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CHAPTER ONE

... enlargement of our standard lines in domestic,
supervisory and recreational Items for the intending settler in
the new territories. Our Agency has had agents on hand for
every auction of choice items; stock your kitchens and servants'’
quarters from the best hotels and restaurants of Europe. And
while Settlement Directorate issue may do for field-hands and
machine-tenders, when it comes to the strawbosses.
interpreters and drivers you will need for your plantation or
enterprise, our breaking-and-training establishments are
unmatched for price and quality. Why go to the expense of
importing your serf cadre from the dregs of the Police Zone?

And amusement? From the snowy blond of Sweden to the
olive of Italy, the fruits of conquest are yours to pluck. From
peasants to aristocrats, from the illiterate to the ballerinas and
university students of Paris, wench or prettybuck. your fantasy
is our reality. Whether your desire is siambok-broken docility
or a wild Finn you can tame yourself. Stevenson & de Verre has
it! Chemo-conditioning and polygraph testing ensure
unmatched reliability for our product, reared in and tailored to
local languages and custom, from Seoul to Lisbon! Don't waste
precious time and capital training your own;
consult our brochures, and contact your local representative for
further information.

Advertising flier of Stevenson & de Verre.
Labor Agents, included in:



Settler Information Kit No. Ill
Settlement Directorate, European
Area, 1948 ed.

LYON, PROVINCE OF BURGUNDIA
REGIONAL HQ, SECURITY DIRECTORATE
DETENTION CENTER XVII

APRIL, 1947

"Pater Noster, qui est in caelis ..."

"Shut up, slut-bitch!" The guard raked her hard-rubber
truncheon along the bars in frustration, then stalked off down
the corridor.

Sister Marya Sokolowska lowered her head and fought to
recapture the Presence; a futile effort, it could not be forced.
Enough, prayer is more than feelings, she chided herself, while
habit droned the sonorous Latin words and told the beads of her
rosary. The words were a discipline in themselves; faith was a
matter of the intellectual will more than subjective sentiment.
And the others relied on her: even Chantal Lefarge the
communist over in the corner was joining in; it helped remind
them they were human beings and not animals-with-numbers,
that they were a community, linked one with the other.
Something easy to forget in the ten-by-twelve brick cube of cell
10-27, under the Domination of the Draka. Though she was the
only Pole here, and the only religious.

Covertly, her eyes followed the guard as far as the grill-door
would allow. The building had not been designed as a prison; the
Draka had taken it over when Lyons fell, back in '45. Before
then... a school, perhaps, or some sort of offices. Then the
Security Directorate had come, and cordoned off as many square
blocks of the city as need dictated; knocked doors and built
walkways between buildings, surrounded the whole with
razor-wire and machine-gun towers, put in bars and
control-doors. It was a warren now, brick and concrete, burlap
and straw ticking, the ever-present ammonia stink of



disinfectant. Lights that were never dimmed, endless noise. The
tramp-tramp-clank of chain gangs driven in lockstep to
messhalls or to their work, maintaining and extending the
prison-complex. Far-off shouts and screams, or someone in the
cell across the corridor waking shrieking from a nightmare.
Mornings were worst: that was the hour for executions, in the
courtyard below their cell. The metal grille blocked vision but not
sound; they could hear the footsteps, sometimes pleading or
whimpering, once or twice cracked voices attempting the
Marseillaise, then the rapid chattering of automatic weapons
and rounds thumping into the earth berm piled against their
block's wall... The nun finished the prayer and came to her feet,
putting solemnity aside and smiling at the others. Together they
rolled the thin straw-stuffed pallets up against the walls, each
folding her single cotton blanket on top and placing the cup and
pan in the regulation positions. There was nothing else to do; it
was forbidden to sleep or sit after the morning siren.
Conversation was possible, if you were careful and very quiet, a
matter of gesture and brief elliptical phrases, and it helped break
the terrible sameness of each day. Newcomers brought in fresh
tidings from the world outside, and bits of gossip passed from
hand to hand, on work details or at the messhall... not as
elaborate as she had expected, there were too many informers
and turnover was too high. This was a holding and processing
center, not a real prison; a place to sit and wait until they took
you away. Terrible rumors about what lay beyond: factories,
labor camps, bordellos, medical experiments such as the
Germans had done during the Nazi years... but no real
information. For herself, it was not so bad; she had much time to
meditate, and the others to help, and what came after would be
the will of God, Who would give her strength enough to meet it,
if no more.

Marya crossed herself and moved a careful half-pace closer to
the bars. Good, the guard had gone around the corner. She was
just a trusty, a prisoner like the rest of them, with no key to open
cell doors. She could mark an individual or a whole cell down
and inform the real guards, the Security bulls and retired
Janissaries who ran Block D, Female Section. That could mean
flogging or electroshock or sweatbox for all of them, you never
knew. But the guard would be reluctant to do that; it was unwise



to have more contact with the bulls than you had to. A prayer
was not enough provocation; a real racket might be, because
then she would be in danger of losing her position and being
thrown back into a holding pen, which meant being quietly
strangled one night. Seven to one was bad odds.

God forgive them all, Marya thought. For them too the
Savior died. She herself would probably get nothing more than a
whack across the kidneys with the rubber truncheon at mess call.

Not for the first time, she reflected that Central Detention was
like being inside a machine. Not a particularly efficient one,
more like an early steam engine that gasped and wheezed and
leaked around its gaskets, shuddering with loose fittings and
friction. But it used the Domination's cheapest fuel, human life,
and it was simple and rugged and did its work with a minimum
of attention; she had been here six months and rarely even saw
the serf guards and clerks who did the routine management,
much less one of the Citizen-caste aristocracy of the
Domination...

There was an iron chung-chung from the landing down at the
south end of the corridor; the main door to Block D, two stories
up the open stairwell. A sudden hush caught the cells along the
narrow passageway, an absence of noise that had been too faint
for conscious attention, then a rustle as the inmates sprang to
stand by their bedrolls. The nun moved to her own and assumed
the proper posture, feet together, head bowed, hands by sides.
She could feel the sweat prickle out on her palms, wiped them
hurriedly down the coarse cotton sack-dress that prisoners were
issued. Suddenly the familiar roughness itched against her skin,
and she forced her toes to stop their anxious writhing in the
sisal-and-wood clogs.

A whimper. Therese; she had never been strong, or quite right
in the head since they brought her and Chantal in. A slight girl,
dark and too thin, who never spoke and slept badly. The nun had
had medical training, but it was nothing physical; the abuse that
had made the elder Lefarge sister strong with hate had broken
something in Therese. Perhaps it could never be healed, and
certainly not here. Eyes met across the cell, and someone



coughed to cover the quick squeeze of the shoulder and whisper
of comfort that was all they had to offer.

Pauvre petite, Marya thought; then with desperation: much
too early for the bulls to be down looking for amusement. And
they had never picked cell 10-27. Holy Mary, mother of God,
please...

The guard pelted down the corridor and dropped to her knees
by the stairs from the landing. Marya's bedroll was nearest the
door; she could see boots descending the pierced-steel treads.
Three sets, composition-soled leather with quick-release hooks
rather than eyes for the lacings. Draka military issue, the
forward pair black and the other two camouflage-mottled.
Quickly, she flicked her eyes back to her toes. A Citizen! Could
they have found out? Silently she willed the boots to pace by, on
down the corridor. Not praying, because this could only mean
bad trouble and the only words her heart could speak would be:
somebody else, anyone but me.

Marya swallowed convulsively, thick saliva blocking her
throat. Even Our Lord asked that the cup pass from him. But he
had not wished it on anyone else. Nor would she.

The lock made its smooth metal sound of oiled steel and the
cell door swung open. She could feel the breeze of it, smell leather
and cloth, gun-oil and a man's cologne.

"Bow, you sluts!" the guard barked, hovering nervously in the
corridor. The eight inmates of cell 10-27 put palms to eyes and
bent at the waist.

"Up, stand up." A man's voice, cool and amused, speaking
French with a soft slurred accent. "Present, wenches."

Marya jerked erect and bent her head back to show the serf
identity-code tattooed behind her left ear, one hand holding back
the long ashblond hair that might have covered it.

The position gave her a good look at the three men. Their
armed presence crowded the cell, even though there was room in
plenty with the inmates braced to attention. Two were common



soldiers, Janissaries from the Domination's subject-race legions
with shaven skulls and serf-numbers on their own necks. Big
men, young, thick heavy-muscled shoulders and necks and arms
under their mottled uniforms. Both carried automatic rifles;
ugly, squared-off things with folding stocks and snail-shaped
drum magazines; there were heavy fighting-knives in their boots,
stick-grenades clipped to their harness, long machete-like
bushknives slung over their backs. Dark men, with blunt features
and tight-curled hair and skins the color of old oiled wood,;
Africans, from the heartlands of the continent where the
Domination began. Their people had been under the Yoke for
generations, and the Draka favored them for such work; they
looked at the women with indifferent contempt and casual
desire.

The third was an officer, a Citizen. In the black tunic and
trousers of garrison uniform, with a peaked cap folded and
thrust through his shoulder-strap; Marya understood just
enough of the Domination's military insignia to know he was a
Merarch, roughly a colonel. A tall man, leopard to the
Janissaries' bull strength. Tanned aquiline features, pale gray
eyes, brown hair streaked with a lighter color, a single gold
hoop-earring. No more than thirty, with white scar-lines on his
hands and face, one deep enough to leave a V in his left
cheekbone. A machine-pistol rested in an elaborate holster along
his thigh, but it was the weapon in his hand that drew her eye. A
steel rod as thick as a man's thumb with a rubber-bound hilt,
tapering along its meter length to the brass button on its tip; a
cable ran from the hilt to the battery-casing at his belt. An
electroprod.

The tip came towards her face. Sweat prickled out along her
upper lip as she fought against the need to flinch. Marya knew
what it could do; the 'prod was worse than a whip, as bad as the
sweatbox. The Draka used it to control crowds; the threat was
usually as effective as an automatic weapon, and less wasteful.
Too many times and you could start having fits. Applied to the
head it could cause convulsions, loss of memory, change you
inside... She closed her eyes.

Metal touched her chin. Nothing. Not activated. She opened



her eyes, and the Draka nodded with approval.
"Spirited," he said. "Sound off, wench."

"Marya seven-three-E-S-four-two-two, Master," she recited,
fighting off a flush of hatred that left her knees weak, on the
verge of trembling. She would not show it, not when it might be
mistaken for fear.

The man in black flipped open a small leather-bound
notebook with his left hand. "Ssssa; 34, literate, languages
French, German, English, Polish..."He raised an eyebrow. "Quite
a scholar... advanced accounting... ah, category 3m73, religious
cadre, that would account for it." The electroprod clicked against
the crucifix and rosary that hung through the cloth tie of her
sack-dress. Made from scraps of wood, silently at night beneath
her blanket. "Nun?"

"I am a Sister of the Order of St. Cyril, Master."

