin and tossing it into the
lunch-basket.

She dusted off her metal-backed steerhide gloves, settled her sword belt and picked up the glaive
that leaned againgt the stone of the inner wall. That was much less cumbersome than a pike in the dtrait
confines of afortressinterior; five feet of ashwood with aheavy pointed length of sted like agiant kitchen
knife onit, and ahook welded to the base of the thick, straight back of the blade. Then she walked out
onto the drawbridge over the moat, careful not to step beyond the edge of it. The counterweights could
snatch it up quickly, and sheld dide down to the bottom on the ingde with nothing lost but dignity. That
would leave plenty of timeto close the sted-shod gates and drop the portcullis.

Not that she expected trouble. Enemies or bandits would have to be insane to attack here; the fort
was strong, and it had a garrison of thirty, and there was another just like it where the bridge met the city
wall on the west bank of theriver, and the city itself could muster near two thousand defenders amogt at
onceif the call to turn out in arms came. It was probably just some Mackenzies, or possibly travelers
from east over the Cascades ... though the passes would be difficult, thistime of year. Or it might be



Bearkillers, though they'd be more likely to come from the north, past the border station at Adair.

She scowled dightly, and absently snapped down the triangular three-bar visor of her helmet and
peered out into the fog. Mackenzies were dl right, she supposed—sort of bizarre in varying degrees, but
al right. Bearkillers ... well, they weren't cutthroats and thugs like the Protector's men, but they were
amighty hard-boiled, and their A-listers were often outright arrogant. They made her glad Corvallis had
avoided developing alanded aristocracy of the type that seemed to be growing up like mushrooms on
cowflopsin mogt places.

Leaning on the shaft of the glaive, she waited. Thelookout in the baloon didn't say anything more, so
the riderswere still coming on, and she hadn't recognized them. Her second-in-command came up, a
long-hafted war-maul across one mailclad shoulder as he stroked his square-cut brown-yellow beard
with hisfree hand. He was also her next-door neighbor, a house carpenter, amember of their regular
Friday-night bridge club and they'd been in severa classestogether back in 1998.

"What the hell do you think itis, Sdly?"

"Jack, | keep telling you, it's Lieutenant, Lieutenant Chen or maam, when we're on duty!”

A grin. "OK, maam, what the hdl do you think it is?"

"Damned if | know, Jack," shereplied.

"Hey, when we're on duty that's Sergeant Jack to you, bitch,” he said, and they both laughed.

A moment later Chen shoved her visor up for abetter ook at what came looming out of the fog.
"Mud lun yeh!" she said, sartled into swearing in Cantonese for thefirst timein many years. "What the
fuck?"

"Erainnath Dunedainon nelmet, Astrid a Eilir!" Adrid Larsson called, reining in where the
roadway met the fort's drawbridge.

Her Arab mare Asfaloth tossed her wedge-shaped head, and her long mane flew silky, wound with
bright ribbons as the dender legs did alittle dancein place. Astrid raised her right hand high, palm-out in
the gesture of peace.

"Ennyn edro hi ammen!" shecried.

"But darling, the gates are open,” Alleyne Loring murmured.

"Greetings, Lady Adtrid, in the name of the people and Faculty Senate of Corvallis," the militia officer
sad; or at least Eilir thought so, even though uncertainty made the movements of her lipsless crisp than
the deaf woman would have preferred.

That'sirritating, shethought. Lip-reading is hard enough even when people enunciate properly!

There was wonder in the Corvallan's eyes as she looked down the row of mounted Dunedain, with
the brace of baggage-carts bringing up the rear. The column of twos had hated with asingle surge and
stamping, and the Rangers sat their horses nearly motionless ... except for wondering eyes on the
watch-balloon overhead.

"Mae govannen,” Adrid sad gracioudy. "Or in the common tongue, well met."

Eilir smiled to hersdf at the way the militia soldiers eyeswere bugging out; Adrid had laid hersdf out
for Y ule presents, and the entire column of Dunedain was wearing the new black tunic-vests with the
glver tree, stars and crown, while Eilir herself held the banner with its cross-staff. They'd also agreed that
if the Rangers wereto be athing they lived rather than did in their spare time they should look more dike,
and not like Bearkillers or Mackenzies on holiday. The pantsfelt strange on her legs, and she missed her
kilt and plaid, but she supposed sheld get used to it again ... and they'd also agreed they could wear
what they liked when visting their kinfolk.

| used to think this was goofy, she mused, rolling her eyes down at the tunic for an ingtant. Of
course, | did always think they were sort of cool aswell, and it |ooks less goofy with us dl dressed
thisway.

The Larsdden artisans had done them well, and the mesh-mail-and-nylon lining was very comforting,
when you didn't have time for rea armor.

Dread Lord and merciful Mother-of-All, | don't even really remember what it was like when
nobody was trying to kill me.



There were three men with the column not inthe new ... well, Alleyne had caled it the national
costume. Alleyne himsdf wasin hissuit of green-enameled plate armor, with hisvisor up but the
heater-shaped shield with itsfive roses on aslver background on hisleft arm, and along lancein his
right, the butt resting on aring welded to hisright stirrup-iron. John Hordle wore agreen mail shirt, and
an open-faced sdlet helmet pushed up until it rested on the back of his head, with hisbow and long
sword worn crosswise across his back; the cob he rode had agoodly share of Percheroniniit, which
was only fair consgdering that he weighed more than Alleyne did riding armored cap-a-piein stedl.

Sir Jason Mortimer was in the pants and quilted gambeson held worn under his armor, complete with
old bloodgtains, and cuffs that ran through aring on the pomme of his saddle securing hisright hand; he
looked frowsy and disheveled, even apart from the way his shidd-arm wasin ading. Nobody had hurt
him, and hiswounded shoulder had been competently tended, but they hadn't been dl that considerate
either; hed spent Y ulelocked up in a storage shed near Mithrilwood Lodge, with alump of sdt pork,
waybread, water and a bucket for his necessities.

They'd made him empty the bucket himsdlf, too.

"Ah... Lady Adrid ... "

The militialieutenant was floundering, but she knew who she wastalking to. There werent many in
the Vdley who'd fall to recognize Astrid and Eilir together. Then shevisibly pulled hersdlf together,
shifting her glaiveinto the crook of her left arm.

"What's the purpose of your vigt to Corvalis, Lady Astrid?' she said politdy. "And who are those
with you?"

"We come to speak the truth before the people and Faculty Senate; what other businesswe havein
Corvalisisour own. And those with me arethe Ohtar and Roquen of the Dunedain Rangers,” Adtrid
sad loftily.

"Ah..."

Well, when you're with Astrid, things are never dull, Eilir thought, ddighted. Then shesigned to
Little John: Have pity on the nice lady with the glaive, excessively biggish boyfriend, and trandlate.
| doubt she knows Sgn or Sndarin.

"That's squires and knights," the big man said in hisbass voice. "1 don't suppose you speak Elvish,
maam?' he added, hislittle brown-amber eyestwinkling.

"Ah, where were you planning on staying?' the militiawoman said, blinking again. "'Y ou understand,
such an, ummm, imposing force—"

All the riders had helms and some sort of body armor besides their swords and bows, four carried
long horsemen'slances aswell.

"We're staying with Master William Hatfidd," Agtrid replied, pulling afolded letter from her
saddlebag and handing it down. "Or at least leaving our horses and gear with him; he stands surety for us.
And our prisoner.”

"Ummm," the lieutenant said, avariation on her previous nonverba placeholder as sheread. The You
can't keep prisonersin Corvallis! she obvioudy wanted to say died slent.

"Errrr ... | know Bill Hatfield. OK, | suppose ... Whoisthisman?"'

Alleynecut in. "He's Sir Jason Mortimer, from the Protectorate. He won't be hurt on Corvalan soil,”
hesaid. "Or at dl, redly. We captured him in company with bandits; leading banditson arad, infact.”

"Y ou're going to accuse him before a court, or the Faculty Senate?' Chen said sharply.

"We're going to show him to the Senate, yes," Alleynereplied.

Everyone looked alittle gloomy at that. Sir Jason had resol utely refused to cooperate, and the
Dunedain didn't go in for the toenails-and-burning-splints forms of persuasion. Which wouldn't work here
anyway. If he kept his mouth shut, there went most of the public-relations effect of capturing himinthe
fird place.

Maybe we should just have chopped his head off anyway, Eilir thought. Though of course ...

"We're dso going to arrange his, you might say, repatriation with the Association's consul here,”
Alleynewent on.

Meaning we're going to squeeze him until his eyes pop out, Eilir thought heppily.



Running an embryo nation had turned out to be unexpectedly expensive, with endless things they
needed to get; and besides, by rights they should have whacked the man's head off with the rest, who
were only histools after dl.

Besides, the way the Association works, Liu's widow will have to cough up to help him.

Inthe end it would al come out of the people who worked Mortimer's lands, but he probably took
as much as he could from them anyway. The payments on the ransom would have to be subtracted from
his own income, unless he wanted his peasantsto die, revolt or run away in despair. Bad asthey were,
the Protectorate's nobles had learned that you couldn't skin the sheep if you wanted to sheer it next year,
and there was more work than handsto do it everywhere these days.

Therest of the formalitiestook only afew minutes, not much longer than required to peace-bond
their swords. Few of the Rangers had visited Corvallis before; they stared about them in wonder asthey
crossed the northernmost bridge. Fog covered the water, but the current made odd swirling patternsinit,
and Celebroch moved uneasily under her, feding the toning of the swift water againg the pilings through
her hooves. Barges and boats and booms of logs for timber moved benesth, dim and half-seen; afew
sported tubby masts and gaff sails, and more were tied up dong the waterfront. Eilir ran asoothing hand
down her mount's neck, and again when they passed through the inner gate and the city wall and the
Arab mare shied at the bustle of the crowded street.

The Stone Houses, Adtrid Signed. Fallen from their former greatness, aren't they?

Eilir looked at her, dightly darmed; it was possible—not likely, but possible—that her anamchara
would decide that this decayed city needed a princess or two to lead it back to greatness, and you didn't
need three guesses to know who'd bein that role. And she just might pull it off ... she'd brought off crazy
schemes before. Perhaps she could have brought off the ones Eilir had talked her out of, aswell.

Or maybe they'd just have gotten us all killed, Eilir thought, searching for inspiration. Help!

"Little do they know our laborsin the distant wilds, that keep them safe," Alleyne said before she
could sign, and Astrid nodded.

Phew! Eilir thought. She was always one for going off on tangents, but it was all alot less scary
and more fun when we were younger and |ess powerful.

Their destination was just right of the gate to which the bridge led, tucked into the northeastern
corner of the city wall and separated from it only by the paved strip around the base, the pomeramium
kept clear for military use. Parts of the complex looked like they had been something on the order of a
car dedership before the Change, and more timber-frame buildings had been run up on aparking lot to
add space; a house had been tacked on as well, probably moved from somewhere outside the walls and
rebuilt here.

A group of men waited under asign that read "Hatfidd & Hatfield." Will Hatfidld wasawiry manin
hisforties; he smiled broadly and waved as the Dunedain column drew up before his complex of
warehouses, stables and workshops.

"All'sready," he sad; his eyes narrowed asthey saw the captive knight. "Including anice tight room
for your little pigeon there. Harry, Dave, see he's ssowed away."

Eilir unlocked the handcuffs. Two tough-looking young men in rough clothes helped Sir Jason
Mortimer off his horse, and then frog-marched him away. They didn't carry weapons, strictly
speaking—their belt knives had blades under ten incheslong. That was enough, and they aso had ax
handles thonged to their right wrigts. The city bylaws said nothing about carrying astick.

Hatfield was awholesde merchant who dedlt largely in hides and leather, agrowing business asthe
pre-Change plastic equivaents finaly wore out, with asidelinein tallow and wool and hemp and other
goods. The actua tanning was done outside the walls, but the big shadowy spaces of hiswarehouse were
gill pungent with the smell of Ieather, the greasy lanolin scent of the wool, and the fatty-beefy smell of
tallow, with beeswax and horses and half a dozen other goods beneath. Eilir took a deep breeth; it was
the smdll of faraway places and happenings.

| wouldn't like to live in a city, shesigned to Hordle. But it's nice to visit once in a while.

The woods can get quiet, hereplied, then winked. Although there are ways to make them lively,
eh?



Hatfield handed Astrid akey to the padlocks that secured the space held turned over to the
Dunedain. He waved aside her thanks. "Y ou saved my life that day over in the mountains," he said. "Not
to mention awagon train full of goods| couldn't afford to lose.”

Adtrid smiled with regd courtesy, and greeted hisfamily likewise; hiswife was a competent-looking
person with cropped black hair and ink-stained fingers, with asix-year-old girl clutching at her leg and
peering out shyly from behind it. His son wasjust into histeens, and he looked at the Dunedain with awe.

"Mae govannen sinome—" he began, and stumbled through aclumsy greeting in Sindarin.

From the stiff way he shaped the words he'd learned strictly from books; the Ranger version had
become more like aliving tongue, and they'd had to make up agood ded tofill intheirritating
gaps—wordsfor "sexua intercourse” and "to pee” for instance.

Adtrid's face blossomed into asmile, and Eilir knew wryly that sheld made another davefor life; she
answered in the same language, then shifted into English:

"I know your father to be abrave man and agood friend," she said to the boy. "It's good to know his
son isascholar of the ancient tonguesaswell!"

Much of the covered space was |oose-boxes for horses, and there was enough room for their
mounts and alittle to spare. Hatfield and his staff helped with easy competence, and his son practically
flew around running errands, but the Dunedain saw to their own horses. Her Celebroch and Agtrid's
Adfdoth went into astall on their own; they got dong well, being sisters themselves, dappled-gray and
beautiful, accepting the wedges of dried apple the two women fed them as only their due after the
currying and rubdown.

Got that youngster under your spell, Alleyne signed afew minutes later, hisblue eyeslaughing, as
they walked out into the street. And really, you know, the languages aren't all that ancient.

He might make a Ranger, someday, Adtrid replied. Or at least a Dunedain friend. And who's to
say they're not really ancient? Are dragons and rings of power any stranger than the Change?

She turned to the assembled Rangers. "All right, how many of you know how to handle money?
Redly, | mean."

About athird raised their hands, some uncertainly; the confident onesincluded dl the few Dunedain
from the city and itslands. The Rangers had all been twelve or younger at the Change, and few of them
remembered using currency a al well. Money had only come back into circulation in the last couple of
years, sarting with Corvalis and the Protectorate. The Bearkillers had their own mint, but the
Mackenzies hadn't bothered; neither folk made much use of coin asyet.

"Everyone getstwo siver dollarseach,” Agtrid said. ™Y ou can get aroom and your measfor longer
than well be here on one, at agood tavern. Two isthe price for a pretty good horse, or asword. So be
careful while you're shopping! Y ou should have some left over when we leave. And remember, you're on
best behavior. The honor of the Dunedain Rangersisin your hands! Not to mention our secrets; use Sign
or Sndarinif you haveto discuss anything confidential.”

One of the Dunedain grinned; hewas dl of eighteen, and newly promoted to ohtar. "Besdes,
Sindarin's great for wowing the women. All you've got to do islook into their eyes and whisper
something like | lempé roccor caitaner nu | alta tasar and thetownie girls go al wesk in the knees."

A girl about his own age thumped him on the top of the head. "Talam e-gass,” shesaid. "Youre
usng the five horses stand under the willow tree asa make-out line?"

Talam e-gass was another compound of their own coinage, added to the Elvish stock. It trandated
roughly as asshole.

Adtrid snorted. "What part of best behavior didn't you understand, Dathar? And nobody goes off on
their own—pairs of anamchara together at least. Well meet each morning at Hatfield's."

They nodded solemnly, and Eilir pulled the pouch out of her jerkin and handed over the dime-sized
coins, about three-quarters bore the beaver head of Corvalis, and the rest amix of the snarling bear
mask of Mike's Outfit and Arminger's Lidless Eye. Those made her palm itch, but it was good silver and
you couldn't avoid using it, since the Protectorate had been minting money the longest and made the
mogt. Everyone coined to the same fineness and standard weight, anyway.

Eilir cocked an eye upward. Between the clouds, the fog and the short winter day, it took experience



to estimate the time. Then she looked at the Signs of the eating-houses that congregated aong lower
Monroe Street. The smellswere gppetizing, and included the scent of frying fish.

Anyone else fedl like lunch first? she signed.

"A goodideg," Alleyne said. "Never bargain on an empty somach.”

"That was a good bacon cheeseburger,” Astrid said over her shoulder. "I hate to admit it, but
sometimes | just get tired of roast venison."”

Tired of food? Eilir sgned ironically, making her eyes go round; sheld had pizzalavishly strewn with
dried shrimp.

They dl laughed as they headed up Fourteenth on their way to Polk; deer were abundant in
Mithrilwood ... sometimes too abundant. So much so that sat pork stewed with lentils and dried onion
wasarelief occasonaly.

"Even the Fellowship got tired of lembas,” Alleynesaid. "l liked the grilled chub with herbs,
persondly.”

"At least in winter the deer lastslong enough you can trade for something €l se before it goes off,"
Hordle rumbled. "I take agood ded of fueling up, | do. It's not 'edlthy for meto go off me feed.”

Since hed just put away three platters of crab cakes, several pounds of what heinsisted on calling
chipsrather than French fries, and vegetables on top of it, nobody argued. The four of them had dso
shared agreen sdlad, ascandal ous luxury in January, when the winter-gardens were giving out; some of it
came from the old University greenhouses, and it had cost as much as the rest of the medl together.

Adtrid and Alleyne went first down the crowded sidewalk. Eilir watched with tender amusement as
Asdtrid's hand moved out towards Alleyne's, drew back, then darted out and gripped hisfingers. Her own
arm was tucked through John Hordl€s—which took some arranging, even though she wasn't a short
woman by any means. Their eyes met, and Hordle's rolled up. She knew exactly what he was thinking:
Seven months, and they're just up to holding handsin public?

Eilir scowled a him and then gave her sllent giggle; it was sort of funny, when you thought about it.
And sweet and sad at the same time.

Amusement died when they came up to the old brick-built Victorian structure that housed the
consulate of the Protectorate, and aertness replaced it. A banner hung from the eavesto just over the
door, night black save for aflame-wresathed Lidless Eyein gold and crimson.

Something's up, shethought.

The building usualy made do with the discreet plaque reading " Portland Protective Association” to
keep from provoking the citizenry. The four-horse carriage that had just drawn up outside it was unusud
aswell, very like aWestern stagecoach except much fancier and with pneumatic tires, with brass and
lacquered leather and glazed windows with sashes drawn across them, and a different blazon on the
doors—ablue-mantled Virgin Mary standing on a submissive-looking dragon.

Even after what must have been days of travel in the wintertime the vehicle still had a subdued dark
gleam, and the horses looked reasonably fresh. The outriders were four men-at-armsin full fig: conica
helmets with nasal barsthat splayed out to cover the mouth over mail coifs, knee-length short-deeved
hauberks with the skirts split up the middlefor riding, plate or splint protection on shins and forearms; the
destriers had sted chamfrons on their heads and peytrasto protect their chests. They'd diplomatically eft
their lances somewhere e se, their swords were peace-bonded, and their four-foot kite-shaped shields
were dung diagonaly acrosstheir backs from left shoulder to right hip by the guige straps, point-down
like a country-singer's guitar in the old days. They swung down and let groomslead their mounts away to
the stables behind the house, taking position around the carriage facing out with their arms crossed over
their chests, standing with ardlaxed dertness like so many hunting dogs.

Two footmen had been riding on the back of the carriage, blue with the chill despite warm woolens.
They legpt down and opened the door facing the side- walk, and swung down the folding stair. A young
maidservant in double t-tunic and long, embroidered tabard stepped down, alight suitcasein her hand,
an degant pre-Change French type surfaced with ogtrich leather and closed with a built-in combination
lock. Another woman followed her, dressed in Portland's idea of mae civil garb and wearing asword at



her belt, which was more than alittle odd in Association terms, and carrying alute; she handed that to the
servant when she saw the Dunedain. The bundle dung over her back was probably acrossbow ina
zippered nylon bag. Her plain, dark t-tunic had long deevesthat flared below the elbow; from the way it
moved, Eilir suspected amail lining, and a sheathed dagger strapped to her right forearm; shewasin her
early twenties, blond hair cut in apageboy bob, with eyesthe pae gray of the sea on an overcast winter's
day, graceful features as hard and watchful asthe guardian warriors.

Look at her wrists and the backs of her hands, Eilir thought, conscious of aquick, professond
appraisa directed at her. Look at her eyes, look at the way she moves. That's a fighter and a very
good one.

Then athird passenger left the coach ...

Astrid forced her hand back from the hilt of her sword and rested both hands on the broad, heavy
belt that cinched her waist; she stood there bristling quietly with her face abeautiful, cam mask,
something that would make anyone who knew her well nervous. Alleyne raised an eyebrow, and John
Hordle muttered an oath; the passenger was someone they'd both met, when they came into Portland on
the Pride of . Helens last oring.

Sandra Arminger! Eilir thought.

"Why, it's Roquen Adtrid, Hiril of the Dunedain!" Sandra Arminger said withasmile.

She stepped out of the carriage, bundled in along, shimmering ermine traveling cloak and holding the
skirts of arich cotte-hardi aside; the woman with the sword handed her down.

Her voice was warm and pleasant as she went on: "And her anamchara the Kel-Roquen Eilir
Mackenziel We mest at last! Mae govannen, ndek!"

Asdtrid grew conscious that she was about to hissin sheer fury, and made hersdlf take a deep breath
and letit out dowly. It's just like her to know the Elven tongue, shethought. This means we'll have to
he careful while she's around, because we can't tell how much of it she knows. Damn!

"Lady Sandra," sheforced herself to say. "We had business a the consulate here, but we'll come
back later."

Sandra Arminger's eyes were adark brown just short of black, steady and clever and watchful. Her
smile seemed to reach them, but with a secret amusement, asif she was dways laughing at some secret
joke at everyone el sg's expense; she was agood deal shorter than Adtrid or Eilir'sfive-eight, doll-like
before Hordl€'s hulking mass, but not in the least intimidated as she went on: "Lord Carl isavery
competent man, but if you wish to discuss the unfortunate Sir Jason Mortimer ... yes, I've heard about
that ... itll saveyoutimetotak to me. And Sir Alleyne, Master Hordle, how nice to see you again, even
if you were naughty thelast time."

She shook afinger at them. ™Y ou took mein completely! Not many men can say that. | look forward
to our conversation.”

"Y ou're doubtlesstired from your journey,” Alleyne demurred. "Tomorrow isalso aday.”

"Not intheleadt, Sr Alleyne—"

"That'splan Mr. Loring," he said. "My father's the baronet.”

"Asyou will. Theroads are still good, even the |-5, now that it's mostly been cleared of obstructions.
I'm perfectly fresh.”

So that's how she got here, Adtrid thought.

"And | changed out of my traveling garb before we got here.”

The old interstate wasn't much used, since the center of the Valey held few folk south of the
Association's territory these days, but over the years the various communities had pushed the dead
vehicles asde, often in the course of salvaging useful partslike the springsand tires. It would be avery
bold bandit indeed who'd attack Sandra Arminger with her household knights around her.

She probably had more than that, Astrid guessed. Another carriage, spare horses, more
men-at-arms and some mounted crossbowmen. Left them at a hidden camp outside the settled
zone before she came on to Corvallis.

Two dayswould be ample to cover the eighty miles between here and Portland. It was a bold move,



but not foolhardy, if she had important business here. Alleyne looked at her and raised abrow. Agtrid
glanced at Eilir, and got an dmost imperceptible nod, and the same from John Hordle.

"Thank you," Adrid said. "Therés no point in wasting time."

Sandrainclined her head. "Ivo, Ruffin, Joris, Enguerrand,” she said, and the men-at-arms came to
attention without moving. " Seeto things. Tiphaine, with me."

The consul was alanky blond man in histhirtieswith aface that showed no expresson at dl and a
knight'slittle golden spurs on his boots, who stood aside with alittle bow as Sandra swept past, and
nodded to the Dunedain.

Funny names, Adtrid said in Sign behind his back.

Mom said it's Court fashion in the Protectorate, Eilir replied. Taking names out of old books.

Slly, Astrid answered, and then blinked as John Hordle bit hislip and fought alaugh downinto a
wheeze. What are you laughing at? Never mind.

Lord Carl bowed them through into a conference room, and left sllently at a dight movement of
Sandra Arminger'sfingers.

The room had been remade in Association style with atapestry on either side of the fireplace, but
there were bookshel ves flanking the bow window that looked out over awinter-sere garden and a huge
oak where afew dry yellow leaves yet clung; lilacs tapped their bare fingers on the glass. A long table of
some polished reddish wood ran down the center of the room, with pens and ink, writing paper and
blotting paper and little slver cups of fine sand to dust across a page when you were finished writing. Fire
crackled in the hearth, shedding grateful warmth on the raw winter's day; the room held the scent of
burning fir and of wax and polish and asachet of dried roses on the mantdl. Astrid was suddenly
conscious that her boots might have been alittle cleaner after tramping through the streets and mud earlier
that day, and that it had been two days in the saddle since her last cold-water bath or change of
underwesar.

"Do be seated,” Sandrasaid, stripping off her fur-lined gloves.

Astrid ground her teeth; she hadn't planned on asking for permission. The maidservant handed the
gloves and heavy traveling cloak to another and then took three steps backward and stood waiting, with
her handsfolded in front of her with fingerslinked, and her eyes cast down. Briefly, Astrid wondered
why the girl didn't run for it; perhaps she had family back up in the Protectorate, or possibly Sandra
Arminger was smart enough to treat her persond staff well.

Probably, not possibly. Don't underestimate an enemy!

The servant pulled humble obscurity over hersdf like acloak of invighility. Thewoman in the dark
tunic and breeches didn't; behind her ruler's right shoulder she stood silent and immobile with her hands
folded ingde the wide deeves of her black tunic, pae eyeslooking nowherein particular ... and shewas
as easy to ignore as a pearpoint pointed at your nose. All four of them gave her asinglelong,
considering glance and then stopped looking at her, but Astrid could tell everyone kept her location in
mind.

Refreshments were offered and—jpolitely—declined. Sandra Arminger warmed her handson a
goblet of mulled winethat smelled of expensive spices. She did look tired, and not only because she was
fifteen years older than Agtrid. There were dark circles under those piercing eyes, and she sighed in relief
as she sank back in the comfortable cushioned chair; she wore no jewelry apart from the silver-link band
around her linen headdress, and asmple chain bracelet bearing an odd-looking coin.

"| dways enjoyed Society events before the Change," the consort of Portland's ruler said. "Buit there
aretimeswhen | missbeing ableto dop around in sweats ... not to mention just getting into acar and
going somewhere, especidly after atrip likethis. God alone knowswhat it'll be like when the roads and
bridges have washed and worn away. But | know you youngsters aren't interested in hearing us decrepit
fogiestak about the good old days.”

She held out a hand, palm-down over the table. The maidservant took a book from the shelves and
did it forward under her fingers. It had a black-leather binding, and gilt-stamp letters on the spine beneath
theLidlessEye. They read: Fiefs of the Portland Protective Association: Tenantsin Chief, Vassals,
Vavasours and Fiefs-minor in Sergeantry. That meant among other things that the maidservant wasn't



just amaidservant; she could read at least, which alot of people her agein the Association'sterritories
couldn't. Sandraflipped the book open, then turned two pages over to find precisaly the entry she
wanted.

"The mesnetithes from Sir Jason's manor of Loison—"

Sheraised abrow at them, and they al nodded to show they were familiar with the Association's
terminology. Mesnetithes were what afief-holder paid his own overlord for seizin of the land, part of
which would be passed on to the Lord Protector by the tenant-in-chief.

"—amount to eight hundred silver dollars yearly, or fifty-seven rose noblesin gold,” shewent on,
running afinger down alist of figures. "That's notiona, money of account. Most of it ispaid in kind, and
he's assessed to maintain three crossbowmen, three spearmen and two mounted men-at-arms for the
war-levy of Barony Gervais. Besides hisown service in arms and eighty days castle garrison duty for a
man-at-arms and three footmen annudly in time of peace, and the usual boon-work from his tenantsfor
roads, bridges and fortifications.”

She looked up at Astrid and raised a brow. The younger woman made hersdlf refrain from licking her
lips by an effort of will, feding more than alittle rushed. Sheld expected to come into these talks with dl
the advantages. It wasn't working out quite like that, somehow.

"WEéll turn him over when his steward sends usfive years yidd," the Lady of the Dunedain replied
curtly. "In cash or equivalentsin cloth, horses, tools and provisions of types and quantitiesto be agreed.
Wewon' rlease him until theransomispadinfull.”

"Five years mesnetithes?' Sandra said. "Oh, come now. The standard ransom in the Protectorate is
two, for men captured in aprivate quarrel, and this was private war, not one between realms.”

"I'm not interested in how you pay each other off,” shereplied firmly. "Five years."

Sandraput her ebows on the arms of her chair, steepling her fingers together and tapping them gently
on her lips. That let the brow of her wimple shadow her face while she thought.

"How'sthis, then," she said after amoment. "Make it two and ahdf years, and I'll pay the entire sum
to you in cash right away. That'll save you agood dedl of trouble, and spare you Sir Jason's company,
which frankly | dwaysfound tedious mysdf."

Silence ran heavy for amoment. Then Astrid went on: "We wanted to make the ransom heavy to
send amessage,” she said. "We don't want your yrch trespassing on our land. Three and ahdf years."

Sandralaughed softly. "My dear girl—" At Astrid's expression, she modified that: "My dear Roquen
Adtrid, | don't intend to make him a gift of the money. Rest assured that helll pay back every barley grain
of it. If itsany comfort to you, the humiliation of paying mewill be even grester. Shal we say three
years?'

"We should have taken his head with the scum he hired," Alleyne said, hisvoice quiet and cold. "That
would teach others not to attack us on our own ground.”

Sandrasipped at her goblet. ™Y ou killed his brother-in-law and liege-lord,” she pointed out. "It'sonly
naturd for himto be abit ticked."

| killed his brother-in-law and liege lord, Eilir 9gned. While he was trying to kidnap or kill my
brother Rudi on our own land. Rising thrust that cut the femoral artery, not to mention the
testicles. He should have worn a metal cup under the hauberk.

Sandra's eyesflicked to Astrid and she made a questioning hmmmm? Astrid trandated the Sign
without being in the least convinced of the Portlander'signorance. Sandra shrugged.

"Well, well, at that point you'd aready kidnapped my daughter on my own land, and Eddie ... Baron
Liu ... wastrying to get her back, with your brother asawergild,” Sandrasaid, and for amoment
something showed behind her eyes.

Then she smiled charmingly. "These chains of grievances go in both directions. For example, you aso
killed Katrina Georges, Mathildas tutor who | sent along to be with her in her captivity."

"That was me, actually,” Astrid said. "'l shot her in the back with abroadhead after we Dunedain
disposed of your ambush party. Shewaskilling aMackenzie with asword at thetime, as| recall. Some
tutor."

" She was Mathildas physical-education tutor,” Sandra chuckled, and the glacier eyes of the young



woman behind her chair shifted to Adrid, going dightly wider and then narrowing. Arminger's wife went
on: "And Tiphaine Rutherton here was agood friend of Katrinas, they were both members of my
Household from shortly after the Change. | don't doubt sheld like to pay you back for killing her friend.
Wouldn't you, Tiphane?'

"Yes, my liege," Rutherton said, her voice as unemotiona aswater running over polished stones.
Hest radiated fromiit. "Very much, infact."

"So you see, theré's acertain symmetry to al this. But back to practicalities. If you take my offer, you
get the money immediatdly. Otherwise you'll be negotiating with dowager BaronessLiu, Sir Jason'sSdter.
| don't think you'll do better, and things may well drag out. Lady Mary would have been pleased if Sir
Jason had succeeded, but right now she's rather annoyed with him—for failing, and for embarrassing her
politicaly in the process. I'm rather annoyed with him, which iswhy I'm making this offer. The debt will
hold him like a choke chain on adisobedient hound. I'll even make him lease out the hunting rights on his
woodland to help pay it, which will grieve him no end since he dearly lovesto pursue the boar.”

Her smileinvited Agtrid to sharein the hapless Sir Jason'swoe. The Dunadan had to make a
conscious effort to rgject that complicity and the momentary warmth it brought. She glanced around at
the othersinstead, reading their expressions as her own qualified yes.

It really would be more convenient. They'd have the gold, the ditilled yield of two hundred people
working two square miles of good land for three years, and they'd have it right here, inthe Valey's
best-supplied marketplace, or at least the best for tools and clothing and weapons. And they needed
more trained warhorses, which were hideoudy expensive whether you spent money or your own time.
Everyone was buying them.

So why is she making things convenient for us? Adtrid thought. Perhaps she's afraid he'll
talk ... and there's no reason at all to relieve her anxiety. Then, doud: "I presume you're here for the
mesting of the Faculty Senate or something likethat?' she said.

Sandra nodded.

"Soarewe," Adtrid went on. "So well hand him over on Sunday, when everything'sfinished. We
have ausefor him until then.”

Sandra's expression remained the same, but Astrid didn't need the sudden pressure of Alleyne's foot
on hers beneath the table to realize that the dart had hit.

"I'd redlly rather have him now," Sandrasaid. "If it'sal the sameto you."

"Isthat a condition for paying the ransom?" Alleyne asked, asharp notein hisvoice.

"No," shereplied easlly. "Not at dl; if you want to keep seeing Sir Jason's scowling face that long,
you may. Aslong as he'sin reasonable health when you hand him over, you'l have the money—one
hundred and sixty rose noblesin gold, or any mix of gold and slver you wish at the usua exchange
ratios.”

"Agreed," Astrid said promptly, and a Sandra Arminger's nod the four rose and | eft.

"That oneisformidable” Sandra Arminger said softly, speaking to the snapping flamesin the
fireplace. " Quite mad, that's beyond doubt, but formidable. And she will grow more so. All of them will.
If they live. Thiswould be agrest pity."

"My lady—" Tiphaine began, going to one knee, naked eagerness on her face.

"No," Sandrasaid, and there was iron in her voice. She turned in her chair so that she could seethe
younger woman. "If she, either of them, or the men, wereto diejust now ... You will do nothing thet
could link meto an assassination in Corvallis while the peace lasts, do you hear? Do you?"

Tiphaine bowed her head. Sandrawent on in more friendly tones: "But there is the matter of the
egregious Sir Jason. Something must definitely be done to ensure heisn't the star of their little PowerPoint
presentation to the Faculty Senate.”

The other woman nodded, though the computer reference went over her head, then froze as Sandra
extended afinger most to her nose.

"Ligtentome, Tiphaine. | took you and Katrinain after the Change, trained you, and found you
work you liked better than breeding heirsfor some oaf in aniron shirt. | kept your little secret from the



priedts, or at least from officia notice. His Holinesswouldn't gpprove of your ... lifestyle choices, if he
knew about them."

"l am my lady's grateful and faithful servant.”

"Yes, you are," Sandraagreed adoud. To hersdf: And the younger generation can say thingslike
that and not seem silly at all. It's distinctly weird sometimes, like living in a dream ... focus,
woman, focus! Thisisn't a game and the stakes are very high. Mathilda—

She leaned forward, gripping the arms of the chair. "But so was Katrina. Y our dearly departed
girlfriend failed me, Tiphaine. Y ou'd better not."

"No, my lady.” Tiphain€stongue touched her lower lip briefly. "Therewill be nothing to link
any ... eventsto you. If necessary, | will retreat rather than risk exposure. I'll work adone. Or possibly
with Joris ... no, he's good, but he doesn't take orders well."

"I'm glad you noticed that; | think our good Joris Stein has a self-esteem problem.” At Tiphaine's
raised eyebrow: "Too much of it, and largely unjustified. And an excess of entrepreneurid spirit. Asto the
ladies of the Dunedain ... eventually, we may arrange for you to settle your scores.”

She amiled to herself asared flush chased pallor across the face of the young woman in black. When
Tiphaine rose and bowed and withdrew, she turned to the maidservant.

"These people who bottle up their passions ... " She made a tsk sound between her teeth. "Now go
and seeif my bath'sready, would you, child? Andtel Lord Carl that | require his attendance at dinner
and conference with hisintelligence officers afterwards. We're going to need something a bit more subtle
than head-bashing for what | havein mind."

Chapter Seven

Corvallis, Oregon
January 1lth, 2008/Change Year 9

"Nigd!" Juniper Mackenzie said in glad surprise as the door opened.

"My dear," the Englishman said, blinking his dightly watery blue eyes and shedding his cloak and
sword belt; hewas dressed for travel inwinter ... and not in akilt.

"| thought you had other business?' shewent on. "And you didn't come dl the way acrossthe Valey
by yoursdf?'

"l did have business" he said, smiling with alittle congtraint init. "But it'sfinished ... and that's what
I'm herein Corvallisto talk about.”

"But comein, and have something hot to drink!"

Hedid, putting aparcel on the mantelpiece and warming his hands before thefire, then taking the cup
and draining it. Thelittle Sitting room in the Clan's Corvalan guest-house was warm and cozy enough,
with alow blaze in the hearth, and windows closed against acold dow rain.

"Mathildas having anap," Juniper said, nodding to the corridor. " She's overexcited, poor thing.

Y ou've heerd—"

"Yes, | spoke with Eilir, and heard about Mistress Arminger,” the Englishman said, smoothing down
his mustache with aforefinger. "Ah ... | was ... that is, Eilir knew | was coming hereto meet you, in any
case. With a, um, present.”

Well. Juniper thought. He's nervous! That's not something I've seen often!

He cleared histhroat and took a deep breath. He a so took the package down from the mantel piece,
unwrapping the scrap of cloth that enfolded it and sllently handing it to Juniper. Within was abox of
hardwood about the size and thickness of a hardcover book, seasoned amber-colored bigleaf maple
streaked with darker color, the curling grain brought out by rubbing and polishing. A Triple Moon had
been inlaid on the surface in ivory, waxing and full and waning—and She alone knew wheretheivory had
come from. The Chief of the Mackenziesturned it in her hands, and saw that on the other side the wood
had been carved in the likeness of awild, bearded face, aman with curling ram's-horns on his brow; the
features were brought out by the carving aone, but the eyes were milky-white opals that seemed to shine
with aninner light.
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"Why, Nigd, itsbeautiful!" shesad. But if a gift, why not at Yule? Aloud shewent on; "Dennie's
work?'

"Eilir found thewood, Astrid theivory and opals, and | did the basic shaping and metalwork, with
some help from Sam Aylward. Dennisvery kindly managed theinlay and carving.”

He went down on one knee before her and took the box in hishands. "At first | thought | might use
thetraditiona ring," he went on steedily, meeting her eyes. "But then | had a bit of aninspiration. At least
| hope so, my dear!"

He held the box up for her, and she unhooked the little brazen latch and opened it. A soft ah!
escaped her as shelooked within. It was aring, but of asizeto fit around her neck rather than afinger,
glowing againgt the dark velvet that lined the interior of the box; atorc, the ancient roya emblem of the
Gadl, the gold of it worked in addicate tracery of leaf and vine. The open ends swelled into alunar disk
and aflame-wreathed sun opposite each other, carved of moonstone and amber.

"Nigd, it'sbeautiful!" she cried softly, and took it up. "Y ou redly thought about this, didn't you?"

His smile was shy, oddly charming on the westhered, middie-aged face. "I tried.”

Juniper garted to put it around her neck, spreading the soft metd alittle, then hesitated. "Thisis
meant as an engagement torc, isnt it, Nigel my heart?'

"Yes, my dear. | hopeit'll do, until I have awedding gift—besides mysdlf, that is.”

Her smile broadened. She settled it around her neck; it was snug when shelet the circle close again
with the Sun and Moon on her right and left collarbones. The meta was surprisingly heavy for dl its
ddicacy, and abit cold. It warmed quickly; she felt her breath grow alittle short, and more so after she
leaned forward and took his face between her hands and kissed him.

"Then I'll take it inthe spirit it'sgiven,” she said after amoment. "Beauty, and love, and friendship.”

They clasped hands and looked at each other, then laughed. Her smile grew impish for an instant.
"The child will need afather, after dl."

She laughed ddightedly at his astonishment. "No, I'm not, not yet—that would be amiracle, and
from the wrong mythos! But I'm still under the Moon, and | always wanted three, you know! For the
symbolism? And thistime | get to keep the man to help with the chores, which will be anice change.”

"My dear ... darling Juniper ... you've made me avery happy man, and | hadn't expected to be
happy again, you know."

"Not nearly as happy as| intend to make you!" she went on, standing and taking him by the hand.
"I'vewaited long enough.”

"And so havel," Nigel sad.

He moved with alithe suddenness and she was swept up in hisarms, she could fedl the compact
grength in hischest and arms.

"First door on theright,” she murmured.

Second roof to the right, Tiphainethought.

The Hatfields had built their business up gradualy, and the result was a complex of boxlike buildings
joined to each other higgledy-piggeldy, each with its own tin roof, or covering of salvaged asphalt roofing
tile. She avoided the metal as much as possible; even in her soft-soled climbing boots, it was hard to
avoid making noise onit, and it was dangeroudy dippery when wet—and during aWillamette Valey
winter, it would be wet about ninety-nine percent of the time. Luckily the Hatfields hadn't skimped, and
the roofs had solid, heavy-duty plywood or planks nailed to the stringers benesth the waterproofing
layer, so they didn't creak much. The sky was overcast, and the Streetlights were turned down with dawn
near. That made it near enough to pitch-dark up here as no matter, and in her matte-black outfit she was
effectively invisble. Everything was covered savefor adit in thetight hood that let her see, and the skin
around her eyes was blackened with charcodl.

Katrina had said once that made her 1ook like araccoon. She stopped for an instant; let the fury
wash through her and over her without tensing her muscles or disturbing the even tenor of her breathing.
Then she went on, walking step by step, careful to keep below the ridgeline. She crossed it flat on her
belly, moving with cautious speed. Sir Jason Mortimer was in a second-story storeroom on this side, with



only two guards, according to what the consulate knew. Nobody in Corvallis knew how to keep their
mouths shut, evidently.

Yes.

Everything looked the same as it had through binocularsfrom ataller building not far awvay. Her
chamois-gloved fingers went to her belt. The ding was of leather like her gloves, equally butter-soft,
yearling doe hide tanned with brains. The cup at the bottom was just the right sizefor the projectile, an
egg-shaped thing of sand molded with wax. Lead or sone weretoo likely tokill ...

| miss my crossbow, shethought, as she systematically tightened and relaxed musclesto keep them
limber while she crouched in the near-freezing dampness.

She had alittle beauty, a pre-Change model with a 7x scope and a built-in crank for reloading, its
skeleton body al synthetics and carbon composites, half the weight of a standard modern
wood-and-stedl military model and just as powerful. Out of the question to use it here and now. Thiswas
taking along time, but it al depended on how big the guards bladders were. Hopefully they wouldn't
come down to peein chorus, but that wasn't likely. Onewould stay by the door at dl times; from the
files, Hatfield didn't hire incompetents. Right now that would help her. They were concentrating on
keeping Mortimer prisoner, not on protecting him.

Ah. Her mind dipped effortlesdy back into full dertness. A door swung open, then banged shut again
asagpring took it. Shelooked away to make sure the momentary glow of lamplight through it didn't
lessen her night vision, then back. | was right. The man unbuttoned and let |oose on a hesp of straw and
manure near the center of the L formed by the two buildings, with his back to her. There redly wasn't
much point in staying insgde and using a pot, when there was a dungheap so close, and only the house
here had a connection to the city sewer system. It was another two hours before either man was due to
berelieved.

The stream of urine smoked in the cold, wet air. Tiphaine took the ends of the ding in her right hand
and the cup in her left, holding it taut but not tight. She kept the position while the man shook off and
buttoned back up; it would look suspiciousif hewet himself. Then ...

Up from the crouch, smooth and steady. A single sweep around her head, and release. Cloven arr
hummed, a subdued whirr and swish. Then adull, wet thump.

Bull's-eye, the huntressthought.

Theman fel limp asahaf-full sack of grain. Behind the mask the Association warrior's|lips skinned
back from white teeth. She waited nonethel ess, counting the seconds againgt her heartbeat—which wasa
useful techniquefor keeping caminitsalf. A haf minute passed, and another. The quiet remained
absolute, the loudest sound adog barking for afew moments. She started to move, then froze: footsteps
on the Street outside, beyond the fence to her right, loud and careless. Her head turned; just aflicker of
motion through the boards of the fence, arhythmic tapping—

Watchman on patrol, she thought; that was anightstick. No, they call them police officers here.
Hedidn't call the hour, or that al waswéll, either, as he would have in Portland , or check non-nobles for
their night-pass. Soppy.

The steps faded off into the distance. She waited only afew seconds beyond that; much longer and
the guard's partner would come to see what was going on. A rope and grapnel were looped around her
shoulder like abandolier, and she set the two rubber-sheathed hooks on the guttering, over abracket
where the thin metal would be strong enough to bear her weight. The rope dropped twenty feet to the
brick pavement of the yard, and she did down it with the cord locked between her shins. A flick, and the
grapne cameloose and fel into her hands.

Haf adozen stridestook her to the fallen man. She checked his breathing; it was dow and naturd,
and the shot had only broken in three pieces when it flattened againgt his skull, which madeit easy to pick
up. He hadn't injured himsdlf faling, which wasto be expected—most people fdl much more skillfully if
they were completely limp. Then she pedled back the eyelids to confirm that she hadn't scrambled his
brains either; knocking someone out and not doing lasting harm was alot more difficult than you might
think, hard enough with acosh, requiring red skill with ading.

Moving with careful speed she opened aleather case on her belt and took out a small hypodermic,



pinching afold of flesh on theinner thigh before she injected him. Working the limp form over her
shouldersin afireman'slift took only aningtant. A dight grunt escaped her as she rose; the merchant's
man weighed at least ahundred and eighty, better than forty pounds more than she did. It was dl solid
muscle, too ... but then, so was she, if built dong more graceful lines. Her nogtrils twitched dightly in
distaste at the beer-sweat-and-horses scent of him. From the downy blond beard, thiswas Harry
Simmons; the other guard was Dave Trevor, black-haired and clean-shaven, probably because he
couldn't raise serious face-fuzz yet. They were both young.

And up we go. You're the luckiest man in Corvallis tonight, did you know that, Harry?
Although you and Dave may not think so in the morning. But if I'd been planning this op, I'd have
killed you both and set a fire to cover it.

Walking in a crouch she moved crabwise to the door under the heavy weight. Thiswasthe tight part
of the operation. It was asimple frame door with aknob, salvaged from some house in the suburbs, and
it swung open soundlesdy. Thelight within seemed bright to her night-adjusted eyes, but it wasdim
enough, atrickle from the lantern a the top of the airs. That was turned down low, but she could see
that this end of the big open space of the warehouse first floor was nearly filled with burlap sacks holding
something— oats, from the dightly swesetish smell, and apile of empty sacksaswell. That would do
nicdy.

Tiphaine let the man dide to the ground at the foot of the stairs, face-up; the construction was open,
sample two-by-fours and planks, honest carpentry but nothing fancy. Then she did the haversack off her
back for an ingtant. Inside the black-leather sack were a number of padded compartments, and some
held bottles—the labdl read Vat 69, though it was actudly an ordinary brand of Corvallan rotgut made
from potatoes. A real bottle with the origina contentswould buy you the price of aplow team.

A little of theliquid went into his mouth; then she recorked the bottle and put it into Harry's hand.
Then she reached out and stepped on the bottom stair, hard. It creaked with a satisfying loudness, and
she made asingle silent bound into the pile of empty sacking. That gave her an excellent view of the stairs
from behind.

Light flared asthe wick in the [antern was turned up. It didn't move, though, which meant that the
excdlent Dave wasn't bringing it with him to the airs. Stringers and plywood creaked over her head as
he came to the head of the stairs, looking down.

"Harry? What the fuck's taking you so long? Are you taking a piss, or avacation? Harry?' He
paused at the sight of the limp body sprawled below. "Harry? Y ou dl right, man?”

Therewas avery dight sound, one she recognized without effort. Stedl on lesther, aknife coming out
of asheath. It went back in when the booted feet and shapeless wool trousers were halfway down the
dairs.

"Have you been drinking? And on the job, you stupid bastard? The bosswill have your balls for
thigd"

Another deep breath. The man bent to examine hisfriend, grunting in puzzlement as he saw the
stopper was il in the neck of the liquor bottle, and presenting her with a perfect target. She opened
another case on her belt, took the pad of damp cloth in her hand.

Be quick, now. He'll smell it, otherwise.

She legpt. Dave was bigger than she, and strong as an ox, but she had surprise on her side ... and
the pad clamped tight over his mouth and nose. He staggered and thrashed, fell to the earth, tried to
crawl. For amoment she thought she would have to resort to an old-fashioned thump on the head, and
then Dave sprawled beside hisfriend. A second hypodermic made sure he wouldn't wake up
prematurely; the cocktail contained scopolamine for amnesia, and something else that produced asplitting
stedl-band-around-the-brow headache. The overall effect was very much like going on abender and
being very, very sorry that you had when you woke up.

Then she moved, and quickly, dragging them both back into the darkness beneath the stairs one after
the other. She opened the Vat 69 again, sniffed with awince—winewas her drink of choice, and she had
aweakness for cherry brandy, but couldn't somach even the better brands of whiskey. And this stuff
was vile even by whiskey standards. She poured alittle onto their clothes and, taking careto raise his



head so he wouldn't choke, into Dave's mouth. That and the empties she left scattered around would
makeit very hard for them to deny in the morning that they'd drunk themselvesinto insensibility.

She looked at the label, then giggled slently and spent afew extra seconds rearranging the
unconscious bodies and removing clothing. Let them try to explain that to whoever found them! A few
empty but still-fragrant bottles scattered around added detail.

Maybe thisway is better after all. Never a dull moment in Lady Sandra’s service!

Then she took the keys and Dave's belt-knife and headed up the stairs, automaticaly placing her
weight to one Sde to minimize creaking. The floor above was mostly open storage areas aswell, holding
bundles of redolent tanned hides, but across one end of the building was a set of three smdll, heavily
timbered rooms with metal doors, used for light, high-value goods. There were two stools and a basket
that had held amed near the one farthest from the stairs; thelamp stood on abarrel. A grillewas setin
the door. She looked through; Sir Jason was on a cot, the room otherwise bare.

"Hisss!"

The deeping man was snoring dightly, flat on his back; that was doubtless because of the wounded
shoulder. Pain had grooved linesin the young knight's face aswell, and there was athick, fair stubble on
it.

"Hisss!"

Thistime hewoke, rubbing at hisface with hisgood hand. Good. He has to see and recognize me,
or this could get awkward. Sheknew himfairly well, and while hisimpulse control was poor, his
reflexes and muscles weren't. Amateurs also tended to underestimate the difficulties of aresisting
subject ...

"Quiet, Sir Jason! It'sme, Tiphaine Rutherton, of Lady Sandra's Household.”

She pitched her voiceto alow, conversationd tone, lesslikely to carry or be noticed than awhisper.
Seep struggled with comprehension on the knight's face. His notorious bad temper won out as he came
to the grille and she pulled back the mask for an instant so that he could see her.

"Yes, | recognize you. Little Tiphaine, the tomboy lady-in-waiting. Perhaps you've decided you like
me after al? Get meloose and I'll forgo the dowry."

Mother of God, not now! shethought; that had been two years ago. Aloud: "I'm here on my
liege-lady's orders, Sir Jason."

"Dyke!" he spat with sudden fury—more than acasud insult, where the writ of the Holy Officeran; a
cold shudder of rage and fear went over her skin.

Then hewent on more camly: "Well, get me out of here, woman! Those maniacs weren't just going
to bankrupt me, they were planning on dragging me through Corvalislike adancing bear.”

"Just asecond, Sir Jason,” she said, putting the key in the lock.

The man tried to push past her asthe door swung open; that gave her the perfect position to stamp
on hisingtep, athrugt-kick with the hedl of her left foot. He jackknifed forward with adight, shrill squedl
of pain asthe small bonesthere cracked like twigs breaking, and then the knife in her hand came
down—the pommel, not the blade. It smacked into hisright collarbone with a muffled wet snap that |eft
the man with two crippled arms; she followed it up with aswift whipping blow to the larynx, then pushed
him back into the little windowless room. He fell backward across the cot, turning as hetried to scrabble
away from her. That let her pounce again, one kneein the pit of his somach and her Ieft hand gripping
thelonger hair at the front of his head, jerking it to one Sde to press hisface into the bedding.

"Lady Sandradidn't send me hereto get you out,” she said. " She sent me here to shut you up, you
loud-mouthed moron.”

Hewas still conscious enough to fed the cold kiss of stedl; then she rammed the blade up under his
breastbone, angling dightly to thel&ft. It was an ordinary single-edged belt-knife, more tool than weapon,
but eight inches of sharp sted would do the job anyway.

"And you know," she went on to the still-twitching corpse, "1 really don't like it when anyone except
another dyke calsme adyke."

Tiphaineleft the knife where it was; if there were any useable prints on the horn of the hilt, they'd be
the unconscious Dave's. Now, to get out, she should be able to use the courtyard door ...



"Hold it! We don't want to harm you!"

A head rose, aman standing on the stairs. Blond, sharp-featured; enough like her to be her brother,
ironically enough. No way back. Decision and action followed together; she closed her eyesto get the
advantage of acrucia second's adjustment, whirled, kicked over the lamp and legpt forward over his
head asit winked out. Darkness descended, not absolute but shocking to anyone expecting the light to
continue. In midair she twisted and drew her legs up, and landed in a crouch behind him; wood rapped
painfully againgt her shin, but she didn't fall. Instead she wasin a perfect three-point stance, two feet and
left hand supporting her, the right fist curled back to her ear.

The narrow confines of the stairwell trapped the man above her for an ingtant. In that instant she
struck, hammering aknuckle into theingde of histhigh whereit would pardyze the muscle. Theleg
buckled under him. Tiphaine dapped both her hands down on the wood of the stair as he fell and struck
out behind her with both feet, amule-kick at the shadowy figure behind her a the bottom of the dairs,
lashing out with dl the strength of her long, hard-muscled legs.

Thump.

Surprise dmost dowed her as the half-seen opponent managed to get forearms up for a cross-block,
riding the bone-shattering force of the blow backward, falling to the asphdt floor of the warehouse.

Fadt, that one. Be careful!

Tiphaine let her feet fal back just in time for the man she'd leg-punched to topple back on top of her.
Theweight drove an ufffff! from between her teeth, but she made her arms and legs springs to push
back a him, tossing him headforemost with his spine to the stairs. With astrangled yell he went hurtling
down the stairs behind her, even as she turned and crouched and legpt again; he landed hard, and yelled
again, thistimeinpan.

The ground floor of the warehouse gave her space to move. The man was tangled up with the one
sheld kicked. A corner of her mind registered moon-pale hair: Astrid Larsson. The door was temptingly
open ...
I nstead she turned and ran down an aleyway between towering piles of full, sixty-pound sacks of
oats, the layout flashing through her mind as she moved. A deep bass voice swore outside the doorway,
and the floor thudded as aman came through; held been waiting outsde. John Hordle. Every hit asbig
as she remembered him but astonishingly quick, right on her hedls. If those hands closed on her, shewas
doomed. It would beliketrying to fight agrizzly.

No choice.

She sprang again, landed halfway up afourteen-foot stack of bagged grain and scrambled to the top
likeasguirre running up atree. Acrossthetop of it, dippery burlap moving beneath the soft gripping
soles of her boots. The whole stack thudded and shivered under her as Hordl€'s massive weight dammed
into it without dowing, then started to topple towards the wall in an avalanche that could shatter bones
and kill. Desperate, Tiphaine let that fling her towards the window there, launching herself out with her
arms crossed before her face.

Crash.

Glass shattered, and the thin laths broke and twisted. Tiphaine's belly drew up of itself—shehad a
fifty-fifty chance of carving her own guts out and spilling them on the ground, with acrazy stunt likethis.
At least she wouldn't haveto try and explain to Lady Sandrahow sheld missed four peoplelyingin
walt—

Then shewasralling on the asphdlt in the cold darkness; only superficid cuts. They stung, but no
tendons were severed, no muscle deeply gashed. Ralling, up on her feet again, and another figure was
coming around the corner of the warehouse, clearing a stack of boxes with araking stride and landing
smoothly, beautifully fluent. A woman, astall as she, black hair—Eilir Mackenzie. The otherswould be
seconds behind her.

Tiphaineturned and leapt again, her foot hitting the top of awhedbarrow |leaned against the
cinderblock outer wall of the Hatfield property and giving her abrace for another scrabbling jump. The
top of thewall had a coil of barbed wire on it, bad but better than spikes or broken glass. She grabbed,
heedless of the sharp iron punching into her pams, wrenched, pulled, flung her body up sideways and



rolled acrossit, pulling with desperate strength as cloth and skin tore.

Whump. The sidewak outside struck her, nearly knocking out her wind. That wouldn't do.

She was up and running down the street, pulling the rope and grapnd dung over her shoulder loose.
Asshedid shefilled her lungs and screamed:

"Help! Police! Murder! Help!" and for good measure added a scream pure and smple, ashriek of
fear and pain. Summoning one wasn't dl that difficult.

There weren't many housesin this neighborhood, but there were some, and night-watchmen aswell.
Lightsflared, and doors opened, spilling yelow flame-light onto the pavement. A whistle sounded sharply
not far away, and a clatter of hooves. The grapnel buzzed over her head and flew out, and the thin,
strong rope snaked behind it. The tines came down on the peak of aroof, and she hit the sde of the
building running, swarming up the knotted rope with the strength of her arms alone and fending off with
her feet; for a heart-stopping instant she thought the blood on her palms had made them too dick, but the
chamois|legther gave her enough traction.

No timeto stop on the roof, though her lungs burned and the cold air was like some hot, thin gas
rasping her lungs. She snatched up the rope behind her as she ran, heedless of the risk of tripping,
gathered it into arough bundle and jerked the grapnel free as she passed. An dleyway beyond, another
roof past it she pumped arms and legs to gather momentum, leapt outward—

Behind her agreat bass voice shouted: "What a sodding balls-up!"

Corvallis, Oregon
January 12th, 2008/Change Year 9

Michael Havel dtirred the body with aboot, carefully avoiding the tacky red-brown trickle of blood
from the desth-wound and the corpse's mouth and nose, still congealing in the cold air of awinter dawn.
Hewasthankful there weren't any flies; afew tiny footprintsindicated that the rats had been nosing
around, though they hadn't had peace enough to settlein for asnack.

"Three guesses as to the cause of death," he said dryly, touching atoe to the staghorn hilt of the knife
whose blade had been driven up under theribs.

"Geg, that'satoughie," Signe said, her tone as pawky ashis.

We've been married going on ten years and we're starting to think alike, Havel thought.
Apparently that old saying istrue.

Signewrinkled her nose at the smell, but stooped over the tumbled corpse, which lay in atangle of
limbs and the collapsed cot. The others were out in the open space that made up most of the upper story
of the warehouse, apart from Bill Hatfield, who was apparently sill reaming out his unfortunate guards
down below, near where they'd been found. In between times, he yelled at the police, who were shouting
back. The gray light was gradually swelling, as the sun rose behind the clouds.

And am| glad I'm not those guards! thelord of the Bearkillersthought. Assuming it wasn't what
it looked like, they're dill never going to live it down.

"Look," hiswife said, and pulled back the padded gambeson the dead man wore—they made
passable winter coats—and the shirt beneath. " Someone broke his collarbone before they killed him. |
thought the way hisarm waslying was abit strange.”

Havel grunted and leaned over, hishands on hisknees. There was allittle blood where the skin had
been broken, and the bone gave under his probing fingertip. Someone had done exactly that—good
sharp fracture, but not enough damage to have been done by ablade. At a guess, something metd and
with an edge, but ablunt one.