The Draka flicked the steel rod against her hip, hard enough
to sting. "You were. Now you're 73ES422, wench." He read
further, pursed a lip. "Suspicion of unauthorized education? Ah,
that was six months ago;

Security must have been dithering whether to pop you off or
send you to the Yanks with the Pope and the rest." He shook his
head and made a tsk sound between his teeth. "Headhunters,
typical."

Marya felt herself pale. "The... the Holy Father has been
exiled?"

Two more cuts, harder this time. "Master," she added.

He turned without answering, scanning the others. "You," he
pointed.

"Chantal nine-seven-E-F-five-seven-eight, Master." Marya
could see the film of sweat on the other woman's face, and knew
it was rage, not terror.



Calm, keep calm, she thought. Suicide is a mortal sin.

The Draka stepped over and looked her up and down, smiling
slightly. She had dark-Mediterranean good looks, long black hair
and a heart-shaped face, a full-curved body under the coarse
issue gown. "At ease," he said, and the inmates straightened and
dropped their eyes again; the officer chuckled as he watched the
dark woman glaring at his boots and consulted the notebook.

"Twenty years, literate, numerate, French and English...
ex-bookkeeper, member of the Communist Party..." He caught
the hem of her gown on the end of the electroprod and raised it
to waist height, and murmured in his own tongue: "Not bad
haunches, but these Latins run to fat young."

Marya understood him, with difficulty; the English her Order
had taught her was the standard British form. The Domination's
core territory in Africa below Capricorn had been settled by
Loyalist refugees from the American Revolution, speakers of an
archaic eighteenth-century southern dialect, and it had mutated
heavily in the generations since. He paused, let the cloth fall,
tapped the steel rod thoughtfully against one boot.

"Shuck down, wenches," he said after a moment.

There was a quick rustle of cloth as the inmates stripped; the
prison gowns were simple cotton sacks with holes for arms and
heads. Marya undid her belt, pulled the garment over her head,
folded it atop her bedroll, slipped off the briefs that were the only
undergarment and folded them in turn, stepped out of the clogs
and stood in the inspection posture, hands linked behind the
head and eyes forward. The dank chill of the place seemed
suddenly greater, raising the gooseflesh on shoulders and thighs,
making her wish she could hug herself and run her palms down
her arms.

When she had been arrested, it was only chance that the
secret school was not in session and the children gone. All
unauthorized education was forbidden, under penalty of death;
they would have penned her and the children together in the
room and tossed in a grenade. Alone, she would have died there
and then if any evidence had been found. Two of the mothers



had been with her, and there was no room in the police van; the
green-uniformed Security Directorate officer had drawn her
pistol and shot them both through the head as they knelt, to save
the trouble of calling in for a larger vehicle. And inside Central
Detention there had been no interrogation, no torture; only the
cell and the endless monotony spiced by fear, until she realized
that her gesture of defiance was not even worth investigating.

There had been a speech for her batch of new inmates. Very
brief: "This is a bad place, serfs, but it can always be worse. We
ask little from the living, only obedience; from the dead,
nothing."

Beside her Therese was weeping silently, slow fat tears
squeezing out from under closed lids and running down her face,
dripping from her chin onto her breasts. Most of the others were
expressionless, a few preening under the dispassionate gaze; the
Draka nodded and turned to the guard.

"This one and that one," he said, flicking the prod toward
Marya and Chantal. "Put the restraints on them."

Marya's stomach lurched as the guard's rough hands turned
her around and pulled her arms behind her back. The
ring-and-chain bonds clanked, fastening thumbs and wrists and
elbows in a straining posture that (breed the shoulders back; you
could walk in them if you were careful, but they were as effective
as a hobble when it came to running. Not that there was
anywhere to run; and anything at all might be waiting beyond
the iron door. Cell 10-27 was a bad place; of cold and fear and a
monotony that was worse than either, grinding down your mind
and spirit. Now it seemed a haven... The one thing you could be
certain of in the Domination was that there was always
someplace worse.

The guard shoved the two women roughly toward the door of
the cell. Marya staggered, turned and bowed awkwardly.

"Master," she said. "Our things?"

"You won't be back, wench," the Draka said, stretching. The
Janissaries chuckled; one reached out and grabbed the weeping



Therese by the breast, pinching and twisting. She folded about
the grip in a futile shrimp-curl of protection, mouth quivering as
she sobbed.

"Yo" be needin' us'n, suh?" he said. "Mebbeso we-uns stay
here fo' whaal?"

The officer laughed, and Marya could feel Chantal quivering
behind her. Therese was her younger sister; they had been swept
up together for curfew-violation. Distributing leaflets, probably,
but they had been clean when the patrol caught them and might
have gotten off with a light flogging if Chantal had not attacked
the squadleader when he started to rape Therese... The nun
forced herself between the other woman and the soldiers,
pushing her back against the bars, hearing the quick panting
breath of adrenaline-overload in her ear and a low guttural
sound that was almost a growl. Madness to attack three armed
men with hands bound, but a berserker does not count the odds.
Even worse madness if by some freak she could hurt one of their
captors; that would mean impalement, a slow day's dying
standing astride a sharpened stake rammed up the anus. And
not just for her; the Draka believed in collective punishment, to
give everyone a motive for restraining the wilder spirits.
Innocents would die beside her.

The Draka laughed again, reaching out and playfully rapping
the Janissary across the knuckles with the electroprod. "Na, no
rough work with Security's property," he said. "Besides, I know
you lads; once you had your pants down you wouldn't notice even
if one of the others pulled the pin on a grenade and shoved it
where the sun don't shine. Then think of the paperwork I'd have
to do."

The dark soldier released the woman and saluted. His officer
returned the gesture, then grinned and clapped him on the
shoulder. "But no reason you shouldn't hit the Rest Center until
we're due; consider yourselves off-duty until..." He looked at his
watch "... 20:00 hours. Report to the depot then. Off you go; I
think I can handle the wild French wenches alone."

"Yaz, suh!" the serf soldiers chorused. Their clenched right
fists snapped smartly to their chests before they wheeled and left.



It had been half a year since Marya last saw the main door of
Block D; not since the night of her arrest, when she had been
kicked through still bruised and dazed from the standard
working-over with rubber hoses that all new inmates received.
And she was nearly the oldest inhabitant; the others came and
went, swept in off the streets for some offense too petty to merit
an immediate bullet, processed through and vanishing to places
unknown. A few found the courage to call farewell as they
climbed the pierced-steel treads... Behind them came Therese's
voice, thin and reedy:

"Chantal, don't leave me, come back, please—"

Then the welded panels clanged shut, and they were outside.
A serf clerk at a desk-kiosk, a saffron-skinned slant-eyed woman

in neat coveralls who bowed as she took the papers the Draka
handed her.

More corridors, more cells; the electroprod tapped her on the
shoulder, left, right, pointing to crossings. A harder jab to
Chantal's lower back, just over the kidneys. She gasped,
stumbled, would have turned her head to glare if the aching
strain of the restraints had not prevented.

"Walk more humble, wench," the Draka said softly. "Through
there, I think."

A men's section, hairy faces crowding close to the bars and
glittering eyes, silent and intent, others who looked at her with
pity, or away. The nun felt herself flushing under that hopeless
hunger, forced herself not to shrink back towards the sound of
the Draka's bootheels. Courtyards, and she began to shiver as a
thin drizzle of cold rain fell slick on her skin. Cobblestones, a
brief glimpse to a road outside as a convoy of steam-trucks
chuffed in with a new load of detainees, ragged figures clutching
bundles and children as the guards chivied them into ranks for
processing. Overhead, huge and silent, a dirigible was passing,
its lights disappearing northward...

Then they were in an office complex. Soft diffused lighting
instead of the harsh naked bulbs, warmth, rain beating against
sound windows of frosted glass. Incredulous, her feet felt carpet



beneath, soft and deep; somewhere a teleprinter was chuttering,
and the homey familiarity of the office-sound brought sudden
inexplicable tears prickling under her lids. She was conscious of
her nakedness again; not in shame or modesty, but as
vulnerability. Most of those she saw were serfs as well, but they
were neatly clad in pressed overalls and good shoes, clipboards
and files in their hands as they strode purposefully down the
aisles or sat at desks working, typing, filling the air with a clatter
of abacuses and adding-machines. Their eyes flicked over her
and away, and she could see herself in them: nude and wet and
muddy-footed, rat-tails of wet hair clinging to her shoulders,
arms locked behind her. Livestock, beneath contempt to these
born-serf bureaucrats, the selected elite who occupied the
management positions just below the Draka aristocracy.

"Hope these'un're house-broken," a voice said, and others
chuckled. Her ears burned, and Chantal beside her stiffened and
glared. The man behind them evoked more interest: deferential
bows, and curiosity. Marya saw a few other Citizens, through the
open doors of offices or walking in their bubbles of social space,
crowds parting for them; but those men and women were in the
olive-green of the Security Directorate, not War Directorate
black. The freefolk grew more numerous as they climbed stairs
and at the last an elevator to the upper level. There was no bustle
here; empty corridor with wide-spaced doors, wood paneling
replacing the institutional-bile paint of the lower levels. Names
and mysterious number-letter codes on brass plates: "Morrison:
infl.77A Relig.delation."

"Carruthers: alloc.]JOF Labor." A larger door still, unmarked,
at the end of a hallway.

"Through," the Draka said, tapping them again on the backs
of their necks with the prod. Hesitantly, Marya stepped closer.
The dark oak panel slid aside with a soft shusssh, and she
stepped through, blinking with astonishment. She had been six
months in prison; before that six years in war-crippled cities, on
the roads of Europe, in refugee centers and tenements... For a
moment she lost herslf in wonder.

The room was large, a lounge-office fifteen meters by twenty.



Two walls were floor-to-ceiling tinted glass, a view over the
tumbled rooftops of Lyon down to the choppy surface of the
Rhone, iron-gray under a sky the color of a wet knifeblade. The
other walls were murals in the Draka style, hot tawny savannah
and herds of zebra beneath a copper sun. A huge desk of some
unfamiliar glossy-russet wood occupied one corner, with a sparse
scattering of files, intercom, telephone, closed-circuit television
monitor. The floor was covered in Isfahan carpets, the furniture
soft chairs around a cluster of low brass tables on filigree stands,
Arab work.

The remains of a light meal were scattered on one, meats and
cheeses, fruit and bread, coffee warming over a spirit-lamp with
little pots of sugar and cream.

Marya felt her nostrils flaring and mouth filling. The prison
fodder was abundant and adequate; porridge laced with fish and
soya meal, hardtack, raw vegetables. Bland, bland; after months
of it, years on scrimping wartime rations, the smell of the good
food was intolerable. She was used to austerity, would not have
chosen a religious vocation if comfort were essential to her, but
she could feel her skin drinking in the softness and warmth, eyes
flooding with the color and brightness. To feel something besides
harsh cloth and stone, to see something that pleased the eye and
was not ugly and hurtful...

The Draka officer's hand rested on her shoulder, forcing her to
her knees beside Chantal. Inwardly, she shook herself as she
bowed her head and glanced upward through the lashes; a
prisoner could not afford the luxury of distraction. Focus on the
people, she thought. Study them. Know those with power.
Knowledge was the only defense of the weak.

There were five others in the room. A man behind the desk;
Security uniform, high rank. In his forties but athletic, short,
with dark curly hair, blue eyes, tanned pug face and a cigarette
in an ivory holder. In the lounger... Marya blinked. The woman
lolling there was the first Draka she had ever seen not in some
type of uniform; she was wearing low tooled boots, loose
burgundy trousers, a long blouse-shirt over a stomach that
showed the seventh month of pregnancy. Somehow that seemed



unnatural, shocking... Of course Draka had to be born like other
folk, but... Tall, hawk-faced, hair a mixture of brown and gold
that gave the effect of burnished bronze, one hand holding a cup.
A massive thumb-ring, long fingers... And beside her a girl of
perhaps ten years in a thick silk tunic, playing with a long
needle-pointed knife.

The nun frowned, glanced covertly from one face to another.
There were two servants, in dark elegant liveries; one knelt in a
corner and played softly on a stringed instrument, the other was
a middle-aged black woman standing by the child, probably a
nurse. Forget them for a moment; there was something about
the Draka... All the Citizens she had seen had a certain look, of
course: hard sculpted faces, gymnast's physique, the studied
grace that came of long training. Even the girl had none of the
coltish awkwardness usual on the verge of adolescence; her
hands moved the blade with relaxed precision, spinning it up
and snapping it closed again around the hilt without looking
down. But there was something more...

Ah, a family likeness. Pale eyes and long limbs and
sharp-featured eagle-nosed high-cheeked faces; the pregnant
woman might be the sister of the officer who had fetched Marya
from the cell. She licked her lips, waiting.

"Gudrun, yo' said you were old enough to carry a weapon;
don't fiddle with it." The woman's voice. Soft, rather husky. The
child pouted, flushed and pulled up the hem of her tunic to slide
the blade into a sheath on her leg. The blush was very evident
under pale freckled skin, copper hair; there were dark circles
under her eyes.

The pregnant woman worked her fingers and spoke to the
man behind the desk. "An' yes, Strategos Vashon, I've been
known to do outlines for mural work; the Klimt workshops have
a few in their standard offer book. Not takin' commissions right

now, though, what with everythin'." She transfered her attention
to the two prisoners.

"So, Andrew, these two are the best yo' could do?"

The voice stirred a memory, elusive; darkness and pain, dust



and the hot-metal stink of engines... It slipped away as she tried
to grasp at it.

The Draka who had brought the women from their cell
snapped his fingers for coffee, sinking into one of the chairs with
a grateful sigh and hooking the electroprod onto his belt. "More
difficult than the manual workers, sister dear, yo' wanted them
spirited and intelligent... troublemakers, in other words. That,
these are; healthy sound stock, as well."

The woman shifted, sighed, rested one hand on her belly and
held out the other.

"The tag," she said, and her brother tossed a strip of metal;
her hand picked it out of the air with a hard fast slap. "Yasmin."
The girl in the corner laid down her mandolin and rose to take
the key. "Take the restraints offn them."

Marya kept her head bent as the serf approached, knelt
behind the two inmates. A crisp sound of linen and silk, a smell
of scented soap, a soft hand on her arm.

"These-heah on way too tight." The girl's voice was harder to
understand than the Draka's had been, the same soft drawl but a
more extreme dialect. "It gowin hurt." Metal clicked. Thumbs
first, then wrists, then the painful stretch of elbows drawn
together behind the shoulderblades. The fetters had been a
burning ache; agony lanced through muscles and tendons,
throbbing as circulation returned. Then relief through the fading
pain, almost as hard to bear; involuntary tears starred her
lashes, breaking the light into rainbows that flickered like
kaleidoscopes as she blinked, as her hands fell trembling to the
rough surface of the carpet. She heard Chantal's hoarse grunt,
and the metal of the restraints clanking as the serf-girl folded
them. When the dark woman spoke it was in a whisper, barely
audible and spoken downward into the rug so as not to carry.

"Be brave, mah sistahs. Tings bettah soon." Yasmin rose, laid
the restraints on a table with a bow and returned to her
instrument, strumming a faint wandering tune.

Endless moments passed, and Marya became aware of the



Draka speaking among themselves.

"... nice pair of Danes, but I thought you still had that Jewish
wench, what was her name..." the woman was saying.

"Leja." The officer in black worked his shoulders into the
cushions and sipped his coffee. "I do, but I'm out of Helsinki in
the field, most of the time. No company while I'm gone, too
much work for one when I'm back. Besides, she's pregnant
again."

"Why not have her fixed, for God's sake?"

Andrew sighed. "And spoil years of work? She just might not
like that, you know; even gratitude has its limits. Why do you
think I pulled her out of that Treblinka place when we overran it
back in... yes, '42. Don't roll your eyes, I'm not going to start
another boring war story."

"You don't have to, I remember the pictures you sent. Fuckin'
sick picking her out, too, she couldn't have weighed more than
thirty kilos." A grimace. "What happened to the rest of them,

anyway?"
"Ask our good friend Strategos Vashon here."

The squat secret police officer looked up from his desk and
leaned back in the swivel-chair, picking up a ball of hard
indiarubber. "Nursed them back to health, every one we could,"
he said; the ball flexed under the rhythmic squeezing of his hand.
"Most enthusiastic collaborators we've got, particularly in
Germany."

Alfred nodded. "And Leja was well worth the trouble, to me;
six months an' the bounciest wench yo' could want. Saw she had
good bones from the start, an' spirit too." He grinned without
opening his eyes, as if savoring a memory, a gaunt expression.
"Gave her a knife and she went down a row of SS guards we had
tied up, slittin' throats. The two I picked up in Copenhagen,
Margrethe and Dagmar, they're just nice little bourgeois
muffins, pathetically happy to be out of the ruck and terrified of
goin' back."



"Why not Finns?"

Andrew snorted. "Almighty Thor, no! When I want to commit
suicide, I'll do it decent, with a pistol." He opened his eyes and
extended a finger at Chantal. "Those Finns're most-all like Leja,
or her; hearts of fire.

Sieu, they call it. Place won't be safe for a decade. You can tell
it by the eyes."

He waved his cup toward Chantal. "Speakin' of which, look at
that one, sister dear. I didn't save her from a gas chamber. Sure
yo' want her 'round-about the place?"

The pregnant woman rested her elbows on the arms of the
lounger, placed her palms together, tapped fingers, addressed
the inmates.

"Look at me, wenches." Gray eyes, impassive. Appraising. "My
name is Tanya von Shrakenberg," she said. "Yo' will address me
as 'Mistress Tanya"; we pronounce it 'Mistis.' This is my
daughter Gudrun; you will call her 'Young Mistis Gudrun.' I have
bought you out of Central Detention." A smile. "It may interest
you to know that your price was roughly the same as a record
player's; the tort-bond I had to put up was considerable larger,
because yo' two're classified as potential trouble-makers."

Her head went to one side. " This is a bad place..." Freya's
truth, and you've probably heard rumors "bout what might
happen when you leave; most of them are true... breaking rock
and shoveling rubble in a chain-gang until you died, most likely.
Or worse. You've been very lucky indeed; now you're going to be
part of the familia rustica on the plantation my family is
establishing west of here. Household serfs; interpreters,
bookkeepers. Possibly in positions of responsibility, eventually.
Well fed and clothed, not punished unless you break my rules.
Which are simple and plainly stated, by the way." She pointed at
Chantal, turned the hand palm-up, crooked a finger. "Come and
kneel here by me, Chantal."

The Frenchwoman shuffled forward on hands and knees, wise
enough in the Domination's etiquette not to rise without



permission. Tanya cupped a hand beneath her chin, forcing the
head up. 'T've read your dossier, wench. You were picked up for
curfew-breaking by an Order Police lochos; yo then tried to
brain the monitor with a piece of pavin'-stone. Why?" A tighter
squeeze. 'The truth, Chantal, not what you think I want to hear."

"He—" A pause. "He tried to rape my sister, she's a child, she's
only fourteen, Mistis!" The last word was a hiss.

Tanya used her grip on the other's chin to wag her head back
and forth. "With the result that you were both raped, repeatedly,
then beaten bloody and ended up here, rather than in the factory
compound where your family was sent." Another pause. "Have
you enjoyed it here? Has your sister? From the report, she's
simple-minded now: 'post-traumatic shock syndrome.' How do
you think she's goin' to do without you to look after her, here in
Central Detention?"

Marya could see the hands clenched by Chantal's sides,
quivering. The Draka's voice continued: "Have you learned
anything from this, Chantal? Besides the fact that the Draka are
not humanitarians, that is.

"Hearken to the voice of experience, wench. Where are we?"
"In—in prison, Mistress."

"Beyond that."

"France, Mistress."

The hand shook her head again. "Wrong. We are in the
Province of Burgundia, under the Domination; I am at home,
you are an immigrant, ignorant of the laws and customs of the
land." A smile. "And a serf, who is new to being a serf. I am a
serf-owner, born of seven generations of serf-owners; consider
who will have the advantage of knowing all the tricks, here.

"Now, here's what I'll do. I will buy your sister Therese, as well
as you. She will have a room, light work; nobody will hurt her,
and I'll even tell the overseers that she's hands-off." Chantal
jerked and made a muffled sound. "Or, if you wish, I will have



you sent back to her cell and pick someone else. Your choice.
Shall I send you back, or not? Now, wench."

A whisper. "No, Mistress."
"Louder. I can't hear you."
"No, Mistress, please."

Tanya chuckled and leaned closer. "Now, that's what you
should have learned from the incident that brought you here: the
difference between courage and recklessness. Not at all the same
thing. Tell me, Chantal, do you know what in loco parentis
means? Yes? Good; you will be in loco parentis for your sister.
Only, for you a special rule will be made; when the parent sins,
the child is punished. Understand?"

She removed the restraining hand, but Chantal did not move.
"Yes, Mistress," she said, in a quiet, conversational tone.

"Oh, ho, what a look," Tanya said, keeping her eyes locked
with Chantal's. "Andrew was right; a heart of fire, this one.
Maybe we'll continue this conversation at greater length,
someday." She brought up finger and thumb and flicked the
other's nose. "Back."

Marya let her breath out in a long shudder, only then
conscious of holding it, averting her eyes as the other woman
crawled back and sank on her heels by the nun's side, panting as
if from a sprint. The sight was disquieting; the nun felt a flush of
shame rising from breasts to cheeks and bent her head, letting
the pale curtain of her hair hide her face and silently cursing the
milk-pale skin her Slavic ancestors had left her. The war, the
Soviet and Nazi occupations, the long flight westward before the
Draka had been chaos, random death, hunger, sickness, running
through the cold wet squalor of the refugee centers. Soldiers and
police, prison and camps she understood; even the Draka
occupation had been merely a harsher version.