"Whoever it wasdid it quick,” Signewent on. "One thrust and they |eft the knifein to cork him.”

Havel nodded agreement. Killing with aknife was messy unless carefully managed; but then, anyone
who'd butchered pigs or sheep knew that.

"Get Aaron—" he began, when someone cleared histhroat behind him. "Oh, hi, Aaron. We need
your expertise here.”

"My expertise asatheatre critic?' Aaron Rothman said.

Havel straightened and courteoudy stepped aside as the physician limped into the room; he had a



pair of rubber gloves till on, and they went rather oddly with the rumpled elegance of hisjacket and
turtleneck and trench coat. Wherever held dept, the dim Jewish doctor hadn't been at the Bearkiller
consulate houseslast night, and the circles under his eyes beneath the glasses suggested he'd been
burning the candle at both ends. Hewas dl professiondism now, hisintelligent brown eyes narrowed in a
pleasantly ugly fortysomething face shadowed with heavy morning stubble.

"Theatre critic?' Havel asked.

"Well, that was an inspired little piece of bitchery with the guards, but it wasal put on, you know,"
Rothman said, alittle New Y ork il detectable in hisvoice though held been living in Lewiston, Idaho, at
the time of the Change.

At their enquiring expressions he went on: "Whoever did it should have just |ft them with the bottles;
amurderous drunken frenzy followed by swinish collapse. Making it look asif they'd been doing the
nasty aswell was abit much. And Vat 69—I ask you! Caty, very catty.”

"You'resure?' Signe said, her glance keen. "They were supposedly drunk.”

"O delightfully strong-jawed Amazonian queen of Castle Rustic, mother of my honorary nieces and
nephew ... radar may not work anymore, but my gay-dar is, | assure you, fully functiond. Y ou could
draw the shortest line between any two points with either Harry or Dave. Pity. Dave'sabit dishy, ina
rough-trade Tom of Finland sort of way."

He struck apose, and Have snorted laughter. Aaron wasn't only gay, but outrageoudy swish—two
characteristicswhich Havel had learned in the Corps didn't necessarily go together. He suspected the
doctor enjoyed shocking the rather insular rural community held ended up in, aswell.

"Gosh, you're making mefed so butch again, Aaron," Signe said.

"Oh, just let me do the makeover! A nice James Dean cut for the hair, theright plaid shirt, that
brutally handsomelittle scar on your nose ... OK, OK, let's get back to business.”

He stooped over the body, manipulated wrist and limbs, rubbed alittle of the blood between
rubber-clad finger and thumb to test how much it had thickened, then moved clothing aside to check on
thelividity. Therewas an impersona gentlenessin the way he moved the corpse.

"Someone crushed hisfoot, too," he said. "That would be quite, quite agonizing. Not as bad as
having it cut off and eaten in front of your eyes’—he tapped his own atificia foot againgt the floor,
encased in atrim Oxford loafer with atassd—"but sufficiently painful. And there was ablow to the
larynx; that would have kept him quiet.”

Havel grunted again, and looked at the door. "He came over to the door. Someone unlocked and
opened it, and then maybe he started out. Whoever was outs de stamp-kicked him on the instep, broke
his collarbone, hit him in the throat and pushed him in. Jumped on him as he tried to get away and killed
him with asinglethrust to the heart.”

"Which meansthe late unlamented probably knew whoever it was and let them get close, not
expecting to be attacked,” Signe said, with alow whistle. "Slick!"

"Yeah," Havd said. "Red pro job. Time of death?' he went on to Rothman.

"Sometime within the last few hours. And the esteemed Mr. Hatfield checked on them before he
went to bed, so that narrows it down. The police doctor was right about that at least.”

"Right about that at least?" Havel asked.

Rothman nodded, taking off the rubber gloves with dow care—they were hard to replace, and had
to be reused after aspd| in an autoclave.

" She thought they really had passed out after three bottles of eighty-proof local ‘whiskey,' pseudo,
so-caled. | can't absolutely proveit but I'm pretty certain one was dugged behind the ear with something
heavy but malleable, and the other was chloroformed. Then they were tranked, at a guess with a cocktall
including scopolamine. My colleague is competent but she's young, trained here post-Change—not as
familiar with the concept of exotic drugs as abig-city boy like moi. Whatever itis, it mimicsan
a cohol-induced stupor and the aftereffects quite convincingly, including some retrograde amnesia
Scopolamine wipes your short-term memory, so you don't recall what happened before you went
bye-bye. Anywhere from afew minutesto an hour or so is blanked.”

"But if they don't have anything like that herein Corvalis, where—" Havel began.



Signe and Rothman were both staring at him, adight look of exasperation in their eyes. "Portland,” he
sad.

Rothman nodded. "'I've talked with doctors who work there, afew times. They have quitea
pharmacopoeia. Less new production than herein Corvalis, but the Lord Protector's had a scavenging
operation of quite remarkable scope going since the first Change Y ear, stockpiling everything his men
could find. No dust from asaint'stomb for him when he'sfedling a bit peaked, | assure you.”

"Sir Jason here would have made the Association look bad if he talked when the Rangers showed
him off," Havel said thoughtfully.

"Adlrid sayshe wasn't going to talk, which cut hisvaue. But having him dead will make the Dunedain
and Bill Hatfidd look very bad," Signe said. "Those rumors that we're al fanatics, barbarians and
nutcases? What better proof than our dragging aman in and him ending up knifed and dead herein
law-abiding Corvdlis?'

"We're supposed to have killed him?' Havel asked. "Or at least, Astrid and Eilir are supposed to
have brought him into town, and then killed him? Or the Bobbsey Twins out there did it?"

"Honey, betcha the rumors are spreading right now. Rumors don't have to be credible, just juicy.”

Havel looked &t the doctor, who threw up hishandsin athestrical shrug. "No, | can't prove what we
al know to be true. Not enough to satisfy acourt.”

"Not acourt herein Corvdlis" Havel said grimly.

"Oh, thisisbad,”" Juniper Mackenzie said sorrowfully, as a stretcher team brought the body down the
dairs. "Thisisvery bad indeed.”

The policeman turned on Hatfield. "Bill, what the hell were you thinking, keeping someone locked up
on your lonesome, inthe first place?’Y ou may have noticed we don't have davery in thistown, unlike
some people | could name, and kidnapping's till acrimelast timel looked.”

Detective Smon Terwen wasaman in hisearly thirtieswith rather shaggy brown hair and agold
wedding band on hisleft hand, in civilian clothes, denim jacket and pants and tire-soled lesther boots,
unremarkable except for the badge on one breast pocket and the shortsword, handcuffs and nightstick at
his belt. The constables behind him were in blue uniforms with the same equipment, except that one—the
tall man standing next to the close-coupled stocky woman—had a catchpole as well, a shaft with a
Y -shaped, spring-loaded fork at the end. All three of them looked disturbed; violent crime within the city
wall was rare, with no more than one or two murders annualy since the chaos of thefirst Change Y ear.
Most of the small police force's time was taken up with traffic control, enforcing the health and safety
bylaws, and s=ttling the odd family dispute.

"Lady Adtrid, Lady Eilir, Mister Hordle, you al say afigurein black came out of the room wherethe
deceased was held, eluded you and ran away? After caling for the police.”

"That'sright,” Adrid said golidly. "Shewasvery fag.”

"She?" Terwen asked.

Alleyne nodded siffly, hisright hand kneading his neck; there were fresh bruises on hisface aswell.
"From the sound of her voice when she caled for the police—which meant that we couldn't chase her,
since we were too busy explaining thingsto your people, Detective.”

"Things were completely shambolic,” Hordle said. "Like chasing abloody rubber ball, it was" He
turned to Eilir, who spoke to him in Sign, then turned back. "Eilir says she was about her size and build,
but that she couldn't get close enough to see anything ese.”

"Well, thereisblood on the ground outside the window," Terwen said. "And on the barbed wire, and
on the rooftop acrossthe dley. That doestend to corroborate your story ... which doesn't mean it's very
convincing. | fill have adead body with aknifeinit, and it's your employegs knife, Mr. Hatfield, and
you were imprisoning the victim without legal authority. Y ou may have noticed judges are getting more
sengtive about Suff likethet thislagt littlewhile, Bill."

"That bastard was from the Protectorate, not a Corvalan citizen," Hatfield said stolidly.

"Well, why were you dragging him around?" Terwen asked, turning on the Dunedain |leaders.

"Heled abandit attack on our territory,” Astrid said, making adismissive gesture. "We brought him
here to explain that to your Faculty Senate, with the rest of the evidence.”



"Evidence?'

"There" shesad, pointing.

One of the younger Dunedain helpfully stepped over to aleather trunk stacked againgt the wall, one
of aset designed to go on either side of a pack-saddle, and flipped it open. A few of the spectators
stepped back at the spoiled-meat smell, not overwhelming in the cold wegther, but fairly strong. The
glassy stares of the dead bandits stared out into the room, bloated, smiling with the rictus that draws back
thedrying lips.

"Oh, Adirid, Eilir," Juniper murmured under her bresth. Y ou girlsjust cannot resst adramatic
gesture, can you?'

She put her hand in Nigd Loring's. Even then, and despite what must be achorus of devils beating
out atuneon theinsde of hisskull, Alleyne Loring noticed and smiled.

"Thirty-two dead bandits, and we didn't lose one of our own," Astrid said proudly. "And this orcb
from the Protectorate was |eading them againgt us.”

Terwen sighed himself. Y ou know, Lady Adrid, | actudly believe every word you've said. The
problem istheres no proof of anything, including who those heads belonged to."

Adtrid looked at him, her slver-veined blue eyes puzzled. "But we wouldn't have killed them if they
weren't bandits and evildoers," she pointed out.

Eilir made aclicking sound with her tongue. Astrid looked over at her, and the other signed: There's
that paper that the monk gave us.

"Ah!" Astrid said. "I'd forgottenthet ... "

It wasin another box, asmadller stedl one they used for money and documents. Terwen looked it
over thewriting was afine copperplate, but alittle unsteady dueto interna gpplication of Brannigan's
Specid. Hehdd it up to the gray winter daylight from outside, checking that it had the Abbey's
watermark—M ount Angel made its own paper too, at least for official documents.

"WEell, this corroborates your story,” he said. "Mind if | show thisto the chief of police? Thanks. OK,
you two"—he pointed afinger a Harry and Dave, sitting with numb expressions on overturned
buckets—"don't try leaving town, or | will definitely bring charges and you go to the lockup pending
trid. Theré€ll haveto beajudicid hearing, asitis.”

He turned to the Mackenzies and Bearkillers. ™Y ou folks know what | did before the Change?"

"No," Mike Have said. "Y ou weren't astudent, like everybody esein thistown?"

"Nah, | wasacop. Sometimes | think that's adisadvantage. | may ... will need to talk to you al
again. Please notify meif you're leaving town before thisis settled.”

"Thisisbad,” Juniper said again, as helft.

"It was bad when we arrived, Juney. Thisjust makesit worse," Havel said, and looked at his
sster-in-law and her companions. ™Y ou couldnt, just maybe, have told the rest of uswhat was going
on?'

"Wedidn't expect Lady Sandrato have Sir Jason killed," Agtrid said, adightly defensve notein her
voice. "Hewas her own liegeman ... well, her husband's baron's liege man. We thought sheld try to
rescue him. All shed have to do would be to get him out on the street and we couldn't take him back."

Signe snorted. "Anyone who underestimates Sandra Arminger's ... focus ... isgoing to be sorry and
sore," she said. "She'sjust as smart as the bastard she married, and alot more clear-headed.”

"Anddgr ... " Alleyne said. "Perhagps we were being atrifle vain, but we thought the four of us could
intercept whoever she sent and Sir Jason asthey left. We also fdlt that alarger party would have been
too likely to be detected. We wanted to catch someone, after al, not deter them from trying et all.”

"Yeah." Havel nodded. "That's the way 1'd have bet, too. Sandra's got areal pro working for her.
Pity you didnt kill her."

"Wait aminute," Signesaid. They dl glanced over at her. "I've got anidea.”

She spoke for five minutes. When shefinished, Astrid frowned and spoke. "But what if Lady Sandra
doesn't buy it?"

"Then at least well be able to see who she uses to contact them. Shelll haveto investigate.”

Adtrid smiled swestly. "Oh, | think | have an ideaabout that too. A fail-safe. We have to be careful.



But I think | know theright bait, if it was Tiphaine Rutherton.”
Mike Havel glanced back and forth between them. After amoment, he began to laugh. "'l seewhy
the Larssons stayed on top of the hegp dl those generations.”

Chapter Eight

Corvallisand area, Oregon
January 12th, 2008/Change Year 9

"Matti!" Sandra Arminger said, holding out her arms.

"Oh, puh-leeze," Astrid muttered under her bresth. " Raica pedeth!™

No, Rudi Mackenziethought. She really meansiit. Yeah, she's showing it off, too, for those guys
—hiseyeswent to the Corvalan officids, who were looking uneasy— but she's really sad and upset
too.

It was odd, the way other people had trouble telling each other's fedings. They were pretty obvious
to him, most of thetime.

Mathildaran to her mother. They werein asddom-used public room, some sort of meeting placein
one of the town government's buildings, empty except for windows and chairs and atable, gloomy, dead
light fixtures il in the particle-tile calling, with abare, fusty smdl| of staelinoleum and dead insects. Rudi
didnt likeit; hed grown up in buildings made of honest logs and planks, and preferred the fed of wood.
He stood alittle closer to his own mother.

This old stuff is creepy, he thought, shivering dightly, and focused on the people instead.

Sandra Arminger's cotte-hardi and headdress made a splash of silver and pearl gray and white, the
slk and linen and wool warm despite the restrained colors. Mathildas sumac red jacket and plain kilt
were a contrast to it as she hugged her mother. For along moment they embraced, and then they spoke
together in low tones. When the girl turned to beckon him, her face was wet with tears.

"Hello, young lord," Mathildal's mother said, after he'd walked over and bowed.

She extended a hand, and he took it and kissed it courteoudy, bending aknee dightly; it was polite
of her to treat him like agrown-up. When he looked up their eyes met; hers were dark and deep, like
wellsfull of cleverness and hidden thought; Rudi could fed them probing at him, asif she could seeinside
him, or was trying to. He smiled, and saw her mouth quirk up at one corner in response.

"Lady Sandra," he said formally. "I'm happy to meet you."

"My daughter tells me you've been agood friend to her," the woman said.

Rudi's smile grew into agrin, and he put an arm around Mathilda's shoulders for amomentary
squeeze. "Surel" he said. "Matti's cool. Were best friends.”

"Ah!" her mother said, and her eyeswarmed, losing alittle of that knife-keen look. "Now isn't that
nice? She needs afriend, being so far from home. Could we tak alittle more?

He bowed again and withdrew; Astrid and Eilir and Juniper stayed by the door, well out of earshot;
his mother gave him alittle nod at his enquiring look, and he went out through the door into the corridor.
That was alittle better, even if it was dark except for one smelly lantern. Aoife and Liath were there,
leaning on their bows.

"Can | go outside?'

Thetwo young warriors of the Clan looked at each other; Sandra Arminger had come with only her
one bodyguard, and Astrid and Eilir werein there with her, and it was dl very officia and aboveboard,
with the Corvallans ready to be very angry a anyone who broke the peace. The meeting had been set up
on the sixth floor, just to make any dirty businessimpossible, with a sheer drop smoother than the city
wall, and taller. Nobody was going to be jumping out of windows.

"Yeah, | guesss0," Aoifesad.

"These big old buildings give me the creeps,” Liath said. "1 fed like I'm smothering. | wish the townies
would tear them dl down."

Rudi cocked his head, distracted for amoment. "That'swhat | wasthinking,” he said. "But isn't your
house an old building? Sam's place.”


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\S.M. Stirling - Dies the Fire 03 - A Meeting at Corvallis v1.3 (BD).htm

"Not likethis" Liath said, and shivered dightly as she looked around.

"Yeah, it never fedsbad there when I'm vigiting,” Rudi acknowledged.

"It'san old old building, if you know what | mean. It was always afarmhouse, and that meansit
belongsto the Mother.”

He nodded; that made sense. Aoife went on: "Let's go outside, then. We can wait in the court.”

She stuck her head through the door and spoke something quietly. Then they went down the dark
echoing metd stairwell; on the lower floorsthey passed afew Corvalans, busy about the town's
business—the more easily accessible parts of the building were still in use, and they had amoreliving
smell aswdl, wool and the hot metal of stoves and candle tallow. At the bottom of the stairswas a
swinging meta door with Exit painted onitin flaking red paint.

Slly, Rudi thought. What else would it be? Did people in the old times have to read be-jore they
knew what a door was?

They might have, at that. From the stories, they'd been very very odd back then, in the old times. The
sgn dso said an darm would go off; he chuckled at an image of someone stlanding there blowing a
trumpet or ahorn every time the door was opened, or abig brass bell ringing. That probably wasn't what
the sgn meant, but then the old stuff was often incomprehensible or dumb or both.

I'mglad | live now and not then, he thought, taking a deep breath of the fresher air outside. It till
had more smoke and the smell of more peopl e than he was accustomed to. Even Dun Juniper could get
suffy and give him aclosed-in feding, but you could aways run out into the meadows. And I'mglad |
don't livein a big city like this, either. You'd have to wak and walk to get to the fields and woods!

There were new watering troughs and hitching posts around the asphdt square that filled the hollow
of the L-shaped building. Horses were tethered there, and Lady Sandras carriage—and enough City
guardsto outnumber her escort of men-at-arms very thoroughly, just in case. The Association warriors
stood in agroup, with their shields dung over their backs and their hands resting casudly on the
peace-bonded hilts of their swords. They carefully didn't look at the Corvallan crossbowmen standing
behind them, and the crossbowmen carefully didn't point their weapons anywhere near them—but they
were spanned and had quarrelsin the grooves. Rudi grinned to himsdlf; it waslike two groups of big,
unfriendly dogs watching each other from opposite ends of alane; most timesthey'd just run up and
down barking at each other, and then go back and flop down and pant asif they'd done something
important.

The rest of the guards were leaning on their glaives and talking with each other—he could hear a
couple complaining how this specid call-up was cutting into their regular, everyday jobs and hoping it
would al be over soon. Now and then their armor would rustle or clank; most of them were wearing
brigandines or chain shirts, but a couple had sheet-stedl breastplates and tassets.

A pair inlighter gear were grooming their horses and tending their tack. They looked up and
brightened as Rudi walked over towards them. People usudly smiled back a him—that was only natural,
snce heliked most people he met, so why shouldn't they like him? His own smile had alittle extra
caculation; thetwo were looking a Aoife and Liath, and hoping to sirike up a conversation. Witch-girls
had a reputation for being friendly, and this raw windy day was beyond boring. Rudi didn't intend to be
bored; he seldom was, and never when therewas ahorse to investigate.

"That'sagood horse" Rudi said, after everyone had exchanged names. "Isit yours?'

He had somedried fruit in his pouch; he offered it carefully in his pam, and the big bay gelding bent
its head to eat, the hairson itslipstickling his hand.

"Y up, Blockhead heré's mine. The city rents him from me when we're called up together. My folks
have afarm outside the Westgate, and | think he's glad to get a change from pulling acart.”

"Can | help you curry him, Water?' Rudi asked.

"Y ou know how?' the young man said.

Aoifeand Liath laughed. "Oh, brother, you put your foot in there," Aoife said. "Thisis Rudi
Mackenzie you'retaking to."

"Aren't dl you guys cdled Mackenzie?' he replied.

His partner winced and tried to whisper something to him as Aoife snorted and looked down her



nose. Liath cut in: "I'm Liath Dunling Mackenzie," the younger woman said patiently. "My friend here's
Aoife Barstow Mackenzie. Thelittle goblin hereisRudi just-plain-and-simple Mackenzie—the Chief's
son. Likethe Chief is Juniper Mackenziefull stop hersdlf hersdf.”

"Well, excuse me!" the guard said, smiling and making an elaborate bow. He offered the currycomb.
"Go right aheed!"

"| can't handle the top parts without something to stand on,” Rudi said. "I bet thisfellah hereredly
can canter for miles—look at those legs and the chest."

Walter looked at him, pale brows rising. "Blockhead's not the fastest horsein town, but he'sa
dayer," he said respectfully.

They dl talked horses and tack while the work went on. It was nice to talk with the Corvalans, and
inaway it was ardief nobody was older than Aoife— even his own mother tended to go on about the
old daysfar too much. Someone bought ajug of sweet, heated clover teafrom a passing street vendor,
and they passed it around in mannerly fashion, pouring from spout to mouth without touching lipsto the
tin and giving it back to the sdller'slittle whedled cart when they were finished. Then the door opened
agan.

It was Mathilda, by hersdlf; shelooked up and waved a awindow before walking out with her
hands tucked in her armpits. Rudi went over to her.

"You OK?' hesad.

"Sure," she replied with patent falseness. "They said | could come out here while the grown-ups
talked. | didn't like the way their voices sounded.”

"Werethey ydling?' Rudi asked, frowning. Mom doesn't yell very often, but it's scary when she
does.

Her lip quivered again, but she mastered it. "No. It was al quiet, but | was frightened.”

Oh, that's wor se than yelling, hethought. "I fed bad about it too," he went on doud, blinking his
own eyes and rubbing at them with the back of hishand. "1 wish our folksweren't dl mad at each other.
It makes mefed rotten, like I'd eaten something bad. If we can be friends, why can't they?"

Mathildanodded. "Metoo. | mean, we're never going to be enemies, arewe, Rudi ?*

"Never! Not for anything, Matti."

"But if | go back home, well never get to see each other again,” she pointed out. "Not for years and
years and years, until were grown-ups oursalves. And there may be awar.”

They stood and looked at each other for amoment, knowing that the quarrels of the adults could do
that. Then Mathildas face lightened.

"We could be anamchara. Then we'd never be enemies, not dl our lives.”

"Yeah!" Rudi sad enthusiasticdly. Then more serioudy: "It'sabig ded, being soul-friends, though,
Matti. Wed haveto share dl our secrets, dl our liveslong, and fight for each other, and dl that stuff. If
you dieinaforeignland, | haveto give you your rites, and you for me. Evenif our clansare a feud, we
have to help each other. It's serious.”

Mathilda nodded. "That's why we should do it. Then nobody could ever make usfight.” Then she
hesitated and atiny frown gppeared. "I don't know ... my confessor wouldn't yell at me, would he?
Mom just now said | shouldn't do anything that would makethe Virgin cry.”

Rudi didn't say that no Aspect of the Lady would cry about people swearing friendship; it wouldn't
betactful. But ... Mom says you've always got to he careful when you ask the Mighty Ones for
something. They may give it to you. Decison: Thisisa good idea. Really.

"Nah, it's not awitches-and-Chrigtians thing, not really. Not ran, not awhadyacalit, a sacred
mystery. Mom saysthat over in Ireland they used to swear the oath of anamchara even after they
became Chrigtians themselves. Y ou wanna?"

"Thenlet'sdoit!"

"You sure?"

She nodded vigoroudy. "Well haveto get away from all these people ... how long? Mom said it'd
be haf an hour until she wasthrough talking.”

"That's plenty of time. And well need some stuff. | know!"



He strolled over towards hisbodyguards again. "Liath,” he said quietly.

Adaife and thetwo Corvallanswere looking at ahoof and discussing the shoeing; the horse snorted
and swished itstail, but it was a good-hearted beast and stood patiently on threelegs. Liath stood back a
little; she wasless outgoing than Aoife, who had enough sdlf-confidence for three ordinary people and
aways had.

"Y eah, sprout?’ she said, then bent down when he beckoned.

Rudi could smell the herbal wash on her braided brown hair, and the linseed oil on the chain-mail
collar of her arming doublet; her smile was open and friendly. They got along well, and he'd known her
off and on for most of hislife, she having been part of Sam Aylward's household until just lately; she and
Aoife weretalking about handfasting, though most thought them too young. He didn't know her quite as
well ashedid Aoife, who'd lived in the Hall at Dun Juniper dl hislife....

But Aoijeisa lot more strict about things. Better not to ask her, she'd be all questions.

He spoke quietly, not quite whispering: "Liath, could you get us some Stuff? Thisisrea important to
Maiti and me."

"Sure. What?"

"Oh ... ummm ... acouple of candles, three cups, and could we borrow your war-paint kit? | know
you've got it along. And two blessed wands.”

Liath's brown eyes went wide. She darted alook at Aoife and licked her lips. "Are you sure about
that, Rudi?' she said serioudly.

She's thinking she should tell Aocife, Rudi thought, and pushed at her with hiswill. "Well, duh,
would | beasking if | wasn't? Cmon, Liath, thisis real important.”

Shelooked at Mathildathen; the girl nodded, her lips compressed into aline of determination, dark
circles of worry and stress under her eyes. Rudi shifted from foot to foot.

"Please, Liath. Weve gottado it now, before the grown-ups get everything messed up.”

"OK. But if you get mein trouble—"

"Don't worry. Mom'll understand.”

Liath sghed. "OK. But keep it quiet, sprout.”

She gtrolled over to her own mount and made a show of checking its feed-bag. Then shetook afew
small cloth-wrapped parcels from her saddlebags. Mot Initiates on along trip would have the basics for
casting a Circle or spell-work with them. They sidled to the edge of the paved strip and waited until no
eyeswere on them; Liath leaned casualy againgt the wal with her bow in her crossed arms, one boot
hedl up againgt the stucco, whistling as the wind scuffed dried |eaves across the asphalt, and then Rudi
vaulted into the open window.

Mathildafollowed with something of the same edl-quick efficiency. The room within was empty and
looked asif it had been deserted dl their lives; the window on the other side was|odged open, and there
was arain-sain and ascattering of old leaves acrossthe floor.

"What do we do?' Mathilda asked, alittle breathless.

Rudi had the words memorized; such things came easily to him. Mathildaknew alot lessthan most
Mackenzieswould, of course, though it wasn't a secret rite reserved for Initiates.

"Do we have to mix our blood in the cup and stuff like that?"

"Yeah," Rudi said absently. " Sorta. Weve got to mix our blood, but we mix the drink inthe
cups ... " Heclosed hiseyes and breathed out, feeling for what was right in thistime and place. OK,
thiswill have to be a little different 'cause Matti'sa Christian .. . "OK ... you've got your crucifix
with you, right?"

Mathilda pulled the slver-and-diamond amulet from under her shirt and jacket. "Now, here's how
well doit—"

Twenty minutes later they knelt facing each other. Maitti lifted the cup to hislips; it was cold teafrom
Liath's canteen, acrid and pleasant.

"I drink deep from the cup that the Goddess offersto the Lord,” he said, then took the cup from her
and held it for her.

"l drink deep from the cup that Mary held for her son," Mathildareplied, her eyes solemnin the



cand dight; the early winter night was coming.

They lit the candle between them from the other two, each holding one flame to the wick, and spoke
the words together. Then they picked up their knives and each nicked the back of the other'sright wrist;
the touch of the steel was a gentle sting, and Mathilda concentrated with squint-eyed care as she made
the tiny wound. His own hand moved in asingle smdl, swift flick. They pressed the cuts againgt each
other, the thin hot trickle of blood mingling astheir wristslocked in the chilly, damp ar of the room asthe
chant went on: " ... | am your brother"—he paused alittle so Mathilda could say sster— " ... your
parent and your child. | will teach you and from you | will learn. | am the shield on your shoulder, the
sword in your hand, the lamp that lights your feet. By earth and air, by fire and water, by the blood we
share and the stedl that shed it, we are one soul! All my wisdom and al my secrets | will share with you,
aslong asthislife endures. Until we meet in the world beyond theworld, so mote it bel™

"Amen," Mathilda added and signed hersdlf, kissing the crucifix before she dropped it back around
her neck.

"Oh, dear," hismother'svoice said. "Oh, dear. Oh, dear."

Both of the children looked up, shocked from exultation back into the dying light of common day.
Juniper Mackenzie and Sandra Arminger stood in the doorway, with Liath and Aoife and the dark-clad
blond bodyguard in the back- ground. The bodyguard looked amused; Liath looked as if she wanted her
vita functionsto stop right then and there; Aoife was scowling like a summer thunderhead.

"Oh, dear," Juniper said again.

The two mothers shared alook. When the Lady of Portland spoke, it was with crigp assurance.

"Oh, shit."

"What's their problem?" Tiphaine asked the barkeeper casudlly.

The Suds and Spuds was a respectable tavern near the riverside part of the city wall, but not fancy.
A long room held tables and booths, abar, akitchen in the back and rooms upstairs; blackboards listed
prices. And rather astonishingly there had been afour-piece chamber ensemble playing until amoment
ago, students performing for food, beer and what tips the audience could afford. She hersalf was dressed
likealocd, of the same class as the |aborers and roustabouts and carters who made up the clientele, or
like afarmworker in town for a day—there were plenty of such, with ameeting of the Faculty Senate due
soon, which was the story sheld given when she rented aroom.

An equivaent riverfront place in a Protectorate town would probably be named the Siut and
Brew—there was awell-known divein Portland called exactly that—and conducted accordingly, with
more noise and worse smells and without the clean shests.

"Them?' the barkeeper said, polishing aglass and looking at the two men. "They got fired, and
they're not happy about it. Wouldn't have pegged them for whiners, but you never know." He set the
glass down and wiped the bar down with therag. "Didn't you hear about the murder at Hatfield's? Man
got histhroat cut while those two were supposed to be guarding him. 1t's a three-day wonder. Y ou want
abeer, or what?'

Tiphaine nodded, and the man took a mug down and filled it from the wooden barrel as she grabbed
ahandful of pretzelsfrom an orange plastic bowl on the bar. He did the chipped mug over to her and she
spped; it was passable, and coolish if not cold. The two men were definitely Harry and Dave, looking
aullen. Therewasafair crowd in, and some of them were listening to the two of them holding forth.

"—not even any severance pay, and our rent due next week. And Dave hereis getting married this
spring. It wasn't our fault. How are we supposed to keep aroof over our heads?"

"Theresthisthing cdled saving, and some of usdo it every payday,” a stevedore said, getting a
generd laugh. "Anyway, even thistime of year you can get something, work on asalvage crew in Albany,
whatever. It may not pay aswell aswhat you had, but you blew that off, didn't you?"

Tiphaine leaned an ebow on the bar, standing with one foot on the brassrail. Her hair was up under
awoolen cap, which was believable enough, since even with awoodstove the place wasn't what you'd
cal hot. Lady Sandrastraveling gear had included a sdlection of contactsto turn her eyesan
unremarkable brown. With alittle artfully gpplied padding under her clothing and subtle differencesin



stance and walk it was unlikely anyone would connect her with the Association's consul ate.

"I heard those loonieswho live in the woods and think they're some sort of fairies cut that guy's
throat," she said doud. "The hired swords, the Rangers. Knocked you guys out and just killed him, like
that—" She snapped her fingers. "Hell of athing you should get the boot because Hatfield's weirdo
friendslikekilling people. And collecting their heads. | heard they've got boxes full of heads, right herein
town."

That got the conversation going again; of course, unless you were on the road, the main reason for
coming to atavern rather than staying at home of an evening was to schmooze and gossip. The noise
level went up as the pro-Dunedain, anti-Dunedain and the more numerous who-the-hell-are-they-anyway
factions started exchanging ill-informed opinions, louder and louder. More people were coming in, too,
asthe sun went down.

Eventualy she used the noise and crowding to sidle over to where Harry and Dave were sitting in a
booth aong the back wall. They were till nursing their first beers, and the waitress had been giving them
the hairy eyeball as space got more scarce and time passed.

"Mindif | joinyou?' shesad. "Wendy Madigan's my name."

They looked at her, surprised, but shook her hand and gave their names. When the waitress came
around again shelooked at Tiphaine with raised brows. "Ancther for me" she said. "And get my friends
here a shot of vodka each, with beer chasers. What've you got to eat?"

"Fish stew, or mutton and barley,” she said. "Bread and fixings come with it. Five centsdl up. Or you
can have aside of French friesfor an extrapenny.”

"I'll havethefish stew," Tiphaine sad; it smdled dl right, and the price was modest enough to suit her
cover. "You guys?It'son me"

"Sure," Dave said; helooked to be the brighter of the two. "And you're doing this 'cause you like our
faces or something?'

"Nah, | need the town news," she said easily. "My folksand | work in adairy, alittle place near
Philomath, up Woods Creek, and they sent me in with awagonload of butter on the railway. Everyonell
want the latest when | get home."

The two men looked at each other. Then they began to talk.

This could be an opportunity, she thought, asthey took turnsto pour out their grievanceswhile she
spooned up thefish stew ... which wasn't bad, with chunks of white chum salmon, onions, carrots and
potato; the bread was good, if alittle rougher than the white variety the Lord Protector's court ate.

Troubleis, I'm not entirely convinced. Something not quiteright. A little too smooth.

These two were too coherent and sure of what they were about. Most people told a story with alot
of umms and aaahs and disagreements, even if they'd seen the same thing—especidly if they had.
Nothing was more unrdiable than human memory, and when she went in after Sir Jason shed shot these
two full of enough babble-juice to confuse a Dominican.

Their story istoo much like a story. They're not bewildered enough at what happened to them.
Smellswrong.

"Y ou guys going to testify at the hearings?' she asked, when they'd run down.

"Ummm ... | don't know," Dave said. "Hatfidd'sgot alot of pull with the Economics Faculty. Might
screw up our chances of getting another job.”

Hmmm. A perfect opportunity to bribe them to badmouth Hatfield and the Dunedain, possibly
too perfect. Decison firmed. They're bait. Someone's keeping an eye on them, most likely, which
means they're keeping an eye on me.

"Wel, | hopethingsturn out dl right for you two,” Tiphainesaid. "I hate to see the high-and-mighties
putting the boot into a couple of working men.”

She left an extravagant nicke tip for the waitress and went back to the washrooms, sitting in agtall
thinking hard until the room was empty save for her. Then she opened the window &t therear; it wasa
tight fit, being smdl and high up on thewall, but she hopped up on asink, wiggled through and cameto
her feet in the dley. Something scuttled away from her ...

"Ms. Rutherton,” avoice said.



Eilir watched the Association warrior come out of her crouch after aquick, flickering examination of
her surroundings. High, blank walls on two sides; Al-leyne and Astrid at one end of the dley, John
Hordle and her at the other.

Tiphaine smiled and pulled off her knit cap. Y ou can't possibly hold me prisoner," she pointed out.
"And disposing of my body inawalled city ... not easy. So I'll walk out to the street now, and if you try
to stop me.... why, I'll start to scream. People are odd in Corvallis; if you scream, they run towards you
instead of away."

"Wedon't plantokill or captureyou,” Alleyne said. His mouth was dightly pinched—hedidn't like
this part. "Were hereto offer you something you want very badly, in return for telling the truth to the
Faculty Senate.”

Shelaughed a him. "What exactly do you havethat | could want?'

Eilir fet John Hordle shift beside her. She took time out to nudge his ankle; thiswas no timeto
improvise

"Me" Adrid said, standing forward alittle. "My oath to meet you with any wegpon you choose, in
the wilderness, right after the Faculty Senate finishesits mesting.”

Eilir could see aflush wash up Rutherton's neck and face, and her nostrilsflared. Y ou mean that?"
shesad, tilting her head to one side. Then: "Yes, you do. And | suppose your boyfriend there would be
waiting to kill me, after | won?"

"No," Alleyne said. "The dedl includes two horses, a hundred and sixty rose nobles, and free passage
to wherever you please, so long asit isn't Bearkiller or Mackenzie land."”

"Corvdlis" shesad. "Or therésdwaysthe Y akimatowns, or Boise... "

Asdtrid shook her head. "That's all moot, because I'll kill you,” she said. "But you'd have the
satisfaction of trying."

Tiphaine Rutherton closed her eyes for amoment, then opened them and smiled ahungry smile.
"Agreed. Knives, fought estrappado,” she said, and turned on her hedl. Astrid and Alleyne had to turn
sharply as she pushed between them without another word.

| have a bad feeling about this, Eilir thought. And not just because the Association fighter had
specified aknife duel with left wrigtstied together. Quite bad.

Sandra Arminger dusted the surface of the letter with sand and waved it gently back and forth to dry
for an ingant. "My compliments to the noble Faculty Senate, and thisismy reply,” she said. "I'm most
pleased to comply with their request.”

The messenger bowed his head and took the page from her hand, then carefully diditinto a
leather-bound folder. When he had | eft Sandra sat toying with the lower edge of the peplum pinned atop
her wimple, twisting the sheer fabric around afinger whereit fell over her shoulder. The flames burned
blue and red and gold over the coasin the fireplace, and one of the consulate cats brushed around her
skirts before jumping to her 1ap and curling up for anap; papers and books littered the table.

Tiphaine Rutherton stood by the side of the fireplace, as relaxed asthe cat, with her handsin her
deeves

"I find thisrather odd," Sandrasaid carefully. "Y ou don't think anything can be made of the men this
merchant Hatfield had guarding Sir Jason, now that they've been dismissed?!

"No, my lady," Tiphainesaid. "I don't think they were redlly dismissed. They were bait. The other
sdeistrying to turn the Situation to their advantage.”

"Ah, that would be young Signe" Sandrasaid. "Clever girl! She's been quite annoying.”

"And that'swhy | dipped away after sounding the two laborers out. Y ou did emphasize that
discretion was of the essence.”

Sandra's eyes narrowed as she lifted the letter the messenger had brought.

"Yes, | did, didn't 17" she said. "But now the Dunedain have requested that you be there when the
Foreign Relations Committee meets. Some of the Corvalans are very annoyed at dl thiscommotionin
their orderly little city. The politica Stuation isquite delicately balanced ... and it is very important that



Corvdlis stay neutra when we move againgt the Bearkillers and the M ackenzies and those annoying
schismatic monks at Mount Angel. Which will happen soon; the Lord Protector would prefer it be after
the next harves a the latest.”

"My lady, they were expecting something to happen, but not the way | approached. None of them
saw my face, when | ... atended ... to Sir Jason. They did hear my voice, so they know it wasa
woman. I'm the obvious suspect, but they have no proof. All they can do is swear that adark-clad,
masked woman trounced the four of them and fled ... and that sounds pretty unlikely."

"Did you, by theway? Trounce them, that is. | know you're very capable, but ... "

"Wl ... no. | managed to get away from them, though, which wasn't easy. Told secondhand, it
sounds pretty much the same thing, and that's useful .”

"It does, and itis" Sandrasaid. "I'm not annoyed with you, child. Simply alittle puzzled. At least
we've taken Sir Jason off the board. He was deplorably impulsive.”

Tiphaine's cam face snarled for an ingtant. "Hewasa pig!"

Sandrachuckled. "Well, yes, but if we wereto stick knivesin dl the pigson. the Association'srolls,
we'd have alot of pork and very few living noblemen,” she pointed out. "At any rate, a worst we can
convince the noble Senate and public opinion here that getting mixed up in amessy businesslikethisis
bad; at best, we can shift the blame onto our enemies. Well done.”

She extended a hand, pam-down. Tiphaine went to one knee and took it, kissing the knuckles
formally and then rising to leave with abow. Of course, in gtrict form she ought to have curtsied, but
unless you were wearing askirt that wasn't redlly practical.

Odd, Sandra Arminger thought idly. | spent most of my youth in jeans, but even to me a woman
in pantsis starting to look vaguely indecent. Habit islord of usall, | suppose.

She picked up the quill pen—she found them more aesthetically satisfying than the surviving reservoir
types—and brushed the swan feather meditatively across her lips. The cat on her [ap blinked its eyes
open and rolled on its back, reaching for the feather with both paws, she teased it until it decided to jump
down and groom.

Ordinarily shedidn't likeimprovising on this scae, but Jason Mortimer'sill-timed raid had |eft her
with no alternative, and the damage control had worked. Granted, there was that absurd ritua the
children had gonethrough ...

Which seems to have been their own idea, unless that Mackenzie woman is much better at
deception than | am at penetrating same, shethought. Stll, it may be inconvenient. Matti doesn't
seem to have changed much in one way, she's still very self-willed ... well, not surprising
considering her parentage. I'mnot surprised she's fallen under the boy's spell; he's quite charming.
Now, something could be made of that, perhaps?

Schemes spun their way through her mind; it was dangerousto have arigid plan for an unpredictable
future, that made you too like to try and force events back onto atrack rather than adapt to them, but
you did need to prepare for contingencies. Yes ... that might be quite useful.

"But why do | have this sense that something iseluding me?' she asked hersdf softly. "It dl seemsto
be proceeding as well as could be expected, yet ..

Bowers Rock State Park had lain on the south bank of the Willamette north of Corvallis, wherethe
river turned in an S-curveto avoid low hills; now it wasjust another piece of uninhabited riverbank, and
upstream were idands and more serpentine reaches. It had been swampy even before the Change; since
then entropy had undone the works of men far faster than they'd been buiilt, as floods burst levees and
dams, st and leaves and dumping lands clogged drains and culverts. Soughs and disused gravel pits
dotted the area; dead reeds rustled in the cold wind from the north, and tossed the branches of fir and
ader, cottonwood and oak, along creaking groan beneath the whistle of the air. The natural levee dong
the river was densdly grown with tall trees and brush; el sewhere many trees were dead as encroaching
wetland killed their roots, with fresh saplings growing on spots of dightly higher ground and tangled brush
nearly everywhere. The air was heavy with the chill, silty smdll of standing water and vegetable decay,
and the air was thick with moisture turning bit by bit into ground fog, kept to tatters and patches by the



iff breeze.

Sam Aylward grinned to himsdlf as he knelt behind a bush. He was cold, and one thigh ached a bit
where an Argentine bullet had broken it in'82, and his shoulder would stiffen up if he didn't watch it, and
he could have been home playing with Fand and Edain while dinner cooked. He should beleaving this
sort of thing to the youngsters held spent the last decade training, too. Y et thiswas achanceto usea
hugely difficult set of skillsthat he didn't want to rust; everything hurt more, but he could ill doiit.
Nobody had seen the small party of Mackenzies asthey filtered dowly in from the east, not unlessyou
counted deer and ferd cattle.

Although thisisjust the roit bit of bush for one of those sodding tigers to den up, hethought;
they bred fast, and alot of the older ones were still maneaters when they got the chance. Even then a
corner of hismind had time to curse the sentimenta idiots who'd turned so many loose from safari parks
and zoos after the Change. Haven't seen any pugmarks yet though ...

His eyes scanned the ground ahead, where a clump of oaks and Douglasfirs occupied ahigher
hummock. That's where the idle bastards should have put a sentry, up one of thetreesin ablind, with a
pair of binoculars. They hadn't, he was pretty sure of that, and there weren't any lookouts covering it
ether. He was close now, close enough to smell the woodsmoke, though he couldn't see aplume.

He made a soft clicking sound with histongue, impossibleto filter out of the background unlessyou
knew what you were listening for. Then he moved forward from clump to clump, pausing every fifty
paces with the ghillie cloak around him like a shaggy, twig-sewn blanket. A crackling branch off to the
left made him hat motionless, even as he winced inwardly. That was the price you paid for working with
srangers ... but the man had done the right thing by stopping.

After amoment he moved forward again. Stories to the contrary, you couldn't move through brush or
forest without making noise. The saving grace was that the forest made noise of itsown dl thetime, and if
you froze when you put afoot wrong the sound would vanish into the background, especialy when there
wasanicelively wind likethis. A head might come around when they heard acrackle, but if they didn't
see movement or hear anything el seright away, they tended to let it go. Y ou couldn't investigate every
noisethat might be someone.

Sow and careful, that's the ticket.

He made another careful sound as he eded into the dightly higher ground that bore the trees, one that
would announce that he was where he'd intended to go. The surface here wasn't exactly dry, but at least
it wasn't outright bog. A falen ader gave shelter to the west, thick with young seedlings growing about
the nurse-treg's rotting trunk.

Well, well, he thought as he dowly raised the binocularsto his eyes and moved histhumb on the
focusing screw, isn't that interesting? The colonel wasright.

A hdf-dozen large canoes were drawn up in adough that gave off the Willamette. Willowstrailed
drooping branches on them, but the camouflage netting on the frames that spanned their hullswould have
made them hard to seein any case; otherwise they were voyageur - style boats, duminum versions of the
type Canadian fur traders had used in the old days. He'd used similar craft on wilderness trips before the
Change, and in training with the SAS—though apart from the Falklands and aspdll in Ulster hisactive
service had mostly involved extremdy dry desertsfull of homicida lunatics,

Sill, you never know when training will come in handy. You can get better than a ton in one of
those things. Paddle slow and at night, lie up by day and you could get from here to Portland
without anyone the wiser, or at least to the falls at Oregon City, which is much of a muchness.
Not many folk living right by the river these days.

Ragged men unloaded wicker baskets and poplar-wood boxes from the canoes. Others loaded
cargo, mostly in sacks; part of it was prisoners, bound and with bags over their heads, which was an
excellent way of keeping captives disoriented and passive. Aylward whistled silently through histeeth,
then handed the binoculars to the man who'd crawled up beside him.

Ashedid so0 he kept counting the number of fighting men down there. Two dozen at least, all up, he
decided regretfully. Not a chance.

It was with even more regret that he grabbed Mgjor Peter Jones by the collar of his camouflage



jacket and touched the point of adirk to theinner angle of hisjaw when he showed signs of legping up
and advancing on the canoes with drawn sword. The Corvallan wasn't quite angry enough to try and
fight him, and they moved backward with commendable stedlth.

"Those were Protectorate soldiers!™ Jones snarled quietly, when they were back where they'd left the
horses.

Aylward nodded as he tightened a girth and bundled up his ghillie cloak to strap behind the saddle.
"Right you are, mate," he said. " Some of them. The rest were your common-or-garden bandit shites.”

"And you've known about this?' Jones said.

"More or less suspected,” Aylward said.

"Weve got to do something!"

"We're not going to go charging in with four archers and you againgt thet lot," Aylward said, jerking a
thumb over his shoulder. "They've got six to our one, and about half of them looked like they had
hauberks on. Mother Aylward didn't raise any of her kidsto be bloody fools.”

"Why didn't you tdll us before?"

"Wetried to, didn't we? It was aways 'no proof, no proof, no bloody proof, you kilties are just
trying to get usfighting Portland, oh dear, oh dear.’ Colond Loring was the one suggested we stake out
thislocation—he's had the timeto think about it, you see, and he dways did have afine eye for ground,
and for putting bits of thisand that together to get apicture.”

"They'reseding people,” Jones said, incandescent with anger.

Aylward nodded. " Stands to reason, short of labor as everyoneis, and the Protectorate's not going
to get many volunteers. At aguess, the border barons started hiring bandits to catch runaway peons and
bond-tenants. Not a big step from there to buying replacements, and who's going to listen to one more
poor, unfortunate bugger in alabor gang?’

"The Faculty Senateis going to hear about this!”

A grin split Aylward's square Saxon face. "That's the point of thislittle walk in the woods, innit?
Hopefully they'll ligen to you."

Corvallis, Willamette Valley, Oregon
January 14th, 2008/Change Year 9

"It'sindecent,” Juniper said.

"What, the kilt?' Nigel Loring asked, glancing down asthey strolled arm-inarm between the booths.
"I admit that my knobby knees aren't much to look at, but | wouldn't say they were actualy obscene—"

"That so much isgoing wrong, and I'm gtill so happy,” Juniper replied, prodding himin theribswith a
finger.

Helaughed. "My dear, if | were any happier, 1'd be dead and in heaven—and on arelated topic, |
soon may be, at thisrate. I'm not ayoung man any more.”

"Da mbeadh cuinneog ag an gcat, ba mhinic a pus fein inti, "Juniper said with awicked grin. "If
the cat had achurn, it's often her own face would bein it. And you know what they say about Witch
grls..."

Eilir snorted and freed her arm from John Hordl€'s for amoment to sign: Oh, get a room, you two!
It isindecent, at your age!

Juniper stuck her tongue out at her daughter. "Ni bean nios sine na airionn si. A woman's no older
than shefeds. I'm fedling sixteen again, so why shouldn't | act it? Or Nigel, who can put many a
sixteen-year-old boy to shame, let metell you."

Nigd flushed and grinned at the same time. Adtrid, Alleyne and John Hordle developed an intense
interest in the plank-and-plywood booths that filled what had once been a parking lot, beneath old
broadlesf trees. With so many in town for the meeting of the Faculty Senate businesswas brisk; the
sheds sold winter cropsin this season—kale, Asan greens, turnips, endives, chicories dried beans,
fennd, carrots, parsnips, strings of garlic and onions. And plucked and gutted chickens, eggs, tubs of
butter, big round cheeses ...

"Hi, Juney!"



"Bob!" Juniper said to the stall-keeper, where he stood amid his produce. "Merry met! In from the
farm, | see. Where are Karen and Danny and Karl?*

"The family'sdl hard at work, since we got adairy herd and abarrdl churn,” the man said; hewas
middle-aged, with agraying beard. "Y ou don't own cows, cows own you. Here, try this."

He smeared butter from an opened bucket on ahed of bread before handing it to her. Before the
Change she'd have been astonished at the rich, intense taste of it; now that was normal, and she mostly
noted that it was perfectly fresh and only lightly salted.

"That's good, as good as any we make at Dun Juniper. If | lived here and didn't have cows of my
own, I'd certainly buy from you."

Helooked at the golden tore around her neck. "New Mackenziefashion ... or just ring around the
collar?’

"I'll have you know thistorc isan engagement torc! Meet Nigd Loring, my fianc."

"Congratulationd" Bob said, enthusiasticdly pumping their hands. "1 heard about Sir Nigel getting
in ... when'sthe happy day?"

"Beltane's best for a handfasting, but we may not be able to wait past Imbolc.”

"Here, dl of you have one of Karen'srolls, and adice of ham to go withit. Mr. Pig smoked up pretty
well thisyesr, if | do say so mysdf.”

Juniper savored a bite; the salty brown taste of the cured meat complemented the crusty bread and
fresh butter wonderfully, and somehow it was even better on araw January day with rain threatening
from alow iron sky.

"Nigd, thisisBob Norton. He and hisfamily actualy moved back from Silicon Vdley and started a
little farm up in the Coast Range foothills southwest of here two years before the Change. | used to buy
eggsfrom him at the old Farmer's Market when | passed through Corvalis." With ady smile: "Back then,
they were something specid.”

The farmer grinned and nodded towards the well-worn pile of cardboard egg cartons as he shook
hands with the Englishman: "All free-range, grass-fed, with those nice orangeyolks ... just like everyone
else, nowadays. | thought the farm would be a nice hobby place for the kidsto grow up on whilel did
technicd writing to pay the bills. Then—wham! |'ve been a cautious man ever sSince.”

The because | used up a lifetime's luck right there didn't have to be spoken. Juniper went on: "l
hope you can come to the handfasting. It's open-house.”

After amoment'swait while awoman bought two broilers and half alarge, round cheese, Bob
replied, "If we're not al dead by then, of course. I'll be voting, though ... what was all that about a
murder?'

"Knifework in the dark by the Protector's people,”" Juniper said grimly. "To shut their own man's
mouth, whatever ese you may have heard."

"About what | figured,” Bob said. "Bastards. Good luck! I'll be voting for you, no doubt about that!"

Eilir stopped to order a dozen of the hams sent to the Mackenzie guesthouse for the Dunedain to
take with them when they |eft town; Bob's knowledge of Sign was rudimentary, but enough for
bargaining, which she did with cheerful ruthlessness. Then they bought mugs of mutton soup rich with
barley and dried mushrooms at a stand by the road; Juniper looked up in surprise at a deep, accented
voice ordering another.

"Not 'af bad,” Sam Aylward said, raising the sseaming mug to hislips. He winked &t her.
"Congratulaions, Lady, Sr Nigd."

Juniper touched her torc, then threw her arms around the stocky Englishman and hugged him
hard—more symbolic than anything € se, snce he was wearing his brigandine.

"Thank you, my old friend!" she said. "Thank you, thank you for heping! It'sthe lovdiest surprise
present I've ever had."

A flush went up the thick, corded neck and square face. "Well, | hope | can do more than alittle
carpenter'swork for you two," he said gruffly.

A bell rang, adow, steady tolling. The crowds around the booths began to thin as people streamed
westward, across Twenty-sixth Street and up the stairsto Gill Coliseum, where Corvallis held its public



assemblies; many of the stallholders closed up and headed that way themselves. Juniper felt her ssomach
tighten, then forced it to relax as she drew a deep breath down to her digphragm. There was no hurry;
foreign dignitaries didn't have to hustlein, or ebow for a segt in the bleachers, ether, though she
remembered doing just that at basketball games before the Change. Instead she made herself drain the
mug, and then use the spoon to hunt down the last barley around its bottom.

"Let'sgo,” shesad a last, after she set it down on the counter.

She looked across the street, where two lines of armored troops with glaiveswaited, making aline
up the stairs and under the columned entrance.

It's just another entrance and just another stage, shetold hersdlf, taking another deep breath.
And it's a performer you've always been.

Mike Havel sat. "Herewe go," he muttered, the sound lost under the shuffle and rustle and whisper
of the crowd seeting itsdlf likewise.

Theinterior of the coliseum was huge—it had been proudly hailed as the biggest basketba | stadium
west of the Rockies at its opening in 1949; when the seats were full they held over nine thousand, half of
the adults in the whole territory of the city-state. Today there were less than haf that, but the del egates
voting proxies represented everyone. The western wall was mostly glass, letting in pale, cold light tinged
with gray; concrete arches spanned the roof high above. More of the militiaringed the insde of the
basketball court, which had been covered in rolls of broadloom; at the eastern end was adais with tables
and chairs. The four foreign del egations were grouped before it, with the Bear-killers on the right, the
Mackenzies on the left, and the Dunedain and Sandra Arminger's party between.

He looked over at the Rangers and nodded in friendly fashion. Eilir grinned back at him, with an
urchin cockiness hed aways liked. Agtrid, as usual, looked smoothly regal and not quite human in her
black-and-silver ouitfit. Beyond them at the Mackenzie table, Juney appeared relaxed and
confident ... well, she dways did, when the pressure was on sheid gotten over stage fright along time
ago. Sir Nigel Loring was beside her, doing his Imperturbable Englishman.

But | think | catch a hit of a glint in his eye. He likes people to underestimate him, that one.

A herdd—or whatever they called them here—came out on the dais. Silencefell, and then she
shouted: "All rise for the noble Faculty Senate!™

They dl filed in, wearing their mortarboard hats and academic robes—the latter were fur-trimmed,
and probably fairly comfortable in the vast unheated space that smelled of chill concrete and, very faintly,
of locker room and disinfectant. Everyone did stand, including the foreign delegations. Havel looked
casudly over to the Portland Protective Association's envoys before they al sat down again. A couple of
clerica nonentitiesin robes and tonsures with their pens and briefcases, plus the consul—Lord Carl
Wythman, Baron Kramer, adangeroudy smooth hard case whom he hoped to have the pleasure of
hanging someday. And Sandra Arminger, looking as I-picked-your-pocket-and-you-never-knew-it
satisfied with hersdf as she had when he saw her in April of thefirst Change Y ear, with her bodyguard
Tiphaine Rutherton standing behind her.

And preparing a nasty surprise.

Signe opened her folder and smiled, very dightly, aclosed curve of thelips. She waslooking forward
to this, and had a nasty surprise of her own in store. Calm-faced, Havel made a tsk sound within. His
wifewas an excdlent fencer, but if she had afault with the sword, it was relying too much on outsmarting
her opponent. That worked ... sometimes. Sometimes you had to remind her that the object wasto ram
ayard of sharpened leaf spring through someone, not leaving them blinking and rubbing their headsin
amazement as you turned adouble somersault in midair with a fiendish laugh and came down on both
Sdesof them smultaneoudy.

I've got great confidence in her, hethought. The problemis, I've also got great confidencein
Sandra over there ... and she's years older and miles more experienced than my beloved better
half. I'd never try to match wits with her. Smash her skull like a pumpkin, yes. get all subtle and
wheel s-within-wheels, no.

The President stood. "We are met to consider troubling matters relating to our relationships with our



neighbors" hesad. "Therefore—"

Have let the words flow over him; mostly politician's chatter. His mouth quirked: hissster-in-law
Astrid hadn't talked to him for aweek when held told her why he stopped reading The Fellowship of
the Ring.

Shejust hadn't wanted to hear that the Council of Elrond was a classic committee meeting, and a
badly managed one at that.

Signewastaking in every word. When she tensed he stopped thinking about modifications held like
to makein the Outfit'slogisticstrain in the event of afull mobilization and focused once more.

The President of the Faculty Senate waslooking at him; asfar as appearances went Thomas Franks
was a pleasant, balding old buffer inlate middle age, and plump in away you rarely saw anymore, but his
eyeswere extremely shrewd. Nobody who'd brought so many people alive through the Change and its
aftermath could be stupid, to begin with, and he'd been uncomfortably sharp in any number of
negotiationssince.

"—and lay the foundationsfor alasting peace," Franksfinished. "Lady Sandra, you may speak.”

"Let it please the noble Faculty Senate," she said. "The Portland Protective Association wishesfor
nothing but peace.”

"Yeah," someone shouted from the audience. "A piece of this, apiece of that—"

"Silencethere!" the Senate's presiding officer shouted. " Silence, or I'll have the Provost clear the
room! We have free speech herel”

"Thank you, Mr. President. Weve been beset by lawless attacks and raids from the so-called Clan
Mackenzie and the groupsin the Eola Hills known asthe Bearkillers. They've even kidnapped my
daughter, and held her a prisoner—yes, even here, in your city, acity ruled by law. And they've done
murder here, taken adistinguished Associate of Portland and murdered him on your own soil!"

A murmur went through the crowd. Juniper Mackenzie raised her hand-. "Point of order, Mr.
President. Mathilda Arminger isn't being held prisoner. She's being treated exactly as my own son; in
fact, | laid a geasa to that effect on the whole Clan, which means—"

"| studied anthropology, Lady Juniper,” Franks said, dryly. "Nevertheless, you are preventing her
from going home, are you not? And you did seize her by force? In the course of araid on Association
territory?'

"Wedid that, and set free over ahundred folk who fled under our protection,” Juniper said stoutly.
"Some of them have settled here. Theraid waslaunched in retdiation for repeated violations of thetruce
between the Clan and the Portland Protective Association. The sworn testimonias are before you, Mr.
President. Mathildafdl into our hands by accident, if you believein accidents. She'salovely child and it
has been apleasure to guest her."

Franksturned his eyes on Sandra Arminger. Sheroseto reply. "We categoricaly deny any
intentiona violations. There may have been criminas using our territory—are there no bandits based on
yours? In fact, many of the dleged 'violations of Mackenzie territory were in fact cases where our forces
tried to pursue criminas—"

"Escaping sarfs, you mean!”

"Lady Juniper, pleaselet Lady Sandrafinish.”

"—pursue criminds over very nebulous bordersin uninhabited territory. Only to bevicioudy set
upon!™

Thomasraised ahand. "I don't think that in particular isany business of ours" he said. "Nor isthisthe
place to hash out your differences. Lord Bear?"

Havel rose. "Short form, we agree with Juney ... Lady Juniper. The Protector's men probe and snip
at uswhenever they get the chance and they do it with his knowledge and encouragement. Asfor
criminals, we're perfectly ready to cooperate with anyone to put them down. We just don't include poor
bastards with iron collars on their necksin the deal. Any of them who make it onto our land are free men
and women and they're going to stay that way."

Another murmur went through the great hal. Franks sighed and nodded to Sandra Arminger. "Mr.
President, asyou said theré's no point in hashing over these stale dlegations. Moreto the point, | wish to



make apersona apped: | want my daughter back.”

The President winced dightly, and then glared at Juniper Mackenzie. He couldn't afford to alienate
the Clan; too much Corvallan trade went that way, both with the Mackenzies and over the mountainsvia
Route 20 through their land. On the other hand, that put him in acleft stick; if he pleaded diplomatic
immunity for Juniper and her party, he risked Portland's anger.

"Mr. President, were perfectly willing to return Mathildato her parents,” Juniper said. "As part of a
general peace, to be sure.”