This was not a matter of armies and bureaucracies, however
brutal; it was a ritual of submission rawly personal, as much a



matter of calm everyday routine to her new owners as eating a
meal. Oh, I understand the psychology of it, she thought; hers
had been a teaching Order, and a progressive one. It was still
something out of the ancient world, come to impossible life
around her.

Tanya turned to her daughter, stroking her hair. "You've been
patient, darlin'; now tell me, what do yo' think of these two."

"Well..." the child frowned and wrinkled her nose. "... They
seem sort of, well, uppish. Sort of... um, shouldn't you punish
them, mother?"

Tanya laughed, and tousled the girl's hair. "Cudrun, sweetlin',
school can teach any number of useful things. But handlin' serfs
is like..." She pursed her lips and tapped one thumb on her chin.
"Like dancing; has to be passed on, one practitioner to the next.
There's never a set answer, not on an individual scale. What did
the Romans call their slaves?"

Cudrun's frown relaxed; that was much easier. "
Instrumentum vocale, mother. The tool that speaks."

"A wise people. But always remember, the tool that speaks is
also the tool that thinks, and believes. Watch." She turned her
attention back to the two kneeling figures. Fascinated, Marya
observed the change sweep over her face; less a matter of
expression than of some indefinable shadow behind the eyes,
warmth vanishing until frosted silver looked out at her human
chattel.

"You, yo' were a nun, eh?"
"Yes, I am, Mistress."

"Were. Now, if 'n I told you to sweep the floor, would you do
it?"

"Yes, Mistress."

"If I gave you Gudrun's knife an' told you to cut Chantal's
throat, would you?" There was a silent pause. "The truth, wench:



don't try lyin' to me."
Marya moistened her lips. "No, Mistress."

"Ah." The Draka smiled. "And if I told you to jump out the
window?"

"No, Mistis." At the Draka's arched brows: "Suicide is a
mortal sin."

The Draka woman laughed softly. "And if I told you that if you
didn't, I'd kill Chantal here?"

Marya opened her mouth, hesitated, shook her head.

"More difficult, eh?" Tanya chuckled and nodded to her
daughter. "Remember this; there is always some order that won't
be obeyed. Either don't give it, or be prepared to kill. Human
bein's are like horses, born wild but with a capacity fo'
domestication. These are old fo' breakin', so it'll be difficult." She
turned to the serf-girl with the mandolin.

"Yasmin," she continued, writing and tearing a leaf from a
pocket-notebook. "Here. There's a Stevenson & deVerre office on
the ground level. Take them down and see to them, there's a
good wench. Light cuffs, clothin', tell them the basics. We'll come
down when yo're finished."

Yasmin covered her instrument in a velvet case and pattered
over to them, signalling them to rise. Tanya levered herself to her
feet and approached also, stopping them for a moment with a
lifted finger, paused.

"You two are mine now," she continued; neither of the women
lifted their eyes from the carpet. "All your choices are gone,
except one. Obedience, life. Disobedience, death. That one we
can never take from you." Another pause. "But yo've already
made it, no?" She shrugged. "I am your fate, then. Yo've decided
to spend life under the Yoke; so remember, there's no point
kickin' and buckin'. Be good serfs, an' my family will be good
masters. Resist, and yo' suffer."



CHAPTER TWO

... to defeat an enemy, we must understand him. National
myths—and their modem equivalent, propaganda —are
perhaps inevitable, certainly useful, but they must not be
allowed to blind us to objective reality. Take, for example, the
belief, common even among some historians, that the Loyalist
refugees who settled the then Crown Colony of Drakia in the
1780's had a secret master plan of world conquest already set
out. and that a hidden cabal of Draka aristocrats has been
implementing it ever since. Nonsense: a transference to the past
of present patterns, as ridiculous as a historical novel showing
an 18th-century Englishwoman deliberately seeking a suntan.
What is the reality? As usual, a process of cultural evolution
that combined blind chance with conscious decisions—many of
those falling victim to the Law of Unintended Consequences.

The leaders of the proto-Draka were migrants from the slave
societies of the Caribbean and the American South; but their
subjects were not the uprooted, demoralized fragments
delivered by the slavers of the Middle Passage. Little is known
of the pre-conquest cultures of Africa—the Draka shattered
them too thoroughly—but the evidence suggests strong,
militarily formidable peoples. Breaking them, and keeping
them broken, produced an overwhelmingly warlike culture
with a built-in bias towards expansion; the ideologues and
philosophers. Carlyle. Gobineau. Nietzsche. Naldorssen. merely
produced an ideology for a society eager to cast off the
increasingly alien ethos of liberal rationalism. The Orate
aristocracy needed a world-view and belief system which
would make them comfortable with what they were, and
ordinary social evolution produced it. Such developments
cannot be forced: they must spring organically from the human
environment. The failed attempt in the 1890's to revive Nordic
paganism is an example, producing nothing but a new type of
Draka profanity. But the belief system that did arise among the
lords of the Domination then took on a life of its own, becoming
cause as well as effect...
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DRAKA FORCES BASE NORDKAPPEN
JUNE 12, 1947
0200 HOURS

It was very quiet in the screen room of the electro-detection
center, quiet, and dark. There was the underlying whir of the
fans, click and hum of relays, a low murmur now and then from
one of the operators or floor-officers. Most of the stations in the
long bunker were switched off and under dust-covers, and the
projac map on the north wall was dimmed. The air smelled of
tobacco and green concrete and stale coffee and heating-duct, a
tired night-watch odor. The controllers bent over the faint green
glow of their screens, faces corpse-sallow in the cathode-tube
light, insectile beneath headsets and eye-filters, motionless
except for minute adjustments to the instruments; they were in
Citizen Force undress uniform, black trousers and boots and
dove-gray short-sleeved shirts.

Operator-first Dickson Milhouse leaned back and stretched,
sighed and waved his cup in the air to attract the attention of
the serf with the refreshment cart; the pedestal chair creaked as
he yawned. Nightwatch sent you to sleep with sheer boredom,
and when you came right down to it there was nothing very
complicated about holding down a screen. Work for the
Auxiliaries, really, except that it still had the cachet of high
technology and novelty and so was reserved for Citizen personnel.

He rubbed his eyes. Nordkappen Base outside was just as
boring. Morale Section tried hard, films and sports and amateur
theatricals, and there was always the bordello, but there was just
nothing to do here at the northern tip of what had once been
Norway; they all had assault-rifles clipped to the top rails of the
workstations, but that was merely War Zone regulations. There
was still guerrilla activity in much of the territory overrun during
the Eurasian War, Europe, Russia, eastern China, but here there
was no native population at all, since the Lapps were run out. No
game animals to speak of, not by African standards; the long
summer days were a novelty that soon wore off, and as for
winter... he shuddered. The winters here were nothing someone



born under the peaks of Mt. Kenia could have believed.

Oh, well, you can always sit on a rock and watch the
construction work, he thought sourly. This was an important
base, watching the shortest great-circle route connecting
western Eurasia and North America, and tensions were already
high between the Domination and the Yankee-run Alliance for
Democracy. Dirigibles over the Pole, submarines under the
ice—round the clock work here, everything from barracks and
messhalls to industrial-size fuel cells and electrodetector towers;
many of the installations were burn-before-reading secret.

His eyes fell back on the glowing green surface. He blinked,
glanced away and back.

Equipment malfunction? No, too definite. Suddenly he was no
longer tired, nor bored at all. His finger flicked a relay, and the
amber light clicked on above his workstation.

"Let me see it." The floor-officer leaned over him, her fingers
tapping the key-pad beside the screen. "Bring it up, two." A
pause. "And again, two." Her thumb punched down on the red
button. An alarm klaxon began to wail.

"Definitely a bogey," the floor-officer said.

Merarch Labushange grunted in reply, hitching at the
uniform trousers that were all he had had time to don; sweat
glistened in the tangled hair of his chest, amid several purple
bite-marks. He was a short man for a Draka, ugly-handsome in
the Mediterranean style, black curly hair, blue jowls, body the
shape of a brick and thick arms and legs knotted with muscle.

"Estimate height and speed," he grunted, rubbing at
red-rimmed eyes. The operator hid a smile behind a cough as he
worked the calculator; the commander's new German wench was
supposed to be costing him sleep... The results clicking up drove
camp gossip from his mind.

"Estimate... estimate Mach 2.2 at 36,000 meters, Merarch."

There was a rustle from the other stations, a turning cut short



by the floor-officer's glare. Silence, until the operator began
another check of the console.

"Forget it," the Merarch said. "It's genuine."

"But sir, Mach 2?" the operator said, a cold feeling seeping up
from his gut. The Domination had flown its first supersonic jet
only a few months ago, and this was nearly half again as fast.

"The Fritz got manned rocket-planes to well over Mach 1, just
before the end," the commander said absently, lost in thought.
Of course, those had been one-off experiments, air-launched
from bombers and not capable of more than a few minutes of
powered flight, but... "The Yankees must have been workin' hard,
produced a surprise. Afterwards they can claim it was a glitch in
our equipment, or little green men from Mars." He grinned like a
shark. "Trouble is, we have some surprises too, an' they can
scarcely object to our usin' 'em, on somethin' that don't officially
exist."

He glanced around the dim-lit room, and his smile widened.
"Of course, it could be headed this way with an atomic..." He
strode briskly to the commander's dais, sank into the chair and
keyed the communicator.

"Alert, codes Timbuktoo, Asmara, Zebra. Get me—"

Echoing, thundering, the darkness of the B-30's cargo pod
shook around Captain Fred Kustaa, toning through muscle and
bone with subsonic disharmonies. He was strapped almost flat in
the crash-couch, imprisoned in the pressure-suit and helmet,
packed about with gel-filled bags to absorb the bruising
punishment of the experimental craft's passage through the
upper atmosphere. Outside the titanium-alloy skin would be
glowing, the edges of the huge square ramjet intakes turning
cherry-red as air compressed toward the density of steel.

It was the helpless feeling that was hardest to take, he
decided, not the physical danger. He had been a combat soldier
in the Pacific before he transferred to the OSS in '44, and God
knew liaison work with the Draka in Europe in the last year of
the War had been no picnic, but this...



Experimental, he thought. Everything's too fucking
experimental for my taste. Donovan should have tried the
submarines first. Hell, Murmansk wasn't more than a few weeks
on foot through the forest to Finland, although it would be a bit
difficult to carry the contents of the cargo pod on his back.

The aircraft lurched and banked, and his stomach surged
again; he concentrated on dragging in another breath through
the rubber-tasting facemask. Vomiting inside it would be highly
unpleasant and possibly fatal. About as maneuverable as a
locomotive, had been the test-pilot's words; too little was known
about airflow at these speeds. Kustaa did not understand the
B-30—he would not have been risked over enemy territory if he
did—but even just looking at it from the outside was enough to
know it was leading-edge work. It didn't even look like an
airplane, it looked like a flattened dart pasted on top of two
rectangular boxes...

"Merde." The pilot's voice, Emile Chretien; Kustaa recognized
the thick Quebec-French accent. He spoke a little of the patois
himself, there were plenty of habitants scattered among the
Finnish-Americans of his home in the Upper Peninsula.
"Electrodetection, high-powered scanners."

Kustaa winced. Well, that had been one reason for this
mission, to find out for sure just how good the Domination's new
Northern Lights Chain was. The dark pressed against his eyes,
and he used it to paint maps; their course from the Greenland
base, over the Arctic toward darkened Europe. His imagination
refused to stop, and he saw more; saw the alert going out below,
to bases in Sweden and Norway, alarm-klaxons ringing out over
concrete and barracks, flight-suited pilots scrambling to their
stations. The blue flare of jets lighting the predawn as the stubby
delta shapes of the Draka Sharkclass fighters rolled onto the
launch paths...

The B-30 was supposed to be immune to interception; the
Domination had the physical plant of the German ramjet
research projects, but the U.S. had managed to smuggle out
most of the actual scientists and the crucial liquid-hydrogen
results. The aircraft lurched again, shook as if the wings were



going to peel away at the roots, stooped. One of the Pacific
Aircraft researchers had said something about eventually flying
right into outer space if they could lick the problem of
combustion in a supersonic airstream; damned long-hairs had
no sense of need-to-know, shouldn't have been talking like that in
a canteen.

"Tabernac'! Another ray... guidance beam, something's
coming up after us!"

Of course, he reminded himself, the U.S. hadn't gotten all the
German scientists; some had stayed, captives or those who had
taken the Domination's offer of Citizen status for themselves and
their immediate families. And the Draka army's Technical
Section had good ideas too, sometimes; it was propaganda that
they stole all their inventions.

"Positive detection... fille d' un putain, three of them; not
manned, not at those speeds. They're closing on us, they must be
riding the beam. Hold on, Captain, I'm dropping chaff and
taking evasive action."

You mean this battering about wasn't evasive action? Kustaa
thought plaintively.

This was as bad as going down the tunnels after the Nips,
back on Sumatra in '43, pushing the flamethrower ahead into
the cramped mud-smelling blackness. Japanese, Captain,
Japanese, he reminded himself. Part of the Alliance for
Democracy now, they'd be associate signatories to the Rio Pact
as soon as Halleck and the Army of Occupation got through
restructuring... Couldn't call the little yellow bastards
monkey-men anymore. His mind skipped, nerves jumping in
obedience to a fight-flight reflex that was pumping him full of
adrenaline. And all I can do is sweat, he thought wryly. He could
feel it trickling down his flanks, smell the rankness and taste salt
on his upper lip. Think, he commanded himself. You're not an
animal driven by instinct, think.

Unmanned antiaircraft missiles, a typical Draka brute-force
solution. Crude engines would be enough, if they were intended
to burn out after a single use. The U.S.—he corrected himself



mentally, the Alliance —didn't have guidance systems small and
rugged enough for a missile like that, although they would
soon—so the Domination wouldn't either; they were years behind
in electronics. But they could put the tracking and
electrodetection on the ground, just a passive receptor-steering
system on the missile itself, that and a big simple two-stage drive
and a warhead.

Christ have mercy, I hope it isn't an atomic, he thought.
Probably not—they were still rare and mostly reserved for
strategic use—but the Draka would be willing to explode one
over a populated area. Populated by serfs, that is.

Jets and atomic bombs built by slaves, he thought. Insane.
The Domination was madness come to earth; he shivered,
remembering his liaison-work with the Draka army, during the
misbegotten period of joint action against Hitler. Gray faces of
the Belgian farmers as they prepared to drive their tractors out
over the minefields... and the sick wet noises of the one who had
refused, seated on an impaling-stake cut out of the little forest;
his feet had scuffed around and around as he tried to rise off the
rough wood sunk a foot deep into his gut, and blood and shit
dribbled down the bark. Some of the Draka dug in at the treeline
had laughed, at him or at the explosions and screams in the
plowed field ahead.

The B-30 went thump, absurdly like an autosteamer going
over a bump at speed, and the sensation was repeated. That
would be the strips of foil being ejected, hopefully to baffle the
Draka electrodetectors. Acceleration slammed him down and to
the side; they were climbing and banking, and metal groaned
around him as the big aircraft was stressed to ten-tenths of its
capacity.

"Still locked on. Merde, Coming up on target. Prepare for
ejection. Captain." The pilot's voice was full of a tense calm; Air
Force tradition, can-do, wild blue yonder...

His heart lurched, and his mind refused to believe the time
had gone so fast, so fast; it was like the wait between boarding
the landing-craft and the moment the ramp went down on the
beach. Kustaa wished he could spit out the gummy saliva filling



his mouth, as he had running waist-deep through the surfin a
landing-zone. Some men did that, some were silent and some
shrieked wordlessly, a few shouted the traditional gung-ho and a
surprising number pissed their pants or shat themselves; you
never saw that in the papers, but only a recruit was surprised at
it.

Damn, start out a Gyrene and end up a paratrooper, he
thought. "Acknowledged." His circuit was locked open, had to be
with his hands strapped down, but there was no point in
distracting Emile.

"Ten seconds from... mark." There was no point in bracing
himself, the harness was as like a womb as the technicians could
make it.

Nine, he counted to himself. He had married in '41, right after
the Nips had attacked Hawaii; they had planned to wait until he
finished the engineering course, but being a Marine private was
a high-risk occupation. Aino had spent the war years in San
Diego working in a shipyard. They had bought one of the new
suburban ranch-style bungalows that started springing up
around L.A. right after the Armistice...

Eight. The sweating dreams had been bad, waking screaming
as the bunker door opened and the calcinated body of the
Japanese soldier dropped out onto him, knocking him down in
an obscene embrace with their faces an inch apart; Aino had
held him and asked no questions, even when it woke little
Maila...

Seven. She hadn't wanted him to continue with the OSS,
especially not when it meant moving back East to New York; the
capital was no place to raise a family. She had seen to the sale of
the home where she had expected to live the rest of her life,
doggedly settled into the Long Island brownstone, entertained
his co-workers on awkward evenings when nobody could talk
shop and long silences fell...

Six. They had been out to a movie, a Civil-War epic called
President Douglas; the newsreel had been a political piece, film
of a serf-auction in Archona. The usual sensational stuff lifted



from the Domination's news services, no routine shots of black
factory-hands here, ABS-Path way knew their audience found
injustice more titillating spiced with sex and inflicted on white
people. A showing of high-cost European concubines in heels and
jewelry and nothing else, parading down an elevated walkway;
the American film-editors had inserted black rectangles to keep
the Catholic Decency League happy. The shabby refugee beside
her had stood and begun screaming, pointing at the screen. "
Mein Gott, Christina, Christina!" Still screaming, climbing over
the seats with clawed hands outstretched towards the smiling
blond image standing hand-on-hip. He was screaming as the
attendants carried him away.

Five. Kustaa's wife had not objected to his volunteering for
secret duty after that. He dreamed of the bunker less, now; but
sometimes it was the refugee who stumbled through the
steel-plate door in the nightmare, and the face was his own.

Four. It was not getting agents into Europe that was the
trouble, it was moving them around, harder each month as more
and more of the population vanished into pens and compounds.
The Domination had leaned on its "allies" to reveal their
Resistance contacts during the War, and had been politely
refused. Some of the networks still survived, incredibly, but they
were useful mostly for small stuff, escape-conduits and
microfilm. Virtually impossible to move in equipment, except a
few microscopic loads by submarine on wilderness coasts.

Three. His tongue touched the false tooth at the back of his
mouth; melodrama, bad Hollywood, but he knew too much. It
was lousy tradecraft, sending him in multiply tasked. There were
too many contact-names and dates and codes in his head, but
what was the alternative? Besides, they needed a survey, an
overview of what was going on. If only they could get deep-cover
agents into the Security Directorate! It was easy enough to slip
in agents posing as Europeans or Chinese, it would be years
before a billion individuals could be necked and registered, but
every Citizen's identity was established from birth and there
were only forty million of them.

Two. Of course, the Draka had probably slipped hundreds



through with the vast flood of refugees that had poured across
the English channel in the last days of the War, when the
Domination's armies were driving for the Atlantic. More would
come through with every boatload of escapees, probably many
sleepers under deep cover, it was long-term planning and the
Draka thought that way, but what could you do?

One. He had seen his daughter take her first steps on his last
leave; Aino had looked up, and as their eyes met—

Impact. Blackness.

A yell of satisfaction filled the electrodetection center of
Nordkappen Base. The third missile's trajectory intersected the
American aircraft's flight-path, and the sound rose to a howl; fell
away to a disgusted mutter as it winked out and the blip of the
intruder re-emerged. Merarch Labushange ground out another
half-smoked cigarette; an attendant had brought his shirt and
tunic, but the rims of his eyes were still a bloodshot red.

He rose in disgust, then checked.

"Wait a minute," he muttered. Then: "Cross-patch on that;
increase resolution." He leaned forward to watch one screen,
then another; swiveled to view a third that received its input
from an automatic station in the mountains to the south.

"She's shedding something," he said quietly. "Increase
resolution again, maximum. Look!" His finger stabbed out. Half
a dozen traces were spreading out from the veering curve of the
American aircraft. Smaller, much smaller, curving and falling.

"Is she breaking up?" the floor officer said hopefully, cradling
her coffee-cup.

Labushange shook his head. "At that speed? It'd be over by
now. Lose aerodynamic stability at Mach 2 and you'd be metallic
confetti; she's maintaining velocity. Increasin', if anything; and
turning north."

His head turned to the nearest operator with a gun-turret
precision. "Give me a ballistic trajectory on that debris,



unguided."

The operator frowned, adjusting and calculating; his fingers
danced over the controls while his eyes stayed fixed on the
hooded green glow of the screen. "Faint, almost as if they were
non-metallic... hmmm, if'n they don't change direction after they
drop below our detection horizon, central Finland, sir."

"So, so, oh, clever little Yankees; force us to show our best
defenses, get back with the data, 'n drop good things to the worst
troublespot in Europe." Labushange closed his eyes and rose on
the balls of his feet, biting his lower lip in thought. Then the
orders came, spoken with a triphammer beat.

"Get me a teleprinter patch; East Baltic H.Q., Riga. Route it
though to Europe Command in Marseille, and to Castle Tarleton.
Copies to Security liaison, all along. Then—"

Kustaa was unconscious as the pod fell, the flexing snap of
deceleration striking like a horse's hoof. It needed no guidance, a
ton-weight egg of soft curves and dull, nonreflective coating that
would make any but the most sophisticated electrodetector
underestimate its size. Plummeting, tumbling, then turning to
present its broadest end to the earth as weight and drag
stabilized it. The shards of the cover that had held it to the
B-30's belly tumbled away; their inside surfaces were shiny,
polished reflectors to draw the invisible microwave eyes that
probed through the low clouds. Unpowered, the pod was arching
to earth as might a rock dropped by a bird. The bird had been
high and fast, and the curve would be a long one.