"Were dready at peacel” Sandra snapped.

"Y ou had an odd way of showing it, sending assassinsto Sutterdown Horse Fair and attacking my
camp inthe night, killing my people and wounding my own son near to death!"

"Parents are entitled to rescue their children from kidnappers—"

"Ladies" Franks said; that had the advantage of fitting both the old etiquette and the new. "Lady
Juniper, what do you mean by agenera peace? Don't you have atreaty with the Association? We do,
and we've been reasonably satisfied with it.”

"With al respect, Mr. President, you don't have afrontier with the Protectorate. We do, and weve
not had sx months without an incident—which is oneway of describing some lad down with a crossbow
bolt through hisbelly, or houses burned or stock stolen. What we want is an agreement that doesn't
depend on Norman Arminger'sword or the goodwill of his barons, the which are worthless and
nonexistent respectively.”

"| protest!” That was Lord Carl. "Mr. President, isafriendly power to be insulted before you?'

Haved stood again. "Norman Arminger isno man'sfriend,” he said; the Protectorate baron flushed.
"So what we're proposing—and Abbot Dmwoski concurs—is that we need a general agreement on
collective security. Everyone agreesto treat any attack on any one of the Willamette Vdley outfitsasan
attack on all and to send their forcesto repd it."

He grinned. "We're perfectly willing to have everyone gang up on usif weinvade the Protectorate. It
would help if some of the rulers around here weren't murderous warlord bastards—"

Lord Carl shot to hisfeet. "And the Bearkillers are ademocracy, Lord Bear?" He bore down on the
tittewith sardonic relish.

"Hey, wereready to elect aHouse of Commonsif you do,” Have said. "Infact, were thinking of
doing it anyway."

"Thoughts are worth their weight in gold,” the Protectorate noble said.

"OK, how'sthis: well let anyone in Bearkiller territory who wants to move to the Protectorate do
it—they canif they want to, we don't go around sticking iron dog-collars on people—and you do the
same on your own side of the border. Well cdl it 'voting with their feet." Let's see who's got how many
people after acouple of years. Hell, afifth of our farmers are refugees from that shitheap you guysrun.”

The baron flushed; the pendtiesfor apeon or bond-tenant trying to leave an Association fief were
fairly gruesome, assuming they survived recapture.

Sandra Arminger intervened, her voicefull of sorrow: "Then you're holding my child to palitica
ransom?" shesad.

Juniper's eyes narrowed. "'l prefer to think of it as rescuing her from an unwholesome environment,”
she snapped.

Sandras lipstightened, the more so as laughter rose in the background. She turned to the dais. "Mr.
President, | appedl to Corvalan law."

"Y es, there are matters of law involved," Frankssaid. "Now ... Lady Astrid? Y ou represent an
independent state now, | understand?”

"Mae govannen, lords of the city. | spesk for the Dunedain Rangers. We hold Mithrilwood in trust
for dl honest folk; wefight evildoers and dangerous beasts, and we guard caravans, and wefight the
minions of the Lidless Eye. Who arein league with bandits and evildoers”

Sandrarose, swift and graceful. "Mr. President, do we have to listen to someone who's so obviousy
mentdly ... chalenged? Thisian't the Third Age of Middle-earth, after dl."

That got alaugh too. Mike Havel cocked his head at the sound; judging by that, he thought there was



probably aclague at the heart of it, paid to guffaw at the crucial places. Not that it wasn't funny, when
you thought about it.

"No," Adrid said calmly. "Thisisn't the Third Age."

Hmmm. | notice she's not denying it's Middle-earth. Still, | supposein a senseit is

"But," shewent on, smiling very dightly, "good and ill have not changed since then, and it isthe part
of every one of usto discern them, whether in the Silver Wood or herein your city, Mr. President.”

Beside him Have heard hiswife choke dightly, and whisper: "Oh, Jesus, you ... you little dork!"

"Then you might explain the boxes full of heads," Sandra Arminger said dryly.

"Those were bandits," Astrid said smply. "They attacked usin Mithrilwood; they were led and
guided by Sir Jason Mortimer. Unfortunately, he's dead now too."

"Very unfortunately,” Sandrasaid, her voice pawky. "Or fortunately, if he had adifferent story to tell.
The severed heads aren't inclined to speak much either. Thisis hearsay—"

Frankscut in. "And thisisn't acourt, Lady Sandra."

"He'sdead, dl right,” Astrid said. "We were keeping him to spesk here, and an assassn camein the
night, over the roof; clad al in black, so we didn't see her face, but she was very quick, and we did hear
her voice." Her eyes went to the relaxed shape behind the Protectorate's table. "The voice of that woman
there. Where were you on the night Jason Mortimer died, Tiphaine Ruther-ton?"

The blond woman smiled. "Me? | was curled up with agood book at the consulate, Lady Astrid,"”
shesad. "Ian't it enough you see eves, without adding ninjas?’

That got alaugh that was mostly genuine; for thefirst time, Astrid looked startled and worried. Right,
Havel thought. That was too convenient to be real. Damn, but it would have been niceto do a
Perry Mason!

Sandra Arminger caught the byplay, and smiled asmall, secret amile. Franks rapped sharply on the
wood of hislectern. "I repest, thisisnot acrimina court, or acourt of any sort,” he said shortly. "I have
to say, Lady Adtrid, that you're not helping your cause by bringing these feudsinto Corvallis."

"It's not we who are doing that," Juniper said. "Mr. Presdent, | draw your attention to the codebbook
we captured this spring from the late Baron Liu, the Association's Marchwarden of the South. Weve
decoded it—"

"Madeit up?' Sandra Arminger murmured, loud enough to be audible on the dai's; her skeptica
expresson could be seen from much further away.

"—and it shows plansto attack Corvallis and Newport. Sir Nigdl Loring here can tell you how the
Protector tried to force him to salvage nerve gas from the old Army storage dump at Umatillato support
this attack. We've had copies of the coded plans and their plain intent printed up and distributed.”

"Thisentirdy fictional attack,” Sandra Arminger said, raising ahand in abrushing-away gesture.
"Redlly, Mr. President! Secret codes, ninjas, wegpons of mass destruction ... need we take any of this
serioudy? We could ingtead focus on facts. It isa fact that the Bearkillers and Mackenzies are
deliberately blocking the trade routes between Corvalis and Portland, despite the naturd unity of the
Willamette Vadley. Itisafact that ... Ms. Larsson and her friends ... have graduated from playing
harmless games in the woods to chopping heads off wholesde, and dragging people in chainsinto your
city. Anditisafact that the Association wishesto end this anarchy and open the raillway between
Corvalisand Portland once more, to our mutua benefit."

Franks knocked on the podium before him again to gill the murmurs that swept through the
bleachers. Havel scanned them; then his head snapped to the entrance. Another Mackenzie ...

Sam Aylward Mackenze, hethought. Looking like a fox in a henhouse. And the good Major
Jones, aswell. Kreegah, tarmangani!

Jones curtly ordered the guards to stand aside; he and Aylward walked forward to stand before the
das.

"I hope there's some good reason for thisinterruption,” Franks said sharply asthe militiaofficer
sduted, with hishemet held under hisleft am.

"Mr. President, members of the noble Faculty Senate and the Popular Assembly, thereis" hesaid

gimly.



Havel grinned like ashark asthe Corvalan began to speak, an expression Signe echoed. Sandra
Arminger rested eadily in her chair, elbows on the armrests and steepled fingers under her chin. When
Jones was finished, the rumble of the crowd had taken on adistinctly hostileair ...

"Lady Sandra, do you have any explanation for this?"

"Severd, Mr. Presdent,” she said easily. "Starting with the fact that anyone can wear ablazon or a
surcoat or ahelmet of a particular type. Mgor Jones doesn't have any of these supposed Protectorate
men-at-arms with him, does he? Any documentary proof? It's scarcely our respongbility if banditsare
operating on Corvallan territory; we of the Association have our problemswith the scum aswell.”

Jones scowled and clenched the hand that rested on his sword hilt into afist, but Aylward tapped him
on the shoulder and whispered in hisear.

"l can only report what | saw, Mr. President. But asacitizen, | do say that this—combined with the
affidavit of Brother Andrew of the Mount Angel border patrol—strongly supports Lady Agtrid's
argument that the Portland Protective Association, or eementsin it, are acting in cooperation with the
bandit gangs. Inthis case, | saw Corvallan citizens being kidnapped as daves with my own eyes.”

"But gpparently did nothing about it," Sandra Arminger put in.

Ah, that was a mistake, Havel thought. Thistime the growl from the audience was ugly; Joneswas
apopular man, and too many people knew him personally for adander to have much effect.

Asdtrid rose, and spokein that beautiful, cool voice: "We Dunedain Rangers spend our timein the
wilderness, fighting bandits and manesters. Some of us have died fighting them.”

And she didn't mention the orcs of the Dark Lord. That must have taken real discipline!

"We guard caravans'—she named afew Corvallan merchants who'd hired them—"and nobody has
complained that we didn't do the job properly. Our work benefits everyonein the Valey, and beyond.”

Havel cameto hisown fegt. "Mr. President, | and my Outfit have dways been friendly to thiscity.
We and the Mackenzies and Mount Angel have dl found it worthwhile to help the Rangers, the Dunedain
Rangers, in their work. They're doing things we don't have thetime for. Leaving aside the bigger issues,
wed like Corvdlisto do likewise. It'sonly fair to chip in, Snce you're getting the benefits.”

Severd of the guards around the rim of the old basketball court began to thump the butts of their
glaives on the floor. Someone shouted Vote! and otherstook it up, until the great building echoed and
rang with the thunder of the chant: "Vote! Vote! Vote!"

"Well, we didn't get the aliance we hoped for," Juniper said.

"No," Mike Havel replied. "But we will. Not right away, but wewill. Ms. Arminger played awesk
hand pretty good, but | think she knowsit too. Astrid and Eilir got their bunch recognized in Corvalis,
and that'sagtart. Plus| think that codebook made alot of peoplered thoughtful. Every bit of weight on
our side of the balance counts. And the Protector took a heavy public-relations hit."

"Not so bad aoneas|'d have liked," Juniper observed. "Alas, would that it were like astory, where
you capture the enemy's secret plan and they're undone at a stroke.”

"No, Arminger's bitch played defense very well,” Signe said. "And you saw that bit at the end of the
coded sequence—he'sread thelist.”

Juniper chuckled unkindly; then her voice grew sober. "There's one thing that's bothering me, then,
Mike, Signe. If Sandraknowsthe Corvalanswill aly with useventudly ... what will her husband do
when shetdlshim?'

Mike Havel looked a hiswife. He could tell the same thought was running through both their minds.

Well, shit. He'll strike before that can happen, is what.

Signe scowled over at the Protectorate party; an attendant was draping a spectacular ermine cloak
around Sandra's shoulders, awaterfal of shining black-streaked white fur that swung to her ankles. It
must be heavy, but there was a coach drawn up to spare her the effort of waking in it; the space
immediately outside the entrance was kept clear for the VIPs,

"I wonder what went on there—" Havel began, and then stopped as Tiphaine waked towards the
Dunedain party. "And wouldn't | liketo be afly on someone's head there!”

"S0," Adrid said, sneering dightly. "Bauglannen i gos?" Which meant "you chickened out, neener



neener,” more or less. "Didnt like the thought of that knife duel ?*

"Not a al," Tiphaine said, with asmile of amusement copied from Sandra Arminger, and nonethe
worsefor that. "1'm going to kill you, dl right. But you haven't suffered enough yet."

She turned on her hed, throwing afind word over her shoulder: "1 don't know if I'll be ableto bring
myself to kill you, in the end—because by then, it'sgoingto bearelief."

Chapter Nine

Dun Fairfax, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 5th, 2008/Change Year 9

"Whoa, there,” Sam Aylward said; he could see his stepdaughter Tamar heading hisway down the
lane from the Dun, with her pair of little red-and-white oxen following behind pulling atwo-wheded cart.
"Dinner'son itsway. Steady, steady. Whoa, boys."

Thiswould bethelast furrow; the field was alittle under five acres, gently rolling land near the
southwest part of hisfarm and on the boundary line between Dun Fairfax and Dun Carson; he could see
plow teams at work over there too, now and then. Four milesto an acre, back and forth with a
double-bottom riding plow that |eft a yard-wide swath of turned earth; they'd started on thisfield when
the sky was just turning gray with dawn. It was an hour past noon now, and he'd driven the two-horse
team back and forth the full twenty miles at about the speed of a man walking briskly, with ten-minute
rests every hour. The disks ahead of the plow-blades cut into the sod of the lea-pasture with along
shhhhsshsh, and then the shares made amultiple crinkling tink sound benegth it as the thicker roots of
the sainfoin parted before the sted!.

There was a sweet, sappy smell to the cut ryegrass and clover, beneath the rich earthy-mealy scent
of the wet earth turning away from the moldboards in twin curves; the soil was just damp enough to make
for easy plowing, without being wet enough to puddle and damage the tilth under hoof and share.
Earthworms and grubs moved in the furrows of dark brown dirt, and white-winged birds swooped down
to feed with shrill cries. His dogs Garm and Grip were over by the fencerow, watching him work—they'd
lost interest in legping and snapping at the flock some time ago.

| daresay they'd rather be out hunting, he thought with atired grin. Me too, you idle furry
bastards!

He reached down and worked the lever that raised the business part of the sulky plow out of contact
with the soil, then guided the big blocky-headed roan draught-horses onto the narrow strip of grass
bes de the fence and the young hawthorn hedge growing up through it, afew yards from the field-gate on
the northern side. Then he did down to the ground with a grunt, worked his shoulders and rubbed at the
small of hisback; riding the machine was alot easer than holding the handles of asingle-furrow walking
plow, but it still wasn't anything like Sitting in an armchair, ether.

Not to mention the pleat-marks in the skin of your arse from sitting on a kilt, hethought,
rubbing those affected partstoo.

Hisfirst care wasfor the horses; he freed them from the traces and | et them bend their headsto crop
at the grass of the verge. They'd been working since dawn'sfirst red tinge showed over the Cascades,
but they weren't sweating much, just enough to make the musky, homey scent strong in hisnostrilsas he
stroked their thick necks, afamiliar counterpoint to the cake-rich smell of turned earth. It was aclear
midday after several weeks gentle off-and-on rain, sunny with ahigh white haze and afew clouds, but
the temperature was just on the right side of brisk and perfect for outdoor work. He was glad it wasn't
any warmer. Y ou had to be careful not to overhesat big horses like these Suf-folks; they could kedl over
on you if you did, and they were il fantastically scarce and valuable. And they were good-hearted
beasts, who deserved fair treatment.

Then heturned and called into thefidld: "Oi, there! Timefor dinner! Harry! Migud!"

The other two men were harrowing the ground he'd plowed, getting the tilth ready; thisfield was
going into oats, and the dark brown soil had arippled smoothness after the disks had chopped apart the
clods and mixed in the last of the grass and clover. They hadn't knocked off just because they saw him
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finish, which pleased him—doing the work yourself wasn't half astiring astrying to keep adacker's nose
toit. Neither of these had that problem.

Thiswas getting into the busy part of the year again, after the lull of midwinter. It wastimeto plow
and plant the spring-sown crops, the barley and oats, hops and roots and truck, time for the sheep and
cattle to drop their young, time for wool-shearing and time to heat up the long battle with the weeds.

"Oi! Migud!" Aylward cdled again. " ‘arry!"

Miguel Lopez halted the two yoked oxen held been leading and unhitched them from the harrow,
leaving it whereit could take up the work again immediately; he was a dark, stocky man of abouit thirty
who'd arrived last spring as arefugee from the Protectorate, along with hiswife and two children. A
refugee from the Barony of Gervaisin particular, though held been born in Jalisco and come north with
his parents years before the Change. The younger man out there was Aylward's cousin-by-marriage, son
of hiswifésyoungest aunt.

He kept on, seemingly deef ...

Aylward sghed. "Oh, bugger.” Louder: "All right then, it'stimefor dinner, Harin! "

Many younger Mackenzies took new names out of the old Celtic myths when they came of age and
were sworn as Dedicants of the Old Religion— Harry's Sster Jeanette was now named Liath. Harry
himsalf had been hanging around Astrid and Eilir and their gang, so held gone the whole hog and picked a
label out of the books that lot were crazy for; he waved back at Aylward when he heard the name he'd
chosen, and not before. He was allittle past eighteen, lanky and strong, with longish hair of acolor
between light brown and dark yellow, and stubborn enough to make a piece of black walnut root look
flexible. Hed probably go off with the Rangers full-time soon, which was a pity since he was agood,
solid worker around the farm and handy with tools, but the Dunedain did va uable scouting and bandit
suppression. Hed earned it he was afine shot, better than average at fielderaft and useful with ablade as
wall.

And Samkin Aylward isn't going to cark at a country lad who wants to go for a soldier. At
least HUrin wasn't supposed to be some poncing f'sname ...

"Hi, Dadl" Tamar caled as she got closer, waving; she was fourteen just now, agangly tow-haired
girl with around face much like her stepfather’s.

Aylward waved back. Tamar opened the gate and brought her cart through; the red-coated,
white-faced oxen were yearlings she'dd hand-raised and almost as obedient as dogs, following her without
needing to be led. The cart held two big plastic bins of water, alight-meta trough, acouple of baes of
fodder for the oxen, and buckets of oat-mash with beans for the horses; the big beasts couldn't live on
grass aone when they were doing hard graft like this.

The men and girl occupied themsaves watering and feeding the stock. When histeam had their
muzzlesin the buckets and were egting with doppy, dobbering enthusiasm, the humans washed up
themsalves and unpacked the lunch baskets: crusty rolls diced and stuffed with ham and sharp-tasting
cheese, pickles, covered bowls of potato salad, sweet nut-bread and a bucket of Dennis Martin
Mackenzie's homebrew, which the Aylward household got in trade for their hops and barley. Aylward
scooped the thick-walled glass mug full twice with water before hefilled it with beer; de quenched thirst
and tasted a hell of alot better, but the alcohol madeit go through you fast. Early training had made him
careful about maintaining hydration, and it stuck even in thismild, wet climate.

He never discarded a good habit. They tended to prolong your life.

Tamar ate with the casud voracity of youth; the men with the solid appetite of those who burned six
or seven thousand calories aday every day of the year except for the high holidays, Miguel Lopez added
the reverence towards food of someone who'd worked nearly as hard and been kept hungry most days
to boot since the Change.

Aylward grinned to himsdlf. Miguel had nearly wept when Melissatook the trouble to do up adinner
inthe syle of hishomeand, not just Mexican but specifically Jdiscan, from tortas ahogadas to sweet
jericalla custard. It had been along time for him; Mrs. Lopez was what the Y anks called an Anglo, ina
fit of midabding that never failed to amuse the man from Hampshire. Which in this case meant mainly
Irish and German, and they'd met after the Change, so she'd never had achanceto learn that style of



cooking. A Protectorate peon got enough to keep going, but not much more, and the quality was even
lower than the quantity.

"Where's Edain?' he asked Tamar, when the first draught of the dark brew had gone down his
throat; school was only four days aweek thistime of year, with the farming caendar sarting to creak into
motion. Hiseldest son wouldn't bewillingly insde.

Tamar gave an evil chuckle. "Helping Mom. She roped him into minding Fand and Dick and Mrs.
Smith'skidswhile they turn the cheeses" she said.

Aylward smiled back, and the other two men laughed; for an active seven-year-old boy on afine
spring day child-minding would be purgatorid.

Miguel looked out over thefield as he stretched and worked his shoulders. "Not so bad,” he said
with stisfaction in hisvoice,

"Not 'df bad," Aywlard agreed.

Nothing skimped or shirked, hethought to himself, nodding. They'd put honest swest into the effort,
and hard-won skill, and it showed. The disked field looked as smooth and rich as a cup of chocolate.

"Y ou know what | like about farming?' Migue went on.

"Thelying about late in the morning?’ Aylward asked, mock-solemn. "The freedom from worry and
cae?'

All three men and the girl laughed, but Migud went on "It is, what'sthe word, straightforward. My
children, | will never haveto explain to themwhat it isther father doesfar away in some office. With the
help of God"—he crossed himsdf—"we grow the food we egt. Thisissmple.”

Then he shrugged alittle self-conscioudy, though nobody was disagreeing, and scooped up amug of
the beer. "So, patron, what do we do next?"

Aylward wiped his mouth with the napkin and tossed it back into the basket. "I'll take the team over
to the Oak Field and giveit agoing-over with the spring-tooth cultivator while you two arefinishing up
the harrowing 'ere," he said. "Folding the sheep on it last autumn was an easy way to dung the land, but
there were too many weed seedsin it for comfort. That's the price of keegping them on rough grazing.”

"Didn't we do that field already?' Miguel asked.

"I want to make certain and sure. It'll be aright cockup if that couch grass comes back on us. Then
tomorrow we can get the compost out on the rest of the truck plot and disk it in, and some muck from
that old stack by the field-byres. The rootstock on the new cherry orchard looks good, so we can Start
grafting on the scionsin aweek or—"

The dark man nodded, listening carefully, frowning in concentration. Good, Aylward thought. Miguel
wasn't just hard-working and willing; he was an eager learner on the thinking part of running afarm, the
way you had to juggle time and effort and risk. He was getting ready for the time when he had land of his
own. That waswhy Aylward aways explained what had to be done, rather than just giving directions;
Tamar was bending an ear aswell.

Hisvoice cut off abruptly at the sound of galoping hooves, and everyone reached for the weapons
that were dways within reach, buckling on their sword belts. He and Hurin strung their longbows and
dung their quivers over their backs, Miguel picked up the spear he carried instead, since he had trouble
hitting abarn asyet unless he wasinsdeit and the doors were closed. Tamar looked startled, but she
readied her own light child's bow and drifted backward alittle, ready to jump to any direction her
depfather might give.

"Onerider," Harin said, cocking hishead and using his keen youngster's hearing.

Despite the sobering bite of caution, Aylward grinned at the thought. Hed once caught the lad
ganding in front of amirror and pulling his ears up into points with thumb and forefinger.

Harry-Hurin had blushed every time he saw Sam for weeks &fter.

Not that I'm one to point a finger, hethought generoudy.

Back when he was Hurin's age held dyed his hair blond because agirl told him it would make him
look like Michadl Caine, who hed admired tremendoudy anyway, having seen the film Zulu—often—at
an impressionable age. The color had come out more like abright carrot orange, the girl had dropped
him like ahot brick, which was more than sheld ever done with her knickers, and hisfather had hooted



himsalf red-faced every breakfast for months as the botched mop grew out. Eighteen wastheright ageto
make a proper burke of yourself, and there were worse ways than playing make-believe with your
friends,

"Coming fast up the main road from the west," Harin went on; there was no nonsensein him when
serious matters were at stake.

Therider trotted into view, reined in and around when he saw them in the field, backing up afew
yards and then putting his mount at the fence. It cleared ditch and boards and spreading, white-flowered
hawthorn and landed with a spurt of damp clods under ironshod hooves, agoodish jump and fineriding.
In the saddle was a nondescript young man with long, dark brown hair done in a queue through asiiver
ring, not aMackenzie or at least not wearing akilt; he was dressed instead in jacket and pants of plain
green homespun linsay-woolsay, mottled with stresks of brown. A horn-and-sinew horseman's recurve
bow rodein acase a hisleft knee with around shield dung over it, aquiver over his back was stuffed
with gray-fletched arrows, and agood, practica straight sword hung at his broad, brass-studded belt.

"Mae govannen,” he said, which cleared up which lot he ran with, if the white tree and seven stars
and crown on the shield hadn't been enough. It made young Hurin prick up his nonpointed ears. "I'm
looking for the First Armsman of Clan Mackenzie. Aylward the Archer.”

"That'sme," Sam Aylward said, and got the expecting someone taller ook he often did from those
who knew him by reputation only. "Sorry if | don't live up to the stories. And who are you?"

"I'm cdled Rlimér, ar.”

Or Pillock for short, Aylward didn't say aoud. The young man didn't smile as he leaned over and
took Aylward's hand; helooked tired and alittle frightened.

"I've got amessage for the First Armsman from the Hiril Agtrid.”

He pulled an envelope out of one saddiebag. It was abrown office type, with the little folding split tin
thing for closing it through aholein theflap, in this case covered with ablob of off-white candle-wax
stamped with the Dunedain sedl. That was a starry thing of ancient majesty dreamed up by Eilir about six
months ago and set inrings for her and Agtrid by ametalworker in Corvallis.

Heflicked the wax off with histhumb and carefully bent back the metal wings rather than ripping the
paper; nobody was going to make any more of these anytime soon. Inside was a hand-drawn map of the
Wado Hillsjust east and north of the ruins of Sdlem; he recognized it at once, mainly because held been
studying the Willamette Valey with professona thoroughness since that vacation in the Cascades just
before the Change, and also because he'd taught

Adtrid and Eilir and many another how to sketch afield map. Arrows and notes were drawn across it
inaclose, neat hand. The message with it was short and to the point, despite the opening flourishes:

From Astrid Hiril Dunedain, suilannad mehellyn in and well-met to Aylward the Archer, Aran
Gweth N6 Mackenzie: Given by my hand at Mithrilwood, 4th March in the Ninth Year of the Fifth
Age, in the Old Reckoning 2008 AD.

Three columns of Protectorate troops have crossed the border into the Waldo Hills. Troops
crossing border observed number approximately two thousand five hundred of which three
hundred and fifty are light cavalry, scouts and mercenary horse-archers from the Pendleton area,
and the remainder regulars, one-quarter knights and men-at-arms, the remainder bicycle- and
hor se-mounted infantry spearmen and crossbowmen, with heavy wagon trains including siege
machinery and field engineering supplies following. Another force of roughly equal sizeis
investing Mount Angel and its outposts. Labor gangs numbering at least five hundred accompany
the supply trains, under guard, but we have made contact with anti-Protectorate el ements among
them and they inform me further force of indeterminate sizeis preparing to embark river
transports escorted by turtle boats Oregon City last night, intended to seize the bridges at Salem.
Locations, composition and directions of travel of all identified enemy forces marked on attached
map. The Dunedain Rangers have kept contact with the enemy forces and will endeavor to slow
them as much as possible while interdicting their supplies. A copy of this message has been
dispatched to the Bear Lord at Larsdalen.

Aylward stood thinking for amoment, lipstight, looked at the state of the messenger's horse—tired



but not blown—and nodded.

"Get thisto Dun Juniper,” he said, dipping message and map back into the envelope. "Tdl the Chief
and Chuck Barstow I'll be by directly, and that | advise calling up the First Levy immediately by mirror
and smoke signal, with Sut-terdown asthe raly-point. Evacuation as per thewar plan.”

The Firgt Levy wasthe younger and better-trained portion of the Clan's militia, and the town of
Sutterdown was the most convenient place near the border.

"Roit, Tamar. Get up behind the gentleman, drop off home, and tdl your mum to have my kit and
‘enry ready."

Henry was his best riding horse; he could pick up a couple of remounts elsewhere. Shelooked a him
with aworry-frown between her brows and then made it go away, and gave him agrin and athumbs-up
as she vaulted easily up behind the Dunadan.

Good girl! hethought, with amomentary flash of warmth through chill focus as the horse went out
the gate and down the laneway at atrot. Thiswasn't thefirst time held ridden away quickly, and she was
getting old enough to know the possible consequences, but shedidn't let it daunt her.

"Migud, you seeto the beasts," he went on.

Harry-no-1'm-Hurin was areedy following the messenger's horse at atirdlessloping trot, thekilt
swirling around hisknees;, hewasinthe First Levy, of course, and was off to get hisgear and bicycle.

"Patron—" Migud began.

Aylward sighed and clapped him on the shoulder. "Nobody doubts your guts, Miguel. But you're not
agood enough bowman yet for the levy, and that's afact. If worst comesto worst, you'll be on thewalls
with an ax. Inthe meantime ... look after the beasts and the home-place for me, would you, mate?’

Migud put his own hand on Aylward's shoulder, to match the Englishman's gesture; the First
Armsman of the Mackenzies reflected that, training or no, thiswas aman Arminger would find it
expengvetoKkill.

"S," hesad. "l do not forget how you rescue us from the baron's dogs, take usinto your house,
treat uslike your own. | won't et any harm cometo your home or wife or little oneswhilel live, Sam. |
swear it by God and the Virgin."

Larsdalen, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 4th, 2008/Change Year 9

"Y eah, the letter said potatoes. Y eah, everyone's supposed to plant an extrafifth of an acre per adullt.
And yeah, | know it'll screw up the rotations. It's insurance because potatoes are alot harder to burnin
the field than ripe whest. With the spuds, we can count on not starving this coming winter, at least. You
do remember what it'slike to starve, don't you?"'

The delegate from the town of Rickreall looked at the Bear Lord with horror in hiseyes. ™Y ou
mean ... theresredly going to be war, my lord?"

Have curbed hisimpatience. "Y eah, just like I've been warning everyone for months,” he said.

The Bearkiller ruler was dressed in aloose white linen shirt and the closest approach the handlooms
could cometo blue jeans and he had his two-year-old son on hislap. He looked almost asintimidating as
he did in armor, with the bear'shead on hishemet ...

"I'm sorry, Lord Bear, we just didn't understand—"

"It'sOK. My fault. I've got to learn to explain things more when I'm not giving orders on a battlefield.
In the meantime, why don't you go around to the kitchens and get something to eat before you head
home? Or you can bunk herefor the night.”

When the farmer had gone, Mike Havel stretched back in hisrecliner. His son sighed and stretched
out on top of him, tucked his yellow-thatched head under hisfather's chin and went to deep with the limp
findity smdl children shared with kittens and puppies. Havel put an arm around him, enjoying the solidity
of the small body, the sense of absolute trust, even the smell of cut grassand clean hair.

Hed never felt much urge to be afather before the Change ... in fact, hed been aloner to the core,
happiest inthe air flying, or in the wilderness. He hadn't even been able to keep along-term girlfriend,
despite being extremely handsome in arugged Scandinavian-Indian fashion—as more than one



ex-girlfriend had informed him, often popping it in the middle of along list of his persondity faults
expressed a the top of ther lungs, thingslike"cold" and "not giving." Now he was not only married, but
the father of three ... well, four if you counted Rudi Mackenzie, which around Signe was best left
unspoken even if shed cometo terms, with it last year after that monumenta cluster-fuck at the
Sutterdown Horse Fair. Remembering that small figure stlanding before the killer horse still gave him the
willies, too, so he banished it by hugging his son.

Got to admit, family life has its points. Hope | can do as good a job of being a father as my
dad did.

He smiled his crooked smile. Their sole dinner guest tonight was Peter Jones of Corvallis. Therest of
the extended family was gathered on the veranda of the pillared yellow-brick except for the kids. They
wered| out there on the lawn, running and shouting asthey threw Frisbeesfor dogs that |eapt like furry
porpoises breaching for afish at vanished Marine World. Or in the case of the younger children, just
tumbling like puppies themsdves. It was afine spring afternoon, the first three-day stretch of clear
weather they'd had since last October, and the grass had just been cut; the sweet, strong scent gave
promiseto the swelling buds of the lilacs and ornamenta cherries.

Good-looking bunch of kids, hethought with pride.

Therewere hisown twin girls, with their long golden braids swinging as they tried to bodycheck their
cousin Billy, Eric and Luanne's ddest, from elther sde. The boy was afew months younger than them; he
had the same hair color, but his skin was a sort of warm whest-toast shade, which made hisyellow
thatch and turquoise eyeslook brighter. His reflexes were something unusua too; that wicked double
play generdly worked for the twins, but he dropped flat and rolled away with the Frisbee in his hand,
laughing as they cannoned into each other and collgpsed in asqualing tangle. Not far away, his younger
brother Ken was grimly trying to climb atree, with anurse looking alittle anxious underneath—four was
abit young to get that high. Pamela's eldest played hopscotch ... No more of that
oh-dear-beanbag-is-too-aggressive-for-kids horseshit, at least, he thought, holding back the belly laugh
to avoid waking the child degping againgt him.

Out beyond the gardens columns of smoke rose from the buildings aong the road to the gate, people
getting ready for supper, finishing up work in the smithies and the forge, kids coming home from chores
or school; sound came faint, metal on meta, along dragonish hiss of something hot going into the
quenching bath, the bugling call of agtartled horse, afaint rumble from the overshot waterwhed he could
seeturning in awhite torrent. The sun was heading for the horizon, and the crendlations of the
gate-towers showed like black square teeth bared at heaven. Soon they'd be playing taps and lowering
the Outfit'sflag for the night, and it would be time for the family to go in and eat as well—eight adults
counting the Huttons, and twelve kids counting their adoptees.

He made a beckoning gesture with hisfree hand. The nanny came forward smiling and lifted Mike Jr.
off his chest; she was acomfortable-looking middle-aged person with short, graying hair. They'd found
her living in aculvert on the trip west from Idaho; she'd been caught on the road by the Change, miles
from the arse-end of nowhere in the desert, and managed to keep her own two kids dive on what she
could scavenge, mostly rabbits but at least one dog. Both her boys worked in the machine shop here.

"I'll get him cleaned up and ready for supper, Mike," she said.

"Let him deep for an hour or so, Lucy,” Havel said. "Little fellah was going at it hard today."

I'mfinally getting used to having all this household help, hethought. It does simplify things
considerable.

It was no novelty for the Larssons, of course; they'd been richer than God for three long generations
before the Change, and Ken'sfirst wife had been a Boston Brahmin who looked down on them—and
the Rockefdllers—as parvenus. Sheld probably looked on Mike Havel as amonkey from the outback.
Even when he was bugting his asstrying to get her badly injured sdf back to acivilization neither of them
knew had crashed and sunk like that Piper Chieftain held piloted over the Selway-Bitterroot. Though
even when dying she'd been too gentedl to show it.

OK, gentility not my strong point, hethought. I'll leave that for my descendants. They'll have
ancestors. | am an ancestor.



When the nanny had gone he turned his head in the lounger and sighed. "OK, Ken, you're
goddamned right. We've got to get that House of Commons thing we talked about going. As soon asthis
war's over—"

Hisfather-in-law snorted and turned his single bright blue eye on him, across the table with its plate
of cookies. He was abig man in his early sixties with a short-cropped white beard, a patch over hisleft
eye and ahook in place of the hand on that side, both the fruit of an encounter between the Bearkillers
and awould-be warlord and friend of Arminger'sin the first Change Y ear, out east up the Snake River.
The kettle belly held had before the Change was gone, and he looked tougher and fitter than he had
when he climbed into the Piper Chieftain in Boise, but held never pretended to be afighting man. His
mind made him far more valuable; an experienced administrator and engineer had been beyond pricea
dozen times. Plus he asked disturbing questions ...

"When did | hear that tune before?' he said. "Ther€'s never going to be a convenient time, Mike. Not
unlesswe makeit. Thereisn't going to be atime when theré's no emergency, either.”

"OK, | sadit, and I mean it. January. The Association's going for us soon, and it'll al be over one
way or another by Christmas. | swear to God well dect ... OK, cdl it two from every A-lister steading
and strategic hamlet. On that Augtrdian balot thing you'refond of. Christ Jesus, it'll be arelief to have
some single group | can go talk to and bargain with and settle thingswith! Plusitll help put aleash on
some of our A-listerswho've got delusions of baron-hood.”

"Give theman acookiel"

He offered one. Havel shook his head. "Nah, don't want to spoil supper. They butchered anice
plump steer a couple-three days ago and Tali down to the kitchens saysthe steaks look greset.”

Ken's wife—second wife—Pamela snorted; she had a plate of carrot sticks beside her chair. That
wasn't what kept her lean, though; partialy genes, and partiadly the fact that shed been a hobbyist who
Studied Renai ssance sword techniques before the Change, and the Bearkillers primary blade trainer
since. Sheld taught him the backsword, and a good many others, and her pupils had passed it on. Quite
adtroke of luck to stumble onto her, that day in Idaho when they took in thelr firg recruits, and not just
for then-widowed Ken because they'd ended up married.

But then, if | wasn't very lucky, I'd be dead about one hundred and thirty-eight times, he
thought. Don't |et that make you over confident, Marine. The dice have no memory.

"And not aword about the first early greens of the year,” Pam went on, ralling her eyes and shrugging
expressively, then asked rhetorically: "How do you make a Finnish sdad?!

Have grinned. "Y eah, yeah, | know—first you fry sausagesin bacon grease. Then you add adozen
potatoes ... "

Thelaugh died as trumpets screamed from the gate-towers. All the adults heads came up. those three
risng notes meant attention! And after that camethe sgnd for urgent courier.

Havel swung erect, his hand automatically picking up the basket-hilted sword that leaned against the
recliner, with the belt wound around it. They waited, watching two riderstrot up the roadway and draw
rein before the veranda, tumbling down out of the saddie while the guards grounded their polearms and
took the reins. One of the riders had ablack jerkin with Agtrid's tree-stars-crown thing on it, ayoung
woman in her |ate teenswith reddish-brown hair plastered to her face by sweat and wind; sheraked it
free and bowed. The man beside her was a Bearkiller scout wearing amail vest and ahelmet, more
practicad for quick work than afull hauberk. An A-ligter, though, alieutenant commanding a unit of
courierswho doubled as scouts and light cavalry.

His name's Smythe, memory prompted. The A-List wasn't yet so big that he couldn't remember
every Brother and Siter. His eyesflicked to the horses. The one the Bearkiller scout rode was breathing
hard though not blown, but the Ranger'slooked asif it might drop dead any minute: head drooping,
panting like abellows, its neck and forequarters streaked with dried foam.

The Dunedain Ranger was redling with fatigue too as she scrabbled in her saddlebags and handed
him an envelope; he didn't need to ask if it was urgent.

"I had to go far out of the way and dodge Protectorate scouts, Lord Bear,” shesaid. "I'm sorry it
ddlayed me.”



Sheinclined her head towards her horse. Behind him Eric Larsson whistled softly; therewasa
broken-off stub of arrow standing in the cantle of her saddle. Three inches forward and it would have
goneinto her pelvis.

"You got it here, which iswhat counts," Havel said, taking the envelope. "If theré's no verba
addition, why don't you get the horse seen to and get something for yourself?'

She ssumbled away, leading the horse; its dragging hooves made a counterpoint to her boots. Havel
ripped the letter open and read on doud: "Elvish, Elvish, Elvist—meaning it's me, Astrid; Elvish, Elvish,
BElvish—meaning Hi, Mike; Elvish ... OK, herésthe meat of it: Three columns of Protectorate troops

Hewent on to theend. "Right," he said, passing it to Will Hutton.

The black Texan's graying eyebrows shot up as helooked over the map. " Some motherfucker up
north has decided it's a beautiful spring day, so let's have awar. Three guesseswho."

The children sensed the adults tenson and fell silent. Mike took an instant to wave them into the
house; the older ones shooed the protesting youngest along with them, or dragged them by the wrist.
That gave time for the message to be passed around from hand to hand as well, and for himto cal up the
mapsin hishead. Theriver and the ruins of Salem, with the bridges; then open country north and south,
the Eola Hillsto the west, then more open country with the odd hill, then the Coast Rangeif you went far
enough ...

"OK," hesad, hisvoicefla and cold. "Thisis the opening move. He'sinvesting Mount Angdl,
pushing through the Waldos to the edge of Mackenzie country, and to back it al up, hesgoing to try and
rush the Salem bridgesto cut the opposition in half. If he can hold them, helll cut us off from each other.
Anyone got any ideas on why the ones going south out of Molalaare carrying al that heavy gear and
taking labor gangswith them?"

"Going to put up aforward base, if they can punch through to the open country north of Lebanon,”
Eric Larsson said. "Prefab castle, or maybe more than one, base for a campaign south of the Santiam and
protection for their supply route.

"Right, that'swhat | thought."

He paused, weighing options. Silence lengthened as everyone looked at him.

And it'sall up to me, hethought.

When held been aMarinein the Gulf it had been just him. Well, aForce Recon corpord had afire
team, but his biggest worry had been what wasin the wadi and where to put the SAW. Semper Fi, dip
in, find the position, report, maybe do some demolition, GOPLAT, VBBS, playing adeadly gamewith
the ragheads, sometimes down to knivesin the dark. Sure, they'd cut your balls off with a blunt knifeif
they caught you, but that went with the territory, and anyway they were such tota haf-hards and dipshits
it was usually just dangerous enough to let you show your sisu. And let them goto Allah and the
seventy-two virgin whiteraisins.

Fight for the Corps, yeah, fight for your buddies. For the goddamn country, too, show them
nobody fucks with the US of A without ending up sorry and sore, all right and proper. But nobody
was going to invade Michigan, burn down the Havel home-place and kill my family if | screwed
up. Shit, I'm scared. | don't want to fight. I'm thirty-eight and a father, not nineteen and a
killing-mean dick-on-legs the way | was then. | want to stay home and watch my kids play and
enjoy a steak dinner and screw Sgne silly tonight and go hunting tomorrow.

He smiled, hard and confident. "Arminger'san armchair generd,” he said. "Helikesto draw pretty
lines on maps and think he's Bobbie Lee. Actudly it's my guess he's more on the order of John Pope.

Y ou know, the guy who said 'my headquarters are in the saddi€?"

"Headquartersin hishindquarters,” Ken said, and hislaugh boomed out. Hed gotten them dl
interested in the Civil War over the past decade; it was one of his hobbies, and damned useful.

Grant, though. Grant was always my favorite general. Havel turned his head. "OK, Will. That
force they've got up around McMinnville, my guessisthat they're adistraction, but they'll raid if we let
them. Get over thehills, cal up—"

Helooked at Signe, who kept track of the intel. She answered without hesitation. " A hundred



A-ligtersready for duty in the steedingsthere.”

That wasthe point of having an A-list; they werefully trained and dways ready to muster. The militia
took longer, and they couldn't be kept away from the fields forever, and the spring planting was
underway ... Christ Jesus, thank You thisisn't harvest time!

"Collect up fifty lances from the A-list, and say two hundred infantry from the strategic hamlets, and
screen the area between the Coast Range and the Amity Hillswith em, send the rest east to me. Make it
obvious you'rethere, and if you can make them think there are more of you than thereredly are, dl the
better.”

Damn, that's not much of a force for the job, Havel thought, as the weathered brown face of the
ex-cowboy nodded, hard and grim. He fought back the temptation to send more. 1've got four drainsin
this bathtub and only one plug. Gotta remember to keep focused and put the troops at the point of
maximum effort.

"Y ou don't think they'll make a serious attack thataway, son?" Hutton asked.

"No. Not if they'retrying to do everything else a once. Like | said, armchair generdl.” Hisgrin grew
wolfish. "Now, if | had histen thousand men, you'd bet 1'd throw every one of themin, and dl on the
same front. Finish up one of us, then concentrate on the others. We couldn't move around asfredly to
match him, bridges or no, were dl defending our homes, but he'strying to do it al at the sametime. The
result is he's not overwhelmingly strong in any one place.”

Ken Larsson nodded. "1f you try to be strong everywhere, you are weak everywhere," he
quoted. "Frederick the Great."

"I'll snort and paw the ground some up there, like amean bull out to hook you." Hutton nodded,
satisfied. "I'll keep 'em occupied. Maybe raid a bit, get 'em hot and bothered.”

Havel nodded back. And | can rely on you to do just that, thank God, and not get a hair up
your ass and decide you're going to win the whole damned war, hethought. Which is why your mad
Swedish bull of a son-in-law is going to be kept right under my eye. He's a wonder when you can
point him right at something that needs smashing, but a bit short on the self-restraint thing.

"Just so you dont try to fight any big engagements,”" he said. He looked at his mental map again.
"Damn, but | wish we could have put a garrison in on those bridges at Salem. It's going to be close even
if weleavetonight.”

"We didn't have enough troops,” Signe said. "Not in the spring planting season.”

Havel nodded. Well, shit. Four drains, one plug. That was Arminger's advantage; his troops were
full-timers, paid men or landhol ders with bond-tenants and peons working their fiefsand
fiefs-in-sergeantry. The Association's leadership wasn't getting as much out of it as hewould havein the
Protectors podition, but the advantage hadn't gone away, either.

"Right, everything'sready to roll at Rickredll?' he asked hisfather-in-law.

Ken nodded. "I'll leave right away, and get the stuff started by midnight. We got that whole section of
the old Southern Pecific line reconditioned last year when we cleared the bridge piers at Salem. |
checked it over alittle after Christmas and nothing's washed out since then. Shouldn't be any problem to
get to Sdem by dawn if we push the horses, and once | get those beauties on the railroad bridge, | defy
anything built sncethe Changeto sall past.”

"Whoa, Ken. Y ou personaly?'

"I bossed the shops that made the damn things, didn't 1? For exactly this contingency. Damned if I'm
not going to boss them when they're going into action.”

Have pursed hislips. Yeah, he did. And the crews did the work with him. They're not A-listers.
They'll do better with him there to steady them. He's not much with a sword and he's too old for a
forced march, hut he's got guts to spare and he's smart.

"OK, but Pam, you take ten lances and go with him. Y our job isto see he's not distracted by nasty
men killing him while he'sdoing hisjob. They may try to dip some commando types past usto the
bridges."

"Will do, bossman,” she sad, grinning theway awolf did a arabbit.

"Ken, tell your guy Sarducci to get the field artillery here ready to go—"



"It's ready to go on one hour's notice anyway. All we need to do is get the horses and crews
together. HE'sthe most punctud Italian | ever met. Glad we got him to move up from Corvalis, he was
wasted as auniversity professor.”

"Good; tel him to fal the enginesin outside the gate. When you get to Rickreall, commandeer
anything you need in theway of horsesto pull the trainswith the heavy stuff for the bridge, and get the
militiamobilizing and following you asfagt asthey can, Rickred| and Ddlas both.”

"What about me?' Eric Larsson said plaintively.

"Oh, you and Luanne're going with me," Havel said easily. He leaned over and punched the big man's
shoulder. "I'm gonna need someone to take care of the cavalry.”

Eric grinned, hiseyeslighting dangeroudy. Beside him Luanne looked dourly determined, like her
fether.

"Well take the two Field Force companies of infantry from here at Lars-daen,” Havel went on.

That was everyone fit to march and fight; pretty much everyone who wasn't lactating, pregnant, too
old, too young, or not big enough to carry acrossbow or strong enough to work the lever that spanned
it. He hated mobilizing that completely, but if he logt thisfight then they were al dog-meat anyway. The
testsfor the militiawere smple and set to take in everyone capable of being ussful.

"Plusdl the A-Ligters here, and all the ones we can sweep up on the way. Well muster by Walker
Creek. Lieutenant Smythel"

The scout had been waiting by the head of his horse; he looked tired, but not knocked out the way
the Ranger—oh, hell, if they want to be the Dunedain, they're the Dunedain, and I'll buy ‘emtheir
rubber ears—was. Hewould be just that tired before long, though.

"Turn out your scouts. Sweep every Spring Valley steading and west to the Eola crest. Give them the
rally-point and tell everyoneto turn out their A-listers and first Field Force company. Well be moving
southeast from there down the Betha Heights and Brush College roads towards Salem . Rationsfor
three days and basic medical suppliesonly, keep it light, but plenty of arrows and bolts.”

"Lord Bear!" the man said, snapping asa ute and vaulting back into the saddle; he reined around and
took off in aspurt of gravel.

Havel looked over at Angelica Hutton. Sheld been camp boss in the wandering daysright after the
Change, when they were heading west from Idaho , and still handled the Outfit'slogistics. It wasamuch
bigger job, but the middle-aged Tejano woman handled it with matter-of-fact competence. She'd
aready pulled apad out of a pocket in her long black skirt.

"Supplies?' he asked.

"We have amplein reserve,” she said, her voice warm and husky and soft with the Texas-Hispanic
accent; she'd been born in the brush country between the Rio Grande and San Antonio.

Angdicawas till ahandsome woman, but you only had to close your eyes and listen to that voice to
seethefiery young girl who'd eoped with the reckless roughstock-riding rodeo cowboy Will had been
back then, with death threats from her father and brothers raining about their ears.

Briskly, shewent on "It is not fancy, but nobody will starve on the beans, cheese, dried fruit and
smoked sausage. Remounts, they are sufficient also.”

Havel nodded. Will had quit the rodeo when hisfirst child was born, reconciled with Angdlica's
family, and hédd put his consderable winningsinto alittle ranch in the Hill Country and ahorse-wrangling
business. Angdlica had been his partner in that, too. Today they ran the Outfit's horse herds, breeding
program, and training program for both mounts and riders.

One thing's not so different from the Corps. |'ve got good people backing me up, folks I'm
tight with.

"OK," hesaid, dapping his pdmstogether. "Firg thingsfird. Let's eat; we can findize the operations
orderswhile we do, then well get going.”

Peter Jones spoke for the first time. "Not me, Mike. I'm going back to Corvallisand seeif | can kick
enough assto get them doing something.”

"Thanks, Pete" Have sad, leaving slent: For what it's worth.

Asthey went in under the high fanlights of the front doors, Havel waswhistling under hisbregth. The



tune was one held learned from abuddy in the Corps, aguy named Thibodeau who'd come from a
parish west of New Orleans.

"People still talks about Cajun Joe
Cajun Joe was the Bully of the Bayou—"

Waldo Hills, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 5th, 2008/Change Year 9

Adtrid Larsson hissed dightly between her teeth. Thiswas going to be very tricky ...

"Like Faramir and the Rangers of Ithilien, when they ambushed the Haradrim on the way to the Black
Gate" Alleynewhispered.

Histeeth showed white in the shadow cast by hiswar cloak's hood, dim through the gauze mask that
covered dl but his gray-blue eyes. It was a cool gray morning, but last night's rain was over and the
clouds were breaking up, letting long beams of sunlight spear through, turning the early spring grass bright
green. Hisvisored helm rested on the grass beside him, and as they watched the road he plucked a stem
of the candy-sweet new growth and chewed on it meditatively.

Asdtrid nodded, returning the smile with abrief grin of her own, then turning again to the steep dope
beforethem. It islike that, actually, shethought. Except they don't have any oliphants. Or even
elephants.

Sheld heard there were acouple of old zoo eephantsin Portland, but they were kept for ceremonial
occasions.

TheWaldo Hillsweren't very high; more of arolling tableland split by abrupt gullies. Mogt of it had
been grasdand with scattered oak groves before the pioneers came west on the Oregon Trail. By the
Change it had been cleared and cultivated, with patches of forest on the higher parts, and fir and willow
and dder dong the small streams. Mount Angel was on their northern fringe, and it had preserved an
idand of surviva during the first Change Y ear; the rest had gone under in the tidal waves of refugees and
Eaters. Y ou gtill found human bones here and there, sometimes burnt and split in token of dreadful
feasting. Nobody had returned since except occasiona hunters and the odd bandit, and brush and
bramble grew thick on the old fields, checked only by summer blazes set by lightning or campfiresor
branches rubbing. The field edge they occupied now had been planted in oaks; they'd grown taller, and
seeded saplings amongst the thick, spiny Oregon grape and thornbush that had grown up around them.
Pink flowers clustered on the grape-stems; the hedge-nettle wasn't flowering yet, but the salks were
dready ayard high.

The horses were back a bit, under spreading treesthat hid them from above, grazing hobbled among
chest-high grass and brush starred with scarlet fritil-lary. John Hordle came that way; Astrid was amazed
again at how quietly the big man could move. Then he dropped prone and crawled up beside the leaders,
in asweet-pungent cloud of crushed herbs. He might be stedlthy, but he wasn't light.

"They're coming," he said softly. "Eilir says she recognized the contact with the labor gang and passed
the signal—got too close for comfort to do it, too. Their cavalry screen should be here any moment.”

Astrid nodded, looking downward. "Regular scouts?' she asked.

Hordle shook his head. "Pendleton levies, it looked like; hired light cavalry. Horse-archers. Saw the
buggers mysdlf last year, when Sir Nigel and | were east up the Columbia with the Protector's men. Fair
enough riders and good men of their hands. Always ready to mix it up, but not what you'd call long on
discipline”

"And they're not used to this country,” Alleyne said thoughtfully. "That may be rather helpful.”

Poor melindo nin, she thought, sensing the strain benegth hishard cadm. He's not used to
campaigning with his beloved.

Even as she pushed the glow of that word out of her consciousness, Astrid smiled. Thiswas nmy
idea, shethought. | know Alleyne loves me, but sometimes | think he doesn't think I'm very
practical. Thiswill convince him ... if it works.

There was a short, steep dope below them, falling two hundred feet to the marshy banks of Puddle
Creek afew hundred yards southeast; the road came looping down from her left and ran south towards



the Mackenzie territories. Ten years of neglect hadn't been kind to it. Subsidence and rushing water had
cut half-moon bites out of it where culverts had been blocked and ditches overflowed; vines covered it in
places, sit had drifted over in others, and young saplings were sprouting in potholes and cracks, their
rootsworking at the foundations with the endless patience of growing things. In afew lifetimes of Men
water and treeswould have made it amemory and afaint trace through forest, but for now it was il
passable for wheded traffic, with alittle effort. The bridge over thelittle stream till 1ooked solid, though
streaks of rust marked the concrete where cracks exposed the rebar within.

A clatter of hooves came from the north. Sowly, cautiousy she raised the binocularsto her eyes. A
dozen men rode into view, and the glasses brought them close. They rode mounts of range-quarterhorse
breed, which were familiar enough. Their clothes were rough leather and homespun woaol, with here and
there a patched pair of pre-Change jeans, the same ouitfits you might have seen on the cowboy-retainers
of arancher from the CORA—Centra Oregon Ranchers Association—country around Bend and
Sigers, but alittle more ragged. All of them had plain, round bowl helmets of stedl; one of them had a
horsg'stail mounted as a crest in the center of his headpiece. That man also had a deeveless chain-mail
vest; the rest had cured-leather breastplates, usudly strapped with chevron-shaped patterns of metal
strips. Most of them carried short saddle-bows, some pre-Change compound types, more modern
copies of hunting recurves, their smal round shields bore the Lidless Eye newly painted. Their svords
were strange, looking like a machete lengthened into a point-heavy dashing saber ... which was probably
exactly what the design came from.

She froze as the leader with the crested helmet stood in the stirrups and scanned around carefully.
The binoculars brought his face close, broad and flatti sh-looking because his nose had been squashed
and hedled that way, with adark beard trimmed into afork shape and aterrible scar that curled onelip
up in a permanent sneer. He shielded his eyeswith a hand as he peered eastward, then turned again to
look up at her. She knew that he couldn't see her— they were too far away, and in scrub like thisawar
cloak made you nearly invisble even a arm's length—but it was till alittle daunting.

"Tough-looking chaps," Alleyne said softly. Speech vanished into the background noise aswell.

He hadn't been out east last year; the Protector had kept him hostage while hisfather and John
Hordle were searching the old poison-gas dump at Umatilla. They'd fooled that hard and wary man into
thinking they'd found what he wanted and would work for him, and thenrunfor it ... Nigd Loring's
cunning had seen that the poison gas didn't fal into Arminger's hands, but the stretch of country around
Pendleton had. The Lord Protector had the whole of the Columbia's south bank now, asfar east asthe
old Idaho border.

"There's been war in the Pendleton country amost since the Change, and acruel war at that," she
sad. "They've grown up fighting, even more than we have here. That's how Arminger got themto join
him, backing some of them againg therest.”

"Bad bargain,” Alleyne said.

"By then they hated their neighbors so much they'd take any help againgt them,” Astrid said, between
pity and disgust.

At aguess, none of the men down there were older than she or Eilir, and the time before the Change
had grown dreamlike to her. War to the knife would have been dl they knew, that and hunger and fear
and hate.

The leader with the crested helmet called an order, swinging up ahand.

"Inyrch derir,” oneof the Dunedain whispered: The enemy stop.

The mercenary light horse shook themsdlves out on either side of the road, combing the bush and
checking any patch of treesthat might shelter awatcher. Theleader and three others rode on towards the
bridge, arrows ready on their bows. Just then two figures burst out from undernegth it, leapt on horses
tethered and hidden among brushes and galloped away southwestward. The mercenaries pursued, risng
in the stirrupsto shoot, arrows flicking out. Astrid caught her lip in her teeth as she watched; those were
her folk, her friends ...

They passed out of sight around abend in the road. The leader of the Pendleton scouts threw up his
arm again, sensibly calling off the pursuit, snce the fleeing men might be leading hisinto an ambush; he



had to shout to make one man stop, and clouted him across the helmet when he returned. The rider
extended afigt with onefinger raised, and they both laughed. Then they dismounted and looked at the
support pillars, one of them climbing awkwardly down alittle and pointing, holding something up for his
leader to see. The figuresweretiny in the distance, their voices insect-small asthey argued and shouted.
After amoment one of the easterners turned his horse and cantered back northward towards the main
body of the Protectorate's column.

"They found the cut marks and the tools, then," Alleyne said. Agtrid felt awarm glow below her
breastbone as he went on: "That was aremarkably clever idea, letting them find incompl ete sabotage.
Wel worth dl that night work."

A curled trumpet spoke, and the rest of the Protectorate force came around the curve of the
northward road. A score of crossbowmen on bicycles came first, weaving among the obstacles on the
road; they dismounted and set their machines on their kickstands, fanning out to either side of the road.
That freed the mercenary horse who'd been guarding the crossing, and most of them trotted southward
over the bridge to scout further on. Next came gangs of laborersin metal collars and rags, carrying
mattocks and picks and shovels, some pushing whedlbarrows, dl guarded by infantry equipped with
shields and spears, conical helms and mail hauberks. The peons set to work on the roadway, shoving
asdethe rusting hulks of cars, chopping back the vegetation and filling holes with earth and rock. After
that the wagons came, huge things with sted frames and twin four-whed bogies from heavy trucks,
drawn by sixteen span of oxen each and loaded high with shapes of metal and timber—a prefabricated
fort, with the hundreds-strong labor force that would build it trudging in coffles beside the roadway and
carrying their tools. Then there were severd dozen ordinary baggage wagons loaded with food and
supplies, and last of al adozen mounted men-at-arms around arider in aknight's plumed helmet, the
lanceheads swaying bright above their heads. The horseman beside the knight carried a banner that hung
from a crosshar—the Portland Protective Association's Lidless Eye, not quartered with a baron's blazon;
that meant the commander must be of the Protector's own household troops.

"Didn't expect the lancers,”" Alleyne said, as the mercenary with the horsetail crest cantered back to
report. "Now let'ssee ... "

Adtrid felt the tenson rise, and trained reflex take control of her breathing, making the digphragm pull
ar down to the bottom of her lungs and release it dowly. That dowed the beating of her heart, and kept
her hands steady. Words and images flitted through her mind: fire and arrows and awhite tower likea
spike of pearl and slver, tal gray-eyed men riding through wilderness and by tumbled ruins, ahost of
horsemen charging across a plain wracked by battle, while winged shapes hovered overheed ...

"Nazgal!"

Everyonefroze. Adtrid let her head drift up. The dim shape of the glider did through the sky above,
toy-tiny at about two thousand feet. None of her Rangers should be visible from there ... but it turned on
awing and dove, coming down the road at athird that height. Which will be areal test of our
fieldcraft, shethought.

Fingers moved in gestures of averson among the Dunedain, with here and there asign of the Cross.
John Hordle raised one massive figt, with the middle finger extended, but kept it below head height.

Then it was past; it flashed across Puddle Creek, swift and graceful, and soared on an updraft that
rose from the dope opposite, whedling skyward like afacon inagyre until it was high above. Theniit
waggled itswings and turned southward once again, scouting the road the column would take.

"Hedidn't seeathing," Alleyne chuckled. "Victory through Air Power, what?"

They all nodded, though they aso knew it would be a hideous handicap to have the Protector's
gliders overhead when they were trying to move larger forces than thisraiding party, spying and dropping
messages to histroops.