If there had been a conscious observer aboard, and a port to
see, the sky would have darkened as the sun dropped below the
horizon and the pod fell from the fringes of space. Below, the
gray waters of the Gulf of Finland were hidden by a white
frothed-cream curtain of cloud; there were gaps to the east,
swelling views of forest and lakes and overgrown fields, a land of
dark trees and water reflecting back the moon like a thousand
thousand eyes. Lights moved slowly across the land, Draka
dirigibles with massive electrodetectors whirling soundlessly



inside their gasbags. Then a humming whine, and lean shapes
lifted through the clouds, twin-engine Sharks with the moonlight
bright on the polished metal of their stub wings; bubble canopies
and painted teeth and cannon ports.

Helmeted heads moved in the fighter-cockpits, visual scan
added to the short-range detectors in the interceptors' noses,
hungry eyes linked to thumbs ready on the firing buttons. But
the Alliance designers had done their work well, the vision of
humans and machines slipping from the dark skin and smooth
curves of the capsule. Kustaa hung in his cocoon of straps and
padding, while pressure-sensors clicked softly under the whistle
of parted air. The pod dropped through cloud with a long
thrumming shudder, and unliving relays determined a preset
altitude; for a moment a tiny proximity detector adapted from a
shell-fuse pulsed at the ground and calculated distances.

The pod split at its upper point, jerking as the drogue chute
deployed; it was barely a thousand feet from the ground, and still
traveling fast. The larger canopy followed with a thunder crack
that echoed over the dark silence of the forest below; the rending
crackle of branches bending and breaking followed almost at
once. Lines and shrouds and camouflage-patterned cloth caught
and tangled, snapping and yielding, but each absorbed a little
more of the pod's momentum, until it halted and spun and beat
a slow diminishing tattoo against the strong old trunk of a
hundred-foot pine, and was still. Night returned, with its small
sounds of animal and bird, liquid ripple from a stream felling
over a sill of granite below, wind through branches and wind
through synthsilk cords and a gentle snap and flutter of cloth.
Kustaa slept.

"He's concussed. Not too badly." A thumb was peeling back
his eyelids, and a flashlight shone painfully in the darkness.
Kustaa tensed, then relaxed; Finnish, his parents' first language.
The guerrillas had found him.

Another voice, deeper. "Get him down, and those crates."

Hands unstrapped him and lifted, passing him downward to



damp mud-smelling earth. The world heaved and turned; he
twisted his head to one side and emptied the contents of his
stomach in an acid-tasting rush. A canteen came to his lips, and
the American rinsed and spat. There was a clatter from above, as
the cargo pod emptied.

"Careful... with those fuses... delicate," he mumbled. Pain
swelled behind his eyes, a hot tightness that threatened to open
the bones of his skull. Nausea twisted his stomach again, and he
hurt, right down to his bones. It was a familiar sensation; this
was not the first time he had been knocked out. After the Robert
Adams was hit by the kamikaze off Surabaya, he had woken up
in sickbay, puking and with a head just like this. Absurdly
among the shrilling along his nerves he remembered a movie... a
Western, Steamcoach, where the hero took a chair-leg across the
side of the head and woke up in a few hours fit enough to
outdraw the villain.

So Jason Waggen is a better man than me, ran through him
as the Finns lifted him onto a stretcher. Of course, he had the
scriptwriter on his side. The guerrillas were dark shapes against
darker trees, only the occasional low glow of a hooded light
showing as they quickly stripped the ton-weight of crates from
the pod. Someone put a pill between his lips, offered the canteen,
and he swallowed. The pain faded, and the nighted forest turned
warm and comfortable. Before the dark closed around him he
heard a rising scream of turbines, howling across the sky from
south to north, horizon to horizon. A blue-red flare of tailpipes
streaked by above, close enough that the treetops bowed in the
hot wind. "No' much longer," he mumbled.

Waking was slow. He lay for minutes beyond counting with
his eyes closed, watching the dull glow that shone pink through
the skin. Soup was cooking somewhere near, and there was a
background of voices, movement, tapping of tools; the air was
close and smoky, with a feeling of being indoors or underground
and an odor of raw cedarwood. He was naked, in a hard bed laid
with coarse woolen blankets. There was a foul taste in his mouth,
his teeth felt furred, and legs and arms were heavy as lead... but



the pain behind his eyes was mostly gone, and the smell of
cooking food made his mouth water instead of turning his
stomach.

I'm recovering, he thought, as he blinked crusted eyelids
open. Not as well or as quickly as the time when his troopship
had been hit, but then he wasn't a new-minted lieutenant fresh
from his first battle and field-promotion any more. Thirty is too
old for this shit, he mused. Sergeant McAllistair was right: in
this business it's easy enough to end up with your ass in a crack
without volunteering for it.

The room was windowless, log-walled, a twenty-by-ten
rectangle with a curtained doorway at one end. Both walls were
lined with bunks made from rough spruce poles and pallets;
there was a small stove made from a welded oil-drum in a
corner, and a long trestle-table down the center. Light came
from a single dim lantern overhead, showing the blanketed
mounds of sleepers in the other beds. Rifles, machine-pistols,
what looked like a breakdown rocket launcher were clipped to
frames beside the bunks; a dozen or so guerrillas sat at the table,
spooning broth from bowls, chewing on crusts of hard black
bread, working on their weapons or simply sitting and staring
before them. One man looked up from his task and caught
Kustaa's eye, then returned to his methodical oiling of his rifle's
bolt-carrier; the other parts lay spread before him on a cloth.

Kustaa frowned; he had spent a good part of the last decade
in barracks of one sort or another, and this one disturbed him.
For one thing, nobody was talking. Granted these were Finns,
and the average man of that breed made the most taciturn
north-country Swede look like a chatterbox, but even so...

The American sat up cautiously, ducking his head to avoid the
edge of the bunk above him. The blanket slipped down from his
shoulders, but he ignored the damp chill, cleared his throat.

"I'm awake," he said.

The man who had glanced at him earlier looked up, nodded,
went back to his work on the weapon. It slid together with a
series of oiled metallic clicks and racheting sounds; a Jyvaskyia



semiautomatic, the soldier's corner of his mind noticed. The
Finn thumbed ten rounds into a magazine, snicked it home in
the rifle, and rose to lay it on the pegs above an empty bunk.

"We have to talk," Kustaa continued. The other man nodded
again, coming to sit on a corner of bench nearer the American.

"Talvio," he said to one of the fighters sitting on a bench, a
woman. She rose, filled a bowl of soup and a mug of what
smelled like herb tea, set them down on the bed beside Kustaa,
and returned to sorting through a pile of blasting detonators.

"Arvid Kyosti," the Finn continued. "Regional commander,"
and held out his hand. It had a workingman's calluses; the form
behind it was blocky beneath the shapeless field-jacket and
woolen pants, the face broad and snub-nosed, high-cheeked,
with slanted blue eyes and shaggy black hair.

Not more than my age, but he looks older, the American
thought. I'm not surprised.

"Fred Kustaa," he replied aloud, conscious of the other's slow,
considering stare. At least I've kept in shape. Kustaa was a big
man, two inches over six feet, broad-shouldered and long in the
limbs. A farm-boy originally, and a light-heavyweight of some
promise at St. Paul Institute, before the war; the slight kink of a
broken nose still showed it. The Marines worked a man hard,
too, and after the War he had spent some time on Okinawa and
joined a dojo; the OSS had encouraged him to keep it up... A
ragged pattern of old white scars showed along one flank and up
under the thatch of yellow hair on his chest, legacy of a Japanese
grenade.

"The equipment came through all right?" he said, to break the
silence.

"As far as we can tell," Arvid replied. "My people are studying
the manuals. And there's that." He nodded toward a sealed
packet.

The hint of a smile. "Fortunate you survived to explain them.
Hard landing. Too close to the firebase. The snakes would have



had you, in another couple of hours."

"There's a Draka base near here?" he said, with an inward
wince at the thought of being taken prisoner.

A nod. "Regiment of Janissaries, two batteries and an
airstrip. Use it as a patrol base, so the complement fluctuates."

Kustaa took up the bowl of soup and sipped. It was thin and
watery, a few bits of potato and rubbery fish, but it was hot and
filled the hollowness behind his stomach. The Finns looked
hungry, too; not starved, but without the thin padding of fat
beneath the skin that a really healthy body shows.

"Good intelligence," he said.

Arvid shrugged. "They built it over a year ago," he said. "Used
local forced labor; they've learned better since, but we got the
layout. Keep it under observation, as much as we can. Managed
to make them think we're farther away, so far."

"Well, that's one reason they sent me. We need to know the
general situation, and how the Alliance can best help you."

A few of the others looked up; their eyes were as coldly flat as
Arvid's. "General situation is that we're being slowly wiped out.
Help? Declare war on the snakes and invade," he said coldly.

Kustaa forced a smile. "Personally, I'm inclined to agree we
should," he said. "But they've got atomics as well, now." True
enough... he forced down memory of what Osaka had looked like,
when the Air Force teams went in to study the consequences of a
nuclear strike on a populated area. The photographs had been
classified, to prevent general panic, and New York was the
target. His mind showed him Aino's skin peeling away with
radiation sickness, gums bleeding, blind and rotting alive; little
Maila sitting in a burning house screaming for her mother with
melted eyes running down a charred face.

"An amphibious task force is a big target, and their
submarines are good enough to take out some of the coastal
cities, at least. The plan is to deter them, and make them choke



on what they've taken. You've been bleeding them here; if we can
help you, and help others match your performance, who knows?"

Arvid's face went white around the mouth; with rage, Kustaa
realized with a start. Behind him, one of the guerrillas
half-raised her weapon, before two others seized her; she hung
between their hands, her face working, before regaining enough
control to tear herself free and stumble through the cloth
door-cover. The guerrilla commander mastered himself and
spoke again.

"That was a stupid thing to say, American." He looked down
at his hands. "You know how many troops the snakes have in
Finland?" Kustaa shook his head silently. "Sixty thousand: three
legions of Janissaries, a brigade of their Citizen troops. Lots, no?
Want to know why so many?"

Arvid rummaged under the table, brought out Kustaa's kit
and tossed him his pipe and matches. While the American's
hands made the comforting ritual of filling, tamping and lighting
he continued, in an emotionless monotone.

"Snakes made a mistake with us. By-passed us in '43, to deal
with the Germans. We had two years, to watch what Draka
conquest meant, and to prepare. No point trying to hold the
cities or borders. We'd been mobilized since the Winter War
with the Russians, in '40... put everyone to work. Making
weapons, explosives, supplies. Digging bunkers and
tunnel-complexes like this, stockpiling, training everyone who
could fight. Then they demanded we surrender."