The knight commanding the column nodded and waved his men forward. Half of them went over the
bridge, and the forward labor gangsto clear the way, while the first of the huge freight wagons inched
into movement. That took aminute or two. Whips cracked asthe long line of paired oxen leaned into the
traces with their heads down and shoulders straining at the yokes, nostrils flaring wide and mouths open
with the effort. Here and there one dipped alittle on the agphdt, lurching and scrabbling and bawling in



adarm. A man-at-arms barked a command, and severa score of the laborers added their shouldersto the
effort, and the wheds began to turn dowly. The humansfel away gasping as the big vehicle moved,
building up to asteady walking pace.

Adtrid fdt her smile waver asthefirst team put its hooves on the bridge. Wait for it, wait for it, the
bulk of the weight's in the wagon—

It rolled across. The next two wagons followed, each occupying one lane, and she felt swest trickling
down her flanks. They'd had to caculate the stresses roughly—

"What's plan B?" Alleyne whispered.

"Tail, caro!"

Her beloved wasn't thefirst to chuckle; his Sindarin was till improving, and he took amoment to
redizethat shéd just said, Feet, do your stuff. Becauseif the trgp failed, running awvay wasdl they
coulddo ...

The paired wagonsrolled onto the bridge; she could see the man leading the first ox-team suddenly
stop and look around him in puzzlement, then stare down at hisfeet in horror before running screaming
for solid ground. Thefirgt lurch came soundlesdy; they'd |abored al night on the bridge pillarsjust below
the water level, miserable work in relays as hands grew too numb to grip the saw handles. They'd gone
through an implausible number of the blades, too, which could never be replaced. But it was worth it; and
if the scouts detected alittle incomplete sabotage they'd stop looking before they found the redl thing.

We hoped, shethought, with an enormousrelief that |eft her somach feding oddly liquid for an
ingant. And it worked, it worked ...

The scream of tortured metal wasjoined by the screams of the rest of the wagon crews asthey
pelted elther way off the lurching length of the bridge, arms and legs pumping in panic flight. The next jolt
was even louder, with apopping, crackling sound benegth it asthe leverage of the severed uprights
ripped welds and rivets|oose. The bridge swayed right, hesitated for a moment and then collapsed to the
left. The bellows of the oxen did tear at her heart, but there was no way to spare the innocent beasts.

Chaos boiled among the hundreds of men below astwo of the giant wagons did into the water.
Adtrid hit the toggle that released her war cloak and rose to her feet with adight grunt—she was wearing
afull hauberk and gear. Shefilled her lungs as she rose, drew her bow and shouted: "Lacho calad!
Drego morn!" The same Dunedain war cry broke out from two-score throats: Flame Light! Flee
Night!

Arrows followed. By prearrangement, everyone was aiming at the crossbow-men &t first. There were
adozen of them left by the Side of theroad. As many again had crossed to the other side of the bridge,
but they were out of range and the swift-moving water was as deep asatal man's chest. That cut them
off from the action here. And most of the oneswithin range of the Dunedain had turned to gape a the
disaster unfolding asten tons of metal and wood and two score of oxen did inexorably into theriver. The
firgt forty shafts struck before they could do more than begin to turn back. Two more volleyswere in the
ar beforethefirg hit; the Dunedain were dl good with the bow, and the range was nowhere more than
two hundred yards, mogtly less. Thelight mail shirts the crossbowmen wore were no more protection
than their woolen jackets.

"Yed" Alleyne shouted as he drew and shot, using alongbow as skillfully asany Mackenzie. " Yes!"

There were sixty Association troops with the convoy. There were more than seven times that number
of laborers ... and asthe crossbowmen fell beneath the arrowstorm, the workers turned on the soldiers
guarding them in ascreaming mass of fury, swinging shovels and mattocks and dragging men down with
their bare hands to be beaten and stomped to death. A dozen swirls of vicious combat broke out al at
once, ams and armor and skill against numbers and surprise and hate; the soldiers fought their way
towards each other, the [aborers hanging on their flanks like wolves. Here and there aknot stood
back-to-back and beat off their assailants. More went down before they could reach help ...

The Protectorate lancers had their destriers aswell astheir wespons, rearing and lashing out with
steel-shod hooves; only two of the men-at-arms were pulled out of the saddle and pounded into bags of
shattered bone and pul ped mesat insde their harness. The others cut their way free, with short-gripped
lances stabbing and swords casting arcs of red into the morning air. One laborer died as awarhorse sank



itsgreat yellow teeth into his shoulder and shook him like aterrier with arat. Ten men-at-arms and the
knight who commanded them spurred into the open, drawing together, getting ready to chargeto the aid
of the footmen in awedge of armored muscle. That couldn't be alowed.

"To horsa!" Adrid shouted with avoice like asliver trumpet, then whistled sharply. " Tolo,
Asfaloth!" she caled to her own mount.

Her gray Arab mare came, cantering, moving so lightly her feet barely seemed to touch the ground.
Adtrid caught the saddlebow and used the momentum and a skipping spring to vault into the saddle, her
feet catching the stirrups easily. The raven-topped helmet hung by her bow-case. She dipped it on. The
cheek-piecesthat clipped beneath her chin were covered with wings, their pinions blackened duminum;
thetail feathers that made up the aventail protecting her neck were sted of the same color, on amail
backing, and the eyes that |ooked out over hers were rubies. One of the Dunedain offered her along ash
lance, but she shook her head.

"Lacho calad! Drego morn!" she caled again, and then to the horse that trembled with eagerness
beneath her, tossing its head and snorting. “Noro lim, Asfaloth, noro lim!™

A dozen of the Rangerswere in the saddle, Alleyne beside her. They put their horses recklesdly at
the steep dope ahead; her Asfa oth plunged down it agile as acat, sometimes resting her weight on her
haunches for an ingtant and diding, sometimes twisting to avoid a sapling or tangle of thorny brush. When
shehit thelevel ground it was with along bound that landed her in ahand gallop. Alleyne's heavier mount
reached the flats amost as quickly; the big gelding had a stedl barding plate on his chest and smply
smashed through much that Asfa oth had dodged. The other mounted Dunedain al made the passage,
though two had to struggle back into the saddle after losing astirrup.

Behind them the rest of the Rangers were legping down the dopein turn, shouting their war cry.
Ahead the Protectorate men-at-arms were turning to meet the menace of their mounted foes; they had no
choice, if they weren't to be taken in the rear. The laborerstook heart and threw themselves on the
spearsthat faced them in ascreaming swarm, led by men willing to hold the stedl in their own dying flesh
while their comrades beat at heads and shoulders beyond. A helm and mail coat and the padding beneath
were good protection, but there was alimit.

Timeto look to her own fight. Alleyne was coming up on her left, thelong sted of hislancehead
ready. Ahead the knight in the plumed helmet was coming for her; some hidden sensetold her that she
wasthetarget of hislance; al she could see of hisface werethe eyesglaring at her from over the curved
rim of his big kite-shaped shield, its black surface marked with the Lidless Eye. She shot once; the arrow
struck the surface of the knight's conical Norman helmet and flipped off into the air. Divots of grassand
dark, moist earth shot skyward aswell, asthe destrier's hooves pounded at the turf and brush. The
lancehead pointed a her midriff, directed over the neck of the knight's horse with unerring skill, and her
smdller round shield was dung a her knee—you needed both hands for a bow.

Her right hand whipped back for another arrow and she put shaft to string in a single smooth mation;
there would be timefor just one more shot, and the knight waswell protected, the horse asmal target
with asted chamfron covering its head and apeytrad onitschest.

Two seconds, one ...

The Protectorate lancer was expecting her to duck, or swerve her more maneuverable mount. He
wasn't expecting her to throw hersdlf to the right with her 1eft knee over the bow of her saddle, hanging
off the sde of the horse Commanche-style. The lancehead flashed through the space where her breast
had been amoment before with the driving power of an armored man and tall horse behind it, yet cutting
only arr.

It was arisky thing to do even for arider of her skill, especidly in armor, and for an ingtant she felt
hersaf begin to dip towards the earth dashing by at thirty miles an hour beneath her before a desperate
wrench of straining thigh muscles brought her back upright. The horses flashed past each other as her |eft
foot found the stirrup again; asit did she turned in the saddle, the cord coming to the angle of her jaw as
she drew against the heavy resistance of wood and horn and sinew. The lancer was pulling up, screaming
acurse ashetried to get hismount around and to turn the long point of his shield behind him to cover his
back, but the same weight and momentum that put terrible power behind alancehead made agaloping



destrier hard to turn. Shield and wesgpon, mount and rider were locked into a drive forward behind the
narrow sted point.

Even with the combined velocities of the two horses she was | ess than twenty yards behind him when
she shot. Shap of the string on the bracer, aflash of fletching and pile-shaped bodkin head, and the
arrow struck the knight's hauberk over the kidney. It broke the links of the riveted mail and sank
three-quarters of itsthirty-inch length into his body with asolid, punching impact, adull thudding sound
audible even over the thunder of scores of hooves and the screaming of men, the shrill calls of horses, the
low, deep bellowing of oxen. He shrieked again, wordlesdy thistime, dropping hislancein reflex and
then toppled |eftward to the ground, dragging with one foot tangled in the stirrup until hiswarhorse came
to ahdlt, looking back to seewhat it wasthat tugged so at its harness. Asfaloth braked to a halt, rearing
and turning in her own length.

"Lacho calad! Drego morn!"

That was Eilir's party, dashing in at the gallop from northward adong the road. Eilir herself was slent
of course, but shewasthefirg to throw her Molotov cocktail on aload of massive timbers; it wasa
quart glass bottle with its neck wrapped in oily cloth that gave off along, thin line of black smoke asiit
smoldered. Glass shattered, and the sticky fluid within spurted out, caught fire and burned asit dripped
and spattered over the dry Douglas fir wood. The flames were afierce red-orange; the stuff was made of
gasoline and laundry soap and rubber dissolved in acohol and turpentine, until it had the consstency and
stickiness of thin honey. More arched out as her team of six dashed down the line of wagons. By thetime
they'd pulled up near the wrecked bridge, pillars of smoke and fire were beginning to rise from the
wagons. Better till, burning the heavy loads of timber would turn the steel members and fastenersinto
twisted, useless scrap, and those were awhole lot harder to replace than the shaped wood.

All that came out of the corner of her eyein an ingtant. If there was one thing in al the world she was
certain of, it wasthat she didn't need to check on Eilir doing her part.

Adtrid's eyesflicked over the action nearer her as Asfaoth's forehooves touched down again.
Alleyne's man was down with astub of broken lance-shaft sticking from his chest. Two of her Dunedain
riders were down likewise, deed or crippled, with their horses running free. The rest werein ameleewith
the Protectorate men-at-arms, horses circling and snapping as blades swung in bright, glittering arcs. As
sheturned she saw thetall figure in the green plate armor use the stump of hislanceto bresk a
swordsman's arm, and then cast it aside and sweep out his own long blade, bringing up the shidld with its
blazon of five roses. Agtrid set another arrow on her string, rode close and ended a duel with a shaft
between the shoulderblades, negtly cutting the shield strap that ran diagonaly across the back. At that
range the bodkin came out the front of the man's hauberk and went thunk into theinside of hisshield.

Sheld learned combat from Sam Aylward and Mike Havel. Therest of the Dunedain running up had
graduated from those same hard schools. Or something similar for John Hordle; he ran straight into the
mass of enraged horses and bright steel with awicked grin on hisred ham of aface and the bastard
sword in both hands. Hisfirst stroke took aman'sleg off at the knee, just in the gap between the mail of
his hauberk and the stedl-splint shin protector ...

Thefighting was over in moments, with only awhimpering left that ended as stedl was carefully driven
home. A dozen or so of the laborersran up to her, brandishing their bloodied tools or weapons snatched
from the fallen Protectorate troopers. She stood in the saddle and held ahand up; beside her Alleyne
raised hisvisor with ared-splashed stedl gauntlet.

"Slence!" heshouted. Quiet fdl. "Listen to the Lady of the Dunedain.”

"Or ligen to this," John Hordle said, hefting his great sword.

The workerswere rebels, but they'd lived in the Protectorate for along time—half their lives for most
of them, from their looks. They were used to obeying armored men.

Adtrid went on quickly, with the growing crackle and roar of the burning timbersin the background:
"There will be soldiers here soon. We have to get you to safety. Cut the oxen loose from the harness,
take as much food as you can carry, and weapons, and nothing €lse and follow."

They scrambled to obey, pulling sacks of hardtack and beans and flitches of bacon and strings of
dried sausage and blocks of cheese off the supply wagons, loading them onto their own backs or the



bicycles of dead crossbowmen; the more dert stripped the weapons and gear from the enemy falen, and
drove the oxen into wild, stampeding flight with shouts and spear-prods. Dunedain guides divided the
labor gangsinto parties of twenty or thirty and led them away quickly, up into the trackless hills. Her
riders went after the enemy horses with their lariats.

And we must give the mercy stroke to any of the workers who are badly wounded, shethought;
there were enough horses to get the hurt Dunedain out, but that was dl. It would be no kindnessto let
themfall into the hands of the yrch again.

Adtrid hersdlf rode down to the edge of Puddle Creek, reining in beside Eilir.

They didn't seeminclined to shoot at us, Eilir sgned, resting her bow acrossthe saddle in front of
her and nodding across the creek and the wrecked bridge. So | didn't see much point in provoking
them.

"Right," Adrid said.

The Pendleton mercenaries were back, but the swift water was too deep on this spring day to cross
eadly, and the bridge was atangle of twisted metd like some monstrous dish of ferrous pastalittered with
whole dead oxen. They might try to get the two wagons on the far side away, but Eilir's group had
carefully shot a couple of draught-beastsin each team. John Hordle came up with adozen arrows
clutched in his great right hand; each of them had awad of napalm-soaked cloth just behind the head, the
scent sharp and mineral under the fug of blood and smoke.

"Thought you'd want to do the honors, luv," he said, offering oneto Eilir.

The mercenaries scar-faced leader reined in on the other side of theriver, within easy bowshot, but
with awhiterag tied to alight spear.

"Nest job," he called, laughing. "Y ou're that Astrid they told us about, aren't you? Or are you the
deaf one? I'm Hank Bauer, Sheriff of Lonerock."

"l am Adirid, Hiril Dunedain," shecalled coldly. "Lady of the Rangers. Thisis Lady Eilir."

Sheriff was equivdent to baron, in the country east of the mountains. And Rancher usualy meant
lord or knight, pretty wel, with cowboy filling in for man-at-arms.

He chuckled. ™Y ou are one mean pair of killin' bitches, I've got to give you that. The big fellah there's
no douch either, I'd guess, or the guy in the fancy armor. Pleasureto meet y'al.”

"Leavethis country, Sheriff Bauer, you and al your men, or you will leave your bones here. Go home
to your own land and your families.

"Shit, it's better grazin' land than anything to home, just like the man said," he replied; the scar made
his smile gruesome. "And we | eft to get away from our families, anyhow. If you're such agrest fighter,
girlie, why don't you come over here and make meleave?l'll giveyou akissif you do.”

The men around him laughed and hee-hawed at her, calling commentsthey doubtless thought very
funny.
"If you're such agreat warrior, why don't you come over here and make me fight you?' she caled
sweetly. "Or send your Sster, if you're scared.”

"Watch out!" Alleyne said, sngpping hisvisor down and drawing his sword again.

One of the mercenaries had pulled alight, yard-long javelin out of the hide bucket dung over his back
in place of aquiver. It wasalong throw ...

But the horseman didn't cast the weapon he brandished over his head. Instead he gave ahigh,
warbling shriek like an Indian war cry and put his horse at the water, shrugging off the surprised snatch
his leader made for the bridie. The horse hesitated for only an instant and then did in; the gray-blue surge
cameto its chest, and then it was picking itsway across just upstream and west of the fallen bridge.

Alleyne shouted furioudy: "Thisviolatesthe flag of truce!™

Hank Bauer shrugged, looked up at the white rag, then pulled it free and tossed it asde. He laughed
and called through cupped hands. "Hell, you can kill thelittle fuck for dl | care. The dumb bastard's
aways pulling shit likethis! I'd have killed him myself weeks ago except he's my wife's cousin.”

The man charging across the creekbed was young, younger than her, with only afuzz of yellow beard
on aface that also bore aset of black painted chevrons; long blond braids sivung from under his stedl
cap as he howled and brandished the javelin. Alleyne began to whed his dedtrier, but Astrid smiled and



put out a hand.

"Bar melindo," shesad: My beloved. "Better | do this"

"Why?' hesad.

"Because ... " Shefrowned, not quite certain of what her intuition told her. "I think it may be useful.
These men aren't lieges of Portland. They're fighting for money and plunder. And | think that al they
respect issuccessin battle. If they respect us more than the Association ... something might come of
that.”

His mouth quirked. "And it'll be more spectacular if you do it. Y ou've got a damnable habit of making
sense, darling. By dl means—hesyours.”

She suppressed an impulse to kiss him—that would not go over-well with the target audience just
now—and leaned down for an ingtant, running her left arm through the loops of the shield hanging over
the bow-case at her knee. The young easterner brought his horse surging up the shallow bank of the
creek and charged her, shrieking; Asfaoth turned benesth her in response to leg and balance, going from
astanding start to agalop in seconds. The distance closed with dreamlike speed, and shelet him turn his
horseto comein on her unshielded right side. Ten yards away he twisted back and uncoiled in the
saddle, throwing the javelin hard and fast.

It seemed to float towards her. Javelins weren't much used hereinthe Valey ... but therewasa
game shed played for years....

Her backsword came free of the sheeth and flicked from left to right in along curve, the arc of its
flight perfect asasong in the mind of the gods. With ahard crack the meta-tipped wooden rod flew by
intwo pieces, just as the dragonflies she usudly practiced on did. A cheer went up from the Dunedain
gtill watching and another from the mercenaries on the other bank of the creek. The young man's
astonishment made his voice break in midshriek; he was goggling at her asthey passed in ablur of speed,
and she could have killed him with asingle sweep of the stedl. Instead she whedled Asfdoth and waited
while he drew the heavy blade at his saddlebow.

"'chete! Give her the 'chete!" voices cdled from acrossthe river, among other things, including
advice on whereto put it.

The man was awild chopper; he dmost killed her in the first exchange because her swordswoman's
reflexes couldn't believe someone would just barrel in like that. He aso nicked Asfaloth on the neck, and
shefet her lipsgo tight in genuine anger.

Their blades struck, did down until guard locked with guard in askirl of stedl on stedl; the horses
shocked shoulder-to-shoulder in the same instant. The easterner rosein the stirrups, throwing the weight
of his heavier shoulders againgt her arm. Adtrid smiled sweetly as she twisted her foot, got her toe under
his stirrup-iron and heaved her knee upward sharply. The young mercenary's eyes went widein panic; he
yelled as he pitched up and to one side. Then he did something sensible, kicking hisfeet free of the
dtirrups and rolling over the crupper of his horse, dropping to the earth on the other Sdeina
back-somersault. He landed stumbling, and Asfa oth was on him before he could set himsdlf; the Arab
mare was trained to ride men down. He dodged enough that the impact wasn't bone-crushing, but that
sent him tumbling over the ground. He was sensible again, letting the sword go; you could get anasty cut
that way, particularly if only your torso was protected.

When he rose again he was weeping with rage and mortification, tears cutting streaks through the dirt
and paint on hisface, and losng themsdlvesin the blood that poured from his bruised nose. Hedrew a
bowie knife and waited.

Adtrid laughed, and held up her sword, looking from the yard-long blade to the knife. "Do you want
to die of supidity?' she said, and flourished the weagpon towards the stream.

The youth screamed acurse at her and hurled the knife, turning and running for the water. Astrid
shifted her balance and Asfdoth gave one of her astonishing legps, landing nearly at the edge of the
creek. That let her ddiver aringing dap with theflat to the seat of hisbuckskin pants as he dove into the
water and struck out for the other side; when he rose above the surface hisface was asred as his
buttocks probably were.

"Heresyour wife's cousin, Sheriff," she caled as she sheathed her unblooded sword and caught the



reins of the mercenary's mount when it looked like following him. "Tell him thank you for the horse. It'sa
fineone™

The scar-faced man was laughing as she turned; some of his companions toppled from the saddle,
wheezing and holding their sides and drumming their heels on the ground in mirth. My-wifes-cousin
would probably never live this down.

"Hewon't thank you for it, Lady,” the mercenary leader said, confirming her guess, and then touched
the hilt of his blade. " See you another time, without a creek in between."

"WEell let you get out of bowshot,” Agtrid replied.

The mercenary looked at the riverbank on her side; better than thirty archerslined it, and they could
swamp his men even discounting the three who had swatches of burning oil-soaked tow tied to their
arrows. He shrugged and neck-reined his horse about, calling to his men to take the Protector's
crossbowmen up pillion. Then he shouted and leaned forward, and his horse legpt into agalop
southward. The others followed him around the curve in the road in a hooting, whooping mass, bent on
only the Gods knew what deadly mischief.

Eilir raised her longbow—she was one of the few who could shoot the unwieldy weapon from
horseback. Her shaft made along curveintheair, trailing black smoke, and went thunk into abalk of
timber on one of the wagons; more followed it, until the air over theriver looked asif vanished fireworks
had spanned it. The Dunedain cheered and waved their wegponsin the air as those wagons began to
burn aswéll, adding their bitter plumesto the smoke that was making the air hot and tight in her chest.

Alleynereined in next to her. "They're happy,” he said.

"Good," Adtrid replied. "We've stung the yrch, at lesst.”

"A bit morethan that,” the young Englishman said judicioudy. "Still, therés no denying they can shrug
off alosslikethismore easily thanwe."

Adtrid flung him asmile; the way he took everything so equably was one of the wonderful things
about him. She knew her own nature was more changeable.

"Not much more. Evenif Lady Juniper brings off what she's planning, that would only beadart. Itis
liketrying to shoot an eephant!™

Aha, Eilir sgned, after shed pushed her bow back through the loops on her quiver. You should
remember that my most magical Mom's plans usually have a couple of little hidden wheels within
the big obvious one.

Chapter Ten

Waldo Hills, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 5th, 2008/Change Year 9

The Grand Constable of the Portland Protective Association looked back at the tumbled wreckage
of the bridge, and coughed dightly at the wafts of bitter smoke from the wagonsthat had borne the
framework of his portable castle. The bodieslay about it; he gritted histeeth at the tumbled, naked
corpses of hismen-at-arms. Their commander still looked comicaly surprised as he sprawled on hisside
inapool of congeaed blood swarming with flies. The stump of the arrow that had killed him had broken
off short when someone pulled the hauberk and gambeson off over his head; that someone now had a
finesuit of mail, with only onesmdl holeinit.

Conrad Renfrew repressed an urge to dismount and kick him in the face. It wouldn't do any good; it
wasn't asif theidiot was il dive and ableto fed it. Besides, right now his boots were full of water from
fording the stream. The engineers were getting atemporary wooden bridge ready, but that would take at
least eighteen hours, short asthey were of grunt labor.

And I'm short a dozen men-at-arms and a knight, he thought sourly. The infantry weren't that
much of amuch, but losing skilled lancers hurt. Men-at-arms had scarcity value, and knights aso had
relatives and comrades who mattered at court.

"So | reckoned the only thing | could do was get theword to you," the mercenary said, tugging &t his
forked beard. "There were afew too many of 'em for my boysto tackle. They didn't lose more 'nfour,
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fivedl up when they ambushed your folks.

"'Course, alot of them peons got it where the chicken got the ax while they was swarmin’ over your
boys. We had aringside seat over there on the other side of the water.”

Hejerked athumb at afile of nearly fifty bodieslaid out in arow, dl of them with theiron collars ill
onther necks.

"Y ou're not herejust to drink and screw the peon girls, Sheriff Bauer," Renfrew rumbled.

Heknew hisface intimidated most men, which was some compensation for the memory of pain. The
fact that they were surrounded by the household knights of the Constabl€'s personal guard shouldn't have
hurt either, but Bauer was smiling dightly ... or that might just be his own scar, which was as spectacular
as any of the Congtable's, and stood out more for being aone. Renfrew tapped the serrated steel head of
hismace on hisstirrup-iron with achink ... chink ... sound and stared at him; the other's green eyes
blinked innocently.

Aloud the Portland commander went on: "Or to Sit in the saddle across a chest-deep creek and
watch my men getting massacred while you pick lice out of your beards.”

Bauer shrugged. "We ain't here to get kilt for no reason, neither. Y our men weren't outhumbered
much but they managed to lose that fight good and proper, the way them Rangers outsmarted 'em and
took 'em by surprise; the only ones got out was the ones we took with us. Then | lost three good men
chasin' the Rangersinto the woods when they pulled out afterwards. Y ou got too many woods around
herefor comfort. But that wasfair business; like you say, we're hereto fight, and I'm aman of my word.
We're not here to get our asses kicked certain-sure.”

Renfrew shrugged massive shoulders made more so by armor and padding. It wasafair point. The
Pendleton areawas theoretical ly under the Association now, but they couldn't afford to lean too hard on
the men from there yet. They were volunteers from the winning faction the Protector had backed, and
from amercenary's point of view, Bauer had been making a perfectly vaid argument. Y ou couldn't
expect hired men to throw themselves away on aforlorn hope just to do the enemy some damage, and
you couldn't punish them if you wanted them to stick around. A mercenary leader's men were his capital
assats, and if helost too many of them then he had nothing to sell. This particular band were the Sheriff's
friends and kinfolk and neighbors, aswell.

In fact, that little pursuit was well handled. At least thanks to Bauer 1've got some idea which
way they went, and he did save a dozen crossbowtnen.

"OK," hesaid, turning and looking at the wagons again. "Well sdvage the metd; they can rework it
at thefoundries up in Oregon City. And get someone to pull those oxen out of theriver and hang them up
to drain. No sensein letting good meat spoil.”

"My boys aready got one ready to barbeque,”" Bauer said. "We can handle the rest iff'n you want us
to."

He gave avague, sketchy salute and wandered off. Renfrew looked over a hisclerk. "Do up a
report and have it ready for dispatch to the Lord Protector insde twenty minutes,” he said.

That got the man out of earshot. He was probably reporting to the Church and certainly to the
Chancellery aswdll; it was amazing how acountry with fewer people than amedium-sized city inthe old
days could develop layers of competing ingtitutions and factions. Then he turned to the young knight
bes de him who commanded his guards.

"Buzz, get that idiot Melford's body packed up and send it on back to hiskin with the usual nonsense
about how bravely he died.”

"Why not leave it for the buzzards and the coyotes?' Sir Buzz Akers said.

He was one of the Constable's own vassals, whose father had seizin of amanor near the castle at
Odell; Renfrew had known the family in the Society before the Change, and arranged to get them the
estate when he led the conquest of the Hood Valey for the Association, back in the second Change
Y ear. The father stayed home these days and did his military service as castle garrison commander, since
he had aleg that would never work very well again; that happened when they were smoking alundtic
archer in green out of the ruins of Seettle on asavage misson five years ago. The son was hereto learn,
aswell assarve.



And because my family will need loyal, able vassalsif | kick off too early. He hadn't married
until after the Change; his countess was agentle soul and his children were al young.

"l won't leave the carrion where it belongs because it would piss off hisfamily,” Renfrew said.
"Otherwise that's just what 1'd do. Who cares if the coyotes choke on it?* He looked up at the sky; three
hoursto sunset. "That fool didn't scout carefully enough, and it's cost usaday and that fort, God damn
it!"

Akers nodded. "Are we going to bring up more timber?"

"Not in time enough to do much good. Without the sted cladding and bracesit'stoo vulnerable; welll
do what we can with earthworks for now and get fancy later. Y ou take over here, Buzz; I've got to get
back and make sure that Piotr doesn't screw things while I'm gone. Though how he could foul up a
straight advance to the Santiam with three hundred troops, God only knows."

"Sir Erndldo'sagood man,” the knight observed.

"Andif Piotr would listen to him, | wouldn't worry so much. | wish hewas over fighting the
Bearkillers. He hates them but he doesn't underestimate them. I've tried to hammer into his head how
dangerousthekilties can beif you let them cdl the tune for the dance, but it won't sink in. Sometimes—"

He made a gesture with the steel mace to show how he'd like to hammer some senseinto the
younger nobleman. Akers laughed.

"It'sapity Old Man Stavarov'stoo important to diss," he said, shaking his head regretfully.

Renfrew nodded. That was one of the drawbacks of the Association's setup. His aide went on: "'l
think Piotr may underestimate the kilties because they look so fucking weird—all those kilts and plaids
and bagpipes, and that dumb face-painting thing they do. And that screwy religion of thers. All that
makesit hard to take them serioudy, unless you know what's under the make-believe.”

Renfrew started to nod, and then looked around at his host of spearmen and crossbowmen, the
armored knights with the plumesfluttering from their helmets and the pennants from their lances, the
golden spurs on their heels and the quartered blazons on their shields, the peasant laborersin their
tabards by the oxcarts and the monk-doctors seeing to the wounded ...

Akersglanced a him oddly as he sarted to laugh. "What's so funny?' he enquired.

"How old were you at the Change, Buzz?"

"I'djust turned twelve ... well, hell, you'd been giving me sword lessons for ayear dready then, my
lord Count. Why do you ask?'

"If you haveto ask why it's funny to say the Mackenzies ook weird, you're too young to ever
understand,” the thickset, scar-faced man said. Then helooked southward and scowled.

"Thiswhole plan istoo fucking complicated,” he muttered. "Not enough alowance for screwups and
accidents, too many separate thingswe'retrying to do dl at once.”

"My lord?If you think it's too complicated, why didn't you advise the L ord Protector and the Council
of War?'

"Why do you think it isn't even more complicated, Buzz?' Renfrew grunted.

"Thisambush couldn't have been anticipated,” his ade remarked, obvioudy trying to befair.

"Not exactly. Not the details. But Sir Buzz, when you're up againgt anyone good enough to give you
arun for their money, you can be pretty damned sure that they're going to fuck you somehow at some
point and the first you'll know about it iswhen the bunny dies. That'swhy you build in amargin of error;
every added bit of fancy footwork means another opportunity for the other sde. We're not fighting some
pissant village militiain Lower Butt-Scratch, equipped with baseba| bats and kitchen knivestied on
broomgticks and old traffic Sgnsfor shidds. Not thistime. | get thisfedling I'm trying to juggle too many
balswith not enough hands."

"Not to mention the kiltiesaretricky,” Akerssaid. "Chrigt, how | wish we'd managed to wipe them
out when they were smdll, back in thefirst Change Y ear. Now those bastards have plans of their own.”

Renfrew forbore to mention that Akers had been a page then, and just getting used to the ideathat all
thiswasn't atournament or atrip to the Pennsic War with hisfolks, and that he'd never be going on to
high schooal.

Instead he shrugged. "Right. The enemy, that dirty dog, usualy does have aplan of hisown. That's



why we cdl him the enemy. It'samistake to think your planisn't going to trip over their plan.”

Such franknesswas dightly risky, snceit wasthe Lord Protector's orders they were critiquing, but
Sir Buzz and hisfamily were the Count of Oddll's own sworn vassals, not the Lord Protector's. The
Grand Constable was Arminger's own vassa himsdlf, but Norman needed him nearly as much asvice
versa

And if he wanted to avoid his noblemen saying what they thought sometimes, he should have
based this setup on Byzantium or the Chin Legalists, not William the Bastard's Normandy.

He dapped hisgauntletsinto the pam of hisleft hand, then began to pull them on. "All right, let's get
to work. Keep asharp eye out and don't let your lancers get in bowshot of any cover without beating it
clear first. Those damned Rangers are too tricky for comfort and the kilties aren't much better."”

Dun Juniper, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 5th, 2008/Change Year 9

Eponaturned her head and butted Rudi Mackenzie affectionately in the chest. He laughed and
shooed a horsefly away from her nogtril; it was sarting to get warm enough for them. Then he hugged her
neck as shetried to nibble at his hair, the warm scent of horse al around him. Thelong dark stable
smdled of horsesin genera, manure-musk, the sweet hay stored above their heads, the dry sneeze-scent
of straw and sawdust on the ground, of liniment and leather. Light came through the big double doors
down at the other end, or through knotholes that had fallen out of the fir boards, spearing into the
dimnessin shafts of yellow swimming with dust motes. Now and then ahorse would shift afoot with a
soft, hollow clop of horn and sted on the dirt floor, or make wet tearing and crunching sounds as it
stripped grass-and-clover fodder through the wooden bars of acrib and ate.

We did a lot of shoveling out, Rudi thought virtuoudy. And we oiled all that tack and pitched the
hay down and groomed all the horses that're left. And got all that schoolwork done this morning. |
deserve some time for myself. 'Sides, Epona’ll get antsy if she doesn't get a run. She needsto run.

Besides, it would help him forget that his mother and so many of hisfriends were away a war.

Mathilda's big black tomcat Saladin looked at him with bored yellow eyes; thefdine didn't think it
was warm enough on the ground, and was curled up on the withers of the black mare. Thetwo animals
had become friends, which was strange, Since Epona still wasn't friendly much with anyone but him, and
usualy responded to smal annoying things with an uncomplicated ssomp. But then, she and Saladin had
come to Dun Juniper about the sametime, last Lugh-nasadh, and they'd both lived in the stables; Sdadin
ran the gauntlet every evening so he could cadge stuff at dinner and degp on Mathilda's bed, but the Hall
caiswere il hissing and spitting and generdly making him unwel come every chancethey got.

Mathildawas off in one corner of the loose-box, sitting cross-legged on abae of hay and watching
him currycomb his horse, with abook open on her Iap—he could see an archer in ahemet and jack
drawing alongbow on the cover. He recognized his own copy of The Free Companions with the Wyeth
illugtrations, a gift from his great-great-uncle to Juniper before he was born, and from her to him; heldd
read it with Matti while he wasin thetail end of his convaescence, restlesswith the ordersthat kept him
quiet and in bed so much.

It was agreat story, and the people and everything in it were alot more understandabl e than most
books from before the Change. Sir Nigel had told him more stories about the peopleinit, too; hed had
more books by the same writer when he was akid, a man named Donan Coyle.

Two big, shaggy, brown dogs named UIf and Fenrawere curled up with her, sblingsfrom alitter old
Cuchulain had sred with amastiff bitch three years ago. UIf had his head on her feet, thumping histall
absently when she patted him now and then, and Fenrawas pretending to be asleep, but occasionally
sneaking amock-casua peek a Saladin and heaving awistful sigh. She was far too respectful of Epona's
hooves and probably of the cat's claws to do anything about it, though.

"Sheneedsarun,” Rudi said totheair, clearing histhroat to add emphasis. "Eponaneedsarun.”

Aoife and Liath were on guard, which for the past haf hour had meant stting in the next 1oose-box;
they'd been talking softly until afew moments ago.

He cleared histhroat again and spoke moreloudly: "I said, Eponaneedsarun! I'm gonnatake her



A giggle came from the loose-box beyond this one, hidden by the barrier between, planksastdl asa
grown man's chest. Then Aoife cleared her throat in turn and said from there, abit breathless: "Didn't
Sdly say something about an arithmetic assgnment your crop of little goblins had to have ready by
Monday?'

"Aoife, | haven't told anyone about that poem you wrote about Liath. And it was really soppy. | bet
everyone would laugh and laugh and laugh when they heard you said her eyes were like two pools of—"

"Poem?' Mathildasaid, looking up with interest from the book.

Hefdt alittle guilty about blackmailing Aoife—shed been using scraps of smooth bark for practice
and probably hadn't thought anyone would go to the trouble of picking them out of the Hall's
kitchen-kindling box. On the other hand, he was aten-year-old kid ... nearly ten ... and shewas
twenty-one, so it was only fair that he was sneaky now and then. Aoife had been so caught upin
composing it she barely complained when Uncle Chuck—her father— made her and her friend stay here
on guard duty rather than ride with the First Levy.

"Poem?" another voice from the other loose-box said, even more breathless. ™Y ou wrote a poem for
me?"

"Hey, I'll tel you about it later, dl right, honeybunch?' Silence, and then Aoife rose and came around
to the door of the stall, brushing straw out of her dark red hair and off her kilt. "OK, sprout. Just on the
meadow, though. It'sacouple of hourstill dinner, anyway."

Eponatossed her head asif she knew what was happening, and tossed it again and stamped afoot
eagerly as Rudi and Mathilda started to get the tack ready. The big black mare had the |loose-box al to
hersdlf, and did even when the stables were full; there were three horsesin the next, though. Thegirl's
favorite horse was out with the levy, who had firgt call, but agood solid cob was available from the
remains of the common pool kept for Clan business; it crunched acarrot enthusiasticaly, and then sghed
asthe saddle blanket was tossed over its back. They led it ambling over to amounting block so that they
could saddleit.

"Lazy old thing!" Mathildasaid, shaking afinger a the bay gelding. "Seeif | give you any more
carrots!"

"Well, how would you fed if someone put aniron bar in your mouth and made you run around
carrying them on your back?' Rudi said reasonably.

"But that'sahorse's job," Mathildasaid. "Look a Epona—shed put on her own tack if she could.”

"That's Epona,”" Rudi pointed out.

"Yeah," Mathildaagreed. "I think she could tak, if shewanted to."

"She does talk, to me. But for most of them, it'sjust what they haveto do cause wetdl ‘'emto," Rudi
sad. "Wheat they redlly likeis hanging out with their herd, and eating.”

He lifted his own saddle—both the children were using alight pad type— off itsrest and carried it
over to Epona; she stood patiently while he clambered up on abox and laid it carefully on her back over
the saddle blanket. Thetall mare seemed to be on the brink of arun even standing till; she was glossy
black, her mane combed to asilky fdl; she was aso sixteen hands, and better than a thousand pounds,
for dl that she was as agile asthe sulky Sdadin, now looking down at them resentfully from a
cross-timber where heldd jumped when pushed off his equine heating pad. Acife leaned against awooden
pillar with her arms crossed, chewing on a straw and offering comments as he arranged the straps and
buckles.

Epona stood il for it, though, with no more movement than shifting weight from foot to foot, not
even swelling her belly out when the girth was buckled on. He didn't use abit, just ahackamore bridle,
Epona needed no compulsion to go the way she should.

Liath appeared afew seconds later, blushing furioudy when Rudi made alanguishing kissy-face at
her behind Aoife's back. The two adults carefully checked the harness on both horses, then nodded
before picking out mounts and getting started on their own heavier war-saddles, what the oldsters called
aWestern type. When the horses were ready they pulled on their own harness; padded jackets with
elbow-length mail deeves and leather-lined mail collars and the brigandines that went over that. Thetorso



armors had a heavy, smooth, liquid motion as the warriors siwung them on and buckled the straps on their
left flanks, making a subdued chinking sound as the smdll rectangular plates shifted between the inner and
outer layers of green-dyed legther.

"Good job, sprout,” Aoife said, running her fingers over Eponas harness without quite touching
it—the tall warmblood mare dtill didn't like anyone but Rudi laying ahand on her. "Y ou've got anaturd
talent for horses. Yoursis pretty good too, Matti. You'reredly picking it up.”

"I'm glad I've learned how to do it for mysdlf," Matti said. "Now I'll dways know how."

Unexpectedly, shy Liath spoke up with agrin and ajoke as she strung her long yew bow: "What
don't you have anatura taent for, Rudi?'

"Arithmetic," he said, making hisface serious. "'l redly haveto work at that.”

The warriors buckled on the broad meta-studded |esther belts that held their shortswords and dirks
and bucklers, then dung their quivers and longbows over their shoulders; Liath took a battle spear from
where sheld leaned it beside the big doors, the edges glinting coldly in the stuffy dimness of the stables.

"Don't forget your plaid, sprout,” Aoife said. "And your jacket, Maitti. Still pretty brisk out there.”

"You'reworse than Mom," Rudi said.

"You betchal am! The Chief letsyou get away with anything. Put it on. It'salot chillier out there.”

Rudi rolled his eyes, shrugged, then wrapped and belted the blanketlike tartan garment, pinning it at
his shoulder with abrooch of silver-and-niello knot-work; he didn't feel the cold as much as most people,
but Aoife was dways at him like amother duck with one duckling. Aoife's foster-mother Judy had
alwaysfussed at her children, and shed picked it up.

| feel sorry jor her kids, when she has them, hethought, then shrugged ruefully. She just doesn't
want me to catch a chill 'cause she likes me.

Mathilda put on her red woolen jacket and buttoned it; that was a gift from her mother in Portland,
and areally nice piece of weaving—Juniper Mackenzie said o, and she was an excellent judge, being
the best loomster the Clan had. Then she proudly added a belt with adirk.

They dl led their horses out of the warm, dim stables; the dogs followed along with their tongues
lolling and tailswagging, glad to be moving too. The way to the gate turned right from there, past the hot
clamor of the smith's shop with its open front and bearded mask of Goibniu Lord of Iron done in wrought
meta and fixed to the smoke hood over the forge-hearth, flanked by the Hammer and the great twisted
horn that held the Mead of Life. Rudi's feet dowed for amoment. The master smith was Sitting at abench
with drill and punch and file, putting the finishing touches on ahelmet shaped from asheet of sted plate,
keeping an eye on his gpprentices at the sametime. One pumped her turn at the bellows with weary
resignation. Another at the square stone hearth took an odd-looking thing like a cross between a
spearhead and a spade out of the white-glowing charcod in histongs and held it on the anvil ashe
shaped the crimson metd with hishammer, clang! and a shower of sparksand clang! again and then
awiftly clang-clang-clang-clang, muscle moving under the sweet-dick skin of histhick arms, face
sharply intent on the task.

Then he plunged it in the quenching bath with a seething bubble and hiss of oily steam, held it up for
the master to see and got anod of approval before he returned to the finicky task of putting in the hinge
for one of the helm's cheek-pieces. Another apprentice was doing farrier-work, shoeing ahorse— one
of the big Suffolks—and looked up from the hoof to wave her hammer, smiling around amouthful of long
horseshoe nails. A wave of heat and the smell of charcoa and scorched hoof and hot iron came out of
the smithy, and soap and boiling water and wet cloth from the laundry behind it.

Gotta go, Rudi thought rdluctantly, though he wouldn't have minded lingering abit; smithing
fascinated him, and the making of weagponsin particular. But someday I'm going to learn that stuff.

He couldn't do it asaliving—Mom had other plans, and people would disapprove, and what he
really wanted was to be First Armsman of the Clan someday—~but there wasn't any reason he couldn't
help out the master smith when he was a bit older and big enough to be useful. Everyone said he had
clever hands, and he was dready good at making little things, harness straps and carvings and pottery.

In the open roadway between the stables and the infirmary the air was sharper, with the cool, damp
bite of early spring, though the day wasfair. Rudi felt his blood flow faster as he took a deep bresth, and



when the prickle of swesat on his skin went chill hewas glad of the plaid.

Aoife till fusses, he grumbled to himsdf.

Under the usual smellswas a spicy-sharp one from atwo-wheded cart near the infirmary doors,
drawn by apair of oxen; Aunt Judy was there, wearing along, stained bib-apron and inspecting bundles
of dried herbs and bark, and talking with aman he recognized as a hedler from adun down on the
southern border of the Clan'slands.

"Hi, Mom!" Aoife cdled; the Situation wastoo casud for merry met. "How'sit going?"

"Hello, Acife. Hi to you too, Liath—till keeping bad company, | see" Judy Barstow Mackenzie
sad. "I'm just checking the willow bark and tansy Frank brought in. If you two don't have anything to do,
well be chopping and steeping and distilling, the children could wetch ... "

Aoifegrinned. "I'm awarrior on Clan business, Mom, orders from Dad-the-Second-Armsman no
less," she said. "Taking the sprouts out for some exercise counts as part of the job, since they can't go
done”

"Clan business,” Judy sniffed, and put her hands on her hips. Rudi smiled to seeit; hismom used
exactly the same gesture. She and Judy had been friends forever. "Meaning you get to laze about
snogging with your girlfriend while everyone d seworks"

It was strange to think of them as young like him and Maiti, running around and playing.

"Snogging?' Mathilda said, sotto voce.

"Snogging. Liplocking,” Rudi answered with an innocent look, and somewhat louder, watching the
tips of Liath's earsturn red—she hadn't taken off her flat bonnet and put the helmet on yet. " Smooching.”

Then Aunt Judy grinned, even at Matti. She wasn't what you could cdl easy with the girl yet, but she
wastrying.

"I'd liketo help you with the herbs again," Maitti said. "Could | do that later?"

"Sure," Judy said. "1 think you've got ataent for the healing arts. Drop by after dinner, and I'll show
you how we make the willow-bark extract.”

Rudi gave his mother's best friend abig grin. She was trying. She snorted a him, then winked and
pushed Epona's head away when the mare came up and nuzzled at the herbs on the cart—or rather
began to; that way the horse knew enough not to try anibble, and she saved her fingers. Then they led
their horses out onto the graveled roadway that ran dl around the ovad interior of Dun Juniper, in front of
the log cottages and workshops built up againgt theinsgde of the wall, turning right towards the gate and
thetall green roof of the Hall. Cold wind ruffled the puddles from yesterday's rain; they were gray with
rock-dust from the pavement. They walked through snatches of conversation, the thump of loomsand
the hammering of agang doing repairs on one of the heavy ladders that ran up between the cottagesto
the fighting platform, the ti ppty-tap-tap chingl-tappy-tap-tap of atypewriter, through gaggles of
younger children running and yelling and playing, and faintly the sound of awork-song from agroup
kneading bread in the Hall kitchens. A sharp scent of fennel and sausage and garlic meant someone was
making pizza

Smells good, Rudi thought, and took ahandful of dried plumsfrom his pouch, offering them to the
others. Mathildatook one; the two warriors shook their heads.

Early flowers bloomed in the narrow strip of garden that each house had on either side of the path
leading up to the doorways, mostly crocus in lavender-blue and gold. Many householders were touching
up the paint on the carvings that rioted over the little houses aswel, making them bright for Ostarawith
proud defiance. The northern foe might be at the doorstep, their sons and daughters and brothers out
with the First Levy, but he wasn't going to stop anyone from showing their best for the Lord and Lady!

Rudi waved at friends as they went by. Y ou didn't ride inside the walls without good reason, since
anything from achicken to atoddler might dart mindlessly under the hooves, even now with Dun Juniper
alot less busy than usua; nearly a hundred people had gone with the levy, and there was a subdued,
waiting fed to the rest, even asthey went about the day'swork. He could hear aritua going oninthe
covenstead, even though it was fill only afew hours past noon, and fed the pulse of power intheair as
folk caled on the Mighty Onesto ad ther kin.

"Just going out for some exercise," Aoife caled up to the guards on the gate-tower; Uncle Dennis



wasin charge there today, one of the older folk filling in with so many of the youngest and strongest gone.

"W, that should be OK," he said, leaning on his greet ax. "Be careful, though. We don't have as
many scouts out as usual. Don't go past the lookout station.”

The tunnd through the gatehouse was dark; that made Rudi blink asthey came through into sunlight
once more. Dun Juniper faced southward, and lay at the midpoint of adoping ledge that ran east and
west on the mountainsde, an idand of rolling meadow amid the steep forests; it was half amilewide here
inthe middle, and tapered in either direction to make arough lens shape. Thelittle plateau that held the
dun gave him aview of it, therolling green and the occasiona warm brown of plowed earth, the fences
and hedges and the white dots of sheep, the red-coated white-faced cattle, then the tips of thefir trees
downdope, and the hillsin the blue distance beyond. Y ou couldn't see the valey below that held Dun
Fairfax, or the road leading out westward into the Willamette. North and east peaks floated white and
perfect againgt the dusky blue of the sky; it wasfull of birds as the soring migration got under way, great
white pelicans, ducks, geese, snow swans ... and then aburst of panic sent wingsin every directionasa
bald eagle wheeled above.

The day was mild for March—just warm enough to sweet if you were working yoursdf hard, just on
the cool sde of comfortableif you were standing still. The sky was canyons of blue and white asthey
halted on the small paved square outside the gate, broken, fluffy white shapes hanging like cloud castles
in the infinite blue over the low green mountains southward. The first camas were out in the meadows,
gmadl blue eyes blinking a him from among the fresh green, and thefirgt tiny white blossoms of the
hawthorn on the young hedges; the cool, sweet scent wasin the spring air, along with new grass and the
intensefir sap of the tirring treesin the woods around. Rudi waved back at the gate guards, and called
out another greeting to some clansfolk planting gladiolas and dahliasin the flower-gardens down at the
base of the plateau. More were pruning and grafting in the orchards that would soon froth in pink and
whitebillows

They mounted and walked their horses down the dope to the level, then cantered eastward; Epona
whickered, and a stallion paced dong besde them behind aboard fence for awhile. Cattle and sheep in
the next paddock raised incurious heads for an instant, then went back to cropping at the fresh grass.
They drew rein at the eastern head of the benchland meadow, by the pool and waterfal. The graveled,
graded dirt road stretched west behind them the full mile of open country; ahead of them it turned sharply
right—southward—-running down through the woods with the flow of Artemis Creek. That wasthe main
wagon road to Dun Fairfax, turning in aU to head west again on the lower level, and out into the
Willamette VValey proper.

Liath and Aoife were singing asthey rode. He recognized the tune, ahymn to the Goddessin Her
Aspect asthe Lady of the Blossom-time:

"Laydies bring your flowersfair
Fresh as the morning dew—
Virgin white and through the night
I will make sweet love to you.

The petal s soon grow soft and fall
Upon which we may rest

With gentle sigh, I'll softly lie

My head upon your breast—"

Thefour of them drew rein where the road entered the streamside trees, then turned to face the sun
snking ahead of them.

"And dreams like many wondrous flowers
Will blossom from our dleep;

With steady arm, from any harm

My lady | will keep!

Through soft spring days

And summer's haze—"



People were working in the gardens to their left, an acre for each household and everyone taking
turns on the extra Chief's Fifth, mostly plowing and disking in rotted manure and last year's old mulch and
compost and fermented waste from the sewage pits, turning the soil to asmooth, even brown surface
ready for planting. Others were marking beds with string and stakes, and getting in the first col d-season
vegetables: pess, |ettuce, chard, onions and cabbage. Tomorrow was a school day; he might help with
the gardens after class. It wasfun, getting your hands into the dirt and making things grow. Up by the
waterfal others spread sawdust and wood chips from the sawmill around the berry bushes.

But today ... Rudi could fed the mare's great muscles quivering between hislegs, and she tossed her
head, begging for the run. Nobody was ahead of them right now on the long white ribbon of road—

"Go!" hecried, and leaned forward, tightening the grip of histhighs.

The horse exploded into motion benesth him, launching herself forward off her haunches and leaving
the mounts of the other three behind asif their hooves had been sunk in concrete. The clansfolk working
in the gardens laughed as he went past, Epona’s greet legs throwing gravel head-high. He laughed himself
ashisbonnet flew off and hisred-gold hair streamed out behind him in the cool spring wind, fluttering like
the edge of his plaid. Behind him the song cut off as the others followed.

| don't want to get too jar ahead, hethought. Thisisn't any sort of real work for Epona, either.

Heturned left—all he had to do was think about it and shift alittle, and Epona swerved and then they
were airborne as she cleared the roadside ditch and fence. Rudi shouted in delight, and then the horse
touched down and pivoted to the right in the same motion, seeming to land lightly as dandelion fluff but
scoring the thick turf and sending a spatter of it flying leftward. Mathilda and the two warriors kept to the
road, galoping up on hisright as horse and boy thundered across the meadow in a scatter of sheep and
took the next hedge in another soaring leap, landing without bresking stride.

Matti grinned at him across the rushing distance, hunched forward on her cob—and that stolid
gelding looked asif it was starting to enjoy itself too. They passed the Dun again with faint cheersringing
from the gate-towers. Now the two children had drawn ahead, Epona’s sheer speed as she took one
hedge after another and the girl's lighter seat on her gelding leaving Liath and Aoifetralling; the women
had their war-gear on too, of course, adding thirty pounds or better to their riding weight. UIf and Fenra
were between the guards and the children, dashing at their best pace and sparing alittle breath for abark
now and then. A big lean dog—or awolf—could keep up with ahorsein ashort sprint, if not longer.

The meadows narrowed around them as they thundered westward, trees drawing in on either Sde
and the ground getting steeper. They went past the tannery with its smelly vats and the bark-mill, where
an ox waked in acircle pulling agreat, toothed whedl that crushed tanbark from hemlocks; soap was
made there too, an equally stinky trade. Now Dun Juniper wastiny in the distance, walls bright asthe
afternoon sun tinted the stucco that coated the walls. Epona cleared alast hedge, but Mathilda's cob was
ahead of them—even Epona couldn't travel asfast jJumping fences as the other horse could gallop down
anice graight road. The roadway didn't end, not right away; it went on through the forest for a couple of
milesto thelookout station at the westernmost tip of thisridge of hill, where it gave awonderful view
over thevalley below. That had been just afoot trail in the old days, but since then it had been widened
and leveled to take carts.

"Catch meif you can!" she taunted, and vanished under the trees.

Rudi grinned and followed, ducking his head reflexively asthefirst of the branches flashed by
overhead, even though it wasfar too high to hit him. There were big Douglasfirs on either Sde, and
Garry oak, silver fir, and hemlocks. They kept the undergrowth down, save for some thickets of berry
bushes, so he could see the hoof-churned surface of the dirt track asit twisted thisway and that ahead,
and the ruts of the oxcart that took supplies out to the lookout station. He was gaining on Mathilda; the
girl was very nearly as good arider ashewas and a bit lighter, but Eponawasn't just faster, shewas
more surefooted and confident on the narrow, winding path, and he leaned into the turns as effortlesdy as
the mare made them. The trees flashing by made the speed even more fun than it had been in the open
meadow; glimpses through the forest like aworld of green-brown pillars with sunlight filtered through the
canopy into asoft trand ucent glow, but touched by beams of fire where there were bregks in the roof of
boughs. The air wasfull of the deep, cool scent of fir sap and moist earth, the first yellow blossoms of



twinberry catching the light and the green tips of the new ferns pushing up through last year'slitter. They'd
made more than amile since they entered the woods, and soon they'd come out together on thelittle
clearing there at the end; there they could lead the horses back and forth to cool them, and givethem a
drink from the spring.

Then something pricked a him. Matti's stopped, he thought, feding an interior sensation like an ear
cocking. Epona’s hooves made a muffled drumbest in the cathedra silence, and the two warriorswere
coming up fast behind him, but ... | can't hear her horse at all.

"Whoa," he said, and shifted hisweight back in the light saddle. "We don't want to run into her."

Eponadowed as they approached the next twist in the road, but the dogs belted on past, tongues
lolling out of their samiling jaws. There was a huge black walnut there, planted by his mother's gregt-uncle
al those years ago and with a spreading crown a hundred feet high, just leafing out now for the new yesr;
it had rolled its nuts downhill through lifetimes, and there was ateardrop of smaller trees and then saplings
down the dope. A little shrine to Herne stood near its man-thick trunk.

An explosion of birds went up from the huge hardwood's branches as he turned the corner, and UIf
and Fenrawere barking furioudy. Then they fell slent—not before he heard one of the dogs give a
howling whine of pain, and he heard Mathildas voice shouting protest.

"Wait—" he began, darmed now, and tried to hat the horse.

It wastoo late. Around the tree he had just time enough to see Mathilda sitting her horse,
white-faced and shaking with armed strangers in mottled green-brown clothes about her, before arope
snapped up in front of the mare's feet. Even Epona couldn't stop that quickly, but she managed to leap it,
with a hopping crow-jump nothing like her usua grace. Rudi lost astirrup, and then abranch hit him
painfully in the chest just as Epona hopped again, haf in protest and half to get her feet back under her.

Hefdt himsdf toppling, knew he couldn't recover in time, and kicked his other foot out of the stirrup
as he came off, tucking himsdf into abdl as heflew, landing loose and rolling. His brooch burst; hisplaid
came loose and wrapped itself around hislegs, and his bow flipped him onto his face. Something rapped
him painfully as he did to astop in the wet, loose leaves and fir needles, knocking the wind out of him.
He smelled blood as he landed, the thick copper-iron scent of it heavy and rank like butchering-time,
when a carcass was hung up to drain into the oatmedl -filled tubs below.

And ashefédl, acrossbow bolt whined through the space held occupied an instant before,
hammering into the hard, dense wood of the walnut with asharp crisp tock! sound.

Just beyond him, behind abush, Fenralay dead with agreat dash in her neck and the red il ebbing
out of it, her lips curled back from her fangsin alast snarl. The shaggy |eaf-strewn shape beyond with the
giff plastic flight feathers of a crossbow bolt showing againg its flank must be Ulf. Eponareared and
bugled as she sood over him, milling her forefeet inthe air like stedl war-hammers, her nogtrilsflaring as
shetook in the scents of desth. And men in camouflage clothing were running towards them. One
stopped and bent to span his crossbow so that he could rel oad; others were raising theirs.

"Eponal" he shouted, trying to make hiswill into adart, the way his mother had taught him. "Home,
Epona. Home! Go home!”

The horse came down and turned in the same motion, bounding forward with that astonishing
jackrabbit leap she had, going from astandstill to agalop in lesstime than it took to draw abreath. Four
of the men shot at her; three missed, and one bolt scored across her withers just as she turned the corner
and vanished back eastward on the road to Dun Juniper. Hands grabbed at his hair. Rudi drew hisdirk
and dashed back and up. The keen edge hit flesh; he could fed it part under the steel, and a man swore:
"Jesus, thelittle bastard cut mel™ Chrigtians, Rudi thought, rolling erect and kicking hisfeet free of his
loosened plaid. He felt cdlm somehow, and everything was very dow, like swimming underwater in the
pool by themill. More closed in on him, grown men, with hoods and masks of the same mottled cloth as
their jackets and pants. The others laughed at the man clutching adashed arm, with blood leaking from
between hisfingers. Not bandits. From the Protectorate.

"Watch out, the little fuck's quick asasnake!™ the wounded man growled; he was thickset and
bearlike, with afringe of reddish hair over hazd eyes.

"Don't you hurt him!" Mathilda screamed, and awoman's voice answered:



"Takehimdiveif you can.”

"Aoife Liah! Danger!" he shouted—once, and darted athrust a a dim olive-skinned man
advancing with his arms spread wide to grab.

The man-at-arms grunted as the point took him in the belly, but there was mail under the jacket, and
the hand that closed on hiswrist was quick and troll-strong, twisting the knife out of his grasp. Rudi
kicked—nestly, the way held been taught—»but his toe hit abox protector and produced only a pained
grunt, not a scream. Then ahard hand clouted him on the side of the head, and everything went gray and
remote as he did to the ground, not quite unconscious but not connected to the world. A pad of cloth
went over his mouth, fastened with astrip of priceless duct tape, and another twist pinned hiswrigtsin
front of him.

"Gutsy little prick," someone muttered. Then awoman'svoice: "Jorist Enguerrand! Two horses
coming!”

Aoife and Liath came around the corner; they'd dowed back alittle way asthey saw Eponadashing
by riderless, but they were galloping now, screaming war cries. Liath was two horse lengths ahead, with
her battle spear held overarm; shethrew it just before three crosshow bolts hit her mount in the chest.
The heavy stabbing weapon wasn't designed to be used that way, but the range was short, and it had the
momentum of agaloping horse behind it aswell asthe strength of her arm.

A dark-skinned man jerked hisleft arm up diagonally across his breast, asif he was used to having a
knight'slong kite-shaped shield on it. The solid length of ashwood and meta struck him in the chest, the
twelve-inch sted head punching in with an ugly dull, wet thudding smack sound, through cloth and mail,
flesh and bone. He flew back and landed, kicking, blood spraying red from his mouth and nose but
aready dead. The young woman's horsefdll in the next instant, screaming itsdlf. That gave her just time
enough to dide her feet out of the stirrups, hitting and rolling in atumble of spilled arrows; her bowstring
parted too as the six-foot yew stave dung diagonally across her back caught violently on aroot with a
grong, unmusical snap. Her horse came down with its neck outstretched, and the greenstick sound of its
neck breaking cut the huge scream of bewildered terror off with the abruptness of aknife dicing ataut
rope.

Aoife managed to get her horseto jump beforeit ran into the rope, but the rest of the raiders were
too closefor her to use her bow, and the anima was crow-hopping in near panic. She drew her sword
ingtead, her |eft hand stripping the buckler off the sheeth, dugged her mount's head around until it pointed
directly a Rudi and the man standing over him, and booted the horse into motion. The man dodged
aside, not quite quickly enough, and drew his own blade, there was aflash and arasp of sted, and he
staggered back with his hands clapped to hisface as one of his comrades closed in on the mounted
warrior. Liath had shaken off her fdl in seconds and was on her feet aswell, fighting the other two men
left, askirling crash of steel on steel and desperate gasps of effort as she backed and they tried to get
behind her.

"Oh, by the saintd" the woman's voice he'd heard before snapped. "Will you clownsjust kill them?
Do | haveto do everything mysdf?"

Rudi felt asif hiseyesweren't under his control; asif he was watching everything on teevee, likethe
old stories, smdl and distant and not quite real. Even hisfedings seemed distant. All that was|eft was
facts. The woman who'd spoken stepped into view; she was dressed like the men, with her sword Sung
across her back, and she held a crossbow—an odd-looking one, like the black skeleton of the weapon
he was used to, and with atelescopic sight mounted on it.

She shot once, and Aoife's horse stopped in the middie of abugling neigh, with the dark fletchings of
the crossbow bolt standing right behind one ear. The Mackenzie warrior managed to kick her feet free
and land standing as the horse collapsed like a puppet with cut strings, but the northerner stood
unconcerned, turning a crank handle built into the crossbow and dipping another silvery bolt into it, then
aming with quick grace.

Tung!

The balt took Liath squardly in the back, punching through the brigandine and the spine beneath. She
collapsed backward benegath the arc of asword's blade that would have taken off half her face, landing



limp and wide-eyed. Blood bubbled out of her mouth when she tried to scream.

"Go watch the pathway," her killer said, and set the crossbow down, drawing her sword instead, and
along knife with abasket hilt in her left hand, smiling faintly. "All of you! Shoot anyone who comes down
it, but be quiet.”

And asshe saw Liath fdl, Aoife gave ahigh, wailing screech and charged the woman who'd shot her
friend. The Protectorate fighter met her with sword held high and knife low, and then they were whirling
inarage of flickering stedl, cut and thrust with the lengths of razor-edged metd sparking in the forest
gloom asthey met and clashed and sparked. Aoife's face was bone white, her eyes gone dark asthe
pupils expanded to swallow theiris, and her teeth showed in arictus-grin of frenzy.

"Morrigu!" she screamed, transported and possessed, face twisted into a Gorgon mask.
"Morrigu!™

The Black-Winged One was with her. Acife wouldn't have been assigned to guard him if she wasn't
good, but now sword and buckler moved with a speed and power beyond anything she'd shown before.
The woman from the Protectorate gave ground smoothly before the frenzied attack, moving with afluid
dancer's grace that reminded Rudi of something—

Astrid, herealized, histhoughts still muzzy and dow and digtant. She moves like Aunt Astrid.

Fine swordswoman that she was, Aoife couldn't have stood for more than afew moments before
Adtrid Larsson, Hiril Dunedain. The Crow Goddess gave her strength and speed to drive the stranger
back for a dozen paces. Then aroot caught at her foot, the winter-softened moss on it coming loose
beneath the hobnails, leaving streaks of raw white sgpwood amid the black. The stranger struck like
sudden summer lightning, asif she'd known and planned for the misstep. The long knifein her left hand
blocked Aoife's shortsword and locked at the guard; she ducked her shoulder into a blow with the
buckler aimed at shattering her jaw, and stabbed downward neatly with the sharp point of her sword. It
diced into the clanswoman'sinner thigh below the edge of her brigandine, through the wool of thekilt and
deep into the flesh. She twisted it, withdrew and cut backhand with the knife at Aocife's neck in the same
motion, scoring her savagdly just above the mail collar, below the angle of the jaw.

Aoife stlaggered forward two more paces and collapsed; the blood flowed with abright arteria
pumping that showed the wounds were mortal.

"Joris, Ivo, get the horses, dl of them!™ the victor snapped, and men dashed off. "Ruffin, can you
ride?"

The man whose arm Rudi had cut looked up, histeeth clenched on a bandage he was tightening
around hisforearm. The dash had bled spectacularly, but the canvas deeve of hisjacket had taken most
of what force Rudi could put into the blow, and the wound wasn't serious. He nodded, making an
inarticulate grunt, then managing:

"'snot deep. Just bleeding like a stuck hog.”

The woman nodded back, and stepped over to the man whose dashed face bore the mark of Aoife's
sword. He was on the ground, one eye diced open and blood |eaking between the palms he had pressed
tothesde of hisface.

"You can't ride, Enguerrand,” she said. "Do you want to be | €eft for the kilties, o—" And she showed
him the sword.

He started to shake his head, gave an awful bubbling moan, and then tilted his head back and to one
side. One hand scrabbled in the dirt, and he brought a clod to hislips;, Rudi recognized therite, a symbol
of hisdesreto recelve communion and his unworthiness to do so.

"God witnessit's hiswish and none of ming," the woman said formally, looking at her men; there
werethreeleft on their feet, two holding leading-reins with four horses on each.

"Y ou'refree of blood-guilt, Rutherton,” the man she'd caled Joris said formaly; his mask was down
and revealed a pointed yellow beard and heavy-lidded blue eyes. "Any one of uswould ask the same, or
doit if they were commander.”

The others nodded. She set the point of the sword behind the crippled man's ear and pushed with a
hard lunge of arm and shoulder; the man's body flexed once in agavanic shudder and went limp. A flap
of cheek pedled back when hishand fell away, showing agrin red and white. Then the woman stood and



turned and looked at Rudi. Her eyes were gray, pale and cold as glass.

Mathildawas off her horse and in front of Rudi in asingle scrambling rush. "No!" she said srilly,
gpreading her arms. "Y ou can't hurt him, Tiphaine! We're anamchara! Blood-brothers. I'll haveright of
vengeance againgt anyone who hurts him, al my life! I'm gonna be Protector someday and Il
remember!”

Tiphaine Rutherton seemed to sense the men behind her looking at each other in doubt—that was a
credible threat to anyone who knew how stubborn Mathilda could be—and made an exasperated sound
between her teeth. Before she could move, Mathilda's knife was out, and she pressed it to her own
throat—hard enough that atrickle of red blood started down the white skin as she swallowed
convulsvey.

"If you hurt him, I'll kill myself! | swear it by God and the Virgin, and then you'll haveto explainto
Mom and Dad and His Holiness how come I'm dead and in Hell for suicide!” Mathilda said with
desperate earnestness. "Not just now! If you hurt him later, I'll doit!"

Rutherton stopped asif she'd run into astonewall; she stared into the girl's eyesfor an instant, saw a
bright focus of intent.

"Princess, I'm not planning on hurting him,” she said gently. "My orders from your mother areto take
him aiveif possible. But to do that | have to restrain him, because now we have to run for our livesand
we can't have him dowing us down. Y ou understand?'

Mathilda swallowed, nodded and brought the knife down. Tiphaine turned her head.

"Well, what are you al waiting for, the kiltiesto arrive? Ivo, get the brat over ahorse.” To Mathilda:
"Thisisjust to keep him quiet, Princess. | won't hurt him now; on my honor asawarrior of the
Asociion.”

Something stung Rudi in the cheek of one buttock as hands heaved him over asaddle and lashed him
to it with leather thongs. His head fdlt asif it were spinning down awhirlpool, with the world
upside-down. He saw Aoife twitch as she tried to crawl; the blond woman who'd killed her bent for a
moment, grabbing her by the collar of her brigandine and dragging her closer to Liath'sbody. Then
everything contracted to a point of light and went out.

Chapter Eleven

Waldo Hills, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 5th, 2008/Change Year 9

Lord Piotr Stavarov lowered his binoculars and scowled. " Are those scouts back yet?' he asked.

"Yes, my lord,” Sr Ernaldo Machado said. "They report no enemy presence on theright. There are
light screening forcesin the woods to the left, athough not al the scouts are back from that areayet. The
glider couldn't see any of them except those."

He pointed to the band that blocked the road ahead. Stavarov gritted his teeth; they were excellent
teeth, white and even, in ahandsome, regular young snub-nosed, high-cheeked face. He knew he was
young for thispost ... but the Stavarovs and their followers had backed Norman Arminger in hisinitia
grab for power in Portland, less than ten days after the Change. HeE'd been sixteen then, and he could
remember hisfather'srelief and excitement that someone offered away out. And now he was out from
under the thumb of that scar-faced lout Renfrew.

Though, to be fair, at least he isn't as much of a pussy as most of those Society retreads.

Heraised thefidld glasses. The Protectorate force was hated in column on the road, blocks of
bi cycle-mounted spearmen and crossbowmen and supply wagons, the two hundred infantry sitting
motionless on their cycles, flanked by two mounted columns with fifty knights and men-at-arms each. The
pennants on their lances sngpped in the morning breeze, and the same wind poked trickles of grateful
cool through the mail of his hauberk and the padded gambeson benezth.

There aren't enough of them to hold us, he thought, looking at the Mackenzie force.

There were ahundred of them, barely enough of them to block the road between the hills on either
sde; fifty with spears or polearms—what the kilties called Lochaber axes, broad arm-long dashing
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blades that tapered to a point and had a hook on the reverse. Swung two-handed, the six-foot weapons
could cut right through mail just aswell asaglaive or haberd; best to remember that. Another fifty of
their archersto the west of that, thrown forward aong the edge of the low scrub-grown hillsthat had
been pasture once and were head-high brushwood and thorn now. It was agood position, but they didn't
have the numbersto stop his men, and if they broke hislancers would hunt them like game. Odd, you'd
usualy expect alot more longbows in aMackenzie formation, from what the briefing paperssad ...

And under the banner, there was afigurein plate armor enameled green, not the brigandine and kilt
the Mackenzies usudly wore. Fiotr's lips skinned back from his teeth.

The Lord Protector has a serious hard-on for Sr Nigel Loring after the way he betrayed him
last year. It won't do me or the family any harmat all at court, if | bring him the Englishman's
head. Maybe another fief? There's good wheatland out by Pendleton, or perhaps around here
after thewar ...

"Nothing much on theleft?" he said, swinging his glasses eastward.

The hillsthere were higher and steeper than the low, rolling ground on the westward side of the road,
the crests better than a hundred and fifty feet above him. Therising face on their north dope was also
heavily wooded with oaks and aders, Douglasfir and western hemlocks, al big trees planted long before
the Change. The edge where the patch of forest met the abandoned fields was thick with saplings and
bramble and thorn and Oregon grape. It was like awall along the edge of the forest, and he couldn't see
far into the depths beneath the big trees. Presumably there was alot less undergrowth in their shade;
further out towards him the open ground was covered with nothing more than green grass knee-high on a
horse, kept free of brushwood by afire last summer. Good open ground where histroops could use their
superior discipline and formation.

| wish they'd put some of their bare-ass miniskirt militia there, hethought. Stll, I can't expect
themto be that stupid.

"Nothing on the left asyet, my lord. As| said, not dl the scouts have returned from that direction.”

"Probably still sniffing around the road on the other Side,” Piotr said. "Let's get going. All three
columns are supposed to be over the Santiam by nightfall. Speed iswhy were traveling in separate
bodies”

A hesitation. "My lord, shouldn't we wait for the Grand Constable and his escort to get back?!

Fiotr felt himsalf flush, hot blood darkening his skin from the mail collar of his coif upward. "' Count
Oddl isin overdl command, but I'm in charge of this column!" he snapped. "Do you dispute that, Sir
Ernddo?'

"No, my lord," he said dutifully. "We can make them scatter from beyond bowshat, if we set up a
couple of the catapults.”

Piotr shook hishead. "That would delay the march for hours. We should be able to reach the
Santiam today, that's the objective.”

"My lord, their archers are good. And asolid line of spearmen and ha berdiersis no joke. We only
outnumber them by three to one on thisfield, and well be the ones attacking. It will cost us™

Piotr made an impatient gesture. "Y es, yes. But there aren't enough of the rabble to hold us up, and
we can afford the losses more than they. Spearmen are easy enough to replace.”

"Still, we could work men over the hillsto either side. Then they'd either have to withdraw or be
surrounded.”

Piotr consdered, then shook his head. "WEell have to fight them sooner or later anyway. They're
obvioudy hereto ddlay uswhiletheir militiagets mobilized. | won't risk a destrier's legs on them, though.
Send in the foot. Spearmen on the l€eft, centered on the roadway. Crossbows on the right; they should be
ableto drive off haf their number of bowmen. Lancersto hold themselvesready for pursuit.”

Piotr smiled at the thought. Once they turned their backs on mounted lancers, foot soldiers were so
much meet to be shishkebabbed. Some of them might get away if they ran up into the forested hills, but
most would probably just panic and try to escape and bolt down the road leading southward. His knights
and their menie of men-at-arms would spear them from the saddle as if they were wild boar. He reached
back to pull the padded weight of hismail coif over his heed, fastening the lower part across his chin,



then snapped hisfingers. His squire rode forward to be ready with helm and shield and lance.

Juniper Mackenzie hugged the tree and peered around its trunk; the dark furrowed bark of the
Douglasfir was rough under her free hand. The branches were thick with blunt, thin-stalked needles an
inch long, green and whitish on the undersde. Twigs of the same breed had been thrust through the loops
that made her war cloak shaggy, turning her into a part of the forest; the strong resin smell of the sap was
heavy in her nogtrils, and it made sticky spots on her gloves. More needles obscured her vison when she
leveled the binoculars, for the branch she stood on wasfifty feet up on the pillar-shaped trunk. The
column of Protectorate troops shifted as she watched, the spearmen and cross-bowmen dismounting
from their cycles and quick-stepping forward, spreading out from athick marching column to afour-deep
line asthey moved. The black-and-scarlet banner of the Lidless Eye swayed from the crossbar astheline
came on down the road to her left, edging out into the fields to overlap the knot of Mackenzies waiting
where the road ran between the two hills. That would put them in abroad, shallow V, thisforest on the
ead, the western flank low hills covered in thick scrub you couldn't move through without hacking a
pathway.

Her scomach knotted. Those were her friends and neighbors and clansfolk waiting on the road to lure
the Protector's men forward. And leading them was Nigel Loring. It made sense—he had his suit of plate
armor, and he was an experienced commander—but she fill didn't like any of it.

On the other side of the tree, Sam Aylward was watching aswell. "Taking the bait," he said quietly,
his deep, dow voice cam. "At least the first bite of it. Impatient bugger, ‘ooever'sin charge—good thing
Eilir and Adtrid drew Renfrew off. Now things get lively."

That was a curioudy antiseptic way of talking about people dying, but every trade had itsjargon.
And it'sa businessI'min, likeit or not, she reminded hersdlf.

"I'd better get down and help thingsaong,” Aylward said stolidly. "Remember, Lady—only if they
send in the lancers. Otherwise, we dl just sod off on our bicycles.

"Y es, teacher," Juniper said, and gave the older man asmile. Then more serioudy: "Merry mest, and
merry part—"

"And merry meet again,” hereplied, giving her athumbs-up.

Then he reached out for the rope that was fastened to a branch above their heads, took an expert
haf hitch around hisblocky armored torso and did swiftly downward, landing aslightly as aman stepping
out of hisown home. Even knowing who was where, she was alittle surprised when three figures rose
and followed him, trotting silently between the great trees. That was reassuring. If she couldn't see them,
it was unlikely their foemen could.

Shelooked back out over the open field. The lancerswerein asingle block a hundred strong now,
waiting, aflashing ripple above their heads as the honed steel moved and caught the sun. The
Protectorate foot soldiers double-timed forward.

The spearmen broke into atrot as they approached, their booted feet hitting the broken asphalt in a
uniform pounding thump that Nigel Loring could fed through the soles of his stedl shoes, their mail coats
Jjingling and clashing asthe skirts swirled around their legs. The enemy crossbowmen were fanning out
west of the road; they and the archers would be occupied with each other. Thiswould be edged metal at
arm'slength. Not everyone had the eyesight or inclination to make agood archer, even among
Mackenzies.

"Haro!" the enemy shouted. "Haw! Portland! Molalla! Haro!"

They came with their big kite-shaped shields up under the eyesthat glared from either sde of the
helmet nasa bars, the front rank holding their spears underarm, the second and third raised in an overarm
stabbing grip, the ones behind danting theirs upward; they'd add weight to the attack with their shidds
pressed against the backs of the men in front.

"Ready!" Nige called to the men around him.

It was mostly men, in the front rank, you needed afair bit of weight and heft to swing a L ochaber ax,
or the war-hammers or broadaxes some of the others carried. He swung his visor down with the edge of



his shield, and the day darkened to asingle dit of light through the bucketlike stedd dome of his sallet.

"Onthemark ... now"

They surged forward with ashriek, whirling their huge polearms up to the ready position. Nigel
strode forward with them, his own shield up and hislongsword held over hisright shoulder with the hilt
forward and the point back. Others followed behind them with spears ready to stab over their shoulders
or around them. It was best not to let the enemy charge strike home while you stood fill.

Closer, closer, oiled mail and black shields and whetted iron reaching for hislife—

A spearpoint flashed towards hiseyes. Sir Nigel Loring caught the ugly glint of sunlight on honed
ded asit drove at the narrow dit of his visor and ducked his head; the twelve-inch blade scored a
groove across the smooth enameled metd of hissdlet hdm, apainful thumping blow even with the stedl
and padding, but then the dangerous point was past. He snarled behind the face-covering combination of
visor and bevoir and cut over the top of hisshield, aming at the man's neck. The spearman’s eyes went
widewith darm, and he raised his own shield and ducked, dapping sideways with the shaft of his pear.
The ashwood bounced off the side of Nigd's helmet, staggering him; his own sword struck wood and
metd, not vulnerable flesh. Then the hook on the reverse of one of the Lochaber axes snagged the
enemy's shied and yanked him forward. He came with it, attached by hisleft arm in the loops and by the
leather guige attached to the shield that ran over one shoulder like abandolier. A spearpoint eged past
Nigd and stabbed the Protectorate soldier in the face, not akilling blow but enough to bresk teeth and
bone and make him stagger back, shrieking.

Nigel recovered, catching aspearpoint on his shield and then throwing the man behind it back by
tucking his shoulder into the curve of it and pushing with al hisweight. An ax flashed past him and broke
aman's shoulder; he stabbed at another's face and gashed open a cheek. He panted to draw air into
lungsthat seemed <tiff and dry and reluctant to move. The clamor around him was enormous, a
white-noise cataract of screams and shouts, trampling, weapons beating dully on shields and with aharsh
scrap-metd clangor on the stedl bucklers of the Mackenzies, and now and then the dull thudding of
edged meta ramming homein meat and bone.

He did forward, hooked his heater-shaped shield inside a spearman’s bigger kite-shaped one and
heaved it aside with atwisting wrench of body and shoulder and arm. The man's eyes went wide with
fear as he was dragged off-balance, and the spear in hisright hand wasfar too long to strike at close
quarterslike this. The Englishman'slongsword punched up under the Protectorate soldier's chin; the man
convulsed as the long point rammed through his mouth and brainpan. Nigd grimaced as he yanked it free
and bowled the man over, sending him backward to disrupt the others. Three more spearheads probed
for him; he caught one on his shield, but the other two glanced off his breastplate and the fauld that
protected hisright thigh. The suit of plate wasn't invulnerable, but it gave him aterrible advantage.

Thetriple impact staggered him back; a spearman who tried to pursue lost the top right quarter of his
shield to atwo-handed swing from a L ochaber ax that diced it the way aknife would a hard-boiled egg,
and ducked back cursing.

And here we are, back where we started, hethought.

The noise of combat died down for an ingtant, as warriors stood and panted and glared at each other
in one of those odd little momentary truces that broke out spontaneoudy in thiskind of fighting; perhapsit
was because hobody could keep up the effort needed for hand-to-hand combat for long without rest.
Wounded on both sides crawled back behind the front lines, or hobbled or were dragged or carried by
their comrades. Dead men lay sprawled, their blood making the asphalt dick underfoot. Nigdl Loring
controlled his breathing with an effort, dragging air down into the bottom of hislungs, holding it for an
ingtant until they'd had achanceto get dl the oxygen out of it. He didn't Iet himself bend over and
wheeze—that was less efficient, and besides, it showed weakness. HEd been in his early fortieswhen the
Change occurred, and he was fifty-three now; most of the men facing him were two decades younger or
more. No matter how fit you kept yoursdlf, alittle endurance drained away every year.

But age and treachery beat youth and strength, hetold himsdf, snatching amouthful of water
from a canteen someone was passing around. Until they don't, at least.

He could hear officers and noncoms among the Protectorate spearmen shouting at them to get back



at it, seethem rearranging their lines and occasondly shoving men into place, or holding a spearshaft
horizontaly and straightening aline by pushing it against men's backs. That was another difference from
war before the Change. Then battlefiel ds had been empty, lonely places swept by fire. Y ou were done,
or with asmal knot of your comrades; usually the falen didn't see the man who killed them, and you
rarely had more than afleeting glimpse of the target.

Now when you fought you did it shoulder-to-shoulder with your comrades, under your leaders eyes,
and close enough to see who you were killing—with spear and sword, close enough to look him inthe
eyesand smell his sweat and the garlic on his breath and see that flare of disbelief when he felt the bite of
the stedl.

Changes the whole mental dynamic, hethought with professond interest. Though some things—

The spearmen had been spitting on their hands and hefting their wegpons, while the Mackenzies
around him growled or cursed and tightened their grips on their own polearms. Then they froze, their
heads turning to the east, Nigel'sright and their |eft. Eyeswent wide in shock, and the next yellswere
aarm and dismay, not war shouts.

—stay the same. Surprise, for instance, is a wonderful thing if you're not on the receiving end.
Bless you, my fiancé!

Piotr Stavarov could hear his men shouting Haro! Haro, Portland! asthey walked towardsthe
Mackenzies and their green horn-and-moons banner; and criesof Molalla! aswel—most of thelevy for
this central column came from that barony.

Thiswon't be too difficult. The Bearkiller A-listersare real fighters, but these kilties are just
peasants in fancy dress.

The spearmen were in acompact block facing their Mackenzie equivaents;, as he watched their
wegpons came down with auniform sngp and the big shields came up, the men crouching dightly. The
rear ranks brought their own up, to present an overlapping surface like a snake's scales. To their right the
crossbowmen spread out, their wegpons spanned and ready ...

He heard Sir Ernaldo take a sharp breath as the fifty Mackenzie archers on the far right stood and
raised their bows. He gave the man a sharp glance, but the flat, narrow-eyed olive face was impassive.

"That'slong range," Piotr said. "Just alittle under three hundred yards, 1'd say."

"About that, my lord,” Ernaldo said.

Thefront rank of his crossbowmen stopped and knelt just then; the second rank stood behind them.
Both leveled their weapons just as the kilted warriorsloosed their arrows. Faint and far he could hear the
rushing deet sound of the shafts, and then the deeper tunnggg sound of the crossbowsfiring back. The
arrowheads twinkled as they paused at the top of their arc and plunged downward. Longbowmen threw
up their arms and collapsed as the short, heavy bolts thrown by the spring-steel bows struck—and afew
got up again, their brig-andines proof against glancing hits at extreme range. More of those struck stayed
down, still or screaming and thrashing. Half asecond later thefirst arrow-fal hit hismen, dowing the
rhythm of their reloading—you had to drop the front of the crossbow to the ground, put your foot in the
stirrup bolted to the forestock, and fix the crank's hook to the string and its mount over the butt before
you could spin the handle and pull the heavy draw back to catch in the trigger mechanism.

Three more deeting ripplesfell on the crossbowmen before they were ready to fire again; they took
their losses stalidly, closed ranks and kept shooting while the spearmen tramped forward. The archers
had to keep their aim on the force that could hurt them from a distance, leaving no spare shaftsto dow
the advance to contact of the spearmen.

"Yes" Potr murmured. "Excellent. Most excellent.”

"My lord!" Ernaldo said sharply, grabbing at hisarmored arm and pointing.

Piotr bit back a curse as his head pivoted |eft; you had little peripherd vision with your helmet and
mail coif on. More archers were appearing from the woods to the left of the road, seeming to spring from
nowhere. One minute afringe of brush and saplings stood till and empty; the next it writhed and
sprouted armed Mackenzies, along with birds and adeer fleeing the sudden movement. His heart
lurched, and then steadied as he studied the saw-toothed line the kilted warriors made.



"How many? A hundred? That many could have fooled the scouts; they're good at camouflage, from
all hear."

"Yes, my lord; about a hundred. Probably ninety-nine, they use anine-man squad. Shall 1 sound the
retreat? Our foot are going to bein range soon and the numbers are nearly equa now. We don't have
any missleinfantry on that Side of the action, either. They can take the spearmen in defilade.”

Piotr stared at him increduloudy. "Retreat from aforce smdler than our own? Knights and
men-at-arms of the Association retreat from haf-trained peons? And retreat when better than athird of
them are women? Of course not! They think they can shoot at the spearmen in safety ... but | have more
than enough lancers to overrun them. Sound the advance.”

The knight sghed and crossed himself, and spoke to the trumpeter. Piotr grinned at the scene
bisected by the nasal bar of his hemet.

The kilties got overconfident, hethought. I have them pinned here out in the open, and without
protection they're easy meat for a charge. Father will be pleased—and more pleased that the
credit goes to the Stavarovs of Barony Chehalis, not to my lord Renfrew, Count of Odell.

Juniper Mackenzie gripped the rope between locked boots and in her gloved hands and stepped off
the branch of the treg, letting Earth pull her homeward. The downward swoop took seconds, leaving her
pamstingling-warm beneath the leather when she landed. Cynthia Carson was steadying the rope and
waited tensely for the word; her face was a Gorgon mask of black and gold and scarlet behind the gauze
meask of the war cloak, painted with the wolf-head emblem of her totem. Most of the younger Clan
warriors painted their faces before afight these days, despite Sam's grumbles that it reminded him too
much of football hooligans back home....

"They're moving," Juniper said grimly. "Passtheword to beready.” "We're ready, Lady of the Clan,"
Cynthia Carson. "Ready and eager." Shelooked it Cynthiawasatdl, fair woman of twenty-eight who'd
lost father and brother to the Protector's men in skirmish and raid over the years since the Change, and
her blue eyes were as cold and grim as any wolf's. She followed Juniper forward, with the sgnaer and
banner-bearer. All around them the First Levy wererising and shedding their war cloaks, taking their
bowsin their hands but waiting on one knee until the signa came. Juniper pressed forward to the edge of
the woods, using her own bow to press brush aside, ignoring the body of the Protectorate scout who lay
with hishorse, both bristling with feathered shafts. There they are ...

A hundred lancers were aterrifying sight, and they looked alot more imposing from ground level than
from fifty feet up. Big men on big horses, sted and tossing plumes and blazons and the twinkling
sharp-honed menace of the lanceheads above the colorful flutter of pennants. Thelong block of
horsemen walked out from the roadway and aimed itself at the hundred bowman who'd come out of the
woods to lure them. Then the curled brass trumpets screamed and along ripple went through the
men-at-arms as they lifted the butts of their lances free of the scabbards and brought them to rest on the
toes of their right boots, danting dightly forward. In the same ingtant the horsestook their first pace,
stepping high, heads tossing beneath the spiked steel chamfrons. The big kite-shaped shields cameto the
front asthe riders pulled on the leather guige strapsthat hung around their necks and did their left arms
into the loops. All the shields carried the Lidless Eye; most also had their own or their liege-lords blazons
quartered with it, the heraldry of knight and baron and their vassals and paid men. There was an arrogant
splendor to the sight, one that roused hate and grudging respect at the sametime. Therewas no fear in
those young men, even though they knew they might be going to the Dread Lord in the next handful of
minutes. They'd been told they were the lords of human kind, and they believed it.

Well, like them | might be heading for the Summerlands today, shetold hersdlf. And I've got
less to worry about when | set to discussing my deeds with the Guides. Wait. Breathe in, breathe
out. Ground and center, ground and center.

Even across double bowshot the beginnings of atrot from four hundred hooves could be felt through
the earth, athuttering through the soles of her feet. The lancerswould try to hit ahand gallop just at
extreme bowshot, to get them through the killing ground asfast as possible. Againgt ahundred archers, it
would work. Againgt eight hundred ...



Shefilled her lungs and then shouted, her singer's voicefilling the tense, waiting stillness of the woods:
"At them, Mackenzied"

With the word she dashed forward, the banner-bearer and signaer beside her. The
Horns-and-Moon flag of the Clan went up, a breeze from the south streaming the green-and-silver silk
out ahead of her, and the horn made its dunting huuuu-huuuu-huuuu. Seven hundred archersfollowed
her, sprinting forward into their three-deep harrow formation, a staggered row that |eft each a clear shot
to the front. Asthey halted a shaft went to the cord of every bow, and every cord was drawn to the ear.
Behind them the bagpipers set up their catamount screeching, and the Lambeg drums sounded with a
boom-boom-boom that rumbled like thunder through the trees.

Thelancerswere at full gallop now, but their line checked and wavered asthey saw the trap sprung.
Beside her she could hear Cynthia chanting under her breath.

"We are the point—we are the edge—
We are the wolves that Hecate fed!"

And thewords ran up and down the line, louder and louder-.

"We are the point—we are the edge—
We are the wolves that Hecate fed!"

"On! On!" Piotr shouted, and thumped the trumpeter riding beside him with the flat of hisshield to get
the man's attention. They were at the point of a blunt wedge now, centered on theflag. "On! Charge!”

The trumpet sounded, without even apreliminary blat or squeak despite the ghastly surprise ahead.
Thelancers booted their horses back into afull gallop after that moment'sinvoluntary check, realizing
from yearsin the saddle that no matter how deadly the peril ahead was, stopping would be worse.

Y ou couldn't stop acharging destrier quickly.

Doubly so with another man-at-arms galloping boot-to-boot on either side and another right behind
you; there was just too much mass and momentum involved. Trying to do afull-stop in atight formation
of ahundred lanceswas asking for adisaster of collisons and falen mounts and men crushed under
ton-weights of rolling barded horse. It would take the better part of ahundred yardsto halt the formation
safely, and more time to turn around without blocking and fouling each other; at best they'd be stdled for
afull minute under the deadly stedl-and-cedarwood hail of the arrows. If they could just cover that two
hundred yards ahead, the lightly armed archers would be helpless before their ironclad violence at close
range. Piotr braced hisfeet in the stirrups and brought his shield up, covering the whole left side of his
body between neck and knee; hislance jutted out over the chamfron spike that pounded up and down
with the destrier's speed. Clods of earth flew head-high as the steel-shod hooves tore open the damp
sod, the pennants fluttered with a snapping crackle, and agreat shout went up:

"Haro!"

Thear whistled—

"We are the point—we are the edge—
We are the wolves that Hecate fed!"

The foremost knight passed the split wand planted at precisdy two hundred and fifty yards—planted
with the inner white side towards the woods and the dark, concealing bark towards the enemy. Up and
down the line the bow-captains voices broke into the chant, and it turned into awordless shrieking snarl
of fury asthey shouted: "L et the gray geese fly! Wholly together—loose!"

Juniper let the string roll off the three gloved drawing fingers of her right hand. Eight hundred
bowstrings struck the smooth hard leather of the bracersin asimultaneous crackle like some monstrous
whip faling on rock. Over it rose the high, keening whistle of eight hundred shafts asthey roseat a
forty-five degree angleinto the air, paused for an instant, then turned and plunged downward nearly as
fast asthey'd | eft the bows. Her hand was by her ear as she released; it went back to the quiver and
snatched out ashaft, her movements smooth and economica with long practice. Even so severd of the



Firgt Levy were ahead of her; sixteen hundred more of the bodkin-pointed lengths of cedar werein the
air before thefirst struck, and more followed at arate of two hundred each second. It would take the
Protector's men-at-arms less than a minute to cross the beaten ground between them and the Mackenzie
archers, but in that time ten thousand arrows would be aimed at one hundred men and horses.

Shelet her eyesblur alittle out of focus then; you didn't need to see every detail when you were
shooting at amassed target. The screams were bad enough, and the horses more pitiable than the men,
for they were brought unwilling to thefield of war without understanding why their flesh must betorn and
pierced.

"Heads up!" Cynthiashouted in her ear.

A lancer had broken through the hideous tangle of thrashing horses and dying men. An arrow
dangled from the nodtril of his horse, and it was wild with terror, running blind as only afrightened horse
could do. Unfortunately it was running right at her.

The bannerman and the horn-caller threw themselves asde with ayell. Juniper dropped flat under the
point of thelance, rolling franticaly; one hoof landed close enough to take adiver of skin from thetip of
her nose, and another struck her in the ssomach as she threw hersalf across the grass. The metd plates of
her brigandine and the padding of the arming doublet beneath kept it from rupturing organs or splintering
bone, but the shock was like being hit in the gut by a swinging battering ram, and al the bresth came out
of her in asngle agonized whoosh.

Shelay paralyzed, struggling to draw in another breath. Cynthia Carson had been behind her; she
spun aside from the lance-point and smashed the boss of her buckler into the horseg'sinjured nose with
dreadful precison. The same motion brought her around again and she plunged twelve inches of her
short-sword into the horse's belly just behind the saddle at the junction of body and haunch, where no
bone protected the body cavity. The anima screamed like awoman in childbirth, stunningly loud even on
abattlefield. It went over with acrash of metal, landing on the knight's shield-side leg; he screamed
himsdf, at the pain and as Cynthialaunched herself snarling over the horse's body and onto his, red blade
raised tokill.

Juniper forced her lungsto work, drawing in ashaky, shalow first bresth, and then another. The
spike of pain in her somach was amost welcome, after the first numbness. She blinked her eyes clear,
and saw that the remnants of the men-at-armswerein full retreat, some on foot, more faling with shafts
in their backs as she watched. The arrowstorm ceased asthe last of them moved out of range; the
spearmen had retreated in asolid phaanx, covered by their overlapping shidds. Here and there dong the
Mackenzie line at the edge of the forest a scrimmage rippled where alancer had reached the Clan's
position. Dozens swarmed each one under, working together like wolves pulling down an elk. From the
rest came acry directed at the Protector's men, high and mocking and shrill.

Juniper wheezed and forced hersdlf to her knees, groping for her bow and then leaning on it as she
cameto her feet. A clanking sounded as Nigel Loring ran up, moving aslightly asaman in running gear
despite the sted on hisback, hismild eyes blinking anxioudy, hisface red and streaming with sweet
under the raised visor.

"Areyou al right, my dear?' he asked.

Juniper nodded. "Just ... winded ... " she managed to gasp.

"Y ou'rewounded!" he said.

A knot of men followed him, the broad blades of the L ochaber axes glistening-wet and dinging
gprays of red drops as they dipped and jostled above the heads of the running warriors. She wiped her
face and looked in surprise a the blood on her palm; more dripped from her nose onto her upper lip, hot
and salt and tasting of copper and iron.

"Just ascratch,” she sad. "Wed better—"

She looked around for her signder. Sam Aylward came trotting up, mounted and leading their
horses. She caught hiseye.

"Sound theretreat,” shecalled.

The boy with the ox-horn trumpet put it to hislips and blew, adroning and snarling combination of
risng and faling notes. The Mackenziesturned in their tracks and trotted away, edling back through the



dense brush and into the woods, scrambling upward; their bicycles were on the other side of the ridge.
Juniper gratefully accepted Nigd's helpful lift into the saddle.

"Now let's see what they do next,” she said.

Nigel Loring nodded, smiling. Thewarmth of hisregard melted alittle of the cold control she must
keep; it was good to fed his straightforward happiness at seeing her whole, and to know her own
matched it.

"It'sajudgment on them," he said.

"Judgment, Nigel?" Juniper asked, neck-reining her horse about.

"A judgment for their choicein historica modeds" Nigel went on, waving northward across the grassy
fidd. "When aman establishes amilitary force, and then decidesto baseit not just on the medieva
nobility, but on themedieva French nobility ... well, redly, now ... "

Unwillingly, Juniper's mouth quirked. Aylward's laughter sounded like sword on shield asthey
spurred their mountsinto motion.

Conrad Renfrew's horse was panting beneath him like agreat bellows between hisknees as he
reined in; held ridden it hard and fast up the road, only to arrive when the battle was over. Gray-faced
with pain, Lord Piotr lay propped against a saddle while a surgeon worked on the arrow that transfixed
his sword-sde shoulder. The wound was asmple in-and-out with anarrow bodkin point, though serious
enough; it bled when the shaft was withdrawn, but with none of the arteria pumping that told of desth,
and from the way he worked his hand it hadn't even crippled him by cutting tendons or nerves.

Unfortunately, Renfrew thought, grimly slent for amoment as the man bit back ashriek asthe
disinfectant was poured in.

Then he dismounted and knelt beside aman far more gravely wounded. There was a froth of blood
on Sir Ernado'slips as he gave the Protector's commander an account.

When he stood again, his experienced eyes confirmed what the dying man had said. Therewasa
fringe of bodies along the road and up to the point where it ran between the two hills, but the infantry had
come off fairly lightly—no more than a score of dead, and twice that serioudly injured. It was the grest
mass of dead horseflesh and armored bodies lying like awindrow across the meadow to the west of the
road that made him breathe quick and hard, panting like his horse as soldiers and laborers dragged men
free, laying out the dead and bringing the wounded back on stretchers to where the doctors worked
besi de the supply wagons.

Spearmen and crossbhowmen could be recruited easily enough, there were ways more volunteers
from the ranks of the tenant farmers than they could use. Y ou could train aspearman in afew months, if
he had guts and strong arms; it took only alittle more to turn out a decent crossbowman. Skilled
men-at-arms took years, and their mounts amost aslong, years of effort and sweat and expense ...

Hewalked to his horse and hung the serrated mace thonged from hiswrist on his saddlebow, to put
temptation beyond reach. Then he looked down at Lord Piotr Stavarov and ground out: "Y ou fool. You
cretin. Y ou complete fuckup. Y ou shit-for-brains. Y ou—"

"My lord!" The young nobleman struggled to hisfeet, ignoring the clucking of the medic. "My lord
Count, you cannot address me so!"

"You ... no, shit has some use. Y ou're worthless even asfertilizer!”

The bystanders were backing away; the Grand Constable of the Association had areputation for icy
control, and his flushed face and snarling voice were shocking.

"My lord," Stavarov said, drawing himsdlf up. "l ... | admit weve suffered heavy losses, but we can
inform the Lord Protector that we did drive the enemy from the field. What would you have me do?'

Renfrew struck with the leather-covered palm of his hand, not hisironclad fist, but the blow il sent
Piotr spinning to the ground; the doctor cried out in darm for his patient as fresh blood broke through the
bandage.

"Give me back my knightsl" the Grand Constable roared. "That'swhat 1'd have you do, you Mafiya
moron! Give me back my knights!"



Chapter Twelve

Near West Salem, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 5th, 2008/Change Year 9

"Hell, I didn't like cities even before the Change. Always made mefed cramped,” Mike Havel said,
reining in hishorse and flinging up hisclenched right fist for halt. "Now they give methewillies" hewent
on.

The Bearkiller column clattered to astop, without the bunching or collisions you might expect from
over athousand tight-packed humans on horseback and on bicycles and driving wagons. A few horses
snorted, and one bugled in protest, but the only voi ces raised were afew sharp commands. Therewasa
massed scuffing asthe infantry squeezed their brakes and each put afoot down to bring themsalvesto a
halt. Most of them were red-faced and puffing; cycling in armor was alittle less strenuous than marching,
and a lot fagter, but that didn't make it easy. The mgority of the bicycles had solid rubber on their wheel
rims, built up of strips salvaged from car and truck tires, which made for arougher ride.

Havel squinted eastward, where the sun wasjust over the Cascades on the farthest edge of sight. It
was going to be abright day with scattered white clouds, mild and cool and damp with yesterday's
drizzle—the sort of day you could have anytime but high summer here,

What did the Soux call it? "A good day to die"? Hell with that, but it's a good day to fight, ij
you haveto.

"Graveyards give methewilliestoo,” Signe Larsson replied grimly, looking south and then east.

They were just outside the brush and incipient forest that covered the wasteland that had been West
Sdem; wind soughed through spiky brush and tall grass, through fir needles and leaves just beginning to
bud out. There was alittle noise from the troops behind, bike wheels and hobnailed feet and stedl
horseshoes clopping on pavement or crunching in grave, the voice of anon-com here and there blistering
someone's ear about aloose strap, the flutter of a pennon crackling in the wind from the north. Below
that was a deep silence, where the gruck-gruck of ravens was the loudest sound—they aways seemed
to know when afight wasin the offing, and aflock of them was gliding down from the hills.

To hisleft the old Salemtown Golf Course had hugged the northern edge of Wallace Road. Theriver
was about amile eastward, hidden from here by scrub and feral orchards and wet grasdand that had
once been fields. To hisright wereralling hills, upscale horse farms and more orchard and woodl ot
before the Change; he had alookout on Chapman Hill, the highest ground nearby at alittle over four
hundred feet. Beyond that were the old suburbs proper, where the bigger pre-Change trees towered
over scrub and saplings where they hadn't been killed out by thefires, and an occasiond chimney or snag
of wall reared out of agreen jungle. The treacherous net of bramble, vine, car-wrecks, twisted metal,
scattered brick and glass shards made it nowhere held take troops willingly, but if he had to retreat the
narrow cleared zone along therailroad trackswould do nicely. A few taler buildings still stood by the
river, showing black trails of scorch-mark above the empty windows.

More and taller ones reared on the eastern shore, where the bulk of the old city had lain; three spans
crossed over, arailroad bridge on the north and two road crossings just alittle south. The Mackenzies
and Bearkillers had spent considerable effort last autumn, clearing the piers of wrecked cars and logs and
accumulated rubbish that were acting like giant beaver-dams and threstening to bring the bridges down.
All that might be wasted effort now ...

Theroadswerefairly clear of dead cars and trucks; the state government had managed to get that
much done before it collapsed, but tendrils of vinethick as hisarm crossed them except on the main
thoroughfares, and sprays of brick and rubble stretched out where buildings had collapsed. The bridges
weredtill in usefor trade acrossthe valley, and the ruins were mined for metals and useful parts. Nothing
human had lived there since the last canniba bands self-destructed late in thefirst Change Y ear,
Kilkenny-cat fashion, dthough he supposed there might be afew lunatics hiding in celarsand living on
rats and rabbits. Otherwise there were only occasiona bandit gangslooking for hideouts and vantage
points. The mass graves didn't stink anymore, not physicaly, and they'd been on the east Side of theriver
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anywey.

It still cregped him out. A world had died herein a convulsion of agony and bewildered terror, and its
remains haunted the new one that he and hislike were building on the bones.,

And will until the last of us dies who remember the Change, hethought. Then thisll just be
ruins, like the Pyramids to me.

A rider came up the road from the bridges, riding on the graveled verge to spare his horse's hooves
at thetrot. Hewas a Bearkiller scout, with an A-lister's mark between his brows but lightly equipped
with sword, bow, helmet and a short mail shirt. His name was Bert, and heldd been aMarine before the
Change, on leave and vigting family in Idaho.

"Thebridgesare dill clear," he said. "The nearest boats are still two miles downstream and coming on
dow; the current's strong.”

"Good!" Havel said. "That confirmswhat the lookouts said. Signe, let them know it's OK for Kento
bring histoys up. Timefor my esteemed father-in-law to strut his stuff.”

Hiswife took aconvex mirror out of her saddlebag and angled it to the sun, blinking light acrossthe
mileto the hilltop south of them. A haf minute later the reply came through: Message relayed and then
Confirmed. Kenneth Larsson out.

"Take care, Daddy!" Signe caled softly.

"Headsup!" her brother Eric said.

Havel looked up into the sky, following his gauntleted finger. "Well, shit!" he said. "Crap and
double-damn and hell. | expected this, but not so soon.”

The winged shape of aglider turned in the air athousand feet above them— it was riding the thermal
thrown up by the concrete mass of the ruins, spiraling in awidening gyre. He unlimbered his binoculars;
the aircraft was a pre-Change sporting model, shaped like an € ongated tadpole with long, dender wings,
but those had the Protector's Lidless Eye on them, and amirror rigged for heliograph signals stood
outside the cockpit. That worked asthe glider banked, the bright light aflicker of dots and dashes
meaninglessto him. Signe sighed regretfully—they hadn't broken the Association Air Force's latest field
code yet, but there wasn't much doubt what it was telling the boats and barges coming southward on the
Willamette. Starting with his numbers and dispositions.

"OK, they'll disembark their force well north of the bridges—north of here," he said.

"You sure?" Signe asked.

"Y eah. They're not going to get them tangled up in the ruinswhile they disembark. And they probably
want afight here—they can't chase us, they don't have enough bikes with them. They'll try to come
ashore close to here and march down River Bend Road till it joins this one, then south on that past the
old radio tower. Well move alittle north—see where River Bend makes that elbow and heads more
north of east? Well anchor our linethere.”

The others nodded. Havel went on: "Eric, you take the lancers and move alittle north, couple of
hundred yards. Seethose old gravel pits?’

He pointed with hisright hand, alittle south of east. "About amile that-away? The ground's too soft
for movement past there so I'll anchor my right on it, and straddle the roadway with the pikes and glaives,
more crossbows on the west. But that leaves my far |eft swinging in the breeze. Y ou cover it, be ready to
move forward or back to hold 'em off if we have to pull out through the ruins—well usetherailway lineif
we have to do that, and you can either follow or pull out west according to circumstances. We've got
good coverage from Chapman Hill so keep your scouts just far enough forward to make theirs stay out
of direct Sght of the main body."

"Right, bossman,” the big blond man said, fastening the cheek-pieces of his crested helmet under his
chin.

He nodded to Luanne, and she blew a complex series of notes on the trumpet dung across her
mailed torso. The banner-bearer on the other side moved with them asthey kneed their horses forward
over the roadside ditch with a scramble and surge. The two hundred A-lister cavary followed by squads
and sections and troops, the long lances swaying in their scabbards as they deployed onto an overgrown
putting green. Havel nodded gravely to them asthey passed. Some were grinning in excitement, with the



older ones modtly flatly calm, athough few enough here were much over thirty.

I'm starting to feel like an old man at thirty-seven, hethought, smiling likeashark himsdf ashe
turned away. Old enough to know how easy it isto die, at least. Old enough to know how much
turns on thisfight. It's amazing how much more serious you feel when you've got kids.

Heturned hishorse with a shift of balance and leg-pressure; Gustav was fedling the tenson himsdlf,
and stamped aforefoot as he moved. Thefoot soldiers were the home-levy of Larsdaen, and the
companies from the hamlets and steadings north and east of it in the Eola Hills and dong their foat, the
Field Force units held had timeto collect on the way here—every Bearkiller adult would go to war at
need, but the Outfit was a bit more selective about who went into an open-field fight. There were just
under athousand, hdf with polearms—glaives or the two eight-foot staves of atake-down pike—in
scabbards riveted to the frames of their bicycles. Therest had crossbows, al of them the new
fast-loading type, thank God. A lot of the crossbowmen were actualy crossbow-women. Any sturdy
farm-girl used to working in the fields could handle one, and the pointy end of the bolts hit just as hard
whoever pulled thetrigger; the Ouitfit certainly couldn't afford to leave anyone useful home just because
of their plumbing. Pikes and glaives took more mass to use properly, and two-thirds of the troops holding
them were men, about the same proportion asthe A-list.

Many of thefoot soldiers faces were tight with conscious self-control asthey stood in their ranks.
The A-listers might do other thingsin their sparetime, but fighting wastheir lifework. The infantry were
precisdly the other way round. On the other hand ...

"Right, Bearkillers" he said, rising in the stirrups and throwing his voice to carry. He pointed
northeast. "The Protector's men are coming up theriver to try and take away our homes and kill our
families. Were going to fight them.” He grinned. "Any questions?'

A rippling growl went through the formation. Someone shouted Hakkaa Paalle! and the rest took it
up, adeep, roaring chant, each slamping afoot in timeto it, beating their gloved hands on the bucklers
dung at their belts. Havel fet himsdf flush with pride; hed brought them through the terrible years after
the Change, and from starving refugees made a nation of them. Now they trusted him ... The sound cut
off when he raised one gauntleted hand.

"Now get ready and wait for theword," he said into the silence that followed.

For awonder, he and Signe had amoment to themselves. The troops put their bikes on the
kickstands, then got to work—for the pikemen, that meant undinging their wegpons and fitting the two
halves together with a snap and rattle as the spring-locks clicked home. A leafless forest sixteen feet high
rose asthey fell in four-deep aong the road, facing north and east, the long sted heads of the pikes
above them; the glaives waited to the rear.

"What do you think?' she said.

"Depends on how many of them get off the boats, alskling," he said. "If theré's more than we can
handle, we pull back sharpish and wait for the rest of our call-up companiesto arrive. They'll be
gathering fast."

"Why not do that now?" she asked.

"I really don't want to lose the bridges," Havel said, nodding in the direction her father had gone. "If
Arminger takesthose, or breaks them down, he can operate on both sides of the river, and we can't help
each other. And if hefortifiesthe crossing, it'samagor blow. Worth risking a battle for, even against
odds, aslong asit isn't totdly impossble.”

"Arent werisking defeat in detail ?'

Havel grinned a hiswife, who'd been an occasiona vegetarian and quasi-pacifist before the Change.
"L earning the family business, eh? Nah, there can't be dl that many of them, not if they're besieging
Mount Angel and pushing into Mackenzie territory at the same time. Armchair generaship, likel said—
he likes drawing arrows on maps. He'strying to get fancy and I'm betting he doesn't have enough mento
do everything at once."

"Weredl betting that," she said gravely, and he nodded. "Do you think it's Arminger in person?
Here?'

"Nope," Havel said. "At aguess, it's Stavarov or Renfrew. Hopefully Renfrew.”



"But Renfrew's his best commander!” Signe said.

"Exactly," Have sad, licking aforefinger and marking the air with it. "Plus he'sthe only one Arminger
redly trusts. Thiswould be a good day for the bastard to die.”

He'd been keeping an eye on the Chapman Hill lookout. Now amirror blinked from there; he read
the code as easily as he would have print.

"Barges holding back," he said. "Turtle boats coming forward. Now it's up to your dad.”

"We should have set the engines on the bridge up earlier," shefretted.

"Nah, that wouldn't work," Havel pointed out. "They would have twigged to that, even if Arminger's
troops aren't long on individud initiative. But if you don't give them too much time to think and consult
higher echdonsthey'll try to go through with a plan even when things have changed.”

They both looked to the river, amile and better northward. The low, beetling shapes of the armored
riverboats were hard to see at first, marked more by the white froth curving away from their bows and
doping forecastles than by the hullsthemsdves. The sight was alittle eerie—you could believe that
motors drove them, rather than dozens of dozens of bicycle cranks geared to a propeller shaft. That
smooth mechanica motion without sails or oarslooked unnaturd, in this ninth year of the Change.

"l just hope Daddy can ded withiit," Signe said asthey did silently by and headed for the bridges.
"He's not ahands-on fighter."

"Y eah, but he'sgot Pam to look after that," Havel said reassuringly. Then, harshly, asthe bargesand
trangports showed at the edge of sight: "Trumpeter! Sound fall in!™

Kenneth Larsson shifted under the uncomfortable, unaccustomed weight of the mail hauberk as he
sat hishorse besidetherailcar, waiting for the sgnal from Chapman Hill. The armor he wore was strictly
for protection-just-in-case, like the blade a hisside. Hed put alot of effort into the various
weird-looking contraptions on salvaged rail-whed s that followed him, and was metaphoricaly rubbing his
hands at the chance to use them. Right now that wouldn't be too advisable, because the leather and sted!
cup that covered the ssump on hisleft wrist held asmplehook ... avery sharp hook ... rather than any
of the various tools he found useful in the labs and workshops back at Larsdalen.

The heliograph on the hilltop amile and ahalf north blinked at him. He nodded and waved to hisown
sgnaler to respond, then looked back aong the wagon train—a phrase literdly true, sSince the dozen
flatcars were each drawn by four horses. Rail made a smooth surface, and the beasts could pull five or
six times as much as they could on even the best roads, and do it faster. Here they pulled flat surfaces
that bore aweight of gears and ratchets, frames and tanks and tubing; the hard angular shapes and
smooth mathematically precise curves made him nostagic for thelost world ...

"Moveout!" he caled, waving his hook forward, neck-reining his horseto the sde of therailroad
tracks and bringing it up to a canter.

His persond guard followed—commanded by his wife Pamela—and the crews of the war-engines
rode their chargeslike grinning, hunched baboons, cheering him asthey went by amid a clattering rumble
of hooves and whine of stedl on stedl. Therail line lay dong the riverbank further south, but hereit turned
inland through the ruins of West Salem, running five or six hundred feet from the weter, amid buildings
whose smoke-stained windows peered out from shattered glass and rampant vines ...

"What's chuckle-worthy at this point?* Pamela asked him from hisblind side.

She didn't find scorched, overgrown ruins any more cheerful than most people did. These had the
further ditinction of having been flooded out a couple of times. He turned his head to grin at her; the
helmet and nasal bar framed her narrow, beak-nosed, brown-eyed face, and the armor added bulk to
her whipcord figure. They'd met in Idaho not long after the death of hisfirst wife and married late that
year. A decade—and two kids—Iater, he ill thought he'd gotten the better of the deal. Somehow the
throttled fear that made his stcomach churn with acid brought that home gtill more strongly. He kept his
voice light as he answered: "'l wasjust thinking that anyone else herewould have sad it's half along
bowshot to theriver, instead of estimating it in feet," he said, waving hisright hand acrossthe
brush-grown rubble towards the blue-gray water.

"Except possibly me" shesaid. "I'm an old fart too.”



"No, you were the one who belonged to the Association for Hitting Things with Sharp Pointy
Things" he pointed out.

"Hey, | wasn't one of those Society get-arlifes,” she said, aggrieved. "I practiced thered thingin
ARMA. The Association for Renaissance Martia Arts didn't spend time playing et the
kings-queens-damsds-and-minstrel s Suff.”

"Prancing around with swords ... " heteased. "Well, it turned out to be agood career move."

She shuddered alittle. "And there was the hiking. | owe my life to that."

Which wastrue; it had been that hobby that had taken her from San Diego to Idaho just under ten
years ago. Southern Californiahad been the worst of al the death-zones, twenty million people trapped
instantly in adesert without even drinking water. Not one in athousand had escaped; explorerswho'd
been there sincetold of drifts of desiccated corpseslining the roads for ahundred miles out into the
Mojave, preserved by alkaine sand and savage heat.

Then: "Herewe go."

Therailway broke out into open fields; the brush had been cleared from heregbouts last year, during
thejoint project with the Mackenzies to unblock the wreckage and drift-logs piled around the bridges.
That had given them agood reason to do maintenance work on the permanent way, aswell. Therails
turned rightward, east over the water, with thetall ruins of Salem proper ahead of them on the eastern
sdeof the fast-running spring water.

"Here comesthe kimchee," Kenneth Larsson said. His assistants looked a him curioudy. "Classica
reference.”

Hedidn't actudly think that the low, beetling shapes moving upriver towards him were modeled on
the Korean turtle shipsthat had turned back a Japanese invasion in the sixteenth century. The smilarities
were functiond ; when you covered a boat with alow doped carapace of metal armor, it had to havea
certain shape, just asawhed had to be round. Evolution and design turned up smilaritiesal thetime,
which had befuddled generations of the wishfully superstitious before the Change shot scientistic
rationdism through the head.

Hiswife knew that bit of Asian history too. Pam grinned back at him over her shoulder, before
turning to oversee the gangsfitting sted shields aong the northern edge of therailroad bridge. Ken
walked down the line of engines, keeping acritica eye as the crews unfolded and bolted and braced, and
tested that the water-linesthat carried power to the heavy hydraulic cocking-jacks were securely
screwed home. Everything looked readly ...

"L ooks like Arminger's men can't make up their minds," Pam said as the horses were led back
westward out of harm'sway, riders guiding long leading-reins of the precious beasts.

Either we win and they can come back ... or we don't, and we won't need horses. They did have
some handcars for escape if worst came to worst without time to get the engines clear; those were the
fastest way availableto travel by land.

Ken grunted and leveled his binoculars, adjusting them one-handed. The six low, dark shapes of the
armored craft had dowed, barely keeping station a thousand yards north against the current that curled
green waves over their bows. In the center of each was ahexagond turret with eye-ditson dl sides,
probably the bridge the craft was conned from. He tried to imagine the sweltering closeness within, lit
only by dim lamps, the long rows of bicycle cranks geared to the propeller shafts and the near-naked,
swedting humanengines....

"Watch it!"

A hatch opened on the foremost turtle boat. Something within went snap, then snap-snap-snap
about asfast asaman could click hisfingers.

"They're ashore north of here at Rice Rocks," Mike Havel said, looking over his shoulder at the
hilltop observation post. " Deploying from the barges, horse, foot and catapults. Let'sgo. Signaler:
Advance by company columns, at the double.”

The militiaresponded to the trumpet-cdls, turning left from Brush College Road and going northeast
at apounding trot, seven columns of a hundred and fifty each; thetal grass and brush swayed and went



down before their trampling boots as they moved off the roadway. Each had amounted A-lister officer,
usudly an older member of the Brotherhood or one someinjury had left fit enough for command but no
longer quite up to the bruta demands of frontline cavalry combet.

Light war-engines went with them on two-whedled carts, each pulled by afour-horse team, bouncing
and swaying as they trotted adong; the doping shieds that fronted them had words painted on
them—jocular graffiti, Hi there! and Knock-knock, guess who!, Many Happy Returns! and Eat This!

Heturned Gustav eastward, cantering along with the column on the far right. Wet, brushy grasdand
stretched ahead, bugs springing up where the hooves passed, and occasiondly abird. A mileto the north
he could just seethefirgt little dots that were the enemy scouts meeting hislight cavary. As he watched,
arrows flew between the scattered riders, and there werellittle flickers of pae soring sunshine off stedl as
the swords came out. He glanced west, and saw Eric and the bulk of the A-listerswaiting ready just this
sde of Glen Creek, their lances aleaflessforest above their heads. East, and the ground ran out in
doughs with the rank, green look of bog, patches of reeds among the tall grass and dead treeskilled by
the post-Change floods. The blue eyes of old, flooded grave pits blocked the way, and beyond that the
ground was even worse.

North, angling gradually east towards the Willamette, stretched the old River Bend Road, itsthin
pavement buckled and pitted by ten years of weather and severa high floods that had |eft drifts of silt
acrossit for grass and brush to root in. He spoke to the easternmost column's commander: "Captain
Dinsd, get your people set up. Shuffle east until your boots start sinking in. Y ou're the far anchor of the
ling; don't let them get around you. Refuse the flank if you haveto.”

Her face splitinagrin. "They're not likely to get any closer to theriver than this, Lord Bear. Not
unlessthey can walk on liquid mud. Another ten yards and it's too thin to plow and too thick to drink.
Thisisagood postion.”

"Keep aneyeonit anyway," hesaid.

Then he turned back towards the central column, the one advancing up River Bend Road, the
pathway the enemy would use. The artillery was following it, sparing horses and whedls aslong as
possible.

"Sarducci,” he said.

The man in charge of the war-engines looked up he was one of Ken Larsson's buddies, recruited
from the Corvalis university faculty where held been teaching engineering at the time of the Change, tall
with adark, narrow, big-nosed face and awalrus mustache. Not an A-lister, but keen enough for all that,
and with avery ussful hobby in Renaissance history. Havel pointed westward to where the lancers
waited.

"Put them about there. A little to the left of the cavalry and advance 'em say a hundred yards beyond
our stopline. Dig in; they've got to cometo us. | want you able to rake their flank.”

"Won't we be masking the A-listers there, Lord Bear?' the Tuscan asked.