"And you didn't," Kustaa said softly.

"The cities did... so the snakes thought. All the ones who could
were out in the forests. We destroyed our machinery, fuel,
everything useful; burnt the crops, and all the livestock was
already salted down. Some stayed behind in the towns for
sabotage; many of the ones who couldn't fight took poison." He
paused. "My wife, and our children." Another pause. "After a
while, the snakes got sick of time-bombs and ambushes in the
cities, so they deported everyone they could catch. The younger
children to training creches, the rest to destructive-labor camps.



We've heard... we've heard they sterilize the camp inmates, and
lobotomize the troublemakers." Arvid grinned like a
death's-head. "And we Finns are all born troublemakers, no?"

There was a silence that echoed. "I doubt there are half a
million people left in the whole of Finland," the guerrilla finished
softly. "Most of those Swedes and Danes and Germans the snakes
brought in for labor. The documents we've captured say they
aren't going to ever try and settle more than a few hundred
plantations on the south coast. The rest of the country will be a
nature-preserve and timber farm. Right now it's a hunting
preserve, and we're the game."

Kustaa looked around the long room, at the men and women
sitting at the table, at others lying wakeful on their bunks, at the
eyes empty alike of hope and fear.

"Damned dangerous game," he said. "Damned dangerous.
More so now that I've brought the new radio, and our little
surprises for their Air Force." He nodded to the seal package.
"The codes, and directions on how to fit the deciphering wheel."

Some of the cold hostility Faded from the faces turned to him.
"What if they'd captured you?" Arvid said.

"There's a sequence of four randomly selected sentences you
have to use on the first four contacts. One word wrong, and they
cut off contact permanently, and then the codes are useless." He
shrugged. "Don... Donovon... the OSS trusted me enough to hold
out convincingly long, then give them the wrong word-group.
Not necessary, as it turned out; and with luck, we can set up a
permanent supply route."

Arvid nodded. "This is bad country for armor, and they don't
have enough infantry to spare to really comb us out. We've got
plenty of weapons and ammunition, enough food. Their aircraft,
though, and the damned helicopters—with an answer to that we
can cause them even more grief, before we die." Thoughtfully:
"There are outposts east of here, in Karelia and Ingria, almost as
far as the White Sea; if we could set up a supply line through
submarines, then...



"The doctor says you'll be ready for action in a day or two.
Come along and see your toys in action."

"I'm supposed to make Helsinki as soon as possible," Kustaa
said carefully. Then a broad grin split the weathered tan of his
face. "Obviously, it'll be impossible to leave before we stomp a
few snakes, hey?"

CHAPTER THREE

... no soldier who has bent to scratch and felt the bullet go
crack through the space above him can doubt the role of chance
in war. The same applies to larger issues; how would the
Domination have fared if we had not pressed ahead with the
nuclear-weapons research? It was a long shot, after all;
another of Tech Section's crack-brained just-in-case projects, in
the beginning no more promising than that absurd 150-ton
articulated tank, or the caseless-ammunition project that has
been "one year" away from success since 1928. And nuclear
physics is not our field of choice; we Draka are competent
technologists but simply lack the cultural inclination for really
first-rate pure science work. But Security swore that Hitler and
the Americans were pressing forward with their reactors, and
suddenly the implications of atomic explosives sank in. Then it
became a priority project Whatever our other faults, we have
seldom passed up a promising weapon, and through great good
luck and our initial head start we exploded our first device
within months of the Americans. Those first crude bombs
proved very useful in breaking the last resistance in Europe...

Yet it was after the war they proved crucial. Whale and
elephant, sea power and land power, the Domination and the
Yankee-led Alliance have glared at each other under the
enforced Truce of the Mushroom Cloud now we curse the
technological stalemate that keeps us from the Americans'
throats. But in the late 1940's our conquests were potential
strength and present weakness: the defeat of Germany and the
annexation of mainland China left us desperately overstretched,
a billion new-caught serfs to pacify, the whole of Eurasia to
guard, while the sheer biological necessity of reproduction



forced us to demobilize the Citizen Force to peacetime levels.
The Alliance navies could have struck at will, with the
Domination forced to shift armies through devastated lands
and populations primed to revolt... except that we held the
nuclear sword over Melbourne and New York and Rio de
Janeiro. Of course, the game of "what if can be extended back
indefinitely. For example, "what if our ancestors had followed
impulse and revolted in 1833 when the British abolished slavery
throughout the Empire? Sober second thought prevailed, and so
did slavery under various cosmetic disguises: but the revolt
might have happened, and the infant Domination been crushed
in its cradle. For that matter, "what if the Netherlands had not
joined France and Spain in war on Britain in 1779. giving
Britain an opportunity to seize southern Africa? The Loyalists
scattering without a new home to welcome them... a weak
Dutch colony in place of the great cities of our southern African
heartland ... a world without the Domination, perhaps?
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Tanya von Shrakenberg eased herself to her feet, leaving the
half-empty cup of coffee on the table and gently uncurling the
small solid weight of her daughter into the waiting arms of the
nurse. Not so small any more, either; arms and legs just starting
to lengthen out, she would have the rangy height of the von
Shrakenberg line, even if her coloring took after her father's
maternal ancestors. Tanya looked down at the fine-featured oval
face, already losing its puppy-fat and firming towards adulthood,
and stroked one cheek.

Iwonder if I could catch that? she mused, in painter's reflex.
Difficult, when so much of an image like this was your own
response to it; that was the weakness and strength of
representational art, that it relied on a common set of visual
codes... Oh, shut up, Tanya told herself. Critics theorize, you're a



painter.

The girl murmured without opening her eyes, turning and
nuzzling her face into Beth's wide soft chest. Tanya felt a slow
warmth below her heart, and reached out to draw a light finger
down her cheek. Mother, painter, soldier, Landholder, she
mused. All true, but which is really me, the me I talk to inside
my head? Knowledge was a thing of words, but you could never
really reduce a human being to description. Still less a child,
whose self was still potential, before the narrowing of choice. She
felt a moment's sadness; children changed so fast, the one you
knew and loved reshaping into someone else as you watched.

"Shall Ah wakes her, Mistis?" Beth asked.

"Let her rest," Tanya replied. Not enough sleep last night, and
then the long drive down; the family gathering in Paris had been
enjoyable but strenuous for all of them, a good thirty adults and
more children. The first opportunity since the War, now that
travel was getting back to normal and demobilization nearly
complete, and most of those still in the Forces able to get leave. A
good deal of useful work, besides the socializing: plans had been
made, political and otherwise, and the dozen or so younger
members who were settling in Europe had compared notes.

Damnation, Tanya thought, rising and catching herself on the
back of the chair. Balance going again. Pregnancy always did
that to her.

She looked around the office, eager to be gone but reluctant to
face the bother of the trip; the air smelled of coffee and food
from the buffet and the peculiarly north-European odor of very
old damp stone, so different from the dry dust-scent of her
birth-province, Syria. At Evendim, her parent's plantation in the
Bekaa Valley, the days would already be hot. From her old room
in the east wing she could watch the sun set over the Lebanon
mountains to the west, down from the snowpeaks and the slopes
green with the forests of young cedar her people had planted;
over the terraced vineyards in patterns of curving shadow;
slanted golden sheets between the tall dark cypress that fringed
the lawns behind the manor.



They tossed in the evening cool, the wind down from the
mountains faintly chill against your skin while the stone of the
windowledge was still blood-warm from the day's sun. Sweetness
from the mown lawns, delicate and elusive from the long acres of
cherry-orchard blossoming between the greathouse and the
main water-channel; sometimes the sound of a housegirl singing
at her work, or faint snatches of the muezzin calling his flock to
prayer, down in the Quarters.

No use getting homesick, she chided herself. It was probably
just this damned depressing city... Tanya had been a Cohortarch
in the Archonal Guard Legion when she saw it last, back in '45;
burnt-out rubble, and the natives sick and hungry enough to eat
each other. Things had improved a little, but not enough.

Or it could just be pregnancy, the aches and itches and the
continual humiliating need to pee. It was unfair: some women
went into the sixth month hardly showing at all... Thank Freya
this was the third; one more and she could count that particular
duty to the Race done. Or no more if it was twins again; her
family ran to them. Children were delightful and no particular
bother; if anything, between the servants and the eight months a
year at boarding school required of all young Draka, you scarcely
saw them enough. She glanced over at Gudrun, the bright copper
hair resting against Beth's dark breast. Sleep was the only time
you saw her still; where all that energy came from was a mystery.
But having them was something she would rather have skipped;
the whole process was stupid and barbaric, like incubating and
then shitting a pumpkin. And Almighty Thor knew a Security
pen wasn't the most cheerful setting in the world, either; the fear
and misery and throttled hatred drifted through the air like
smoke. Stimulating, in reasonable quantities, like all clanger, but
there was a sickness in too much of it. No point in being
sentimental about serfs; this sort of place was necessary enough
in new-taken territory, but so were terminal wards in a hospital,
and who would live in one by choice?

She nodded politely to the Security Strategos. It was
courteous of him to expedite matters; a routine request like hers
could have been handled at much lower levels, even if Draka did
not set much store by proper bureaucratic channels.



"Thank you for your time," she said. "It'll help; stonemasons
and electricians and bookkeepers are in demand. I expect yo'll be
glad when the other Directorates and the labor agencies get set
up proper an' things normalize.

"It'll be good to get back home." she said more quietly, to
Andrew. Her brother looked up, unhooking the borrowed
electroprod from his waist and smiling.

"The new place is home already?" he asked, lifting one
eyebrow. The movement pulled at the scar on his cheek,
exaggerating the quizzical gesture.

"Of course. Chateau Retour's mine, and Edward's," —she laid
a hand on her stomach—"an' our next will be born there.
Evendim stopped being home a long time ago; it's Willie's."
Draka law and custom demanded a single heir for an estate,
usually the eldest. "We can visit, but that isn't the same... I worry
about you, brother mine; where's the place yo' can call home?

Officers' quarters in Helsinki? We fought the War, let the next
generation do their share. There's still some good landholdings
ready for settlement, down in the Loire valley. Yo' should get
yourself a mate, stop wastin' all your seed on the wenches, make
a place for y'self. The Race has to build, or what's the conquerin'
for?"

"Maybe after my next hitch," he said absently, pulling the
folded cap from under his shoulder-strap and settling it on his
head. "Loki's hooves, I'm barely thirty-odd; still plenty of time,
unless I stop a bullet, and good Janissary officers are scarce. An'
Finland will be a while bein' tamed. A while, surely." He blinked,
and she could see his consciousness returning, pulled back from
the forests and snowfields of the Baltic. "Meanwhile, leave the
motherin' to Ma, she's been bombardin' me with the same advice
since we reached the Channel."”