Havel nodded; not agreeing, but acknowledging it was afair question. "Nah. They can go in on your
right, or stop aflanking attack—and they can support you if the Protector's people get too close. Go for
it!"

He followed them westward down the formation, shouting: "Deploy! Deploy into line and halt!"

The columns opened like fans, with only alittle cursng and adjustment as the militiainfantry
shouldered into position. The center was the pikes, ablock eighty across and four ranks deep, with two
files of glaives behind them. On ether side the crosshows spread in alooser doubleline.

Most of them had fought before ... But nothing like this. Nothing on this scale.

"Captainl" Thistimeto the westernmost end of theline. "Help the artillery digin. Do it fast, then get
back here."

The company commander nodded and turned, barking the order; his unit was crosshows, and they
stacked their wegpons and broke open their folding entrenching tools, trotting forward to help the artillery
crews. With nearly two hundred strong arms, the job went quickly; they laid out semicircular trenches,
using the blades of their shovelsto cut the turf in rectangular blocks, then set it asde while they piled up
the soft, damp earth on the inner side, shovdfulsflying asthey Iabored with panting, grunting intengity.



When that was high enough to leave only the business end of the engine behind it exposed they laid the
turf back on the surfaces of the mounds and pounded it down with the flat, folded their spades again and
trotted back to their own wespons. The twelve engines settled in, each behind a chest-high horseshoe
mound, each ten yards from its neighbor, each showing only the top of its meta shield split by the dot for
the casting trough, what would have been the muzzle back in the days of guns.

Havel nodded at the beginning of the process and turned back to his own station, in the center where
hisline crossed the River Bend Road at right angles; he didn't have to hand-hold his people for something
eementary likethat.

"Bigfight," he said cheerfully to Signe; the gallopers and staff here had to see the bossman confident.
"Biggest weve had so far." Then, to the trumpeters. " Sound stand easy.”

The brassthroats of the instruments screamed. The block of pikes and glaivesin the center |et the
butts of their polearms rest on the dirt and leaned on them; those with crossbows checked their weapons
once again. Light wagons advanced until they were a suitable distance behind the line; ambulances,
medics—including Aaron Rothman, despite loudly voiced claimsthat violence made him queasy and
faint—vehicleswith bundles of crossbow bolts, ammunition for the artillery, bandages and disinfectants.
A little forward of that and just behind the main line was the clump of his headquarters s&ff; the
brown-and-crimson bear's-head banner, mounted messengers, signalers and ablock of seventy picked
infantry with glaives. The messengers were mostly teenage military gpprentices, which was ameasure of
just how desperately thin they were stretched.

I'd like to have a bigger reserve, hethought; it was amazing the number of thingsa CO could find
to worry about, which was one reason he felt nostalgic about the days the Outfit was smdller, or even the
time...

Christ Jesus, isit nearly twenty years since | was a corporal in the Gulf? Going on eighteen
years, at least. Another world, and probably everyone there's dead, and who cares about the
fucking oil now? Nowadays people fight over horses and cows and wheat. And people ... so that
hasn't changed.

He shook his head and went back to wishing he had more troops waiting behind the line to patch
holes if—when—the enemy punched through.

But | just don't have enough on hand. Thisline's nearly a milelong asit isand it's too damned
thin for comfort, but the Protector's men will overlap it. On the west, at least. The only good thing
about it is that they have to get by me to get at the bridges and support their gunboats ... they
have to go through me. If they tried to loop around | could punch the A-listers at their flank while
they were in column. It'd take days for themto do it safely and by then the rest of my militia
would be here for sure.

Commanding abattle like thiswas uncomfortably like aknifedud ... and hed aways despised
those, because they guaranteed even the victor got cut up pretty badly.

More sgndsflickered in from the hilltop to hisrear; the Protector's glider went by again, its
hdliograph stuttering. And beyond the skirmishing scouts came along flashing, twinkling ripple acrossthe
fiddsto the north; aripple of sunlight on thousands of sted points and edges, like summer at the lake
when hewas akid, and light flickering off awave. But thiswave was human, an army'sworth of men
walking shoulder-to-shoulder, riding boot to boot. With it came ahammer of drums, the shriller scream
of thelong, curled trumpets the Association used, and the endless grumbling, rumbling sound of hooves
and booted feet striking the soft earth. Havel leveled hisbinoculars.

"Well, shit," he muttered to himself, doing aquick count. Let's see, a yard per man, formation's
four ranks deep ... "You wereright, honey. Two thousand men, or abit more. That's bad odds. Four,
five hundred knights and men-at-arms. That's real bad odds. He's got as many lancerson thisfield as
weve got pikemen.”

"Toldya, told ya," Signe said, without taking her own eyesfrom her field glasses. "Did you ever hear
of that study they did before the Change, when they found out that only the clinically depressed had a
redigtic view of theworld?"

Havel looked over hisleft shoulder at the depressingly empty roads from the south and west. The



rest of the Bearkiller militiawould be on the road to him here ... which did him very little good right now.
Then Sgne hissed.

"Look," shesaid. "Look at the banner in the middle of their line."

Many fluttered there; the Protector's force was moving with its heavy horse in the center, and every
tenant-in-chief and baron had his own flag. One drew hiseye, on atall crossbar next to the Lidless Eye,
itswhite background conspicuousin that company.

"Argent, double-headed eagle sable," he said. "No cadet baton. It's Alexi Stavarov."”

"Alexi Stavarov, Baron Chehdis, Marchwarden of the North. Even Arminger isn't crazy enough to
send little Fiotr out with aforcethat size," Signe said absently, till counting banners and reading their
blazons. "l seealot of hisvassals, and some from the other baronies over the Columbia—Pomeroy,
Alequa, Vader. More tenants-in-chief and their followings from up in the northwest part of the Valley, the
Y amhill country, and the Tuaatin valey. None of the Protector's household troops, | supposethey're
with Renfrew. It'sabaron'sarmy with abaron in charge.”

"Refresh my memory," Havel said. "Alexisthe Protector's point man north of the Columbia. He was
in command in that last brush with the Free Cities of the Y akima, wasn't he?'

"Yeah," Signesaid. "Last year, while Arminger and Renfrew were taking over the Pendleton area. He
beat the L eague's musgter in an open-field battle just north of the Horse Heaven Hills, then stalled in front
of thewadls of Zilla— you know, they're on the edge of that bluff—and spent afair amount of time
devadtating the countryside and breaking down the irrigation ditches to soothe hisfrustrations. Theat really
hurt them. The Protector wasn't serious about taking any territory there yet; it was more like awarning to
the Y akima L eague not to push at WalaWalla or Burbank or Richmond while he was busy getting a
hold on Pendleton. It'll probably keep them out of this fight, though.”

"OK, so Alexisnot as hot on the throttle as hiskid. Let's see what sort of agenerd hethinksheis,”
Have sad.

He'd have to be a pretty piss-poor oneto lose a battle where he outnumbers the other side
three to two or better, hethought. He's got a good five, six hundred knights and men-at-arms
there, too. I've got a bad feeling about this.

Helooked aside at a sudden deep tung sound and a chorus of startled obscenities as a crossbow
bolt whistled up from the second rank of the company to hisleft. The cardlessmilitiasoldier sood at rigid
attention, ared flush gradudly filling in the space between her freckles. A noncom's snarl—hewas
probably awell-to-do tenant farmer or bailiff or craftsman back home—followed the accidenta
discharge:

"Angie, you dim, thick bitch, what the fuck do you think that isyou're holding? It'safucking
crossbow trigger, not acow'stit or your boyfriend'sdick! Do usal afavor and point it up your own ass
next time, not a Wendy's! Christ crucified, if the Protector's men don't kill you I'll have you digging
latrinesfrom now until the last gray hair fals out of your crab-crawling—"

Well, you can tell our original noncoms were Marines like me, Havel thought, suppressing agrin
at the corpora'sinventive vocabulary.

The glares and mutters of her neighbors, who were her neighbors and relations back homein the
village, probably hurt just as much; and the knowledge that the reaming was abundantly deserved—the
bolt could just as easily have hit someone in the back of the head. Silently, she reloaded: gripping a
pivoted lever set into the forestock of her weapon and pumping it Six times. There was aratcheting sound
asshedid, and the string drew back and the heavy stedl bow made from acar'slesf spring bent, until the
trigger mechanism engaged with aclick. Still red-faced, she pressed the quarrel into the groove and
stood with the weapon at port arms, point skyward and finger carefully outside thetrigger guard this
time

That new crossbow isreally going to help, and with a little luck it'll be a nasty surprise to the
Protector's men. Bless you, esteemed father-in-law.

The cocking mechanism built into the forestock was made from cut-down car jacks salvaged from
the trunks of abandoned vehicles and auto-supply stores, and it shortened the reloading time from just
over twenty-five seconds to around eight or nine; till not asfast asagood archer, but alot closer. And



you didn't have to practice incessantly with a crossbow the way an archer did; you could learn to useiit
wdll in acouple of months, and keep it up practicing once aweek. Plusthis modd could be loaded easily
lyingdown ...

All inall it'salot better than the Rube Goldberg thing with chains and cranks the Corvallis
people keep working at, simple and sturdy is better when it comes to things that get you killed if
they break down. On the other hand, better is better too. | think the Protector hasn't pushed his
R& D types for an equivalent because he doesn't want a weapon that gives a footman too much of
a chance against a lancer. That'll teach him to be such a snab.

"Messenger," he sad, giving another close ook at how the enemy was advancing. "Polearmsrest in
place, missiletroops on the left swing in about ten degrees.”

Theyoungster galloped off. A few moments later thelong double line of crossbows on the [eft began
to move—those closest to him marching in place, those out at the end of the line double-timing until the
whole formation danted forward alittle. It looked asif the enemy were going doit hey diddle diddle,
straight up the middle, and that would give his people enfiladefire.

The barons men were closer now, barely ahaf mile, well within catapult range; the light horse on
both sdes scurried off to the flanks. Before he could signal Sarducci to begin the curled trumpets
screamed again, and the Protectorate's force came to ahdt in three well-drilled paces. Silencefél, or
what fdt likeit without the ground-shaking thudding of men and horses moving in mass. Helooked over;
Sarducci's crews had their catapults cocked and armed, and behind each a pumping apparatus on a
wheded cart with two men on each end of the lever and an armored pipe running to clip under the
carriage of the split-trail fieldpiece. Relays were running light horse-carts back to the main supply wagons
and piling up extraammunition—four-foot javein-arrows, six-pound iron roundshot like smalish
cannonballs and larger glass globes full of napalm with gasoline-soaked fuses of twisted cloth wrapped
around them.

The atillery chief evidently thought held get a chance to do some serious
reach-out-and-touch-someone, and he was grinning like a devil Satan had assigned to stoke the furnace
holding Arminger's soul. Havel cantered his horse up and down behind the line one last time, checking
and finding nothing to quarrel with. As he passed the artillery their commander stood on one of the
berms, waving his arms and making taunting gestures at the enemy and Snging exuberantly:

"Quant' & bella giovinezza
Che sifugge tuttavia!

Chi vuol esse lieto, sia!

Di doman' non ¢' € certezza"

Havel grinned at the sound; the war-engine crews were laughing, but with their commander and not
at him, which wasagood sign. A leader had to show the troops he knew his business, but after that the
odd larger-than-life gesture didn't hurt at al.

A glance a hiswatch when he reined in beside Signe and the banner again ...

Ten o'clock. Thisisall taking longer than | expected. OK, they want to wait, we'll wait. This is
a delaying action, after all. If | had the rest of our Field Force here, | wouldn't be worried—not at
even odds. Of course, that's only about a fifth of their army there, and what 1've got here now is
hdf of mine. Where are the other eight thousand men Arminger can field? Are they all over on the
east side of theriver, taking on Mount Angel and the Mackenzies and my wife's lunatic little
sister? Or are they going to send another couple of thousand down between the Eola Hills and the
Coast Range, swarm Will Hutton under and bugger us for fair, as Samwould put it? That's what
I'd do in his shoes ...

He gtill kept an eye on the Chapman Hill lookout post now and then; they could tell him if Stavarov
wastrying to get fancy, working aforce west around hisflank through the hills, or if hisown
reinforcements were in sight. Instead the next move from the Protector's ranks came as a surprise.

"What's he doing?' Signe asked.

A knight had spurred out from the block of men-at-arms, his plumed helmet and the forked pennant



on hislancefluttering in the wind. He tossed the lance over his head, whirling the e even-foot wegpon like
abaton, shouting something not quite understandable at this distance and putting his horse through fancy
footwork. His kite-shaped shield was divided into wedges of gold and black with their points mesting in
the center, and a purple motorcycle wreathed in flames painted over it.

"Gyronny or and sable, aHarley purpure,” Signe said, reading the blazonry.

"At aguess, that guy's folks were gangers, not Society types,” Have said, grinning despite himsdif. "It
has a certain style. | used to really like my Harley in high schoadl.”

"That's the Wereton family,” Signe said in aqueling tone. "Of Laurelwood Manor, up near Chehadem
Mountain; they hold it by knight-service from the Barony of Forestgrove. Lord Harrison Decard'stheir
liege. And Mr. Motorcycle out thereis chalenging al and sundry to single combat. Stavarov's going to let
his hotheads work off some steam. Idiots.”

Have fdt hisgrin soread wider; here was something besi des the tangled complexities and haunting
fearsof high command ...

Soeaking of gestures ... and I'm not forty yet, hethought. Besides which, this isa delaying
action. Playing at El Cid isdelay, all right.

Heignored Signe's horrified yelp and brought Gustav up in arear that turned into agalop as he shot
ahead, north down River Bend Road. A roar went up from the assembled Bearkillers, turning into a
rhythmic chant from a thousand throats as they punched their wegponsin the air:

"Lord Bear! Lord Bear! Lord Bear!"

A swift glance showed hiswife's mouth moving too, but he suspected she wasn't cheering. Her
brother would be cursing envioudy over there on the right, but he was too well disciplined to try anything
on hisown.

There's method in my madness, dskling, he thought, and then: | hope.

The Protectorate knight drew up, raising his lance and | etting the butt rest on the toes of hisright
boot, and trotted towards the Bearkiller leader. Havel dowed down likewise, turning left off the
treacherous surface of the road's broken asphalt. Asthey drew closer ...

Aha, hethought, looking at the painfully young face behind the helmet's nasd bar, and the way his
eyes went wide as they darted to the snarling bear's head on Havel's helmet. Thought so. That's a
young guy's stunt, and for more reasons than what my charming wife calls testosterone poisoning.

Theman was at least astall as Havel and broader built even alowing for the effect of the hauberk
and gambeson, but his light brown beard was scarce and tufty. The hazel eyes were fearlessand
delighted; this boy would have been ayear shy of ten when the Change happened, and those golden
spurs on his boots were avery recent acquisition. The horses halted, mouthing their bits and tossing their
heads and making the spikes of their chamfrons glitter, pawing at the turf of knee-high grassand glaring at
each other. Wet, dark soil showed where the steel-shod hooves broke through the sod, the rich, meaty
green smdll blending with horse swesat and leather, the ol d-locker-and-dirty-socks scent of gambeson
padding and the dightly rancid canola oil that glistened on the mail and metal gear of the two warriors.
The challenger undid the mouth-covering flgp of hismail coif and let it hang free while he spoke.

"Y ou do me great honor by meeting me lanceto lance, Lord Bear!" the young knight said, grinning
from ear to ear.

"Damnright | do, boy,"” Have replied. "But hell, it'sanice day for agpanking and | dwaysdid
believein corpord punishment for ddinquent youth."

The youngster looked alittle affronted and more than alittle bewildered. "My lord, | am Sir Jeff
Wereton of Laurelwood, by rank aknight, and the son of aknight.”

"I'm the son of ahard-rock miner, mysdf. And your dad wasaHell'sAngdl," Havel observed dryly.

Wereton nodded proudly. "A band of fearlesswarriorsin an age of city-dwelling cowards!” he said.
"Knights of the roads! | remember their great roaring steeds of stedl, and everyone fleeing in fear before
them—once my father bore me before him on his Harley, though | was only achild & thetime."

"Well, that'soneway to look at it," Havel said, |etting his crooked smile show.

Let's not get into the drug-dealing, extortion and such. Nowadays they just collect a third of
the crops, and labor-service and heriot fines ...



"The Angdsralied to the Protector firgt of dl, and stood like solid rock amid chaos.”

Yeah, that's the problem with bringing kids up on legends. They really bdieve them, no matter
how much of a crock of horseshit they are.

"Two hundred yards suit you, boy?' he drawled, letting histone say the get on with it, dickweed
part.
"Yes, my lord," Wereton snapped.

Good, got him mad. That'll make him careless, Have thought, reining Gustav around. Lot of
testosterone running loose there. Arminger would make him a duke with his own castle and
estates to the horizon if he killed me, but he couldn't have known it would be me coming out. He's
probably even more over the moon at the thought of the glory he'd get if he beats mein public.

The Portland Protective Association was a protection racket, and arather nasty one. But when the
kids asked what the family did for aliving, even your average thug didn't like having nothing to say but:
Well, son, we're thugs, oppressors, vicious parasites and members of the Brute Squad in good
standing.

Without Arminger and his re-creationist cronies and hangers-on the roughnecks and gangbangers
who made up the rest of hisfollowing would have gradudly invented an ethos judtifying their rule and
storiestelling why they were the bee's knees. But the Society had provided a ready-made mythos to feed
the younger generation. God aone knew what the third generation would belike ... probably they'd
walit a crossroads to joust al comerswith alady's glove tucked under their helmets, or make goofy
vowsto liberate the Holy Sepulcher and set sail for the wals of Jerusalem with Crusader crosses on their
surcoats.

From what Pam and Ken had told him the whole thing wasn't more than loosely connected to redl
medieva chivary; say, about theway Treasure Idand wasto red pirates. Mogtly it was drawn from
stories and make-believe, starting with the ones Cervantes had laughed his compatriots out of by
mocking themin Don Quixote, and going on from there to Ivanhoe and The Cid and finishingwith
Braveheart and Disney's Magic Kingdom. But it worked as amorae booster just aswell for all that.
Which was mostly aplusfor the people running the Portland Protective Association, but the downside
wasthat they had to play dong with it themsdves, indluding thingslike letting this vaiant young idiot play
at knight-errantry with real blood and real bones at stake.

Although ... hethought, as he turned the big gelding and reached back to lift the bottom four feet of
his eleven-foot lance out of the tubular scabbard, at what point does make-believe become real ?
When it's the way you live every day of your life? When you're prepared to die for it?

He reached down and ran hisarm through the loops of his shield, lifting it off the hook on his
bow-case as he let hisknotted reinsfal on the saddiebow. Doll-tiny, the figure of Sir Jeff dipped his
lance in acknowledgment. Have did the same with his own, then couched it loosely. Ten feet of tapering
ashwood, thick as hiswrist at the steel-capped buitt, just wide enough to be gripped comfortably in the
hand at the balance-point athird of the way up from there, alittle over thumb-thick where the socket of
the narrow twelve-inch knife head was heat-shrunk onto the wood. The two men'sarmor differed only in
detail, except for the Bearkiller's shidd; that was a convex circle about two feet in diameter, rimmed and
bossed with metal, and made of alayer of thick leather over stout plywood.

The Protectorate knight's was of smilar construction, but much larger, a curved top ayard across
tapering to arounded point four feet below. It covered most of his body now as he brought it up under
his eyes and crouched forward, hisfeet braced in the stirrups.

"Let'sgo, Gustav," Havel said to hishorse, and shifted hisweight.

The big gelding tossed his head again and paced forward, building to atrot and then acanter and
then a controlled hand gallop; he knew this game aswell as hismaster. Havel kept the lanceloosein his
gauntleted hand, trained across the horse's head so thet it jutted over the spike in the middle of the
chamfron'sforehead. Thefigure of the knight grew with sudden, startling speed; he could see the divots
flying from under his mount's hooves and the unwavering spike of the lancehead aimed at histhroat, the
skillfully doped shield, the high metal-shod saddiebow ...

Havd's knees clamped home on Gustav's barrel, bringing the last plunging bit of speed out of the



great muscles flexing beneath him. His hand clamped aswell on the shaft of the lance ashetrained it over
the horse's head, and his body tensed ...

And thevery lagt ingtant hisleft arm whipped up the shield, sweeping it out. The lighter, more mobile,
round Bearkiller shield that could be used as easily as a sword, not atwenty-pound kite-shaped weight
that stayed in one place.

Crack-crack!

The curved surface and the artful sideways blow flung the knight's lancehead out of line; the impact
was brutal and rammed Havel back against the high can-tie of hiswar-saddle, but not nearly so much so
asthe gtrike of hisown lance. That punched the gaudily painted kite-shaped shield negtly at its midpoint,
and the lancehead pierced the facing and gouged deep into the tough ader-plywood, driven by the huge
momentum of a pair of armored horses and armored men. For one scomach-clenching instant Havel
thought it would lever him into the air like afly on the end of afishing line, but then the ashwood broke
across with agunshot snap.

Sir Jeff dammed back into the cantle of his own saddle and over it, turning acomplete somersault in
theair and landing flat on hisface as Havel galloped by and his own horse went off like ashooting sar.
The Bearkiller lord reined in as quickly as he could—you couldn't stop aton of man and horse and metal
on adime—and looked around.

Wereton's conical helmet had burst free from the straps that held it and rolled away, and the mail coif
beneath had come off too; the shield-strap |ooped diagonaly across hisback still held, hindering him as
he rolled over faceup. Mouth and nose and ears dribbled blood and he twitched like a pithed frog, but
Havd judged held probably recover—though not in time for the rest of this campaigning season. Not
with a squashed nose, concussion, whiplash, head-to-toe bruises and probably half a dozen sprung ribs.
His body would probably hedl faster than his bruised ego, at that.

"Thought so," he panted, spitting to clear his mouth of thick salivamixed with blood where the shock
had cut the inside against his own teeth. "Never jousted with anyone who wasn't using Association gear
before, did you, sonny-boy?'

He gestured with the stump of hislancefor Sir Jeff's friends or attendants to come and get him; aboy
in hisearly teens galoped out with an older man in servant's clothing, and between them they caught the
falen knight's dedtrier, levered him over it and headed back for the shelter of the Protectorate army's
lines. Asthe defeated champion returned draped across his saddle along, low, disconsolate muttering
came from there, plus curses and shaken fists. The Bear-killer force roared Havel's name as he cantered
down theline, tossing the six-foot stave that was dl that remained of hislance in good-natured mockery
of the knight's flamboyant gesture before the fight. When he drew in before the A-lister cavary the cheers
grew even louder, and the horses neighed and snorted in protest.

Eric Larsson spoke: Havel couldn't hear it under the pulsing beet of the sound, but he was pretty sure
it was you selfish glory-hound son of a bitch! shouted in tones of deepest seagreen envy.

Havel grinned at his brother-in-law and tossed him the ssump of the lance. Eric caught it, then
reached behind, pulled his own free of the scabbard and tossed it to his commander in a casua display of
strength—it took alot of muscle to treat one of these barge poles asif it was agarden rake. Havel caught
it neatly, hiding the grunt of effort under the smack of leather on wood, and did it into the tubular socket.

Beside Eric, Luannerolled her eyes and made aremark of her own; probably You idiot! Or Men!
Why does everything have to be a pissing match?

"Becausein thislife everything, absolutely everything, iseither achalenge or areward,” hesaid to
himself, and turned his horse and cantered back to the Outfit's banner.

"Don't say it," he said, as he reined in and most of the staff crowded around to pound him on the
back.

One handed him a canteen of water cut with alittle wine that was more like vinegar; hetook a
mouthful, swilled it around his mouth and winced asit hit the cuts, then drank down adozen long
swalows. Sweat was running down hisfacein rivulets, and the padding of hismail collar was dready
chafing alittle under his chin, despite the coolness of the day and the silk neckerchief tucked insdeit.

"Why shouldn't | say it, when we both know it'strue?" Signe sngpped. Dammit, Mike, thisbusinessis



dangerous enough without—"

"That wasn't showing off," he said, and a her glare added: "All right, it wasn't just showing off. |
knew whoever it was, it was probably some dick-with-legsfirst-timer type | could take without bresking
aswest."

"And if it had been Stavarov sending out his best lancer to mousetrap you?" she hissed, when they
were close enough for the remark to be lessthan totaly public. ™Y ou know, I'd like my children to havea
living father—and not grow up hiding from the Protector in acavein Cdifornia, either!”

I'd have beaten his best lancer, too, Mike didn't say aloud. Instead he went on reasonably: "But he
didn't. It was like stealing candy from a baby. We won some time, our troops peck—ah, tails are up,
and the enemy’'s men are fedling haf beaten dready. Stavarov must be chewing on the rim of hisshield. |
wouldn't like to be Sir Jeff when the lord baron gets around to him!"

Signe snorted, but changed the subject. "1 wonder how Dad's doing over at the bridges?' she said.
"At least he's old enough not to try the Achilles-before-the-walls-of-Troy stuff.”

"That'sgeek tome," Have replied, grinning like awolf.

And yeah, | am feeling pretty pleased with myself, headd slently. So it's atavistic.
Whoopee-shit.

Then he looked south again, and worry returned with arush, like cold water trickling up his spine.
That was the problem with losing yourself in action; like booze, the oblivion was temporary and the
troubles came right back, often worse than before.

And where are the rest of my troops, goddammit? He tried not to wonder if they'd be enough
whenthey did get here.

Shap. Shap. Shap.

Ken Larsson ducked involuntarily asthe metal bolts from the war-boat flicked towards him, mere
blurred streaks at better than four hundred feet a second. They struck the row of heavy
sheet-metd-and-timber shields his crew had rigged dong the northern edge of the railway bridge. The
doping surface shed the impact with atooth-gritting sound halfway between abang and a squed; the
bolts flickered and tumbled upward, till moving so quickly they were barely visible, leaving an € ongated,
dimpled dent in the quarter-inch stedl.

Ouch, Larsson thought. Glad | thought of the shields and didn't just rely on the ones on the
engines themsel ves.

The nearest of the turtle boats was well under athousand yards away now; they were comingonina
blunt wedge, dowly, no more than walking pace— probably because they'd diverted the power of the
pedd s to the wegpons rather than the propellers. The open hatch snapped down again as he watched,
and he turned to one of the engines mounted on therailway cars.

"They're probably too far away for our boltsto penetrate yet,” he said. "L et's see how good their
seding is. Number Three, let 'em haveit.”

The catapult crew nodded, and two of them used a scissordike clamp to raise abig ceramic sphere
into the metal throwing cup. Its coarse clay surface had an aily, glistening sheen to it, and the sharp
petroleum stink of the gooey stuff 0ozing through the thick pottery was pungent enough to carry severd
yards. Firebombs of this size were kept empty, and filled from stedl barrels only afew minutes before
action. Ken repressed an impul se to step back; there were fifteen gallons of the stuff in there, and
sometimes—not often, but every oncein awhile—the container shattered when the machine cut loose,
with very nasty consequences. If you made the pottery thick enough that that never happened, you cut
down on the payload too much and sometimesit didn't bregk at dl when it struck at the other end, if it hit
asoft target like dirt or brush.

Theamer sat in achair behind the doping shield of the war-engine, peering through atelescopic sight
and working traverse and elevation whedlswith her hands. The amer's chair and the throwing-groove
and arms rose and turned smoothly, with a sound of oiled metal moving on metal.

"Rangefive hundred,” she sad crisply. "Ready—"

One of the crew lit awad of tow on the end of astick and touched it to the napalm bomb.



Blue-and-yellow flameslicked over the surface of the porous clay, and wisps of black smoke began to
rise. The rest jumped down, and a hose team stood by.

"Reedy!"

" Shoot!"

The amer squeezed atrigger. The machine's throwing arms snapped forward with ahard, flat brack!
sound and thudded into the rubber-padded stop plates. The clay globe snapped out, trailing more smoke
asthewind of its passage fanned the flames. Ken leveled his binoculars eagerly; the shot had the
indefinable sweet feding of amechanism working perfectly ...

Crack!

The sound came sharp and clear despite the distance; agout of flame envel oped the turtle-boat, the
tulip-shaped orange blossom rising from its curved stedl deck. A cheer went up from the crews on the
railroad bridge. It died to agrumbling, cursang mutter asthe war-boat did forward through the smoke,
the fire running down its doping carapace to burn on the surface of the water, hurried ong by water
gushing from avalve near the view-dits of the bridge.

Kentried again to imagine what it had been like ingde, in the dim hot sweat-and-oil stench of the
interior, the damming impact making the frame groan, the sudden roaring through the thin plates, the heat
and the sharp acrid stink sucked in through the ventilators—and dl the while having nothing to see but the
back of the man ahead of you, knowing you could burn and drown at the sametime a any ingtant.

Serves ‘'emright, hethought grimly. If they want to be safe, let them stay home.

Which wasn't quite fair—probably most of them had no say in the matter, unless they wanted to face
the Lord Protector's men who wore black hoods, or provide the tiger-and-bear-feeding halftime
spectacle at the next tournament.

On the other hand, I'm not feeling like being fair right now. Aloud: "Three, Five, Seven—rapid
fire, and concentrate on the lead boat! Fry the fascist sons of bitches!”

Asastudent rebe in the sixties, hed made Molotov cocktails.

"OK, now we get serious," Havel said, asthe Protectorate's host began its advance.

Lessee. Soearmen on the far west wing, call it three hundred of ‘em, opposite our A-listers,
then crossbows, more spears, more crossbows, and so forth, until they end up with spearmen
again on the far east end next the river. The heavy horse behind the center, but not far enough
behind. They'll overlap us on the west unless we do something. So ...

"Sgnd, artillery openfire, priority target enemy cavalry,” Havel said. It waslong range, but
when you hit someone, you hit them whereit hurt.

The trumpets called. Seconds later aripple of tunngg ... tunnggg ... tunnggg repeated four times
over sounded from hisleft asthe batteriesfired. The basic principles were those of Roman or Greek
ballistae, but the throwing arms of the catapults were carefully shaped stedl forgings rather than wood,
and the power was provided by the suspensions of eighteen-whed er trucks, not twisted skeins of ox
snew. Thejavein-szed arrowsthey threw were visible, but only just—they traveled at haf the speed of
amusket bal. The six-pound spheres of cast iron that followed were dmost as swift.

Havel tracked them with hisfield glasses. One ball struck short, bounced and dammed rolling into a
file of oearmen. Thefirgt three went down in awhiplash tangle as the high-vel ocity iron sngpped their
legs out from beneath them; then it bounced high again and came down on an upraised shield. He
couldn't hear the shield's frame and the arm benesath it crack, but he could imagine it. The screaming
mouths were just open circles through the binoculars, but he could imagine that as well. Two more struck
at waist height; abroken spear flipped fifteen feet into the air, pinwheding and flashing sunlight asthe
edgestwirled.

The big darts | ofted entirely over the block of infantry—heads twisted to follow them as they flashed
by about ten feet up. The cavary formation behind them exploded outward as four of the heavy javelins
came danting in, punching through armor asif it were cloth, pinning men to horses and horsesto the
ground.

"Good work, Sarducci!" Havel called, and waved a the man. At the enemy he muttered the names



of theengines asthey fired:

"Hi there, you bastards! Knock-knock, guess who! you sons of bitches! Eat this! motherfuckerd
And Many Happy Returns, Alexi!" hesaid, pounding hisright fit into the pam of hisleft hand with
every gregting.

He got athumbs up from Sarducci; seconds later the tunnngg ... tunnngg ... began again. The
teams behind the fiel dpieces were pumping like madmen, sending water through the armored hosesto the
cylinders under the firing grooves—compressed gases didn't work the way they had before the Change,
but hydraulics till functioned the way the textbooks said they should. Water filled the cylinders and
pushed out the pistons; the piston rods rammed at the stedl cables that linked the throwing arms, bending
them back againgt the ton-weights of resistance in the springs until they engaged the trigger mechanisms.
The crew chiefs snapped their lanyards to the release levers, and the aimers on seats on the left trail spun
the elevation and traverse whedls, while the loaders d apped fresh darts and roundshot home, ready for
launching.

Havel turned the field glasses back to the enemy lancers. They were trotting back out of range, some
of them shaking their fists at him asthey went. He laughed aoud, and Signe gave him aquizzica [ook.

"l can tell what they're saying," he said. "Something like no fair throwing things! And then why
don't you fight like a gentleman, you peasant!"

His laughter grew louder, and her corn-colored eyebrows rose further over the sky blue eyes asthe
troopstook it up and it spread down the line, atorrent of jeering mockery directed at the backs of the
Protectorate's lancers. He shook his head and went on: "What's really funny isthat some of them
actudly mean it!"

After amoment she chuckled aswell. Then: "Oh-oh,” she said. "Here comes their atillery.”

Havel nodded. "Y up, right on schedule. That's heavy stuff for mobile field use—lookslikelight sege
pieces, redly. Sx horseteams; six, eght, ten of them dl up. Tsk—they should have more and it should
be as easy to move as ours. They've certainly got the engineers and the materials. Arminger'sa... what
did the Society people cal guyswho had ahair up their ass about getting historica detallsjust right
ingteed of mixing and matching?'

"Period Nazi," Signe supplied.

"Y eah, hisfixations are getting the better of him again. William the Conqueror of Normandy didn't
usefield artillery, so Norman the Magnifolent of Portland doesn't like doing it either. Signaler—cavalry
engage enemy engines with firing circle.”

Off to thewest, he saw Eric Larsson nod and wave acknowledgment. Ahead the enemy formation
parted to let the heavy throwing engines through, and then the infantry lay down in their formations; which
was sensible of Stavarov, though not as sensible as pulling back out of catapult range and waiting for his
enginesto slence their opposite numbers.

Of course, that would take all day, Havel thought. And without infantry support ... well, what a
frustrating dilemma for Alexi Stavarov, you Savo-Scilian wannabe, you!

The A-listers were moving, but their lances stayed in the rests, and their shields stayed dung. Instead,
two hundred horn-and-sinew recurve bows were pulled from the saddle-scabbards by their |eft knees,
and two hundred hands went over their shouldersfor an arrow. The long column of horse-archers moved
in a staggered two-deep row, rocking forward from a canter into agallop. The thunder of hooves built,
until it wasadrumrall over the haf-mile distance. Near asloud came the crashing bark:

"Hakkaa Paalle! HakkaaPadlel" And from the watching Bearkiller foot: "Hakkaa Paalle!”

"Thisiswhereit pays off,” Havel muttered as he adjusted the focus of hisfield glasses. "Hack them
down!"

Bearkiller A-listers could play armored lancer just aswell asthe Protectorate'sknights ... but they
could also shoot aswell as Mackenzies, and do it from afast-moving horse, twelve times aminute, and
actudly hit what they wereaming at half thetime—more, if it was abig target. Six heavy horsespulling a
large-ish catgpult with atwenty-man crew running beside the team quadified as avery big target indeed,
and there were ten of them moving out into the open beyond the Protector'sinfantry. They'd just begun
to turn, swinging the business-ends of their massive wespons towards the Bearkiller field-pieces, when



the charge of the A-listers brought them into range. Havel's cavalry masked thefire of their own catapults
now, but they didn't need it.

Eric's scarlet crest showed as he stood in the stirrups and drew hisbow to the ear. Havel'sfingers
tingled in sympathy, and his shoulders remembered the heavy, soft resistance. The arrow flickered out
from his bow, covering the two hundred yardsin acount of one ... two ... three ...

Thefirst of the draught-horses reared and screamed, immobilizing ateam; the catapult's crew killed
the thrashing anima with apoleax, cut it loose and dragged the rest of the team into motion again,
ducking their heads and holding up shields as they pushed forward. Commendable courage; so was that
of the crossbowmen off to their right, who stood and volleyed at the riders. An A-lister fell, and another
collapsad limply across the withers of hishorse. But arrows were faling in a continuous deet on the
catapults now asthe A-listers dashed across their front from right to left, and the infantry right behind
them were spearmen; the Bearkiller formation bent back into amoving oval of galoping horses, each
horse-archer turning right to come around for another firing pass at the target.

"And Stavarov pulled his cavary too far back to countercharge us," Signe said.

Havel noticed that the military gpprentices—A-list understudies—were leaning forward, their ears
practicaly flapping asthey heard the leaderstalking. Well, they were supposed to belearning ...

"Y eah, it's paper-scissors-rock,” he said, making the three gestures with his right hand. "Now, young
Piotr, from what the spies say and what Will Hutton did to him last year up by the Crossing Tavern, he
would have just barreled straight up the road at us, taking the losses to get stuck in. The catapults
couldn't have killed enough to stop them.”

"But charging sraightinis all Piotr ever does," Signe pointed ouit.

"Even astopped clock isright twice aday,” Havel pointed out. "Whereas Alexi thinksthings
through ... yup!"

Trumpets brayed among the Protector's forces. With adeep, uniform shout the block of spearmen
rushed forward to shelter the catapults, shields up to form an overlgpping shell. Arrows dammed into
them, some standing quivering in the metal-faced plywood, tock-tock-tock | others punched through,
wounding men even though their armor. But behind the shelter the crews of the catapults began to
manhandle them around, frantically dragging away dead horses, driving the survivors out, wrestling the
heavy sted frames and four-whed bogiesinto position by sheer desperate effort.

The Bearkillers own horns sounded. The A-listers reined around; suddenly they were dl galoping
away from the shield-wall protecting the enemy catapults, turning in the saddle to shoot behind
Parthian-style while they were in range. The spearmen kept their shields up; as soon asthe cavary had
galoped out of archery distance the Bearkiller fiel dpieces sarted |ofting roundshot and javelins over their
heads—now at the conveniently massed spearmen protecting the catapults and their crews ...

Meta smashed into metal. Some of the shot flew trailing smoke, and splashed into carpets of
inextinguishable fire when they broke on shields. Men ran screaming when gobbets of the sticky flaming
liquid ran under their armor, rolling and clawing at themselves as they burned to degth; the rest of the
spearmen gave back rapidly, not running but wanting to get out from under. Signe turned her head aside
dightly, her lipstightening. She'd toughened up agreat ded since the Change, but her husband had
walked through the results of cluster-bomb strikes before his nineteenth birthday.

Havel gave along look and anod, before he turned his head towards the center of the enemy
formation. OK, our catapults cancel their catapults, he thought, as bolts and roundshot and fire began
to fal around the Protector's machines.

Their crews were struggling to respond, and as he watched, the first ragged volley came back at the
weapons that were punishing them so. The Protector's artillerymen could throw heavier weights, but
Havel's fieldpieces were protected by the earth berms. All that was to his advantage; shot could break up
the infantry and open theway for lancers, and subtracting it from the overdl mix favored the Bearkiller
defense.

Besides which, when didn't infantry wish the artillery would shoot at each other and leave
everyone else alone? Now, what'll Alexi try next?

Around the enemy center files of horsemen were coming forward, walking their mounts through the



paths between blocks of infantry. The footmen cheered the knights and men-at-arms, beating spear on
shield and fist on buckler, a harsh drumming, booming roar. The horsemen tossed their lancesin theair,
some of them making their mounts rear and caracole, but that didn't op them from formingupina
four-deep formation a hundred lances wide. The double-headed eagle and the Lidless Eye cameto the
front, and the lancers shook their weapons and shouted to seeit.

"OK, now Alexis getting impatient too," he said. "Messenger: to Captain Sarducci. Concentrate on
keeping the enemy catapults suppressed. Ignore the lancers unless they go for you, or you've got spare
firepower or | command otherwise. Trumpets: formation stand to, and prepare to receive cavalry!"

The brass instruments screeched. The Bearkiller foot responded asif the notes were playing directly
on their nervous systems, the front rank of the missile troops lying down and bringing crossbowsto the
ready, the second rank knedling and aiming over their heads. And in the center, the sixteen-foot shafts of
the pikes bristled skyward with a massed, grunting huah! as they were taken in both hands and raised to
present-arms height. Ahead the destrierstook asingle step forward amost in unison. Theriders lances
dipped, the barded horses tossing their heads and the curled trumpets toning and dunting.

Then an officer's voice among the Bearkiller infantry barked: "Pikepoints... down!™

A quick bristling ripple as the long poles dropped, presenting arow of knife-edged blades four deep.

"Prepareto receive cavary!”

Thefront rank went down on one knee, jamming the butts of their pikesinto the sod and bracing
their left boots against them to make them even steedier, danting the great spears out into a savage line of
sted at precisely chest-high on ahorse. The two ranks behind them held theirs with both hands at waist
height; the fourth held theirs overarm, head-high. Behind them the two ranks of glaives stood ready ...

Havd's head swiveled left and right. Gonna have to risk it, hethought unhappily.

"Captain Stevenson,” he cdled to the commander of the block of polearms. " Countermarch your
glaivesout to ether side. Back up the missletroops. | think their men-at-arms are going to overlap our
pikes"

Therearmost file of glaives hefted their weapons, faced |eft and trotted out to stand behind the
crossbowmen there. The next did exactly the same, but to the right. Havel could see afew helmetsturn
and show faces among the pike-men, visibly unhappy at having the backing of those two extraranks
taken away.

"Eyesfront, Matthewd" one of thefile-closers snarled. "If you want to look at something scary,
watch the fucking horses coming &t you, you quivering daisy!"

"Steady, Bearkillers, steady,” their officer said, hisvoice commendably cam.

A messenger came galloping up behind the line, drawing up beside the bear's-head banners with a
spurt of dirt from under her mount's hooves, teenage face dight with excitement as she saluted.

"Lord Bear! Lord Eric requests permission to hit the enemy horsein the flank asthey charge.”

"Not thistime," Have said, smiling grimly. What wasi it that Israeli general said? "It is better
when you have to restrain the noble steed than prod the reluctant mule"? "The A-ligersareto
support the artillery and wait for the command.”

The Protector's trumpets screamed again, massed, like achorus of metalic insects worshipping some
alien god of war. The horsemen lowered their lances and began to advance at awalk, then atrot, then a
canter. The thunder of the hooves grew, shaking the earth beneath their feet, the snap of pennants
benegth it, shouted war cries, the glitter of sted and painted shields and plumes. Have glanced aong his
lines, saw everything from bored calm to lips gripped tightly between teeth. He swung down from his
horse and handed it to an aide, taking a glaive from another.

"Surelook pretty, don't they?" he asked, his voice calm and amused, but pitched to carry. "They'll
look even better going away. Hakkaa Paalle!™

"Hakkaa Paalle! Hakkaa Paalle! Hakkaa Padlle!™

The chant grew until it was ahoarse, crashing screech; the Bearkiller pike-men began to sway ever
so dightly asthey chanted, faces flushed and lips peeled back over teeth. Have grinned to himself ashe
shouted with them.

That was the purpose of battle cries; they drove out thought. The same thing happened in the



audience at games back before the Change, but this deliberately induced hysteria had alot more purpose
behind it. Four hundred yards, he estimated. Three fifty. Three hundred— Heraised the glaive and
caught the trumpeters eyes: that took a second, lost asthey were in the roaring chorus.

Chapter Thirteen

Sutterdown, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 5th, 2008/Change Year 9

"Wadll, thereitis, my lords," Conrad Renfrew said.

He accepted a cup of hot coffee from a servant and inhaled the wel come scent that had been a
haunting memory for so many years. Coffee was unimaginable luxury, available only to the Protector and
afew great nobles even now that asquare-rigger from Astoriawas on the run to Hawalii.

The command pavilion stood about amile north of the Mackenzie town called Sutterdown, in open
country out of catapult range, with good water from a creek running westward out of the hills. The cloth
walls drawn up on the southern side gave the assembled officers agood view; the noise of two thousand
troops pitching camp around the greet tent came clear, the clink of shovels, hammersdriving in pegs, the
bawling of livestock and from the other chambers of the command tent the rattle of an abacus and the
ca-ching! of amanua adding machine. They'd finaly managed to duplicate those, and very useful they
were—he didn't know how medieva commanders had managed, since most of them probably couldn't
have counted past ten without taking off their hose and looking at their feet.

The big table in the center held maps and papers; there was abuffet along one side laden with lunch,
and some of the commanders were holding chicken legs or cheeseburgers or roast-beef sandwiches as
they looked at the maps, or at their target.

"And herewe are," Renfrew went on after asip of the coffee and asigh of pleasure. " Anyone got any
brilliant idess?'

Sutterdown was the closest thing the Mackenzies had to acity. Even by CY 9 standards it wasn't
much, less than two thousand people in normal times; there were a dozen towns in the Association's
territory ashig or bigger aready. The walswere impressve, though, better than thirty feet high and, by
report, nearly twenty thick, and the circuit was big enough to hold alot more people in an emergency.
They were studded at hundred-yard intervals with round towers half again astal topped by conical roofs
sheathed in green copper and shaped much like—appropriatel y—awitch's hat. A four-tower minifort
guarded the gates at the quarters; the one on the south gave directly onto a bridge over the Sutter River,
and the town as awhole was nearly contained within a U-shaped bend, giving the south and east and
west anatural moat. A ditch across the north side completed the protection.

The crendllations aong the top of the walls had been covered over the last few days by prefabricated
metal-faced hoardings of thick timber, like a continuous wooden shed with the roof doping out; that
protected the fighting platform atop thewall from missles, and gave an overhang so that the defenders
could drop things straight down on anyone climbing ascaling-ladder. Association forts had the same
provision; hed practiced assembling the hoardings during emergency drills at his own Castle Odell, the
Renfrew stronghold in the Hood Valley. Evidently the architects here had been reading the same books
the Portland engineers studied—Castle by Macaulay for Sarters.

It looked more formidable to the naked eyebal than held thought it would be from the reports and
sketches, and he was surprised the near anarchy of the Clan Mackenzie had managed to put so much
Iabor into something with along-term payoff. The bright white stucco on the town wall was different from
anything held seen before, and so were the odd, curving designs of flowers and leaves painted on them. If
you looked at them long enough you Started to see faces peering ot ...

It's not atogether like one of our castles, or one of our towns, though: there's no inner keep, he
thought, freeing his eyeswith awrench. Though those two hills on the west side of town might serve
the purpose ...

They were about a hundred feet above the generd level of the town, or of the Sutter River that
flowed dong its southern edge. One of them was topped by some sort of temple or church or whatever
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thekilties caled it, according to the intelligence briefings. He could see abit of it, around open structure
with Douglasfir trunks smoothed and carved as pillars al around. A drift of smoke came from the center
of the conica roof.

Unfortunately the dark-robed Bishop Mateo could seeit too, and it had set him off again. Nobody
dared interrupt him. "Thereisthe dtar of Satan!" he said, pointing; the cleric was adender
brown-skinned man with burning black eyes. "It isastink in the nostrils of God! Y ou must destroy it!"

There were nods al around the table. "Wdll, that's exactly what I'm going to try and do, Y our
Grace" Renfrew said politely.

Does hetalk like that all the time? hewondered. Then: I'm not afraid of Leo's men, hethought,
dightly defensve. Then again, 1'm not anxious to butt heads with them, either.

He'd been an agnostic before the Change. Now he was an ostentatioudly dutiful son of Mother
Church, like anyone in the Protectorate's territories who wasn't acompleteidiot, snce the Lord
Protector was too.

Does Norman really mean it? somefraction of hismind wondered. Or isit just part of the
pageantry to him? Or was his mother scared hy a copy of King Arthur and the Round Table while
she was pregnant? Well, I'm not going to kick. | couldn't have put this show together myself.

A fragment of poetry went through his mind, pseudo-Shakespeare:

Lay on, MacDuff

Lay on with the soup, and the Haggis and stuff;
For though 'tis said you are our foe

What side my bread's buttered on you bet | know!

Sometimes he wondered how many were trimmers like himsalf, and how many had cometo
genuinely believe. More of the latter than the former, he suspected, and his own un-belief got sort of
shaky sometimes these days. WWhen people heard the same story dl thetime and had to act asif they
accepted it, most just did accept it; maintaining private reservations was too much like hard mental work.
And it did help the Protectorate run smoothly, and would be even more helpful in another generation,
when his children were growing up to inherit what held built.

But, oh, how | wish the damned priests would stick to their churches!

The bishop fingered the stedl crucifix that hung around his neck; His Holiness Leo disapproved of
ostentation, save whereritua demanded it. Fortunately Mateo's gaze stayed locked on the Mackenzie
settlement. Asthey watched, something flashed out from one of the towers, trailing smoke. It landed a
quarter mile closer to them, near aknot of patrolling horsemen, and splashed flame near enough to make
the cavdry scatter. When they rallied, it was further out.

"Sir Richard?' Conrad asked camly.

Dick Furness had been acombat engineer in the Nationa Guard before the Change and wasin
charge of the Association's Sege train now; he wasforty-two, the only other man in the tent besides
Renfrew to have seen hisfourth decade, with a sharp-nosed face and brown hair and glasses. He
shrugged, making hismail hauberk rustle and clink, and pointed. Another globe of napalm followed the
firgt just as he began to speak, and then two four-foot bolts like giant arrows. They went over the
cavary's heads, and made them canter off again, which was sensble. Those things could go through three
horsesinarow ... lengthwise.

"W, asyou can see, my lord Count, they've got lots of artillery, and it'swell protected. Good
reloading speed, too—must have hydraulic reservoirsin the towers. 1'd say they probably bought the
whole system from Corvallis, or the Bearkillers. Probably the Bearkillers, | recognize Ken Larsson's
syle... anyway, thewal'sthat Galic congruction, aframe of heavy timberswith rubble and concrete
infill, and alayer of mortared stone on the outside and inside to cover the ends. Not as good as our
ferroconcrete, but nearly.”

"Couldn't you burnit?' someone said. "l wasreading in one of the Osprey books'—that illustrated
serieson the history of warfare wasimportant in the Association's military education system—"that the
Romans used to burn ‘em when they were fighting the Celts."



Good question, the Grand Congtable thought. That's Sr Malcolm, Baron Timmins son. Have to
keep an eye on him. For promotion, he's too young to be angling for my job. Yet.

The engineer answered: "Sure thing, my lord, if you can figure out away to make wood burn without
oxygen."

Furness spoke more politely than he probably wanted to—he was amere knight among
tenants-in-chief and their sons, and most of the troops under his command were townsmen, athough he
hoped for ennoblement and abarony himsdlf if this campaign succeeded. There was still atrace of irony
inhisvoice. "l said rubble and concrete fill. And they used rebar. Y ou'd have to knock the aggregate
open before you could burn the frame. It's pretty good protection against battering, too. The timber
lattice makesit more resilient than ssmple masonry; plusthere's an earth berm on theinsde. We can't
undermine, either; the foundations are below the water table. Good luck on draining that with hand
pumps.”

Renfrew tapped hisfingers on the map, where higher land rose just to the eastward of the town.
"Emplacements here?'

Furness shook his head again. "That's extreme range for our engines—even trebuchets, even with the
height advantage, my lord Count,” he said. "And we'd have to build roads and clear timber to get the
heavy stuff up there. Not worth the trouble. When we get the battering pieces here, well have to work
them in by stages—build bastions for our siege engines, then zigzag approach trenches, then more
bastions closer in. Hammer a the walls until we dismount enough of their machines, and then more
pounding until we bring down asection and get a breech, and then assault parties with scaling ladders
going in from the trenches under cover of the catapults and massed crosshowmen behind earth-works."

"That isn't how the books say they handled siegework thefirst time ‘round,” |Sir Ma colm observed.
"Sounds more like the way they did it with cannon.”

Interesting, Renfrew thought. He didn't stop reading at the end of the pre-gunpowder period the
way most people do.

Furness spread his hands. " Sted-frame engines with truck springs for power and hydraulic cocking
systems can throw things hard, nearly as hard as black-powder cannon did, they're a lot better than that
wood-and-sinew crap those dimwits used back in the Middle Ages, and they scale up easier too.”

Therewasadight bristling, mostly from families who'd been Society before the Change, or ones
who'd caught the bug since. Medieval was aword to conjure with, these days.

Oblivious, Furness went on: "So's modern design better, if you've got agood engineer; we know
more about using mechanical advantage. Ken Larssonisgood.”

"Siegetowers?' young Timminssaid. "If we can get men on top of thewall, it'sal over but the rape
andpillage

"Nope. Their enginesd smash awheded siege tower into scrap before it getsto thewall, or burniit;
anything that could stand up to the stuff they've got would be too heavy to move. Wed have to knock
the wall down anyway to silence them. I'd say use the northern approach; that moat will be a problem,
but less so than the whole damned river. The town'll be pretty roughed up by then, I'm afraid.”

The commanders looked at each other. The Protectorate hadn't fought anyone before who had
defenses thisformidable, or skill with war-enginesto match their own. It had mosily been improvised
earthworks they faced, if it was anything beyond barricades of dead cars and shopping-carts full of
rocks. "That'll cost, working trenches up to the walls and then going right into abreech like that,"
someone said. "That'll cost bad.”

Everyone looked asif they'd sucked onalemon ... Or on vinegar, to stick to things still
available. A nobleman's status depended on how many men he could put into thefield. They couldn't
just send the infantry in, either—honor meant alot of the leaders had to lead, and from the front;
otherwise the men wouldn't press an attack in the face of heavy casudties. Training replacements for lost
knights and men-at-arms would be dow and expensive, particularly since the knights familieshad aclam
on their manors even when the heirs were too young to fight. Not to mention making vassas dlegiance
shaky.

Renfrew grunted and looked at Sheriff Bauer, who'd been promoted to second-in-command of the



scouting forces; as the Constable had expected, the Protectorate's forces were critically short of light
cavary, and the man seemed to know hiswork. The easterner shrugged aswell.

"Them walled villages of theirs, dunsthey cal ‘em, the ones closeto here are dl empty and scraped
bare-assed. A round dozen we checked are empty as an Injun's head.”

They dl looked at Sutterdown; that probably meant that the inhabitants and their supplies were within
the town walls. Or possibly just the ones who could fight, with the others up in the eastern hills. Or
possibly amixture. That meant there could be as many as fifteen hundred of their damned archersin
there, aswell asthe artillery, ready to deluge a storming party with arrows that went through chain mail as
if it wasn't there.

Which iswhy they kept taking risks to delay us on the way south, Renfrew knew. They had
plans for this and they needed time to implement them. Probably those SAS bastards are the ones
who set it up. | don't think it's a folk musician's approach to the Art of War, somehow. Damn her
and her fucking luck, anyway.

Then again, al the leaderswho'd risen to power since the Change had areputation for being lucky. If
they hadn't been lucky, they wouldn't have been leaders, or dlive at al. Everyone ill around onthe eve
of CY10waslucky ... lucky sofar, at least.

"Some of the onesfurther south are dtill being held,” Baron Timmins son said. "They'rejust villages
with an earth bank and log palisade. We could take them one by one without much trouble, burn them
out if nothing else. That would hurt them badly. And we could interfere with the spring planting, to
demordize them without hurting the long-term productivity.”

Renfrew grunted acknowledgment of the suggestion; it was agood thing for young men to be
aggressve, within limits,

"But to do that, Sir Ma colm, wed have to divide our forces again,” hesaid. "And there are fill at
least eight hundred of the kilties at large, maybe athousand by now—the ones who, ah, put up such stout
resstanceto Lord Stavarov before he drove them off."

Everyone nodded gravely, and dl of them knew he meant the ones who beat Piotr's ass like it was
a drum. Publicly dapping Alexis son around might have been bad palitics ... but it felt so good! Sill,
he'd better be polite now.

"And there are asmany againin there," he went on, pointing at the town while he sketched the air
over the map with his other hand. "If weleft asmall screening force here, the enemy bands il at large
could attack and catch the screening force between themsalves and the garrison of the town. We don't
have enough men to circumvadlate.”

That meant build adouble wall around the besieged town; he checked that everyone caught the
reference. Therewas alist of suggested reading, but some of the Association's baronage were what the
charitable might call print-impaired.

"If weleft alarge screening force here, then they could follow any small force we sent againgt the
duns and overrun them as soon asthey were out of supporting range of us here. The dunsaren't much as
forts but they can't just be taken on the fly. Remember what happened to the dog with the bone who saw
hisreflection in the water. We can't afford to invite defeet in detail. Two thousand men isthe minimumwe
need to be sure of beating off an attack by the Mackenzie forces not yet accounted for."

"Will the Lord Protector send us moretroops?* young Timmins asked. "My lord Count, from what
you say we need more men to dedl with the enemy here”

"There aren't many to spare, Sir Macolm,” Renfrew said—carefully. "Twenty-five hundred are
besieging Mount Angel and the town there.”

Everyone nodded soberly. The town of Mount Angel was alot like Sutterdown. Thefortified
monastery of the same name on its hill above made ether 1ook like aboy'stoy castle made of
pasteboard. Nobody had even suggested doing anything but starving it out; asiegetrain built in Heaven
and twenty thousand men with the Archangd Michagl for commander couldn't take it by storm.

"Anather thousand are securing our communications al the way back to Moldla'—which the
damned Rangers and stray kiltieswere doing their best to chop into sdlami—"and two thousand are
facing the Bearkillers—and possibly the Corvallans—around West Sdlem. Another five hundred are



screening the area between the Amity Hills and the Coast Range againgt Bearkiller raiding parties. That
leaves very few back home. With essentid garrisons—"

Everyone nodded again; stripping the fiefs and castles bare of armed men would invite peasant
rebellion, not to mention attack from other enemies like New Deseret or the United States of Boise or
the Free Cities of the Y akima League. Nobody much liked the Portland Protective Association, and that
emphaticaly included alot of its own subjects.

"—that means we have only about two thousand men as amobile central reserve. If we commit our
last reserve in one place and something goes wrong somewhere e se, thiswhole war's fucked. The Lord
Protector fedls he should reinforce success. Hence, my lords, if we wish reinforcements, we must
succeed.”

Bishop Mateo spoke again; some of the warrior nobles started dightly. ™Y ou have yet to punish the
Satan-worshippers,” he said suddenly. "L et fire and sword teach humility, and show them the strength of
Mother Church and Her loya son and champion the Protector! If their walls are too stout to attack now,
let them watch their lands burn!™

God, give me strength, Renfrew thought. He does talk like that all the time! | always enjoyed
the tournaments and meetings before the Change, but you got to go back to the real world
afterwards.

But now this was the red world; aredity that could be deadly. Aloud he went on:

"Y our Grace, once the Mackenzies are conquered, you can lead them to the Truth, and punish any
who persist in error. But my orders from the Lord Protector areto conquer these lands, not devastate
them. The Lord Protector wants productive farmers and living townsto support fighting men and pay
taxes. We aready have more usdess wilderness and ruins than we need.”

Despite the churchman's glare, that brought yet another chorus of nods and even afew mutters of
fucking right we do. They'd al been impressad by the well-cultivated Mackenzie farms, and the families
represented around the table were al ready to jostle for a share after the war was over. And every
nobleman in the Protectorate was acutely aware of the labor shortage. The territories the Association
held could easily support ten times the numbers they had now, probably twenty or fifty. Their manors
weredl idandsin aseaof resurgent brush and forest.

Mateo pointed eastward. "Y ou could break down the agqueduct there," he said, waving towards the
big water-furrow that directed water from the Sutter River south of town into Sutterdown, turning a
number of mill whedls on the way. The mills were deserted—they were in the no-man's-land between the
invader's pickets and the town walls, ground commanded by the catapultsin the towers. "Let their bodies
know thirgt, even if their souls do not thirst for the Spirit."

And he wasn't even inthe Society. He was a junior social worker, for Christ's sake!

Looking into the bishop's eyes, he knew that the cleric meant every word of it, too; you could fed it,
coming off of him like the heat from abanked fire.

Oh, well, half of us survivors are a few cans short. I've done plenty of things | couldn't have
imagined before the Change, God knows. The bishop's particular breed of crazy is what Pope Leo
looks for. He's that variety of lunatic himself. Smart, very smart, but the wing flew off his nut
when the Eaters captured himright after the Change.

"Sir Richard?' he said neutraly.

"Easy enough,” the engineer said, tracing the way the cand took off from theriver, severd miles
upstream to the east. "Wouldn't even have to wreck it, just block theintake here. Problem is, they've got
areservoir and deep tube welsinsdethewals. | mean, they're not idiots, they wouldn't put up that wall
with no interior water source and besides our spies got the plans.”

Hetapped afolder. "They'll have enough drinking water, though not much extra.”

"But not enough for baths. The girls might be abit smdly by thetime we get to them,” Sir Macolm
Timminssad, and there was agenerd laugh until the bishop glared around a them, whereupon afew
muttered apologies and the rest made their faces grave.

Furness hadn't laughed; he had an ol d-fashioned squeamishness in many respects. Instead he went
on: "It might screw up the sanitation system, yes. Risk of an epidemic if we do that, and it might spread.”



"God and the Saints!" someone blurted.

Thistime everyone crossed themsalves aswell as nodding. Even those who'd beenin their early teens
during the aftermath of the Change remembered the plagues, they'd only burned themselves out when
people grew scarce. Mateo took alook around and smiled sourly.

"I should not seek to advise you on your specidty, Grand Congtable,” he said. Y ou are the man of
war here; | serve the Prince of Peace.”

You are so right you shouldn't try to advise me, you fucking ecclesiastical commissar, Renfrew
thought, but he bent his head with the others as Mateo signed the air in blessing. That hasn't stopped
you yet, though. And you serve a fucking lunatic, if we're talking about Leo.

The bishop bowed dightly. "If you will excuse me, thereis much work to be done arranging the
infirmary with Sister Agathaand seeing to the army's spiritua welfare.”

Everyone relaxed dightly when the cleric left. Renfrew spokeformaly: "My lords, | suggest you dll
get your liegemen and contingents settled in according to the plan in the briefing papers, and well invest
the city and see what we shdl see. The patrol scheduleisincluded in thefolders. Sheriff Bauer, please
remain for amoment.”

When he and the Pendleton man were alone—except for Renfrew's personal guard—heraised an
eyebrow.

"Widll, | got dl my boysanswering to my orders,”" Bauer said.

| hope so, Renfrew thought.

"Only had to kill acouple-three of 'em, too." He worked hisleft arm asif the shoulder were sore. "I'll
be good as new in a couple of days my own self.”

The Pendleton aregls spontaneous, homegrown version of neo-feudalism made the variety the
Association had built out of books and Society make-believe look like Prussian centralization. Thelight
horse from east of the mountains had comein thetrain of severa sheriffsand half adozen ranchers, and
though they'd dl theoreticaly been on the same sidein thelast civil war there, and al—equdly
theoretically—now accepted the Protector's overlord-ship, half of them had blood feuds born of
previous abrupt switches of alegiances or just from the genera bloody-mindedness produced by a
decade of mutua daughter.

The easterner went on: "Still, my ‘chete-swingers ain't too happy. Nothing useful or pretty to pick up
for the homefolks, no girlsto screw, not even much fightin'.”

"They're getting paid regularly, aren't they?' Renfrew said impatiently. "The usud camp followersand
sutlerswill arrive soon enough and they can buy amusement. Or presentsfor their families. Weve even
got the posta service working asfar as Pendleton; they can mail packages home.”

"Y eah, but what's the point of afight if you don't get to cut no throats or lift no cattle?' Bauer said.

Talk about rapid reversion to savagery! Renfrew thought. He's too young to have hem more
than a high school student, hut I wonder what this hack-country clod's father did before the
Change?

Conrad Renfrew had been an accountant, himself, when he wasn't playing at knights.

"Where are the Mackenzies cattle and sheep, then?' he asked doud. If anyone can follow a cow,
these bastards can. Particularly if they're feeling sexual frustration.

"Near aswe can tell, they drove some into town—yprobably salting those down to eat later—and
sent some of the rest south, and quite afew head up into the mountains," Bauer said. "L ot of their folks
went up into the high country too, judgin’ from the tracks. Woodsre heavy up there. Bad country for
riders, just right for hiding if they got supplies stockpiled.”

And our gliders are nearly useless there too, Renfrew thought. He waved a hand; southward, east
to the vast mountain forests that stretched up into the High Cascades, and then west towards the
Willamette with its brush and swamp and prairie.

"They're out there somewhere, Bauer. Eight hundred to a thousand kilties, and too mobile by half.
They showed that when they corncobbed Lord Piotr.”

With bicycles, they could be anywherein the Willamette Valey south of herein aday or two; they
might be hiding in the brush-grown lands between here and Corvallis, for that matter. The only good



thing was that they couldn't get past him, not in any numbers, athough that would be areckless move
even if they could. The mountain tracks to the east were too narrow and rough. Hed know it if they tried
to go north in open country to the westward, and then he could move quickly to force battle on hisown
terms. Also, they didn't have any cavary to speak of. Those were the only consolations he had, and he
clung to them hard.

"Find them for me, Sheriff. | don't like Sitting here with my thumb up my assand ablindfold on.”

"Will do, boss," Bauer said cheerfully, and left in histurn.

Renfrew stood for long moments looking at his map, and then traced athick finger down from Mount
Anged, through the Wado Hills and over the Santiam, past the ruins of Lebanon and down to Sutterdown
and past it to the Mackenzie clachan a Dun Juniper. Somewhere out there the First Levy of Clan
Mackenzie were hovering. Somehow he didn't think they were just waiting to react to what he did.
Which meant they were planning something themsdlves, the dirty dogs...

"Not thinking of going further south, my lord?' Sr Buzz Akers asked him, handing him ablue plastic
plate heaped from the buffet. "Heading for Dun Juniper, on the hope that they'd come out and fight usiif
we attacked their holy place?’

Renfrew gtarted dightly. "With an open left flank dl theway from Molalato here, sxty milesasthe
crow fliesand haf again asmuch onfoot? Christ, no!" he said.

Then he smiled unwillingly as heredlized hisyounger vassal wasteasing him out of his brooding
mood, took the plate, ate a pring roll and forked up amouthful of potato salad. When held swallowed,
he said: "We should be back up around Mount Angel, doing onething at atime. It'd take awhile, but we
could do it, nice and safe, and our good Pope Leo could send the wicked abbot to the stake, he does
love anice cheerful blaze at an auto-da-f. Then we could move on the Mackenzies with Mount Angedl as
abase of operations, not ahoe handle stuck up our collective assholes.”

Sr Buzz looked a him oddly. "Do you think this campaign isin danger of fallure, my lord?" he asked.

"Hmm? Oh, no, well win al right, there's not much doubt of that. We outnumber them so heavily we
can afford to make mistakes, and they can't. | just don't want it to cost us more than it hasto. That'swhy
we should have taken Mount Angel first. Then I'd have four thousand men here, and weld be able to
leave plenty west of theriver to make sure the Bearkillers didn't interfere, aswell. Alexi useshisbrains
instead of just hisbadlsand hisfistslike that idiot son of his, but I'd be happier if he had more troops,
too."

He pointed hiswhite plagtic fork at the symbol on the map that represented

Dun Juniper, less than aday's march away to the southeast, even going around the spurs of hill which
thrust out into the flat valey; that would be even nadtier to take than Sutterdown, athough not as bad as
Mount Angd. From the descriptions the terrain would be anightmare for alarge force, and ided for the
sort of sneaking-through-the-trees businessthe kilties ddighted in.

"Besdes," he went on thoughtfully, prodding at the map, "1 don't think Juniper Mackenzieis home
right now."

Near Dun Juniper, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 5th, 2008/Change Year 9

Dennis Martin Mackenzie stopped with awheezing groan and shouldered hisway through the circle
of watchers, hislong war ax in his hand. The three-mile run from Dun Juniper had left him purple-faced;
he was a heavy-built man, and hisusua trades of brewing and carpentry and leatherworking didn't do
much for his cross-country ability. But that wasn't what made him fed asif his heart was squeezing itsdlf
up through hislungs. He recognized the smell of blood— agreet ded of it, likeiron and sat and copper,
and the other unpleasant scents of death. Two horses down, and—

"Oh, Hell," hesaid, falling into old habits. Then: "L ords of the Watchtow-ers of the Wes."

Aoifelay with her head on Liath's chest; from the blood trail, shed crawled there, though it was hard
to imagine anyone having the strength to do so, with those wounds. A man lay not far away with hisface
cut open, and another with a spear standing up from his chest. The pale features of the dead looked very
white in the dusk, but the blood was nearly black.



Poor kids. Too damn young— He'd seen aworld die in the Change and its aftermath, but thiswas
far too persona—he'd watched these two grow from childhood. A rising babble of talk cut acrosshis
thoughts.

"Quiet!" hesaid. "In fact, why don't the rest of you folks get back to the Dun? We're going to need
some space here and we don't want the traces all trampled over. Jack, Burach, stay up at the edge of the
woods and turn people back, would you? And send for acart.”

Most of the bystanders left. His eyes took in the scene and he stooped to examine the bodies;
someone handed him alantern, and he turned up the flame. That gave brighter light, but it made the space
under thetall black walnut into acave of light in agreat, dim reach. Leaves rustled above him, turned
ruddy by theflame.

The crossbow bolt that had killed Liath was pre-Change, the shaft made of some light meta; so was
the one sunk behind the ear of Aoife's horse, lodged immovably in bone. There were three more boltsin
the other horse's chest and throat, and another standing three inches deep in the dense hardwood of the
walnut tree, at about head height. There was no sensein trying to get that out; instead he gripped one
that was sunk in the horse's breast by the inch of wood still showing and withdrew it, the pinch of his
powerful hand and thick-muscled arm pulling inexorably. It was modern, lathe-turned from dense
ash-wood, the head asmple four-sided sted pyramid designed to pierce armor, and the vanes cut from
salvaged plastic—credit cards, Visa, to be precise. "Protectorateissue,” he said, swallowing acurse.

So were the mail-lined camouflage jackets on the two dead men; that was what aforester worein
the Association's territory—foresters being a sort of rural police-cum-forest warden. These, however ...

He picked up one of the dead men's hands, ignoring the unpleasant limpness, and the little chill that
awaysran up his neck at the thought that his own hands—those marveloudy precise and responsive
instruments—could be so easily rendered futile and lax, dready blotched purple beneath the skin with
ettling blood no longer kept in motion by the heart. Therewas athick curd of callus on the inner web of
the man'sright hand, extending up the insde of the index finger and thumb, and more on the hed of his
hand. Swordsman's calus, exceptiondly well developed. Scars showed white on the thick right forearm;
there weren't any scars on the left arm, but it had another band of callusjust insde the elbow, where the
inner strap of ahorseman's kite-shaped shield ran. The man was young, although the great dash across
hisface made it hard to be sure; he was broad in the shoulders and long in the legs, well fed but without
an ounce of excessflesh, and hishair was cut longer at the front, cropped close behind the ears.

"Knight or man-at-arms," Dennissaid grimly. "Probably aknight." Helooked around. "OK, they
took off with Rudi and the girl. We and the Dunedain aren't the only people who can do commando
rads. Laegh."

A young man who'd stayed when the crowd left looked up from quartering around the trampled
ground. Hissster Devorgill had stayed aswell. They were both noted hunters, only two years apart in
age, tall and lean and with brown hair drawn back into a queue; the quickest way to tell them apart was
by Laegh's mustaches. "How many of them?' Dennissaid.

"Six came here, Uncle Dennis. Four left—with eight horses, and the one thelittle princess was riding.
Firgt one came up here and climbed the tree— climbed it with irons on the feet, look, you can see where
it scarred the bark. The others waited in the thickets lower down. Then they came up to wait in ambush,
leaving the horses there with one to hold them, and | think the first, the scout who called them, wasa
woman. A large woman, or aboy nearly grown. Waking light, not digging her hedsin like the others.
She watched the Dun for hours from a high branch; it wouldn't carry my weight well. Then shedid down
quickly—when she saw the riders headed thisway, | guess. Firgt the princess came, gdloping fast, and
on her hedsthe Chiefs son—hefdl from his horse—and then Aoife and Liath. After thefight the
strangers went down the north dope, riding hard, taking both children with them.”

"How long ago?"

"Haf an hour or abit less. Thetrailsthere are good. They could be ten milesaway by now if they
headed west into the Vdley."

Devorgill touched the blood and smeared it between the fingers of her left hand, sniffing it and then
offering him the evidence. "Twenty minutesor alittlemore,” she said.



Laegh's Sster was the one who'd ridden out to find what was delaying the children and their escorts;
right now she was gripping her horse's reinsright under the bit to control itsrolling-eyed fear asit pivoted
itsrear end about that fixed point with nervous side steps, and she was looking pretty spooked hersdif.
Dennis glanced up at the sky and cursed to himself; the sun was aready on the western horizon, and it
was awonder even atracker of Laegh's skill had been able to see anything with the gloom growing
beneath the trees.

"Laegh, can you follow them in the dark?

"Not quickly, Uncle," he said, using the usual term to address someone ageneration older. "My dogs
can follow thetrall if they don't break it in water, though. Worth trying, they'd get too far ahead if we just
walit for dawn. And they might split up.”

"Devorgill," hetold the man's sster. "Get back to Dun Juniper, fast. Get the hounds, get four or five
people, you pick them, the gear, weapons, spare horses and get back here fast. You—" He picked out
another. "Get down to Dun Fairfax and tell them what's up and that we need another six who'regood in
the woods, and some more horses.”

The woman vaulted into the saddle, reined her restive, snorting horse around, and switched its rump
with the long end of thereins. It neighed and reared and broke into a gallop; the messenger ranin its
wake, hisbow pumping back and forth in hisleft hand. Dennis grinned mirthlesdy at Laegh's unspoken
protest at waiting for awar party.

"Not much usefinding them if you cantt fight ‘'em when you do, eh?' he said.

The young man hesitated. "And don't worry; | know I'm about as much use on ahunt asahog at a
handfasting. You'rein charge. I've gotta stay here and see to things and figure out what to tell Juney."

Therewas arustle through the watchers, and Dennisfdt his ssomach clench again. And I'mreally
not looking forward to that. Poor littlekid . . .no, Rudi won't be scared, not Rudi. But he should
be.

Someone else was coming down the trail, someone on abicycle. Dennis swore again under his
breath, feding harassed; there were dtill five hundred people in Dun Juniper, and he didn't want any of
them hereright now. Then the bicycle cameto ahdt, and Judy Barstow et it fal and ran forward.

Oh, shit. Sanjay last year, Aoife thistime. The dice are being really hard on her and Chuck
Thank Everyone that all my kids are still too young to fight.

She halted when she saw her foster-daughter's body. For amoment her strong-featured face was
blank, and then she sank to her knees. There was no sound save the soughing of the evening wind in the
trees, and the rustling flicker of the lantern flame.

"My little girl," she whispered, touching the dead face, and then holding the eydlids closed and doing
the samefor her child's lover; tears dripped from her own eyes, runnes dong the weathered olive skin of
her cheeks. "My little red-haired girl. Y ou were so brave and so scared that day on the bus when we
found you, and | loved you then. Y ou grew so fast—"

Her hand shook as she touched fingers to the blood and marked her cheeks and forehead, and then
fumbled with the knot that held her hair. It fell loose around her face and shoulders, grizzled and black, as
sheraised her hands northward.

"I am the mother and | cal the Mother's curse on you who did this, by the power of the blood of my
child spilled on Her earth! | curse you with cold heart and hearth and loins and colder death! Curse
you—"

Her voice broke into alow moan, then rose into akeening shriek—literally keening. Then it sank
again, then rose; she rocked back and forth on knees and heels, her hands tearing a her hair asthe
walling scream sounded long and lonely in the darkened woods. Dennis stood back fromiit, shivering
dightly under the thick wool of hisplaid; so did Laegh, looking more frightened till as hishand moved in
aprotective gesture—aHigh Priestess so logt to hersdlf was frightening. Curses tended to spill over and
bounce back.

Then the young hunter's sister rode up, adozen others with her and each leading a spare horse; four
big flop-eared hunting hounds trotted a ong with them, curious and aert but too well trained to break
free. One of the riderstossed a spear to Laegh. He caught it with a smack of palm on ashwood, whistled



the dogsin sharply, dipped spearhead and head and knee to Judy, and led his hunting-party into the
darkness. Before the hooves had faded from hearing the belling of the hounds sounded, echoing through
the nighted hills, ahunter's salute to the rising moon.

Others came up the pathway with a cart, and torchestrailing sparks. Hands lifted the bodies of the
Clan'swarriors and laid them on the straw in the cart's bed, folding their hands over their breasts and
pulling their plaids across their faces. Others helped Judy to her feet, supporting her as she sumbled blind
with tears behind the dow pace of the oxen. Dennis sighed, shouldered hisax and fdl in with the rest of
the party. Her kin and friends would spend the night at the wake, talking of the dead and keening
them ... but he intended to break into his own brewer's sock-in-trade more privately, with hisfamily,
and then deep aslong as he could.

Ashewalked, avoice began to sing; one at firg, haltingly, and then with more and morejoiningin to
the hypnoatic rhythm of the chant:

"We all come from the Mother
And to Her we shall return

Like a stalk of grain,

Falling to the reaper's scythe
We all come fromthe Wise One,
And to Her we shall return

Like a waning moon,

Shining on the winter's snow
We all come from the Maiden—"

Near Appletree, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 6th, 2008/Change Year 9

Tiphaine Rutherton looked at her watch. It wasasign of Lady Sandrasfavor, aself-winding Swiss
beauty made forty years ago, just before el ectrics became common, with a heavy tempered-glass cover
and secondary dids showing the day and month. The glider pilot's timepiece was probably agood ded
lessfancy, but it would be functiond.

In which case, where isthe moron? she thought impatiently, scanning the sky above.

They werein the shdlter of apatch of Garry oak, not far from aruined farmstead whose chimney
poked up among vegetation gone wild, and well beyond the settled part of the Mackenzie territories, just
south of aheight called Famine Hill. They were till well within the notional border, and hunters and
traders used these lands—they'd seen asmall shrine to Cernnunos not far back, an elk’'s skull and antlers
fastened to atree with the hooves below and signs of small parties camping repeatedly not far away. That
made sgnd firesfar too dangerous, or any firesat al for that matter. The men were caring for the horses,
feeding them rolled oat pellets from the saddlebags because they couldn't let them out in the open to
graze.

She looked over to where the children were seated Side by side beneath atree. The Mackenzie brat
had alight chain hobble on, and gave her a steady, defiant glare when hefdlt her gaze. Princess Mathilda
Arminger looked dmost as hogtile; if Tiphaine had dared, sheld have handcuffed them together. The glare
grew narrow as she walked over and went down on one knee.

"Young lord," shesaid. "I'm truly sorry about chaining your legs, but unlessyou give me your oath not
to try to escape—"

"No," hesaid shortly.

"And | can't have my men shoot at you if you do try to run away," Tiphaine went on. "Not with the
princessso ... loyd afriend.”

Actually I will, and keep the princess sedated until we get back if | have to, shethought. Oncel
hand her over to Lady Sandra alive, my job's done. But | can't say that where she's listening. Mary
Mother, what a situation!

Aloud shesaid: "So | haveto be very sure you don't try to escape. Please forgive me, but thisiswar,
and | am thefaithful vassal of Lady Sandra—the princess mother. | did what was necessary."

The chisdled features softened very dightly, and the big blue-green eyes grew alittle less chilly.



"l understand that, my lady," he said, with salf-possession beyond hisyears, avoice like awell-tuned
harpstring, giving promise of achest-filling resonance when he came to aman's years.

Mathildalooked at him in surprise ashe went on: "I don't hate you. Y oure awarrior doing your duty
to your folk and chief, like Liath and Aoifedid. | know peopledieinwars. But ... remember it's my duty
to stop you doing yours."

He smiled then, and shook back his mane of curling Titian hair, glorious even in the forest's shadow
and tangled with twigs and leaves.

Mary Mother, shethought, dightly dazed. What's he going to be like when he grows up? No
wonder the little princess was taken with hint!

Normally she just wasn't affected by malelooks oneway or another, adult or child, but she had to
grant Rudi Mackenzie was beautiful by any standard, like a cougar or an otter; and she could seethe
thoughts moving behind the blue-green eyes. He wasn't exactly precocious, but he was disconcertingly
sharp for someone hisage.

And at nine years old he gave Ruffin all he could handle with a knife right after being thrown
fromahorse ... Well, he's half the Witch Queen, and half Lord Bear ... | wish we could have kept
that horse. It was beautiful too, and it would be a hold on him.

The wounded man came up with the rations—waybread, cheese, smoked dried sdmon, raisns—and
handed the children theirswith a amile, despite the pain he must be feding from the cut arm and the dozen
hasty stitchesthey'd had to put in at the first stop to keep him from leaking al over the backtrail. He said
something to the boy; Rudi laughed and made agesture asiif holding aknife, and Ruffin grinned and
dapped the hilt of hissword with his good hand.

| hopeto hell Lady Sandra knows what to do with him, if she doesn't just have him thrown
back at the kilties out of a catapult. Though it'll probably be a ot more subtle than that.

Theraisnswere lousy, particularly if you could remember what Sun-Maid tasted like, sticky and a
little mushy; Oregon didn't have the right sort of climate for drying grapes, and she swallowed them as
quickly as she could. The double-baked waybread looked like crackers, and had the cons stency and
taste of sdty, sun-dried wooden dats from afruit crate; she gnawed at hers cautioudy as she ate the
perfectly acceptable crumbly yellow cheese and deep pink salmon.

"Thekiltiesare probably ill on our trail," Joris observed.

" think we shook them—" she began. Then: "Thereitid"

Bird-tiny, the shape of the glider showed against acloud. Tiphaine pulled the wigwags out of her
saddlebags and stood in the open, signaing Girl-Scout fashion. Sheld met Katrinain the Scouts, just
before the Change ...

After afrusgtratingly long wait the glider turned and banked lower. Tiphaine repeated the Sgnas
patiently, amusing hersdf thinking how the so-called Lady of the Dunedain was going to react when she
heard about Mathilda's rescue— and the capture of Rudi Mackenzie, and that Tiphaine Rutherton had
done both, and brought the children through what the murderous bitch called her territory.

And | did it, Katrina, shethought. No, we did it, together.

The glider circled three times as she repeated the message; she could imagine the pilot with one hand
on the control yoke and the other holding his binoculars. Then he waggled hiswings and banked again,
turning north. The glider mounted skyward in asmooth, arching rush asit hit the updraft on Famine Hill,
turning on onewingtip in anarrow circle asthe sheet of risng air flung it skyward. When it was insect-tiny
it banked again, heading north. The

Willamette Valey was good sail planing country, and it ought to have no trouble making the thirty
milesto the launching field near the castle at Gervais.

Shewas grinning to hersdlf at the thought when one of the men started up with acurse,

"It'sthose fucking dogsagain!" he said. "Héll, don't the kilties ever get tired?”

"Get mounted, everyonel™ she snapped, cocking an ear.

Sure enough, afaint belling sound was coming from the southeast, harsh and musical at the same
time. It took only momentsto get the tack back on the horses; the beasts were looking weary, but with
remounts they hadn't come anywhere close to foundering them. Ivo unshackled the Mackenzie boy and



then cuffed his anklesto the stirrups, and passed a chain on hiswrists through the loop on the saddiebow.
That was mildly dangerous, but the knight would be taking his horse on aleading-rein aswdll, so it was
unlikely to bolt, and the boy rode asif he'd grown out of the horse's spine anyway. Mathilda had been
good in the saddle before she was kidnapped and was even better now; evidently the Clan hadn't been
neglecting her education in the equestrian arts over the past year. Sheld pitched in with the camp chores
without complaint aswdl, which was abit surprising.

The sprayer was asmple thing like an old-time Hit gun. Tiphaine checked the direction of the
wind—out of the north—and began methodically pumping amixture of gasoline and skunk oil over their
campsitein afinemist. Rudi wrinkled hisface, and so did Mathilda; it smelled awful to ahuman, but it
would stun the sengitive nose of atracking hound for hours.

"Out of theway, Ruffin, unless you want to smell so bad your leman sendsyou to deepinthe
outhouse when we get back. What are you looking at, anyway?"

The young knight chuckled as he moved asde to avoid getting any of it on his clothes, and held up a
ring. "Thekid tried to drop this!" he said. "I likethellittle bastard, dip mein shitif | don't."”

Tiphaine nodded; Rudi grinned impudently back at her. She checked the ground; sure enough, hed
moved leaves asde, drawn an arrow with his hedl and then covered it again without anyone noticing. She
looked back at him impassively as she scrubbed it out with her foot. Mathildalooked unhappy again; she
must befeding very torn.

"WEelIl go up the old railroad line until we hit Apple Creek," she said to the others as she swung into
the saddle. "Then well wade up the creekbed haf amile.”

"Then?' Jorissaid. "We should know, in case we're separated.”

Tiphaine met his heavy-lidded eyes. Hewas avassd of Lady Sandra's household like her, and he'd
obey whoever the Lady told him to, even an untitled woman. That didn't prevent him from resenting it,
and needling her subtly.

"No we shouldn't, Joris, in case the kilties catch one of us,” shereplied. So you don't have to know
we'll head for Sucker Sough, cross the North Santiam there and make for Miller Butte, where
there ought to he a couple of troops of men-at-arms to escort us home.

"Yeah," Ivo said. "That might be the Witch Queen after us." He crossed himsdlf. "Maybe that's how
they'refollowing us—magic."

"Sounds awful like abunch of plain old hound dogsto me," Tiphaine said dryly, and reined her horse
around. "Let'sgo!"

Missouri Ridge, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 5th, 2008/Change Year 9

Juniper Mackenziefdt dightly guilty that she waan't pushing one of the mountain bikes as she leaned
into the welcome warmth of her horse's flank. It was cold and wet herein the foothills near Trout Creek,
and theold grave cutting was chilly under adow morning drizzle and alow, gray sky; fifteen hundred
feet was high enough up to be abit colder than the Valley proper, and they were athousand feet higher
than Dun Juniper aswell as sixty miles north and east. Fog drifted over the hills about them, hiding the
tops of the trees and drifting down the dopesin tatters and streamers, dull gray against the
second-growth Douglasfir; everything smelled of wet; the wet wool of her jacket and plaid, wet lesther
and horse from her mount, wet earth and brush from the ground. There waslittle sound, save for the dow
sough of wind, the occasiona stamp of ahorse'sfoot, and the gruk-gruk-gruk of ravensthat were the
first birds sheld seenin hours.

Her thoughts went homeward, and sheimagined Rudi and Mathildareading by the hearth with old
Cuchulain wheezing in degp on therag rug, cider mullinginthick mugs ...

And oh, Mother-of-All witness, I'd rather he there than here! shethought ruefully, taking another
bite from adried, salted sausage.

It wasn't exactly eating in the usua sense: more like worrying a bit off an old tire, and then chewing
until your jaws weretired and you gave up and swallowed the whole barely touched lump theway a
snake did adead rat. She gave journeybread to her horse, and the animal gratefully crunched the hard



biscuit in Sdeways-moving jaws.

"And you don't have to worry about the sorry state of our dentistry, sure,” she said. Then when it
lipped &t her fingers for more, smearing them with dobber: "Niorbh a fhit a dhath ariamh a
bhfuarthas in aisgidh!”

A hundred or s0 of the First Levy were in the cutting too; most were squatting by their bicycles,
egting or looking to their gear or just patiently waiting despite the genera, damp misery. Two near her
were even chuckling softly about something. Ten times that number were scattered through the woods
within aquarter mile of her, but they madelittle noise and gave less sight of their location. That and the
wretched weather ought to hide them from the Protector's agrid scouts, even though they were far north,
near hisbases.

A clop of hooves brought her head up. Sam Aylward was riding towards her from the path to the
eadt, his horse's hooves throwing up spatters of mud asit came. That coated his boots and stockings and
kilt with gray-brown muck. The man with him had started out that way, clothed in leather pants and
jacket of smilar hue, hisround helmet and steel breastplate painted dull brown, and hisface and hair and
eyeswere al shades of the same color aswell; he wore along, hooded duster over the armor and
carried a short pre-Change compound bow in acase at hisleft knee, with along, dightly curved saber a
hiswaist. Juniper grinned and moved away from her horse, extending ahand as the two men pulled up
and swung down from the saddle; two young Mackenzies took their mounts.

"Sam!" she said happily. "And John!"

John Brown was most of a decade older than her; it had been ayear or so since she saw him, and
shewas dightly shocked a how much more gray there wasin his close-trimmed beard. Asusud, he
looked worried, the deep squint lines of a plainsman graven further into the skin at the corners of his
eyes.

But perhaps with more reason than usual, shethought.

"Well, were here, Juney,” he said, and she sighed dightly with relief. "All of usas could makeit. Less
than | hoped, more than it might have been.”

"Four hundred twenty-five combatants," Aylward amplified. "Plus twenty-five youngstersalong to
help with the horses and gear. That's dl they could spare. Raids from the Pendleton country on the
CORA territories are kegping them hopping.”

"Bagtards,” Brown said. He'd been one of the movers of CORA since the Change, and they'd fought
the Protector's men together more than once. They've been goin' downhill these whole ten years. Bunch
of murderin' hillbilly bastards, the ones that came out on top there, and then they got into bed with
Arminger. Might have been as bad with us, if we hadn't had that help from you the first couple of years."

Juniper nodded, smiling and acknowledging the compliment; the help had been mutud. Even then her
fine ear noticed that his accent sounded allittle stronger; speech was changing faster than it had inthe old
days, without national media or recorded sound to stabilize it. Highway 20 connected the Mackenzie
territorieswith the CORA lands around Bend and Sigters, and the two communities were friendly and
traded agood ded, but by pre-Change standards they had |ess contact than America had had with
Boliviaback then.

"Four hundred riderss about al we could bring anyways," Brown went on. "Snesgkin' over the
mountains, that is. Not much fodder. Still snow lying up there. Asit is, we don't have near as many
remountsas|'dlike"

He jerked athumb behind him, at the invisible peaks of the Cascades. She nodded again, respecting
his reticence. One of her Mackenzies would likely be boagting of the feet, unlessit was Sam; the Clan
was atakative bunch. To get here from Bend you'd have to leave the route of old US 26 in the Warm
Springs reservation—triba country once more, but friendly to the Clan and CORA— and use old
logging trails through the mountains. Hard work with hundreds of horses, and with the season too early
for much grass. If they didn't get the mounts down into the low country soon, they'd start to take sick and
die

She said s0, and added: " The which would apply to the people aswell, s0."

That included her folk aswell. Most Mackenzies had some woodcraft but only afew from each dun



were rea hunters who spent much time away from thetilled lands; the rest were crofters and craftsfolk,
used to deeping under their own good roofs within tight log walls every night. Plusthey were traveling
light in a season il cold and wet—no tents, not much gear and most of what they had brought was extra
arrows. In summer these cutover hills growing back towards forest were rich in game—deer, ek, rabbit,
birds, boar and ferdl cattle—but it was early in the season for foraging, and there were far too many of
them to live off the land without scattering recklesdy. Sheld been getting anxious about supplies.

"Where are your folks?' Brown asked. ™Y ou got more than this out before they reached Sutterdown,
didn't you?'

Behind his back, Sam Aylward grinned. Juniper did too, and waved a hand around. "All within horn
cdl. Just over athousand, my friend."

"One thousand ninety-seven as of thismorning'scal,” Aylward said. "Got afew morein from the
southern duns day before yesterday.”

Brown's eyeswent alittle wider; held ridden through their position. " Sneeky," he said. "They won't
be expectin' thisat dl, hey?"

"Hopefully," Juniper said, not joining in the smiles of the men thistime.

Shed taken nearly hdf the Clan'sfighting strength right out of their territory while the Protector was
invading it, and the best half at that, leaving only enough to hold thewalls of Sutterdown and Dun Juniper
and the southern steadings. It was a calculated risk, but her ssomach still clenched and pained her at the
thought of the enemy loose among her folk and their fieds,

"| seeyour people dl have those funny-looking shove things" the rancher went on. " Somethin' new?"

"Eilirsidea," shesad, turning to her First Armsman.

"Eilir'sidea, and | hopethey work," Aylward said, shaking his head. "OtherwiseI'm thelatest ina
long line of inventive buggers who dreamed up something extra for the poor bloody infantry to lug about.”

"Any word from the south?"

"Last news from the Rangersisthat the enemy "ave crossed the North San-tiam, united their columns
and invested Sutterdown. The Rangers dowed them down, though.”

Brown dapped his hands together; there was ajingling from the stainless-sted washersriveted to the
backs of his steerhide gloves, and water dripped off the hood of his oiled-linen duster.

"Y ou mentioned aplan,” hesaid. "What sort?"

"Well," Juniper Mackenzie said, "first my fiancéis paying asocid cal. There are advantagesto
marryingintothe SAS ... "

Sam Aylward's chuckle matched her own, but he shook his head as he spoke: "Well, strictly
speaking, Lady Juniper, Eilir getsthe SAS, and you'll be marrying into the Blues and Royads. Officers
don't make a career of the regiment. Didn't, you know what | mean."

Brown looked between the two of them; it started to rain again, making smal tink soundson his
helmet and breastplate. "Y ou guys are crazy,” he said with conviction.

"Sure, and that's what's brought us asfar aswe've come," Juniper said. "But na comhair do chuid
sicini sula dtagann siad amachb, and the bird's still very much on the nest.”

Then her head came up, and Sam'swithit. A cry like awild swan's echoed through the drizzle; that
wasthesigna for courier. Moments later aman on alathered horse came up. Juniper stiffened at the
look on hisface: whatever it was, the news was not good.

"Lady," hesad, dipping head and knee. "It's about your son—"

Near Sucker Slough, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 6th, 2008/Change Year 9

"Get the kids ahead, Ruffin," Tiphaine said.

Her voice was dragging with weariness, and she blinked against what felt like grit rubbed under her
eydids. Theimpulseto smply topple out of the saddle and deep was overwheming. They al looked
weary, even the horses, though they'd been changing off every couple of hours. The children sagged in
their saddles, eyesdull.

"Hw—"



"Y our shidd-arm's hurt and you can't fight well," she said bluntly. "We may have to delay them. Now
get going!”

The wounded man-at-arms nodded grimly, and turned his horse up the far bank of the little creek.
The strong legs of the warmblood took it in three surging heaves; Rudi's horse was on along lead-rein,
and even half-conscious Mathilda followed with the effortless ease of someone who'd beenriding
crosscountry aslong as she could walk.

The little guy keeps his seat well too, shethought. Tough kids, those two.

"Joris, get your crossbow. Ivo, have the horses standing by, and get the decoys ready."

She led the blond warrior back to the edge of the brush. He moved fairly well in the brush; sheld
picked experienced huntersfor thistrip, and the chuckling of water in the brook behind them covered
most noise. Tiphaine dung her crossbow, took three deep, quick bresths to force her blood to start
moving again, aimed herself at the big white-barked ader that grew from the top of the bank and hit it
running. She climbed it with the scampering speed of asquirre despite the way the papery surface
crumbled under her hands. Twenty feet up she hugged the trunk with one arm, reached down to dip the
ironsinto place on her feet and felt them sink into the soft wood of the streamside tree. That gave her a
secure stance once her elbow was over a branch.

A flick of her fingers opened the quiver of bolts on her belt, and then she undung the crossbow and
brought the telescopic sight to her eye. The magnification was three times; she could see things more
closdly, at the cost of losing awider scan. But there was only one convenient way past the hulk of that
overgrown tractor ...

There. Thewhipliketails of four dogs showed abovetal grassthat was mingled dead stalks and new
growth. Occasiondly a questing head came up, black nose leading in a tan-black-and-white face, trying
to catch her scent on the air, but the wind was from the west right now, and the overcast sky promised
ran.

Even to her human nosethe air felt wet and muffled. Long range, very, agood two hundred and
seventy yards, but with thisheight ...

Her hand curled around the pistol grip of the weapon, the checked metal surface rough and firm
through the thin chamoisleather of her glove. Onefinger stroked the hair trigger, light and delicate. Tung!
The kick was solid, dwaysasurpriseif you aimed well.

The quarrel flew inalong, shalow curve, dipping down towards the leading hound, the onewithits
nose back down on their trail. A sharp, yelping cry of pain, and the big brown-and-white dog leapt into
theair, biting frantically at the light-alloy shaft in its Sde. Sheld never be able to recover that one, which
was a pity. The dog disappeared again as she turned the crank built into the high-tech crossbow, but the
grassthrashed whereit lay. That was dso a pity— sheld never have shot at an animal so far away if she
were hunting. A kill should be clean and quick.

The animals were disturbed; the scent of blood and their pack-mate's pain would do that, and cover
thetrail abit. Their belling sounded louder through the afternoon air, arrooo, arrooo, cdling for thar
measter's help. She dipped another quarrel into the groove, and brought the crosshairs on awhite-furred
throdt.

Tung. Her fingerswere reloading as the dog collgpsed; quickly thistime, smply falling down. If only
there wastime for one more—

Thethird dog turned, yel ping. Riders came around the big tractor just asit would havefled; it
stopped in glad surprise, and her bolt went home between its shoulder blades. The hindquarters
collapsed, but before the dog died four of the riders were diding out of the saddle, bringing up their bows
and reaching over their shouldersfor arrows even asthey swung down. She kicked her feet clear of the
climbing irons and abandoned them, diding down the doping trunk of the alder in aflurry of papery bark
and taking anasty whack on one elbow from an iron even as she did. She'd seen Mackenzie archersin
action before.

"That leaves just one dog,” she said to herself with satisfaction.

And before sheld did ten feet, three thirty-inch arrows went wheet-wheet-wheet through thear on
either side of the branch sheld used to rest her elbow. The fourth went crack into the base of the branch



itself, and punched through it with brutal force. After an ingtant the limb ripped free asitsweight levered
againg the gtrip of bark still holding it, hitting her on the head as her boots struck the ground. It was only
adight, muffled impact through the mail-lined hood she was wearing, but enough to make her blood race
uncomfortably even so. If shed stayed and tried for one more shot ...

"Chrigt!" shesaid. Then: "Go, go, go!" to Joris, turning and racing back for the horses.

He paused for an ingtant to aim, and the heavier tunnnngg of hismilitary crossbow sounded under
his chuckle before he turned and followed.

"Got one, or at least ahorse," he said asthey dl vaulted into the saddles and spurred their mounts up
inlvo'stracks.

"L et the spareswith the drag go free," Tiphaine said curtly, and the leading-reins were dropped.
Dickhead. We didn't have time for a fight

One of the gpare horses had aball of cloth dangling from its harness on aline; that was Rudi
Mackenzie's bundled kilt and plaid. Aslong asthe horse dragged it, it would lay a scent trail for the last
hound to follow. The horse curved away to the east across the open country, panicked by her dash at its
rump with the loose end of her reins. Two more followed it, with the natural impulse of horses; their
saddles bore crude child-sized dummies of grass and twigs stuffed inside spare clothing they'd brought
aong for the princess. They wouldn't fool anyone for long, but they might at adistance, for alittlewhile.

"Boot it!" Tiphainecried.

They spurred their mounts in the children'swake, and overtook them faster than she'd expected.
Ruffin's haggard face turned towards her, grinning despite fatigue and pain.

"The little chief there managed to get away—tangled hislead-rein on astump and made the horse
sngp it. | had to chase him down.”

Tiphaine looked at the small jewel-cut face; it had dark smudges under the eyes now, and lack of
deep had stripped away the jaunty humor. What was | eft was pure determination. She bowed her head
in respect, and then spurred her horse back into agalop.

The three knights matched it, but Joris|ooked alittle worried as he glanced over his shoulder. "We
could founder the beastsin a couple of milesat this pace," he said. "We don't have remounts any more
and the kilties probably ill do.”

"All we need isacouple of miles" shesaid. "Y ou wanted to know? We're heading for Miller Butte.
Theresa conroi of men-at-arms there and acompany of mounted crossbowmen, hiding and waiting for
us"

Joris heavy-lidded eyes narrowed. And I'm not going to let you behind me until we get there, she
thought grimly. I'm collecting the reward jor this, and I'll see Ivo and Ruffin right. Lady Sandra will
give you something, but as for me, you can pissup aropejor it.

Then hishead jerked back. The belling of the last hound had faded; now it waslouder again. The
Mackenzies must have found the decoy, backtracked and gotten onto the red trace. Tiphaine hunched in
the saddle and headed her horse straight for the river ahead; it was the North Santiam, and she
recognized the old transmission lineto their [eft from maps and their trip south.

"Wait aminute!" Joris said. "Well have better cover if we veer past those old poles. There's
woodland there, they can't shoot at us."

Tiphainejerked her head up, fighting the hypnotic rhythm of the hand gallop; the horse was beginning
to labor, wheezing between her knees, foam spattering back on its neck and onto her.

"They'd shoot at us, Joris," she said. "They might even shoot at the princess. But sure as Christ died
for your sins, they're not going to shoot when they might hit their Chief's son.” She looked ahead. " Four
more miles, Go for it!"

Chapter Fourteen

Near West Salem, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 5th, 2008/Change Year 9

The thunder of the knightsfilled the world as they charged, four hundred strong; Mike Havel could
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fed it through the soles of his boots, a shaking that quivered through soil and leather into hisskin. The
great hooves of the destriers pounded the soft turf into a chopped surface like arough-plowed field,
flinging clods and tufts of grass higher than the riders helmets. Their eyesrolled behind the spiked stedl
chamfronsthat covered their faces, and their nostrils were grest red pits above the square yellow teeth
that mouthed the bits and dripped foam. The lanceheads caught the noon sun with aquivering glitter, and
the pennants snapped behind them—and every onelooked asif it were heading for him.

He spat to clear his mouth of gummy sdivaand the trace of blood till leaking from theinside of his
cheek; the sdt-iron taste of it was till on hislips. Facing asingle lancer was one thing. Facing this
avaanche of sted and flesh was entirely another. Around him the militiawere dtill shrieking thewar cry,
or in some casesjugt plain shrieking. He knew some would be pissing or shitting themsdlves ... and that
some of those would fight no worse for it. Thiswas the moment when pride and fear of shame before
your neighbors and fear for your home warred with the elementd terror of torn flesh and cracked bone
and ultimate, unendurable pain and the fina blackness.

Closer. Closer. The pikepoints waited, wavering only as much asthe tenson of the musclesthat held
the long shafts could account for. Closer, and the enemy were up to afull, al-out galop, which meant
they were about to enter the killing ground. Watch for that piece of cracked asphdt that marked the
three-hundred-yard mark—

"Shoot!" Mike Havel shouted.

Trumpets relayed the order—one low blat and a sustained high note. The great tunng of the steel
bows releasing sounded an ingtant later, Sx hundred missileslashing out on either Side of the great block
of pikes. The boltsflickered in swift, flat arcs. Noncoms screamed rapid fire, rapid fire, pour it on! as
they reloaded themsdlves; aheavy clicking, ratcheting sound ran aong the line as the militia pumped the
levers of their crossbows. Some bolts missed. Many struck, the hard smacking sound of their impacts
lost in the huge noise of the onset.

Men pitched back off their horses; horsesfell, screaming and thrashing or sometimes limply silent, or
ran out of control, bucking and lashing out a whatever had hurt them. The men-at-armsweren't tightly
packed enough to pile into amass of collisons, or there weren't enough horses down to produce one; a
few mounts jumped over the fallen ahead of them, and more swerved skillfully under their riders
guidance, but that made the whole charging mass fdter. Morefdl, and more; the bolts were a steady
drumroll flicker, fast and hard ...

"They're going to hit!" Signe called; she was gill mounted, and had a better view. "Not enough
down to stop them!™

The knightsloomed above the infantry, looking asif they could ride down mountains. Glaring eyes
gtared at him on either sde of the nasal bars of the conical Norman helmets ...

"Hakkaa Paalle!"

"Haro, Portland!"

The onrush of the knights hesitated ... and then began to dow, or split to either side. Havel let out a
gasp he hadn't been aware of holding; horses wouldn't impae themselves on sharp pointy things, not if
they could avoid it. They had more sense than human beings.

Some destriers skidded into the line of pikepoints, unable to stop in time or bolder than most or just
fleeing the roweing spurs. The foot-long heads of the pikes sank deep, punching through hide and bone
and even the stedl peytral platesthe destriers wore on their chests. A few ashwood shafts burst under the
massive impact, sending splinters and whirling batonsflying in dl directions,. or cracked asflailing hooves
milled intheair. More horsesreared and stalled in front of the unbroken line, and the pikemen thrust in
two-handed jabs at their bellies and heads, making the riders curse and wrench at the reinsto keep them
facing the foe. Knightstried to push their lances past the pikepoints, but infantry in the second and third
ranksthrust at them. Men-at-arms dismounted when their mounts fell or fled, shoved and heaved
forward, catching the points on their shields and cutting at the pike shafts with their swords, trying to push
their way into the formation. But long lappets of stedl stretched down the sides of the pikes below the
heads to prevent precisely that, and showers of sparks showed where metal belled on metd.

Pikemen in the second and third and fourth ranks thrust at chests and faces, the polearms damming



back and forward like pistons. Bearkillers and Association men shoved and heaved and stabbed and hit,
curaing and shouting or in sweet-dripping, gasping silence, or screamed in the sudden shock of pain
beyond anything they had thought possible. The wounded crawled away, or lay moaning and crying for
water or help or their mothers, until hooves or boots trampled across them and bone broke in a stamping
urgency that saw bodies underfoot as only amenace to footing.

"Mike, left!" Signe called; her clear soprano cut through the white-noise rush of battle.

Havel |ooked, cursed and shouted: "Follow me!”

Theknights had overlapped the block of pikemen there, some of them ramming into the crossbows.
As hewatched they spurred their mounts over the bodies of dead Bearkillers and turned to kill from
behind, ready to burst the formation open. The seventy glaivesmen rushed after him, swinging like agreat
door, wegpons extended—but a glaive was only six feet long.

"Hakkaa Paallel"

A man-at-arms stabbed down at him, lance held overarm. Havel ducked, and fdlt the ugly wind of
the sted head punching by hisface. He spun the glaive like a quarterstaff and it dammed into the lance,
throwing the lighter weapon high, vibrating in the lancer's hands. Before he could recover, the Bearkiller
leader stepped forward, swinging the glaive again, thistimein acircle like ahorizonta propeller, letting
his hands dide down to the end. The broad, curved cutting edge of the head hit the horse'sleg just above
the knee. Edged meta went into muscle and then bone with an ugly, wet slap-crack, and ajolt that ran
painfully up into hisarms and shoulders.

The horse screamed, a deafening sound, rearing and falling in akicking hegp. Therider kicked his
feet out of the Stirrups, riding thefal down and landing on hisfeet with astonishing skill, shouting:
"Runner! Runner!”

Probably the horse's name, Havel thought in amoment's astonishment.

Then the man was rushing a him, screeching: "Bastard!™

The Norman broadsword swung down at his head. Havel caught it on the thick hook welded to the
back of the glaives blade, and |et the impact pivot the heavy shaft around so that the metal-clad buitt
whipped at the man'sface. Heraised his shield and stopped it with athud and hollow boom, but at the
cost of blinding himsdlf for acrucid instant. Havel kicked at the inside of hisleg, just where hauberk and
sted-splint shin-guard met, and the joint went Sde- ways in amanner not suited to the construction or
nature of knees. The Association soldier shrieked between clenched teeth as he toppled over backward,
and then nearly killed Have with ahocking stroke as he fell. The Bearkiller managed to hop over it,
testicles pulling up at the lethal hiss of stedl just under his boot-soles; then he snapped the business end of
the glaive down, and thrust with agrunt of effort and dl the power of shoulders and torso behind it. The
heavy point split the mail and gambeson and the breastbone beneeth; a crunching and breaking and
popping sensation ran back up the ashwood beneath his pams. Blood burst out of the dying man's mouth
and nose, spraying Havel from the thighs down.

He planted a boot on the corpse and wrenched the weapon free. Not five yards from him alancer
killed a Bearkiller with athrust to the throat, then went down with his hamstrung horse. Another was
lashing around him with his sword, until two glaives darted in and caught their hooksin the chain mail of
his hauberk and yanked him out of the saddle asif he'd run into bungee cords. The degtrier ran freeto the
south, stirrups flopping and reinsloose ...

Have skipped backward a haf-dozen paces, his head whipping back and forth to try to gain some
picture of what was happening. The block of glaives-men was stepping in, mingling with the other infantry
asthe last knights who'd gotten through the line died. On the right ahundred of the crossbows had pulled
back into the soft ground, to where they sank ankle-deep; the lancers there had unwisely tried to follow
them, and two score or better werein over their fetlocks, heaving and scrambling as the crossbow bolts
flickered out a them at point-blank range. To hisleft the surviving missile troops were swinging farther
forward, shooting into the stalled mass of horses and men in front of theline of pikes...

"Stevenson!™ he shouted, trotting behind their backs, judging what he could see over their heads; the
knights and men-at-arms were il trying to move forward, but they'd gotten tangled up good and
proper. "Push of pikel"



The commander of the phalanx nodded, and shouted orders of his own.

Thefile-closerstook it up: "Push of pike! One... two ... three ... step!"

The bristling mass of pikestook a uniform step forward, jabbing. "And step. And step!”

Then the curled trumpetswailed. A few of the horsemen were too transported to listen; they stayed,
and died. Therest reined in, turning their destriers and spurring back towards the Association lines, with
the deadly flicker of crossbow bolts pursuing them. The noise of baitle faded with the drumroll of their
hoof-bests, until individua shouts and screams could be heard; Havel cursed mildly to himsdlf as he saw
Alexi Stavarov's banner going back asit had come forward.

"Halt!" the pike commander cried.

In a story, Alexi and | would have ended up squaring off sword-to-sword, the Bear Lord
thought, pausing to pant some air back into lungs that seemed too dry and tight, against the constriction of
armor and padding. Suddenly he was aware that held picked up a cut on hisleft arm just below the
deeve of hishauberk, and that it stung like hell and was dribbling blood to join the sweat soaking his
deeve. Pity it doesn't usually work like that.

Signeled hishorse over. He grounded the glaive point-down in the earth and mounted, grateful for
the extraheight. Stretcher parties and friends were helping the wounded back towards the ambulances
and the aid station; he saw Aaron Rothman glare a him for amoment as he knelt beside one that couldn't
be taken that far, then go back to hiswork.

"Casudlties," herasped, reaching for the canteen at his saddlebow.

"Eighty dead or asgood as," Signe said. "One hundred thirty too badly wounded to fight. Let me see
your arm.”

"Well, shit," Havel said.

Christ Jesus, we lost over a fifth of our effectives in fifteen minutes— He checked hiswatch; it
had actually been more like an hour. All right, an hour. It's barely noon. And we barely killed more
of them than they did of us; we lost a lot of crossbows when they made that breakthrough. | can't
afford to trade at that ratio.

"Messengers,” he said. "To company commanders. consolidate to theright.”

Which would leave agreat big gap between thefar |eft of hisline and the artillery and the A-ligers,
but they had to do it; onein five of the people held had standing in the line to begin with were gone now.
Theline had to be shorter if it wasn't to be thinner, and it had been too thin to start with.

"To Lord Eric, closein on the infantry'sleft. Prisoners—I want prisoners, the men-at-arms aswell as
the knights. And to Dr. Rothman, get al the wounded who can be moved onto the railway and out of
here"

Because we may not have time later, hethought grimly.

Squads ran out onto the field, checking for living enemies. Where they found them, they began
dragging them back, in afew cases subduing those till showing fight with aflurry of well-placed kicks
fird.

"Seethat they get care," he said, looking back at the aid station.

"What's next?' Signe said, asthey watched the formation shift rightward.

Havel pulled hisbinoculars out of their leather-lined sted case. Left, two of the catapults were out of
commission, smashed, smoldering wreckage in their pits. Three of the enemy's were destroyed likewise,
which meant they'd suffered proportionately more, and their unprotected crews had taken heavy losses.
And Alexi Stavarov's banner was going aong the front of the enemy formation; as he passed a cheer
went up, guttural and savage. The cavary were reforming behind the footmen. They looked asif they
would be glad to try where their bettershad failed ... and they hadn't suffered much at dl, yet.

"To Captain Sarducci, concentrate on the infantry asthey advance—raking fire from the center of the
enemy formation to the left. To Lord Eric, don't charge until you get the Ssgndl. Their cavdry isdill inthe
game.”

"What next?' Signe said, her horse stepping sideways as an auxiliary leading amule loaded with
panniers of crossbow bolts went by.

Have kept his voice soft. "Next they send in their foot, and we see how good we are a afighting



retreat. We can't take another attack like that, and we didn't kill enough of them to rock them back on
their hedls. We'd have done better if they hadn't pulled back in time, but Alexi wastoo smart to keep
them face-first in the meat grinder after we didn't breek.”

Signe nodded soberly, her eyesworried. Her voice was calm as she went on: "Report from the

bridge—

"They're burning!" Ken Larsson shouted.

"Keep down," hiswife screamedin hisear.

She grabbed him by the collar of his hauberk and hauled him bodily from the box he'd been standing
on for abetter view. He staggered, windmilling his arms and trying to keep erect on the rough footing of
therailroad track, then went to one knee. Bolts went snap-snap-snap through the air above. They might
have missed, but then again, they might not. And hurled by the flywhed-powered throwers of the turtle
boats ...

Asif to underline the point, a bolt flashing through the space above an engine on one of therailroad
cars didn't miss. Larsson swallowed thickly as aloader's head disappeared in aspray of red mist, and
the body toppled backward to land bonelessy limp. The helmet he'd been wearing spun away with a
painful bwannggg harmonic, and landed like aflung Frisbee in the river ahundred yards south of the
bridge.

But that one is burning, he thought, ducking for a better look through the dit between two of the
metd shidds.

Thelead boat that had taken three of the ngpalm canisters at once had smoke pouring out of the
ventilators and the eye-dits of the bridge. Suddenly hatches popped open and smoke billowed up in
earnest, dong with yellow-orange flames. A half-dozen men jumped out and threw themsalvesinto the
blue-gray water of the Willamette. The last two were burning; one moretried to crawl out and then fell
back, and the boat drifted away northward in afog of sooty smoke.

The war-engine crews adong the railroad bridge gave a brief, savage cheer. A replacement for the
luckless loader stepped up and grabbed the forged-steel bolt he had dropped. She dapped the giant
metal arrow into the maching's trough; it was four feet of hard aloy, tipped with copper and with metal
vaneslike ared arrow'sfletchings at the rear, as much like atank'slong-rod penetra-tor as he'd been
able to manufacture with the machine tools he could salvage and rig to run by waterpower.

The enginetraversed alittle on itsturntable, and then shot with ahuge, dmost musica crinkling. The
bolt flashed out and struck amost before the thud of the throwing arms hitting rubber-sheathed metal
sounded; the range was close now, no more than thirty yards. The ptink of itsimpact was so much likea
BB hitting asoda can that it made him fed alittle nostdgic, until he remembered what it must be like
ingde, with that fragment of high-velocity metal bouncing around in the dark. Two more struck, and one
skidded off the curved plates but the other punched through aswell. The turtle boat lost way and began
to dip back northward, downstream, turning dowly asit drifted. When it came back under control it
continued to retreat, moving dowly to avoid taking on water; those holeswould let liquid firein aseasly
astheriver.

That |eft the rest. "Pour it on!" Ken shouted. "L et them haveit!”

"Eader said than done," Pam noted grimly.

The boats were closer now. The snap-snap-snap of their dart throwers sounded again and again,
and the dents they made in the shields were deeper; then one punched through in ashower of sparks and
went ktinnng off awhed of one of therailroad cars. Smoke-trails cut through the air north of the bridge,
drifting backward aong with the fumes from ngpalm burning on the water to make the air hot and acridly
choking. Ken turned angrily when one of his engines paused overlong beforefiring. His mouth closed
whenit did fire, the canister catching aturtle boat just asthe hatch was raised for avolley of bolts,
cracking on the edge and sending itsload of burning jdlied gasoline shooting through the entrance with
hideous perfection. Something inside caught aswell, and in an ingtant flame shot out of every openingin
the hull in white-hot jets.

Then the three remaining warcraft were too close to shoot at; the engines on therailcars could not



depressfar enough to bear on them. Ken and his escorts jumped up on therailcars themselves. A
moment later athree-round volley of the darts came up from below, one of them smashing itsway
through the railway ties. The crews of the engineslooked at each other ...

"OK," Pameashouted. "Y ou two pump!"

She picked up what looked like agun, connected to ametal tank by ahose. Two of the crew sprang
to a plunger-pump and began to rock it back and forth.

Ken bit back: What do you think you're doing? Hiswife knew exactly what she was doing, and she
was far more of awarrior than he.

Histeeth were till on edge when she hopped casudly off the railcar and looked down through the
ties and the open framework of theraillway bridge at the boats maneuvering below. Another
snap-snap-snap came loud; Ken felt something hard smash into the floor of the car beneath hisfeet.
Pamelasteeth showed in her lean face as she jammed the muzzle of the weagpon down through the
decking of the bridge and pulled the triggers set into the handgrips. One opened the valve, and a stream
of amber-colored fluid as thick as aman's thumb began to jet down into the girders and open space
below, scattering into amist of droplets. A second later the other worked a spark-whed! set at the end of
thelong metd tube,

Whooosh!

Theliquid stream turned into a banner of fire; smoke and hot air shot upward around the woman's
feet. Ken blinked and rubbed his single eye, then peered over the edge of the car. One of the remaining
turtle boats was burning itsdlf, held by the current against a bridge pier. The others turned and started
northward, white foam showing at their serns where the propd lers churned a maximum power.

"Many good-byes, you sons of bitches!" he roared after them.

Exultation brought aflush to hisface as Pamda carefully raised the flamethrower and plunged the
muzzle into abig meta tub of water |ashed to the side of therailcar. The crews brokeinto cheering as
well, hopping up and down and hammering each other on the back.

"Wdl, what are you waiting for?' Ken said. "Y ou going to let them get away?"

They dove back to the throwing engines. Ken hopped back to the deck of the bridge. Two of
Pamelas A-lister guards saluted him; he eyed them with some surprise. Not that the Outfit's elite had
ever treated him with anything but respect; he was the bossman's father-in-law, and Eric'sfather, and
Pamelas husband, for that matter. Hed been there from the beginning, when Mike Havel's Piper
Chieftain crashed into ariver in Idaho's Selway-Bitterroot National Wilderness, and the long trek back to
Oregon started. That was myth and legend now, and equivaent to having relatives on the Mayflower.

But those sduteswere alittle different ...

"What?' he said to them. "It was Pamelawho toasted that boat."

They grinned back at him; both were young men. "But you designed the stuff and built it and
commanded thisaction, Lord Ken," one of them said.

"S0 ... " the other continued, and they both saluted again.

He shook his head in wonderment, then looked up sharply at ahammer of hooves on the westward
end of the bridge. A military apprentice was there; the youngster's horse didn't want to come onto the
bridge, with its uncertain footing and stink of chemicasand hot meta and burning, for which he didn't
blameit. Instead Larsson walked over, noticing that the hauberk was starting to get serioudy unpleasant.

"Yes?' hesaid. Uh-oh. That's a serious-news face, if I've ever seen one.

"My lord, the Lord Bear's compliments, and get your teams hitched.”

"Welogt?' Ken said sharply, looking over to hisright. The battlefield wasn't visible from here, but
they'd heard some noise.

"No, my lord. We beat off their attack and sent them running. Lord Bear says that you should
remember thewordsof ... " She hesitated, frowning over the unfamiliar syllables. "'Phyross of
| pi-something?'

"Pyrrhos of Epiros,” he said. "Thank you: message acknowledged, will prepare for departure.”

He turned, thinking through the orders necessary to get hisrailcars headed south once more; he might
not be asoldier, but scheduling was something he was good at.



One of the A-listerswho'd saluted him said: "Pyrrhos? Who's that, Lord Ken?"

"A Greek generd who fought the Romans," he said, which apparently satisfied the man's curiogity.

And who's most famous for beating a Roman army at hideous cost and then exclaiming:
"Another victory like this, and we're ruined!”

His eyeswent east over theriver. His daughter Astrid was there, and good friends, and they were
fighting the Protector's men too.

There are just too damned many of them! Damn Corvallis anyway. Can't they see that if we go
down, they're next?

Chapter Fifteen

Near Mount Angel, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 6th, 2008/Change Year 9

Sir Nigel Loring whistled sllently to himsealf ashelooked up at the walls of Mount Ange through the
binoculars. Even with his dightly damaged eyes and by moonlight, even to someone who'd seen castles
throughout Europe and hel ped rebuild more than onein England, they looked daunting. And in thislight it
seemed otherworldly aswell, the pae whitewash shining asif carved from asingle opa and lit by some
internd glow.

The hill that held the monastery rose steeply haf amile northward from this patch of woods, nearly
five hundred feet at itsridgdike top above the flat farmland that surrounded it; the whole mass of earth
and rock was shaped like an amond, running from northwest to southeast, about amile and ahaf long
and hdf amilewide at itswidest point. The greatly shrunken town stood at its northern end, surrounded
by awall much like that he'd seen around Dun Juniper or Larsdaen. A road zigzagged up the north dope
through a series of sentry towers; trying to fight your way up it would be a nightmare. But what awaited
athetop...

Someone was very ingenious, hethought. But then, I'mtold that they have an excellent library.

Thewallswere curved in asmooth oval, following the four-hundred-foot contour around the hillside,
leaning back with avery dight camber. Building them must have been fairly smple; cut back into the
hillside until the earth behind was avertical bank as high as you wanted, and then build thewall up against
it; the construction method |ooked like mass-concrete, big rocks set in amatrix of cement. Thewalls
were not only thick in themsalves, they were backed up by the whole intervening mass of the hill, millions
of tons of solid earth and rock.

Y ou couldn't knock them down, not without functioning pre-Change artillery or explosives. Even if
there was no opposition, he doubted present-day technology could tear them down without thousands of
laborers and years of effort. The towersthat studded the circuit of the curtain were built out from thewall
itself, starting about thirty feet up and swelling out from the surface; they were probably sted-framed. He
could seethe roofs of some of the buildingsinside the curtain over the crendllations and hoardings, but
that wouldn't matter much—uwith that height advantage, throwing enginesingde could dominate
everything for amile around, smashing enemy catapults like matchboxes, and they'd be nearly impossible
to knock out by anything trying to loft missles back at them.

Therewaslittle or no cover on the dopes beow, ether; everything had been trimmed back to
knee-height or less, the dirt from the excavations used to make the dopes smoothly uniform and nowhere
lessthan forty degrees from the vertical, and some tough, low-growing vine planted to hold the surface. If
things were arranged anything near to the way he'd do it, the defenders could toss heavy stone shot or
pump flaming oil a any spot. The skin at the back of his neck crawled &t the thought of trying to lead a
storming party to the base of thewalls.

And if you did get there, what on earth could you do? Raise scaling ladders eighty feet tall?
Hit the wall with a sledgehammer? Jump up and down and wave your arms and shout, "I'mtired
of it all, drop bally great rocks on my head?"

Thelight died as clouds hid the moon. A moment later it began torain, afineslvery drizzle, and the
fortresss-monastery vanished like a castle in adream. The soldier-monk beside him looked at hiswatch,
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hiding theluminous did with his other hand, and murmured: "Wait. Very soonnow ... "

Nigd waited with an endless fund of patience, despite the damp chill that worked inward, making him
conscious of hisjoints and the places where his bones had been broken—not more times than he could
count, but more than you could tally on the fingers of one hand, too. He and the others around him were
dressed in dark woolens, and armed with sword and bow, but they wore no armor, and only knitted
balaclava pullover masks on their heads. This was amission where only stealth could hope to succeed;
leaving atrail of dead enemy sentrieswould be failure even if they made it through, since they had to be
ableto get out aswell.

Although he strained his ears he could hear nothing; the besiegers camp was on the northwest side of
the hill, two miles distant from the crest and better than three from here, just thisside of Zollner Creek
aong theline of the old Southern Pecific railway. They were relying on mobile patrolsto keep the rest of
the circuit secure, but they had to send those well out to keep beyond catapult range.

"The diverson will start now," the monk said. Grimly: "Men are dying as we pesk to distract the
Protector'stroops. Let'sgo."

The party went forward into the rainy night; the monk in thelead, asthe native guide; then Alleyne
Loring and hisfather; then Eilir Mackenzie and Astrid Larsson and John Hordle spread out in afan as
rear guard. They moved with cautious speed, across ameadow where no cattle grazed in thistime of
war, past asmdl farmstead equally empty and silent, and through a bare-branched orchard of peach
trees just past bud-break. At the northern edge of it Nigel caught aflash of movement, more sensed than
seen or heard; he patted the air with one hand, and they all sank down behind the weeds that flanked the
fence and the laneway behind it.

Good, the Englishman thought. Not a sound.

Hewasn't surprised at either Alleyne or Hordle; held hel ped train them himsdlf, and knew their
capacities. Astrid wasn't that much of asurprise either; Sam Aylward had taught her, and Michael Havel,
and he knew the one and had alively respect for the other. The movement had probably been nothing
more than afox or rabbit.

But Eilir isa bit of a startling phenomenon. | wouldn't have expected someone who couldn't
bear to be able to be so quiet. She must have natural talent. | should have taken Hordle's word on
it. He'snot a man to let personal attachments cloud his judgment, not at all.

Lying by the fenceline, he put his ear to the muddy ground; even under the patter of the rain he could
hear hooves approaching, many of them; at least a dozen riders, possibly twice that. Moments later aclot
of horsemen followed the sound that heralded them, shambling dong in no particular order, but with
arrows on the strings of their short recurved saddle-bows or heavy machete-like sabersin their hands;
onerosein the girrups as he watched and dashed at an overhanging oak bough, bringing it down with
casud ease though the wood was wrist-thick. He recognized the type; eastern mercenaries, plainsmen,
the same folk held seen in action out near Pendleton last year, and which reports had placed in the
Protector's service in thiswar. One had alight lance across his saddlebow and prodded at the roadside
vegetation now and then.

Twenty of them, more or less, he thought; it was hard to be certain, with the light of the moon gone
and therain getting heavier.

They halted uncomfortably near, athough there was a strip of meadow between the fence and the
dirt road. One dismounted to pissinto the roadway, holding the skirts of hislong oiled-linen duster aside;
afew of the others spoke, though most kept akeen eye out. Their ponchos and dickers made them look
top-heavy and somehow inhuman through the murk and drizzle asthey hunched in their saddles, and their
heads swept back and forth.

| suppose they're nervous in close country like this, hethought; it wasal smdl farmsand fields
here now, with new fences and hedges splitting up bigger pre-Change holdings. Not much like the great
sagebrush plains and canyonlands of their homes, and doubly so in the wet darkness.

"What's got the Portland pussies al het up?' one asked. "They dl tore over to the north therelike it
was a pretty girl oreading wide and yellin' first man here gets a piece!”

"Or likeit wasfree beer on tap,” someone else said.



"Oh, it'ssomeraid or other, the monks kicking up their hedls, | expect,” adightly older man replied;
none of them sounded as old as his son Alleyne'stwenty-eight. "Y'dl know what the Portland pussesare
like, hup-one-two-I-gotta-pike-up-my-ass. They spook easy, you ask me."

"Goddamn cold here," another said, wiping at the water on aface that was ablob of dightly lighter
darkness. Helooked up, which would only get him another face-full.

"Hey, who's the pussy now?" the older voice scoffed. "Been alot colder, riding herd in winter.”

"Yeah, butit'susudly a dry cold. This country'stoo wet soon as you get west of the mountains. A
man could get mushrooms growing on hisballs around here.”

"You could, Al, considering where you've been known to stick your dick. Rain's good for the grass,
anyways," theleader'svoice said. "Hey, Frank, you finished pissing or you got an irrigation system going
there?"

"That was good beer we found,” the one named Frank said, buttoning up hisleather trousers.
"Damn good. Better than any to home. | liked them little spicy sausagestoo, and the sweet cake with
the nuts, but the beer was fine, with ared biteto it and agood head. Hope the monks got more for usto
take."

"Y ou want to takeit, go up and knock that hard head of yours on them walls" the leader said, and
there was a soft chorus of chuckles. "Anyway, saddle up. We got to patrol twice as much ground while
the Portland pusses are away."

"Excuse me, while the noble knights and their vassals are off there chasin' noisesin the dark,” Frank
said as he vaulted easily back into the saddle of his quarter horse, landing with awet smack of leather on
leather. "Chrigt, what a bunch of play-acting put-ons.”

"They're payin' the bills. Mebbe we should dismount and scout some more. Theré's afarmhouse over
to there, about aquarter mile. 1t'd get us out of the wet, at least.”

Nigd's hand made adight, dmost infinitesmal movement towards the sword dung over his back.
That farmhouse was directly in back of them; if the patrol leapt the fence, or cameto tear it down—

"They ain't payin' me enough to get off my horse dl thetime," Frank said. "Congdering we checked
that house yesterday and there's no beer there. If I'm going to be cold and wet, I'd rather do it moving.”

The mercenaries laughed again; then their horses rocked into motion in unison. The party waited
dlently until the patrol's hooves had faded into therain; Nigel held out ahand and made them wait a
moment more while he pressed his ear to the ground again. The muffled thump continued, fading steedily;
they hadn't stopped to come dashing back.

"Go!" he said softly.

They crossed theroad in pairs; he mentally blessed the overconfidence that had made the Protector
leave only abit over two thousand men here—enough to invest the town and the splendid fort, to be
sure, but not nearly enough to encircleit, or kegp smal groups from infiltrating under cover of darkness.
If they'd spread al their menin athin ring around it out of supporting range of each other, they'd have
been horribly vulnerable to counterattack and sdly if the garrison wasin any strength. Instead they'd
sensibly kept most together in asingle body big enough to defend.

Although in their commander's shoes I'd he screaming for another two or three thousand men,
enough to put a fortified camp at each point of the compass and drive a ditch and trench all the
way around. Interesting. There haven't been many sieges since the Change; nobody's quite sure of
how to go about it, or how different it will be from the books.

A pruned vineyard covered the dight upward dope on the other side, the vines catching at their legs
liketwigted fingersin the dark. Then they went through afield, haf plowed and hdf ill in crimson clover;
the disk-plow itself stood forlorn in the center of the field, abandoned when the word of war came,
marking the spot where the sucking, gluey mud gave way to wet pasture. Nigdl blessed therain even as
he cursed the squelching sounds their boots made and the way the ground clung to them; ill, it was
getting as dark as awardrobe, and the hissing, drumming sound made a blanket of white noise around
them. They were safe unless they blundered directly into another patrol; he could seeless of the hill and
fortress than he'd been able to half amile back. It was fortunate the monk knew hisway, because this
was exactly the sort of Stuation that could get even experts thoroughly lost.



Ground lifted under their feet; they met astone retaining wall about waist-high, and then scrambled
up the steep dope. Whatever it wasthat grew there was tough, only giving alittle under their bootswith a
ripping sound and asharp green smell, but it was dick with rain and liquid mud from the soil below, and
they had to bend double and pull themsalves up with their hands aswell. It was arelief to stop when they
ran into the stone and concrete of the wall, to rest against the rough surface and let their hearts dow; the
bad part of that wasthat it made him feel how the rain sucked hesat out of hisbody. Even with therain
and the dead blackness of an overcast night, he dtill felt conspicuousin hisblack outfit againgt the
whitewashed wal; alittle light lesked out from the arrow-ditsin the towers above, enough to make out
hishand in front of hisface.

Of course, my eyesight isn't of the best. Thank God for hard contacts, what?

John Hordle muttered something about hoping the monks could haul them up, but the expected
knotted rope or Jacob's Ladder didn't appear. Instead their guide drew his dagger and pounded sharply
on thewal in some sort of sgnd, with adull clunk sound that made him think the pommel was made of
lead. And there was something alittle wrong about it even so ...

"Beready," the Mount Angel warrior said as he stepped aside.

A chunk of wall about four feet tall and three wide did up soundlesdy, with a smoothness that argued
for counterweighted levers. Thefive of them went through into the gaping maw behind, Hordle swearing
mildly at theway it cramped his huge form; asthey passed the door, Nigel saw that it was soneand
concrete covering a plate of sted. When the last of them passed, it sank back into place with a sough of
displaced air, arguing for anearly hermetic sedl; more stedl sounded on stedl as bars went homewith a
chunk sound. Then alantern was unshuttered. It was dim enough, but dmost painfully bright to eyes so
long in the darkness, showing a short arched tunnd leading to atubdike spird staircase risng upward.
Two men in mail shirtswith shortswords on their belts stood by a spoked whed st into the side of the
tunndl; they nodded in friendly fashion.

The round, unremarkable face of the third figure, carrying the lantern, was framed in avisored sdlet
helm much like the one Nigd Loring ordinarily wore himsdf, but he could have sworn ...

"l am Sger Antonia”

Well, well. It isa woman. | wouldn't have expected it of Catholics, and rather old-fashioned
ones, from what I've heard.

"Do you wish to see the abbot at once? Y ou must have dl had avery hard day.”

"Thank you, Sigter,” Nigd said politely, smoothing his mustache with one finger.

The young woman's smile was charming and showed dimples; she wore adark robe over what
looked like three-quarter armor: breast-and-back, vambraces, tassets, mail deeves.

"But if hesavailable—" the Englishman went on.

"Certainly, Sir Nigel. And to answer your question, I'm a Sister of the Queen of Angels Monastery,
which has dways been closdly associated with Mount Angdl. Please follow me, airs, ladies.™

Nigel shrugged, dightly embarrassed—assuming something that looked odd was odd had become a
habit since the Change—and did so. Sister Antonia picked up apoleax in her other hand and trotted
tirdesdy upward despite the weight of her gear, which the Englishman knew from long persona
experience would be considerable. Motion made the lantern sway, casting huge moving shadowsin the
tall stairwell, and the echoes of their rubber-soled shoes and the nun's hobnails provided a background of
sguesk and clatter. The effort of his own seven-story climb was welcome, warming him alittlein his
sodden clothes and squelching shoes. The concrete walls themselves were dry and smooth, and the soil
around them probably well drained; thiswas obvioudy recent work, not more than afew yearsold. He
wondered how the hilltop community managed for water.

Cigerns, | suppose, hethought. And possibly deep wells with wind pumps, boreholes would do if
they had to go down four hundred feet or better from the hilltop. They certainly have some good
engineers.

After an interminable time they came out into large dim cellars used as storerooms, stretching off into
the distance. They were piled with sacks of grain and dried peas and beans, barrels of beer and wineand
salt pork and beef, plastic trash containers recycled to hold sharp-smelling sauerkraut, flitches of bacon



and hams hanging from racks, and great banks of metal office shelving supporting glass Mason jars of
preserved fruits and vegetables and mests. Then they went up a much shorter flight of metd stairsand
through an iron grillwork door and into aready room-cum-armory, with poleaxes and crosshows racked
around thewalls. A sparse four armed men and two women sat at atable that could have seated twenty;
Nigel smiled to himsdf at the sght of their stifled yawns. Military boredom seemed to be auniversa
characterigtic, athough most soldiers he knew wouldn't have a breviary open to passthetime. The
guards nodded silently, gravely palite.

"Y ou must be cold and hungry,” Sister Antoniasaid. It wasthe first time sheld spoken since greeting
them, but it had been acadm, friendly silence. "Please, thisway."

Another flight of stairs and they were in what he suspected had been the Abbey before the Change,
rooms modern-seeming but plain, dim except for the one lantern and occasiond gas night-lights burning
onwall brackets, turned down low behind their glass shields. Unlike the guardroom they were far from
empty, but the people in them looked to be ordinary civilians, not monagtics, many children and young
mothers among them, adegp—not surprising given the late hour—on improvised palets. Therewasa
surprising absence of clutter or mess or smdll, and Nigel knew from bitter experience how hard that was
to avoid when you crammed displaced people into unfamiliar surroundings.

"Thiswas our guesthouse," Sister Antoniasaid. "Thesefolk are refugees from our outlying villages
and fams"

Which confirms my guess ... probably the town itself isfull to the gills, if the surplusis here.

"Baths here, Sir Nigd, for you and your men. And in the next room for you, Lady Adtrid, Lady Eilir.
Then something to eat, and Abbot Dmwoski will be pleased to speak with you.”

The bathroomswere literdly that, with arow of big tin tubs, and dl the plumbing post-Change, with
pipes running from methane-fired boilers. Water seamed, and Nigd sank into it gratefully, flogging
himself with raw willpower to kegp from letting the infinitely wel come warmth soothe him into despiness.
Alleyne and Hordle were much more cheerful, but then they were ill afew years short of thirty. Hordle
gave asnort of laughter when water splashed onto thetiled floor as he lowered his huge, hairy, muscular
bulk into the largest tub and found it avery tight fit.

"Never 'ad much to do with monks," he said meditatively. "Even the Crow-ley Dads" That Anglican
order had grown spectacularly in England since the Change—severa hundred times, relative to the
surviving total population. "Eilir saysthislot have agood reputation. Certainly the one who showed up
when we had the brush with the banditsand Sir Jason ... *

"Father Andrew," Alleyneput in.

"Hewasagood sort. Tough as hails, mind you, but not mean with it. And the militiamen with him,
they were just farmers and cobblers or what-"ave-you, but they liked him—couple of them knocked
back enough to let their secrets out, if you know what | mean. They had nothing but good to say of
Abbot Dmwoski."

Alleyne nodded thoughtfully. "They must be fairly formidable to have lasted thislong, though, Fether.
They'reright between Moldlaand Gervais. Thisfort would be invulnerable to anything but paratroopers,
but they had to survive long enough to build it, and hold onto the lands around it.”

Nigd caled up themap in hismind; Gervaisto thewest, Molalato the east, both dightly north of the
monastery and itslands, both the seats of Association barons from the second Change Y ear. This place
had been in the pincers, since the Protectorate first organized itself.

"And they've been very cooperative so far,” he said. "But the proof of the pudding, and al that."

"Speaking of which, | could do with some pudding,” Hordle said. "Or a crust, cometo that.”

Nigd had been conscious of hunger; that brought it home, asharp, twisting painin hisgut. They
stayed in the hot water just long enough to soak out the bone-chill of along, hard day spent wet and
cold; he suspected that the two young men lingered alittle for his sake. Robes and sandals were offered
astheir clothes were taken away to be cleaned and dried; the light gear in their packs was stowed in
another set of plain rooms, these with beds and woolen blankets, jug and table, and a crucifix on thewall
of each; then they were led to arefectory.

That was along, dimly lit room with trestle tables and benches and areader's lectern. Nobody was



there but themsalves and an exhausted-looking squad who were probably the night watch, and ateenage
boy minding the hearth; abig pot sSmmered quietly in the fireplace over alow bed of cods, and everyone
ladled themsalves bowls of thick lentil stew with chunks of st pork and onion iniit, and took fresh brown
bread and butter and cups of some hot herba infusion that tasted acridly pleasant. Nigel smiled quietly to
himsdlf as he spooned up the stew; hunger redlly was the best sauce, something he'd learned avery long
time ago. That was the only thing that made much of what a soldier had to et tolerable, and thiswasfar,
far better than agood ded of what he/d choked down in various bivouacs.

When they'd finished an older monk came to their table, aman with swept-back silver hair that till
had afew blond streaksin it, round glasses, a square chin and an elaborate pectoral cross on the breast
of hisblack robe.

"Abbot Dmwaoski?' Nigd asked, though he'd expected someone younger from the descriptions.

Behind him Adtrid coughed tactfully. The monk gave her anod and smile, and then shook his head.

"I'm Father Plank, Sir Nigd, the prior here. | wasin fact the abbot, but | resigned aweek after the
Change, since the office obvioudy required ayounger and more vigorous man with different skills—this
way, if you please.”

He had the same soothing air of trained calm as Sister Antonia, and he led them through the
guesthouse, through new-looking cloisters, and into an older building with ared-tiled roof in the same
comfortable slence. There was asméll of clean sogp and incense and candle-wax, and oncein the
distanceamusica chanting—Gregorian, perhaps Verbum caro factum est, though it was hard to tell
precisely. The office a the end of their travels showed gadight under the door; within it were plain
whitewashed walls, booksheves, filing cabinets, adesk, chairs, and an angular painting of the Madonna
and Child before which another man in ablack robe knelt, his eyes closed, rosary beads moving through
hisfingers as hislips moved. The Englishman noticed that abedroom let off this office, visble through a
half-open door; smal, not much bigger than awalk-in closat, and starkly furnished with an iron cot and a
small chest of drawers. The only other furniture in it was an armor-stand and arack for sword, helmet,
poleax and meta gauntlets.

Eilir and Astrid made asilent gesture of reverence towards the icon; o, to his surprise, did John
Hordle. He was alittle | ess astonished when the big man gave him awink, and Eilir tucked her hand
through the crook of hisarm. Dmwaski rose gracefully, despite his stocky build; that was apparently all
muscle

"Forgiveme," he said when the introductions had been made; his hand was as sword-calloused as
Nigel'sown, and possibly stronger. The accent was Generd American, with adight hint of something
rougher beneeth it. "Time for private prayer has been scarcelatdy.”

Heindicated the chairs with awave of the hand, nodding in friendly fashion to the two young women
who'd been here before, and the older monk sat quietly beside his desk.

"Father,” Nigd sad, alittle awkwardly, and uncertain how to begin.

Hed been a courteoudy indifferent member of the Church of England like most men of hisclass,
profession and generation, but despite the religious revival that had swept the survivorsin hishomeland
during the terrible years, hed never become comfortable with men of faith.

Even my darling Juniper makes me a little uneasy at times. But they were hereto sound the ruler
of Mount Angdl out, to evaluate him aswell asto make an offer of joint action.

The abbot's eyes were blue like those of his guest, but paler. They had anet of fine lines by their
corners, and suddenly he was convinced that the man had come late to acleric's calling; those were
marksman's eyes. Nigel judged him to be around forty, or perhapsalittle older if thetonsurein his
coal-black hair was part-natural. A strong, close-shaved jowl was turned blue by adense beard of the
samecolor.

"A pleasureto meet you, Sir Nigdl. | hope your needs were seen to?"

"Very well indeed, Father,” Nigd said. "In fact, better than a many afive-star hotel |'ve checked into
after ahard trip—lessfuss, less babble and more rea comfort.”

The abbot's square, pug-nosed face split in achuckle. "Ah, Sir Nigd, there you hit upon one of the
worgt temptations of the monadtic life”



"Temptations?' Nigd said, surprised and interested.

"To men of discernment, my son, amild and disciplined asceticism isfar more comfortable than a
surfeit of luxuries, which are amere vexation to the spirit,” he said. "Asasoldier, | expect you
understand; amonastic order and amilitary unit have that in common.”

Nigd's eyebrowsrose. "l do indeed, Father Dmwoski. And you seem to have combined the two
rather effectively here.”

Thistimethe smilewasalittle grim. "Needs must. The Rule of St. Benedict and of course ordinary
duty both enjoin usto take extraordinary measures for our flock in times of trouble. We had this
position—secure even before the walls—nearly two hundred strong young men a our seminary here, the
good Sigtersin town, everything wasfaling apart and what needed to be done to preserve something
from the wreck was obvious, if terrible ... And there are precedents—the Templars and Hospitalers, the
ordersthat ruled Rhodes and Mdlta, the Teutonic Knights ... "

"No criticism implied!" Nigd sad, recognizing adefensve tone when he heard it, and alittle surprised
to hear it from aman who struck him on short acquaintance as stolidly salf-sufficient.

But at least he isn't a burning-eyed fanatic for the Church Militant. | don't know what sort of
commander he makes, but | think I like him as a man.

"Y our pardon,” the abbot said, with a self-deprecating gesture. "I'm afraid it'sadightly sengitive
subject. | wasasoldier mysdf, before | made my profession asamonk here. Not that long before the
Change, asit happens.”

Nigel grinned. "I suspected as much. But after dl ... Think of Bishop Odo on the field of
Hastings—as it happens, some of my ancestors were there with him. And doesn't the Bible say:
Benedictus dominus deus meus qui docet manus meas ad proelium et digitos meos ad bellum!™

The abbot laughed wholeheartedly, yet with arueful note below it. "Be careful, Sir Nigd, or I'll sart
suspecting you're the devil who can quote Scripture! Yet | became amonk and a priest to pray, and to
seek God, to find forgiveness for my sins, and to serve His servants, not to wage war, and certainly not
to exercise secular authority. Priests advising and criticizing politiciansis one thing, priests becoming
rulersthemsalvesis dtogether another. There may be aworse form of government than theocracy in the
long run, but offhand | can't think of any. Even the greatest popes of the Middle Ages weren't up to
governing laymen with any credit to themselves or the Church, and | most certainly am not.”

The older monk shook his head at his superior. "1'm afraid our holy abbot istill alittle resentful that
we propelled him into that chair after the Change; and he bellowed like abull when we inssted on his
elevation to abishopric. We had to nearly drag him to his consecration as bishop.”

"Theresthe example of St. Martin of Tours," Dmwaoski said dryly.

"And ashisspirituad counsdor I'vetold him severd times not to confuse the virtue of humility witha
snful reluctance to take up one's cross. God obvioudy sent him to usjust before the Changefor a
reason."

The abbot shrugged. "Hopefully someday we can return to alife of prayer and [abor ... ordinary
labor, that is. Now, with regard to your plan, Sir Nigdl, we have the genera outline—"

"It'sactudly the Clan Mackenzie's plan, Father," Nigd corrected politely. "I'm one of the Chief's
military advisors, no more. And of course the CORA contingent has agreed aswell, and the Dunedain
Rangers™

The abbot nodded. "I have every confidence in Lady Juniper's abilities ... and in her advisors, andin
Lady Adtridandin ... what do they call them these days? The Cora-boys?' A broader smile. "Sam
Aylward and | have gotten on very well over the years. We have some thingsin common.”

Nigd fet asmal knot of tenson relax in his chest; thiswas aman he could tak to, and probably
persuade. "l redizethisisagreat risk to ask of you.”

Dmwoski spread his hands. "Much must berisked inwar. Y es, we have an impregnable fortress
here, but if the Protector's men conquer everything outside, we will eventually starve. Not soon, weve
been storing up supplies since we started building thewalls, but eventually. And precisdly because these
walls are impregnable, they can be held by asmall force. Allowing al our troopsto be pinned down here
waiting would befoolish ... if thereare dlies sufficient to give us some chance of using them decisively



outsde.

"And if the Protector isvery foolish, Father," Astrid Larsson said unexpectedly.

The abbot'sdightly shaggy eyebrowsraose. ™Y ou think he will be, my child?’

"He'sawicked man, and an arrogant one," Agtrid said. "The two often make asmart man do stupid
things. Oft evil will will evil mar."

"True" Dmwoski sighed. "But | have my flock to think of, their children, their lives, their homesand
farms, dl of which | risk by defying the Protectorate. For that reason, | considered taking his offer of full
internal autonomy under his suzerainty, with only amodest tribute to pay—a generous offer, on the face
of it."

The outsders tensed dightly. Dmwoski's lips quirked. "But only considered, and not very serioudly. |
decided to declineit for two reasons: first, the man'sword is not good. Even if | could stomach sending
back runaways from hisjustice, so-called, once he was supremein these territories, how could I hold him
to any of it? Second, | have the souls aswell as the bodies of my people to consider; the offer included
recognizing his puppet Pope. Bishop Rule was once agood man, and | would have sworn aholy one—"

Father Plank cut in, seeing Nigd's question: " Arminger's antipope. Bishop Landon Rule. Quite
legitimately a bishop, and since he collected two more, some of their acts are canonicdly valid, even
legal—hishops can ordain priests, and three bishops can licitly consecrate another, particularly in
emergencies and in partibus infidel orum when contact with the larger Churchis cut off. Claiming the
Throne of St. Peter isof course vain and blasphemous presumption, not to mention the atrocities of his
Inquisitors and his support of abrutal secular tyranny.”

Dmwoski nodded. "And to think that twelve years ago he ordained me ... The most charitable
interpretation of hisactions over the last decade isthat he was driven mad by what he suffered after the
Change. So many were, of course ... | understand that he was captured by Eaters, and freed by
Protectorate soldiers. Norman Arminger is deeply wicked, amonster of lust and cruelty and
power-hunger, yet his own sdlfishness and corruption put limits to the damage he can do. But when a
good man turnswith dl hisheart to evil, that istruly the nightmare of God. Rule hasled many others
adray, otherswho wished sincerely to return to the Faith, by falling in with Arminger's medievaist
fantasies and resurrecting the worst evilsto which the Church was prey before the modern era.”

Nigel kept hisface carefully neutral, amask of politeinterest. Hefelt animpulseto kick hissoninthe
shin when he heard adight muffled snort from the younger man's char.

The abbot shrugged. "Yes, | see your point, Mr. Loring, though your father istoo polite to speak.
Thereisan element of the kettle calling the pot black there. We have been deprived of certain things by
what | believe to be veritable divine intervention, like that which halted the sun over Joshuaor sent the
Hood in Noah'stime; accordingly we must conclude that those things were vanities, leading us astray, or
that they threatened worse consegquences than the Changeitself.”

Alleyne made askeptical sound. "Y our pardon, Father, but divine intervention isabit of an
antiseptic term to describe the worgt disaster in human history. And | fail to see how anything could be
worse."

Dmwaoski smiled, invincibly courteous. " God's |essons sometimes gppear harsh, to our falible
perspective; consder Noah. Or consider what our Lord himsalf suffered at Gethsemane; without
shedding of blood, thereis no remission of sin. | aways thought that the Flood was a metaphor, but after
the Change, who knows? Without the Change, we might have destroyed ourselves atogether, or used
genetic enginearing and other forms of meddling to abolish genuine humanity from within, perhaps
removing death itsdlf, until there was no limit to the cruel empires of pride and lust that we could erect.
God knows; | do not. And how will the Change be seen many generations hence? This particular space
of years does not gain any specid significance because our lives happen to occupy it, remember.”

"That's more or less what many another preacher you hear these days says, some of them—no
offense—quite cracked. It's aso what Pope Leo proclams,” Nigel observed.

Dmwoski nodded. "However, Martin Luther—an intemperate and hasty man, but far from a
fool—once remarked that humanity islike a drunken peasant trying to ride ahorse. We mount, fal off on
one side, remount, and fall off on the other. God was undoubtedly telling us something when He sent the



Change, but | doubt that His intent was that Holy Church should repeat al the many sinsand errorswe
so painfully repented. We are called, | think, to revive the best of our long tradition.”

Alleyne spoke up again, asmilein hisvoice: "I gather you won't be telling anyone Say themall, God
will know his own, then, Father. That's reassuring.”

The churchman raised ahand, acknowledging the point with arueful lift of an eyebrow. "The
Albigensian Crusade was, | will admit, not the Church's high point.”

"Or burning any witches" Agtrid added dryly.

Dmwaoski pointed an admonishing finger at her. "No. Mind you, my daughter, your remarkably young
Old Religion is patently false, erroneous, conducive to sin in some respects, and—frankly—rather
childish."

Eilir stuck out her tongue, put her thumb to her nose and waggled her fingers defiantly: the two monks
chuckled. Plank spoke:

"Y et if mistaken and childish, not dtogether evil or utterly damnable ... asRul€stwigting of holy
thingsis. A truth perverted is more terrible than any smple mistake, for such evil draws power from the
good it warps, and discreditsit by association.”

"Exactly," Dmwoski said grimly. He hestated, then went on: "1 gather you can tdll us definitely that
the Holy Father did not survive? Rule has been spreading various tales purportedly from the Tasmanian
ship tha brought you here from England.”

"No, I'm afraid he died in the Vatican, when it was overrun and burned about amonth after the
Change," Nigd said. "'l led amisson to Italy four years ago on King Charles orders, primarily to remove
works of art or store them safely—a gesture, and afrustrating gesture, since therewassomuch ... In
any event, there are groups of civilized survivorsin Italy, not just the scattering of neo-savagesyou find in
France or Spain. Some small enclavesin the Alps, aclump of townsand villagesin Umbria, and a
somewhat bigger clump in Sicily around Enna. Severa hundred thousand atogether. They dl agree that
Pope John Paul refused to leave Rome himsdlf, athough he ordered some others out of the city just
before the fina collapse; the Swiss Guard escorted them. Cut their way to safety, rather.”

The clerics sighed and crossed themselves. "He iswith the saints now. Thereis still some organized
presence of the Church therein Italy, then?"

"Yes @ least onecardind ... what was hisname, Alleyne? We met him briefly in Magione.™

"A German name, Father Dmwoski ... Yes, Cardina Ratzinger; he wasin charge, and had regular
links with the other parts of Italy and southern Switzerland.”

"Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger?' Father Plank said, giving Alleyne akeen look asthe younger Loring
nodded.

Nigd went on: "Therewastalk of agenerd Council once regular seartravel resumesfurther afield, to
discusstheimplications of the Change. Tak of reunion with the Church of England, too. And about
eighteen months before we | eft, we heard that the College had been summoned, though it was expected
to take some time—the largest surviving group of Catholicsisin South America, of course, and
conditionsthere are chaotic a best and anightmare at worst. So you gentlemen should have anew pope
by now, probably the cardina we met, though God a one knows when we here will have regular
communications with Europe again. I'm sorry we can't give you more details, but we had other priorities.”

Both the clericsooked pleased; the abbot nearly rubbed his hands, and Plank went on:

"Cardind Ratzinger isan extremely sound man, atheologian of note, with aspecid devotion to our
own St. Benedict. Mother Church isin good hands, then. That's very good newsindeed, Sir Nigdl, and
we thank you from the bottom of our hearts.”

My oath, though, that was a strange visit, Nige thought as heinclined hishead in polite
acknowledgment.

Hed awaysliked Italy before the Change; friends of his had lived in Tuscany, or Chiantishire asit
was sometimes called, athough held found their playing at peasantsin the over-restored farmhouses that
had once housed real ones rather tiresome. And after the Change, the empty parts of the peninsulawere
samply more of the dl-too-familiar dangerous wilderness, the ruined cities an old story by then. Theliving
Umbrian towns, though ...



It was very strange to see the Switzer pikemen under the walls of the Badia ... that gave me a
bit of a chill. | half expected Sr John Hawkwood and the White Company to come over the hill
next, or at least Sgismondo Malatesta and a troop of condottieri.

"The Church spanned the world before air travel," Dmwoski said stoutly. "Before telegraphs and
steamships, for that matter. We have free bishopricsin Corvalisand Ashland and here at Mount Angel,
and others within reach— Boise, and the Free Citiesin the Y akima country. We Benedictines have
carried the torch through a Dark Age before. Quccisa Virescit—pruned, it grows again." Wewill knit
the threads once more, here and al over the world; the more reason to resist the damnable pretensions of
the antipopein Portland ."

He shook back his shoulders. "And 0, back to the immediate problem.”

"If you could tell me exactly what forces you have available, then?'

"We can commit twelve hundred troops; al our knight-brethren, four hundred heavy infantry and the
best of the town and country militia," Dmwoski said decigvely. "That will |eave enough over to hold these
walls, a apinch. And | will lead the force we commit, of course. But we cannot sally effectively unless
the enemy can be drawn off from their investment of the town, most particularly their heavy lancers. We
do not have the numbersto fight them in the open field by ourselves, and we have no cavary to speak of.
And whatever we do must be done before they bring in more men from elsewhere.”

Nigd fought down ayawn and shook his head. ""Drawing them out of their camp and into thefidld we
can manage,” hesaid. "Thiswill require careful coordination, though. We have to draw them off, but not
so far that we're out of supporting range of your force, or werisk being defeated separately.”

"Very careful coordination." Dmwoski smiled. "And clear heads. | suggest we begin tomorrow with
my gaff, after Lauds.”

The older monk roseto lead them to their beds. Dmwoski's hand rose to sign the Cross.

"Pax Vobiscum.”

Castle Todenangst, Willamette Valley, Oregon
March 6th, 2008/Change Year 9

Rudi Mackenzielooked up at walls and turrets and banners, gleaming in the morning sun; the castle
reared higher and higher asthey rode eastward from Newberg. Rolling fields passed by on either side,
where ox-teams drew plows that turned sod into dark rows of damp earth, and green quilted
tree-studded pasture, acres of blue-green whest rippling in the breeze, orderly vineyards and orchards of
plums and hazelnuts, with forested hills behind—the Parrett Mountains, and behind them the tiny white
cone of Mount Hood in the far distance. It reminded him of a picture hed seeninabook ... something
with a French name that sounded like 'rich hours," about the Duke of Berry.

The fortress-palace had been built on an old butte just south of the road; carved out of it by brute
force, and then the remains bound in ferroconcrete, but despite its massiveness there was a curious grace
to the great complex. A curtain wall with towers and gates surrounded it; the skyward-thrusting bulk of
the keep rose above where the hill had been planed awvay to make its base; the high walls of the donjon
were covered in granite of apale pearl color, and towers higher yet were spaced around its oval length,
with banners flaunting from the spiked peaks of their green-copper roofs.

A single tower taller than al the rest shone on the southernmost height, its conicd roof gilded, but the
circular shaft of the tower sheathed in some smooth black stone whose crystal inclusions glittered dmost
painfully bright.

A large village stood just on the northern side of the road haf amile short of the turnoff to the castle,
unwalled but al looking new-built aswell, housesin brick with tile roofs, agray church with asquare
steeple, and ahdl. He got awhiff of manure and pigsties fromiit, but the stock was nestly penned, and
nothing but dogs and children and chickens scrambled in the street. A mass of people had turned out, five
or sx hundred, waving little black flags with the Eye on them; he could hear them cheering, or calling out
Matti's name and title. It seemed alittle odd to see dl the men in trousers, and al the women in double
tunics, gpart from the occasiond longer airsaid, men and women in the Clan wore kilts or robes or
nothing much as the occasion indicated, and in Corvalis and the Bearkiller territories nearly everyone



wore pants anyway.
It wasn't the firgt time held heard cheers since they'd entered the Protector's lands, but ...

They sound a lot more like they mean it this time, hethought. | guessthey like her more here.
Or maybe they like her mom and dad more here. None of them look hungry, at least, not in this
place.

The men-at-arms|ooking on from behind the crowd till gave him abit of achill, though. He didn't
like theway the villagers moved aside when one walked close. And it was odd to have people pointing
and murmuring at him, fright on their faces, asif he was some sort of exatic, dangerous wild besst.

"Wow, Matti," he said, waving at the castle. "That's something! Y ou told me about it but it
looks... likeit'sredly something. Yeah."

He didn't say what that something was, but Mathilda Arminger beamed proudly.

"Yup," shesad, and chattered on: "Dad built it for Mom, redly. When | wasjust ababy. | don't
remember it when it wasn't finished, though. There's thisbook on it the chief engineer did up when it was
finished, it's pretty interesting, with drawings and everything—I liked it even when | wasjust akid, before
last year, there are alot of picturesthey took."

"It'sred big to build so quick. | mean, it'sashig asalot of the old buildings from before the
Changel™

Mathilda nodded proudly. "Dad saysthat castles were quick to build in the old days too—a couple
of years. And it's easier the way we did it, with the concrete and the stedl rods and stuff. Welive herea
lot, when we're not in Portland or visiting around with the counts and barons and Marchwardens. It'sredl
quick, weride over to Newberg and then get on the railway with guys pedaling, and we're at the city
paacein Portland just like that.”

She snapped her fingers, and Tiphaine Rutherton looked over a them, then nodded and smiled when
she redlized the gesture wasn't meant to get her attention.

She's been smiling a lot, Rudi thought. | mean, smiling a lot for her. | bet she's counting up what
she's going to get for bringing Matti back. And for getting me.

She was aso wearing the war harness of aman-at-arms now, rather than her camouflage outfit,
though with the helmet dung at her saddlebow; so were the rest of her party, and the children had
acquired clothes rushed south to the border station where they'd paused for baths and food and agood
night's deep. They'd also picked up afour-horse carriage and servants, but Mathilda preferred to leave
them inside and ride with him—the riding horses were splendid, not as magnificent as Epona of course,
but better than any others held ever seen. Rudi had been given well-made boots that fit him, and trousers
and t-tunic of fine green cloth. A loose linen shirt went under it and aleather belt tooled and studded with
slver was cinched around hiswalst; on his head he wore aflat cloth hat with aroll around the edge and a
tall hanging down the side, and a silver badge and peacock feather at the front.

Mathildawas wearing asimilar set of clothesin brown, though with jeweled embroidery and agolden
clasp on ahat whosetall was of red silk; that was aboy's gear by northern reckoning, but evidently
Princess Mathildawas an exception to the usua rules. Sheld aso I eft off the dagger when she saw he
wasn't alowed to have his dirk back. She said her mother had probably thought to have the clothes
ready, and from his one meeting with her she probably had indeed.

Matti's mother isreal smart, Rudi thought. | don't think she's real nice, though. Helicked hislips
dightly, then stiffened his back; he was about to meet the Lord Protector. I'm not scared. And if I am, |
won't let anyone see!

His mother had said something about Castle Todenangst once, when shed seen apicture of it: Sure,
and the man must have been Walt Disney in a previous life. He wasn't sure precisaly what that
meant, but al the grown-ups had laughed, and the memory of it heartened him now.

It's no use saying anything to Matti. | mean, if | say, your dad's going to have them cut off my
head, she'd just get scared and mad and couldn't do anything. She loves her dad.

An escort of the Protector's household knights flanked them on either side, the black-and-crimson
pennants of their lances sngpping in the mild southerly breeze. There were more soldiers about, on either
Sde of the roadway; tented camps stretched there, set up in pastures and fallow fields, from little pup



tentsto big pavilions with the banners of knight or baron flaunting from their peaks. Crossbowmen shot at
targets, footmen and men-at-arms hacked at pells, mounted men practiced spearing thering or tilting at
each other with practice lances topped with padded |eather balls; Pendleton mercenaries galloped about
firing arrowsinto hay baes, or dicing lumps of thrown horse dung in midair with their heavy, curved
sabers. Some of the easterners broke off to ride over and stare at the procession; many were bare to the
waist, with feathers stuck in horse-tail braids down their backs and patterns of black and red bars and
dots painted on their faces and chests, or shaggy beards. Troops of al varieties crowded to the edge of
the road, and began cheering themsalves when they saw who it was, throwing caps and even weaponsin
the air. Mathilda stood in the stirrups and bowed to both sides of the road, waving and blowing kisses.

Then they turned right and the way rose south towards the castle's outer gates, spearmen lined the
road on either side, but more people stood on the battlements above the gate and cheered aswell; those
had servants tabards on over their clothes. The gates were of black stedl with the Lidless Eye wreathed
in flames on them in some red-gold aloy; when the great portals swung open it was egxily likeriding into
the empty pupil, like awindow into nothing. Little flowers rained down as they went on over the
drawbridge with abooming of hooves on thick planks, and under the fangs of the portcullis, therewasa
wet moat, smelling fairly fresh, and thick with water lilies. The tunnd-like passage beyond had a steep
risetoit, and must have cut through afair bit of the former hillside, not just the curtain wall.

"Doyou likeit?' Mathilda asked as they came back into the sunlight.

"It'sredlly something," Rudi repeated Sncerdly.

Inwardly, he shivered dightly, feding something of the demonic, driving will that had reared these
stony heights amid the death of aworld. Mathildaleaned over and gave his hand a squeeze; he returned it
gratefully for anindant.

Ontheinside thewall was about haf the forty-foot height it had been at the moat's edge, which
meant that the lower half backed against the cut-away hill. They'd done the same a Dun Juniper and
other places; he knew that was sound technique.

The outer wall isn't as high as Mount Angel, but it goes further around ... hethought. It's
pretty big, bigger than home or Larsdalen. Not nearly as big as Corvallis, though.

He remembered to look for the things Sam Aylward and Nigel Loring had taught him.

Good location. Thisisthe high ground for long catapult range all around. Probably lots of
water inside—the mountains over there to dawn-ward would mean powerful springs and good
wells. Good communications. And it dominates the passage between the Parrett Mountains and
the Dundee Hills, and the bridge where we came across the Willamette.

Houses and sheds, workshops and barracks and stables and shops lined the inside of the wall's
circuit. At their doorsteps was a broad asphalt-paved street lined with trees, and on the inner edge of that
was another row of buildings built into the hill so that the rear windows of the two-story buildings were at
ground level. Above rose steep hillside, terraced with smooth stonework retaining walls, scattered with
flowerbanks—afew aready in bloom, crocus and narcissus—lawns and trimmed bushes, fountains
shooting water high and white above carved sone salvaged from dead mansions—I| was right about the
water. They must have plenty.—and benches and pergolas. Nothing was substantial enough to give
anyone on the dope much cover; every inch of it and theinner sde of the walls and the ground outside
could be swept from the battlements above.

A single road switchbacked up the northern face to the keep's entrance. Trumpets brayed
triumphantly as they rode through; thistime the roadway turned right in adeep cutting ingde the
gate-towers, and then left again before it reached the surface; that meant the walls must have the hill
backing them for fifty feet up or better; the hooves of their party clattered in adin of harsh echoes until
they cameto the light once more.

The courtyard within was huge, better than an acre, but the wals and the towers at the corners till
placed much of it in shadow this early in the morning. It was paved with patterns of colored brick,
scattered with planters, and buildings were set againgt the walls around al sides of it; towersrose at the
four corners, seeming to reach for the scattered clouds above. One flank was agreat church covered in
white marble, with stained-glass windows; the centra rose showed the stern, bearded face of Christ



Pantocrator Sitting in judgment. The right seemed to be living quarters; aong the south was a great
feasting hal with strips of window dternating with tile-sheathed concrete piersinitswal. And there must
be another courtyard beyond, with the great black tower on its southern edge.

More knights stood with their lances before them on either side, to make a passage through the
crowds from the gateway to the stepped terrace at the hal's flank. Rudi firmed his mouth and
dismounted; grooms hurried to take the horses.

Two thrones stood before the doors of the hal, under a striped awning. To either sde was acrowd
brilliant with dyed and embroidered cloth, jewe s on fingers and around necks and on the hilts of daggers,
wrapped headdresses ... most of them women in cotte-hardis, or priestsin robes, and one standing
besde the larger throne in agorgeous outfit of gold and white, with atall mitre on hishead and acrook in
his hands. Some noblemen were there too, in civilian garb or the mail and leather of war, but ...

Yeah, Rudi thought, taking a deep breath. But most of the men are off fighting against us. That
camp outside isjust part of them.

Two figures sat on the thrones. Sandra, Mathildals mother, in pearl and dove gray and silver. And
her father, warlike in black save for the gold headband, his harsh face unreadable. He was abig man; a
bit bigger than Mike Have, alittle smaler than Uncle Eric, but built like @ther of them—strong hands,
thick wrists, broad shoulders, long legs. A swordsman's build.

Rudi lifted his chin and met the man's eyes as the party tramped forward, ignoring the murmurs from
the nobles on either sde. Theair was Hill; hetossed back hishair; therewas achilly fedingin his
stomach, like he'd drunk too much cold water right after exercising, and the vague sensation of needing to
pee. Some of the women were cooing as he passed; more called greetings to Mathilda, who smiled and
waved ... though not as enthusiastically as she had outside.

They halted ten pacesfrom the dais, at the line of knights who rested unsheathed swords on their
shoulders and stook like iron statues between the ruling pair and the world. At a gesture from the man
they moved aside, and Mathilda suddenly gave a squeal and dashed forward.

"Daddy! Daddy!" she caroled, and burst into tears as he rose and swept her into hisarms, whirling
her around and holding her high, then kissing the top of her head as she gripped him like afireman's pole.

The crowd burst into cheers, many of them waving handkerchiefsin the air.

The trumpets at the gates sounded again, and even afew of the guardian knights smiled for a
moment; the noise was a deafening thunder of echoesin the great stone space. When her father put her
down at last, Mathilda selfconscioudy drew hersdf together.

"I'm so glad to be home, Mom, Dad," she said, wiping her eyes, and went to stand beside her
mother.

Sandra Arminger smiled aswell when she embraced her daughter, and sat holding the girl's hand, but
there was an enigmatic cam in her eyes asthey flickered coolly over Rudi'sface.

Norman Arminger turned back, and Tiphaine went to one kneein arustling clash of chain-mail
armor, bowing her head. So did the rest of the party; Rudi knelt aswell, taking off hisnew hat. It was
only polite.

"Tiphaine Rutherton, for this rescue of my daughter and heir—"

Therewas adight ripple through the crowd, amurmur like asigh. Mathildas eyes went alittle wider.
Yeah, he hadn't said she was his heir, not out loud, Rudi remembered.

"—there would be few rewards too grest."

For thefirst time Sandra spoke aloud, her voice cool and amused. "I suspect rank, gold and land
would be agood start, Norman,” she said. "Don't gint.”

Arminger threw back his head and laughed. "Indeed, and | won't. Approach,” he went on, drawing
hissword. "Rank first." Sandra Arminger rose as well asthe woman in armor ascended the stepsto the
daisand knelt again on the last of them. The Lord Protector bowed dightly to his consort and offered her
the weapon, holding it across one forearm hilt foremost—carefully. Rudi could tell it was areal sword,
with an edge that would dice open your hand like a butcher knife if you pressed your flesh againgt it. The
guard was asmple crossbar of scarred stedl, the pommel abrass bl and the long hilt was wound with
braided leather cord.



It wobbled ever so dightly as Sandratook the grip in one small hand. She added the other, turning
and raising the blade, only adight tightening of her mouth showing the rain. A ray of sunlight broke
through cloud and made the sted shimmer; Rudi felt aprickling even then.

Something brushed the back of my neck, hethought. Or Someone.

It dso gilded the kneeling woman's pae hair. Theflat of the blade descended in adap on Tiphane's
mail-clad right shoulder, hard enough to make the sword vibrate in adight nnnngggg harmonic.

"I dub you knight," Sandra said, her voice carrying over the hush of the crowd. Another dap on the
left. "I dub you knight." Then she handed the sword back to her husband. "Receive the colle.”

That was alight hand-buffet on both cheeks; Tiphaine stayed on her knee, raising her face to makeit
eader to drike. "l dub you knight, Lady Tiphaine," Sandra concluded. "And bid you welcome to that
worshipful company.”

Tiphaine drew her own sword and presented it across the pams of her gauntleted hands. Sandra
took it, raised the blade before her, kissed the crossit made and returned it. "Take this sword, Tiphaine,
knight of the Association, to draw it in defense of the realm and of Holy Church, or when your liege-lord
and your own honor call."

"I will, my lady and liege," the new-made knight said, diding the sword home; the guard made a
dight tinngg sound as it went home against the meta plate round the mouth of the scabbard. Then she
crossed hersdlf. "Before God and the Virgin, | swear it."

Norman Arminger smiled again. "Thevigil before the atar and other ceremonid can follow.”

Hetook agold chain from around his neck; there was a gasp from the audience as he dropped it
over Tiphaine's bowed neck.

"Thisfor akegpsake and mark of my lasting favor. With it | make you hereditary baronet. And now,
since we can't eat rank—though sometimes | think we lords of the Association breathe it, like the Society
inthe old days—"

A gust of laughter went through the crowd.

"—I grant this newest fief-holder of the Association one thousand rose nobles, that she may meet the
immediate needs of her new state and rank, starting with apair of golden spurs. In addition to this, as
head of the Portland Protective Association, | grant to her seizin of the castle, estate and domain of Ath,
previoudy held in demesne as my own direct possession. Thisgrant to include the manor of Montinore,
and the two knight's fees attached thereunto, with mill and press, heriot and fine and forest-right, and
power of the High Justice, the Middle and the Low over al below the rank of Associate. It shall be held
by her astenant-in-chief and free vavasour, on service of three knights and their menie, and mesne
tithes”

Wow, Rudi thought; aclerk was scribbling frantically at the paper on his clipboard with aquill pen.
She's redly getting the goods. | remember Sr Nigel saying that was the land the Protector tried to
buy himwith. Tenant-in-chigj, too. And baronet—that's almost like being a baron.

Arminger turned to hiswife again. "Shdl you do the honors, my love?'

Sandra nodded, and took Tiphaine's hands between hers, for the oath of vassalage. The younger
woman'svoice rang out clearly as she promised arms, life and faith; the voice of the Protector's consort
was softer, but carried aswell.

"Rise, Tiphaine, Lady of Ath!"

Shedid, then bowed as she kissed the hands of both rulers. When she spoke, it was in the same
formd, quas-hieratic tones:

"My lord Protector, | would petition you, of your favor, that my comrades on thismission aso
receive the accolade; Ivo Marks, and Ruffin Velin ... and Joris Stein, men-at-arms of the Lady Sandra's
Household. Without their courage and skill and good sword arms | could not have accomplished what |
did. Also their comrades Raoul Carranza and Herulin Smith fell in battle aiding the rescue of the princess,
and | would that you grant their lemans and families aid, for they were poor men.”

"A pleasure,” Arminger said. "And a hundred rose nobles each to theliving; clerk, seeto the pensons
for those | eft bereft. Y ou three, approach the Presencel”

The men-at-arms came forward eagerly and knelt in arow, tifling their grinsinto appropriate



solemnity asthey laid their swords at the Lord Protector's feet; this was the big step that made them
eligiblefor dl further promotion and, most importantly, for afief. A hundred rose nobles was better than
three years pay for aman-at-arms, aswell, or one for ahousehold knight. The Protector drew his blade
again and performed the ceremony; he handled the heavy weapon with casud authority, flipping it from
thewrigt to make ahard smack on each shoulder with blurring speed. None of the men blinked asthe
knife-edged sted skimmed over their bare heads. The colle was more than a gesture from his calloused
hand aswell, but they didn't seem to mind the ear-ringing buffet.

Before the men could rise, Tiphaine went on: "My lord Protector, my liege-lady Sandra, | beg leave
to enfeoff part of thelandswhich it has pleased you to grant me to worthy knights, that | may bring a
proper menie when the muster is caled and the banner of the Lidless Eye unfurled.”

Norman Arminger's eyebrows went up. "Y ou're atenant-in-chief now," he said. "Y ou don't need
permission to assemble your menie, your fighting tail, aslong asthey're capable. | think were all agreed
that you are, so that leaves you two knightsto find, or experienced men-at-armswould do at a pinch.”

"My lord Protector, | do need permission if they are vassals of another. My lady, | beg that you
release from their oaths Sir Ruffin Vdin and Sir Ivo Marks, landless knights of your Household, that they
may swear themselvesto me.”

Even then, Rudi smiled dightly at the way Joris Stein stiffened and glared, pressing hislips together
againg an outburst that would ruin him. | never liked him. Ruffin and Ivo are sort of rough, but they
were OK to me. | think Joris would have hurt meif he could have gotten away with it. HE's nasty.
Being left out like thiswas a public dap in the face. Juniper's son knew how much it meant to anorthern
knight to get amanor of hisown; they couldn't redly marry or anything until they did, although being in
the Lady Sandra's Household meant they must be good fighters.

Sandra Arminger caught the eye of the knight with the pointed yellow beard and shook her head very
dightly, warning and promising at the sametime. Then she smiled a Tiphaine. "Certainly. They will serve
mejust aswell by serving you, my loya vasd."

Tiphaine bowed again and backed down the sairs, then jerked her head at the three knights. They
followed her into the crowd; Tiphaine received agood many discreet smiles and nods, as someone
suddenly necessary to take into account rather than just the bizarre hatchet-woman that the consort's
whim had raised up.

The smile on Norman Arminger's face went glacia as he turned to look a Rudi, now standing alone
before the dais. Now it looked like the expression adeer beheld on the very last cougar it ever saw. The
boy crossed hisarms across his chest and smiled defiantly.

| can be afraid of dying, hethought. We're supposed to be. But | can't let anyone see. Liath and
Aocife died for me. I've got to do thisright. If | have to go to the Summerlands now, Dread Lord,
Dark Lady, let my mom not be too sad until we meet again. Let me be brave, please, so the Clan
will be proud of me, and Lord Bear too. But | wish | could have grown up, and ridden Epona
more ... can | tell Matti it's not her fault?

The man'svoice had adeadly purr in it now. "There remains the matter of the prisoner,” he said, and
paused.

Hiswifésvoicefd| into it with smooth naturalness, as she set an affectionate hand on his shoulder.

"Y es, there does. Come here, young lord.”

Rudi garted dightly, shocked out of his concentration. He looked at her doubtfully, then strode up
the steps and knelt before her, taking the hat off again as he bowed his head. Her fingers brushed through
the red-gold curls of hismane.

"We have heard of how you stood asfriend to our daughter while she was held prisoner,” Sandra
said. "The Lord Protector and | can in honor do no less. Let dl at this court know that Rudi Mackenzieis
to be treated with the respect due asovereign's child, until hisfateis settled, on pain of Our most severe
displeasure”

"Oh, thank you, Daddy!" Mathilda said, and clutched hishand in both of hers. "I knew it, | knew it!
Thanks, Mom!"

Therewas only the dightest instant when it looked asif Norman Arminger would shake her off and



draw his sword; Rudi didn't think anyone else would seeit, except maybe Mathildals mother. Hissmile
even looked genuing, if saturnine.

"Suchisour will," he said, and the strong voice boomed out over the courtyard. There were more
cheers, and heraised ahand for silence. "My lords, my ladies, noble knights, faithful retainers—you are
all bidden to our feast of celebration tonight. My daughter isreturned! Let meet and wine be givento the
commonersin bailey and village that they may celebrate aswdl, and to al the soldiers and men-at-arms
inthe camp. Only the fact that we are a war makes me hesitate to declare holiday acrossthe
Asociation'sterritories. When victory iswon, we will mark both triumphs with banquets, tournaments
and of course masses of thanksgiving.”

With that, the master of Portland bowed himsdlf, towards the man with the crosier. The cleric
acknowledged the gesture with an inclination of his head, and then turned his eyes on Rudi. He met them,
and adigtinct jolt ran through him—almost the way it did when he met his mother's eyes after sheld
Cdled the Lady, but without the warm comfort of it.

Uh-oh, the boy thought. There's Someone there. And that One is no friend to us, or to anyone.

"Our Lord Protector is both just and merciful,” the former Bishop Landon Rule said. "Y et thereis
also the matter of the boy's spiritual welfare. Surely the hand of God is seen here, that he has been
ddivered from the Satan-worshippers on the same day as our own lord's daughter, and in despite of the
evil will of the Queen of Witches. | mysdlf will seeto hisingtruction, and in time his baptism.”

Mathilda began to spesk. "But—"

Her mother silenced her with atouch on the lips that anyone more than a pace avay would have
thought a caress. "Of course, Your Holiness" she said. "Eventudly, that must be done, asal must be
brought to the comfort of Holy Church.”

The churchman hesitated, then inclined his head in turn and raised ahand in blessing. The sonorous
L atin sounded over the crowd and the thrones before he turned to go.

Oh, Rudi thought, relaxing and noticing sweat under hisarmpits and on hisface. That was scary.
More scary than the Protector.

"What the fuck were you thinking of, Sandra?' Arminger barked, striding back and forth. "Now I'm
publicly committed!"

"For the present, my love, for the present,” Sandra said soothingly. "Have somewine."

"It'sabit early," he snarled again. "And don't try to distract me, Sandra. Y ou know | don't like to be
upstaged like that without warning. | am the Lord Protector, by God!"

"Some coffee, then?'

They werein one of the small presence rooms of his own chambers, high in the Tower of the Eye that
rose from the southern face of the kegp'swall; thiswas the last chamber the elevator reached, and the
gtairs above led to one more and then the rooftop. With the shape of the hill and the rise of the tower,
that put them three hundred and fifty feet above thefloor of the valley, looking down on the
tree-bordered blue of the Willamette and the meadows between. That made the tall window and small
bal cony outside possible without compromising the castle's defenses; it was open, and impatiens fluttered
in the boxes around the bal cony, gold and purple and blue, adding their mite to the scents of spring and
the river and theincense that burned in aholder inawall niche.

Within, the chamber was floored in hardwood parquet, graced with Persian rugs, thewalls held
tapestries and bookshelves, and pictures—a Rubens and a Monet. The table at which Sandra sat was
genuine Renaiss