"An' the young fogey should shut up about it, eh?" Tanya
reached to stroke her daughter's forehead. "Wake up, sweetlin',
time to go down to the cars." To her brother: "Well, doan' forget
to visit, before they post yo's back east. Some good huntin', a
little up-valley; boar and deer, at least. And we've still got crates



of that stuff you picked up, in the attics. Should get it catalogued
soon."

Her brother laughed and took the yawning Gudrun from her
nurse, tossing her and holding her up easily with his hands
beneath her arms; she smothered a smile and responded with an
adult glower. "Not too old to play with y'uncle, I hope?" he said,
and continued over his shoulder to his sister: "It took a two-ton
car to drag the lot you got out of Paris, as I recall."

He turned to the Security officer. "Thanks again, Strategos
Vashon."

The secret policeman closed a folder, rose and circled the desk
to take the offered hand, give a chuck under the chin to Gudrun
as she sat on her uncle's shoulder. "No trouble," he said. "A relief
from my other problems, frankly; and I knew your granduncle
Karl, we worked together after the last war." Unstated was the
fact that Karl von Shrakenberg was now an Arch-Strategos of the
Supreme General Staff; there was always an undercurrent of
tension between the Directorates of War and Security, the
Domination's two armed services. It never hurt to have a favor
due. "Nothin" but problems; sometimes I'd be glad to be back
home, promotion or no."

Tanya nodded to the murals of rocky hills and and plains
covered in long lion-colored grass. "There, Strategos?"

He shook his head, fitting another cigarette into the ivory
holder. 'That's North Katanga, where I was born; I meant
Bulgaria. Sofia's home, I worked out of there from 1920 until the
Eurasian War started. Probably why they sent me here, similar
problems." Thrace and Bulgaria had been the western
stopping-point of the Domination's armies in the Great War, a
generation before. "Although at least we could terrorize Rumania
into sending back runaways who tried to make it over the
Danube. Sweet fuck-all luck we've been havin' with the English
on that score; good thing the Channel isn't swimmable." He
puffed a smoke-ring. " 'Course, they've got the Yanks behind
them, their damned Alliance for Democracy." For a moment his
calm tone became something far less pleasant.



Tanya shrugged. "Ah, Sofia; pretty town, had a leave there
durin' the War... '43, I think." A grin. "Gudrun here'll take care of
the Yanks, eh, chile?"

Brother and sister nodded approvingly as her hand made an
unconscious check of the knife in its leg-sheath.

Vashon laughed dutifully. "Maybe our grandchildren," he said
with sour pessimism, "if then."

"That ol' stretched-thin feelin'?" Andrew said, swinging the
girl to the ground.

Vashon shruged. "Ah, well, it's only two years since the War
ended." He looked out over the city, brooding. "Remember how
things looked back in '39? Soviets to the north of us, Germans to
the west, Japs to the east? War on three fronts, wouldn't that
-there have been lovely, now?" A shake of the head. "Then Hitler
conquers Europe an' Russia fo' us, exhausting himself in the
process; the slanteyes attack the Yanks—who'd have thought we
could end up fightin' on the same side of a war as the U.S.?
Enormous victories for negligable cost."

"Didn't seem quite so negligible in the Guard," Tanya said
dryly, hitching up the elastic waistband of her trousers. "An' the
Fritz didn't seem so exhausted, not when they damn' near shot
my tank out from under me, half a dozen times. Four years
fightin', total mobilization."

Vashon spread his hands in an apologetic gesture. "Negligible
in relation to the booty," he said. "Half the earth, an' half
mankind; two-thirds, with what we had before. It's assimilatin’
it that's going to be the problem. We aren't a—"

"—numerous people, and nobody loves us," Tanya said,
completing the proverb as she crossed to the windows, leaned
her palms against the strong armor-glass. "Doin" my best about
that, Strategos. Perceptible improvement here, since I saw it
last.”

The Security officer scowled. "Partly because so many of the
labor-force doan' have anything to do but shift rubble." He



stubbed his cigarette out with a savage gesture. "Damn that
sack! Waste: waste of raw materials, waste of skilled workers,
waste of machinery. We could have used it, the Police Zone is
still run-down from lack of maintenance durin' the War an'
having trouble retooling."

"What's the point of victory, without lootin'?" she said lightly.
The clouds were thinning, a good augury for the trip home.

"To take what they make and grow—for which we need them
alive, and their tools. More important than stealin' their jewelry,
no?"

Andrew snorted. "My Legion was in on that sack, Strategos.
We took twenty, thirty percent casualties between the Rhine
crossin's an' here. Janissaries aren't field-hands or houseserfs;
yo' needs to give them proof-positive of a victory. Lettin' them
loose in a town, drinkin' themselves wild, pickin' up pretties and
riding the wenches bloody is the best way I know. Does wonders
for morale, sir; wish there was somethin' equivalent on
antipartisan duty."

Vashon composed himself and donned a smile. "At least with
yo' settlers gettin' agriculture in order, we won't have to sell
much more oil to the Yanks for wheat to feed Europe with...
how's it going, over there along the Loire, Cohortarch?"

She stretched. "Jus' Tanya, Strategos; I'm in the Reserve now.
Well as can be expected, all in all; the French were good farmers,
but they pushed the land too hard durin' the war. Shortages of
fertilizer and livestock, equipment, horses... We're producin' a
surplus and it should increase pretty steady-like. Our place is all
yo' could ask, on the basics. North bank of the river, just west of
Tours; first-rate light alluvial soil, with some hills on the north.
Lovely country, fine climate, grow anythin', well kept... but Frey
and Freya, the way things are cut up! Fields the size of
handkerchiefs, little hamlets 'n villages all over the place, goin'
take a generation or two to get things in order."

He nodded. "Same on the industrial front, or so the people
from the Combines tell me. Overall output about equivalent to
ours, or nearly, but the methods are so bloody different, it's a



mess. Had a fellah in from the Ferrous Metals Combine, actually
broke down an' cried after doin' a survey; said the Poodles had
thirty-six times the number of different machine-tools we did, all
of 'em needin' a skilled operator, all split up in tiny little
factories. Puttin' together a compound system for the
factory-serfs is a nightmare, either dozens of little ones and
supervisory costs eat you alive, or you pen the workforce in a few
big ones and have to spend hours a day truckin' them back and
forth to their jobs. Or consolidate the machines, means losin'
months of production..."

Andrew raised a brow. "Yo're beginnin' to sound like my
distressingly liberal cousin Eric, he thinks we should hold off on
modernizin' the Europeans, at least the Western provinces,
supervise 'n tax them instead." A laugh. "Maybe-so I should
report yo' to Security, sir?"

Vashon forced himself to echo the laugh. Eric von
Shrakenberg was a sore point with the Security Directorate, but
after all, he was Arch-Stategos Karl von Shrakenberg's son. And
he had never quite qualified for a Section-IV detention, "by
administrative procedure." Not quite. He sighed, clicked heels:

"Service to the State," he said in formal farewell as the von
Shrakenbergs turned to leave.

"Glory to the Race," they replied; the adults, at least. Gudrun
put her head back through the door for a brief instant, stuck out
her tongue and fled giggling.

They will definitely bear watching, Vashon thought, seating
himself again and propping one hand under a chin. Damn
planters should teach their children more respect. The
closed-circuit monitor was still flicking on its random survey of
posts important enough to rate surveillance; an indulgence he
found restful when he needed to concentrate, even if the system
was supposed to be primarily for accessing records from the
basement filerooms.

Aristocrats, his mind continued. A relic of the Domination's



early years, when wealth meant acres of cotton and sugar and
tobacco, and the younger son's drive for an estate of his own had
been the motive force for expansion. Oh, granted, the conquered
territories' farmland had to be reorganized into line with the
Domination's practice, although he had privately thought some
sort of large scale state-farm system might be more efficient. But
this was not the 1780's, or southern Africa; in these times power
grew out of mines and forges, machine shops and steel mills...
better to concentrate scarce personnel on Security work and
getting Europe's industrial machine back into full production:
that was the real prize of the War, not the vast reaches of Russia
and Siberia and China. The Domination and the United States
had been roughly equal in GNP before the war, but the long
struggle with the Yankee-dominated Alliance would need all the
productive capacity that could be had, the Americans grew so
fast.

He shook his head. His were a conservative folk, where
circumstance allowed; even if three-quarters were city-dwellers
now, the white-pillared mansion and its fields still had too strong
a grip on their imagination. And to be sure, the officer corps was
still infused with the planter-aristocrat ethos; most of the
Janissaries were recruited from the estates as well; and the
Supreme General Staff were no fools, sitting there in their aerie
at Castle Tarleton overlooking Archona.

Archon, the title of the Draka head of state; Archona, the city
named for that office. An old town by the Domination's
standards, founded in the 1780's; the first of the string of
industrial centers that ran north to Katanga, core of the
Domination's strength, mines and hydro-dams, universities and
steel mills and power-plants...

It was a long time since he had seen the capital, away south in
its bowl of hills, where the high plateau began its descent toward
the Limpopo river. Not since the victory celebrations; he had had
a good seat, in the bleachers erected in front of Transportation
Directorate headquarters on the Way of the Armies, a kilometer
short of Victory Gardens and the two-hundred-meter
stained-glass dome of the Assembly building. A bright summer's
day, the sky a blue curved ceiling, light blinking off colored



marble, tile and brick and glass, shimmering on the leaves of the
roadside trees and massed flowerbanks. He remembered the
noise all around him, shouting, crying, laughing. The old, the
young, the wounded, who had waited and worked here on the
home front, and the first scattering of demobilized veterans.
Crazed with release, victory, the return of sons, daughters, lovers,
with the memory of the dead scattered from the English Channel
to the South China Sea. Himself crying out with them through a
throat gone right and dry, one with the many-throated beast,
pouring out its triumph and its grief.

The ground shook beneath him as the tanks of the Archonal
Guard thundered slowly by. Filling the air with the burbling
throb of their engines, trim in silver and black parade paint, the
red bat-winged dragon of the Domination on their glacis plates,
its claws clutching the slave-chain of mastery and the sword of
death. Black squat beetling shapes of the infantry carriers, with
the helmeted heads of the crews rigid in the open hatches;
long-barreled self-propelled cannon; other legions of the Citizen
Force with battle-honors hanging from their eagle standards;
endless cohorts of marching Janissaries expressionless as
automatons. Roses and frangipani and streamers of colored
paper flung like sprays of summer rain from the sidewalks and
the windows of the buildings, the surf-roar of massed voices
louder than engines. Thunder overhead as well, fighters and
strike-planes, the new jet-propelled models and clattering
helicopters, still a dazzling innovation then; the stink of burnt
hydrocarbons, flowers, the heavy smell of dense-packed
humanity.

The floats had followed, drawn by chained and naked
prisoners of war from a dozen armies, decked with captured
flags, bearing symbolic booty. Russian furs and grain and
timber, Finnish glassware, ingots of Norwegian aluminum
heaped about jade Buddhas and katanas and kimonos, Flemish
lace like piles of snow-froth, silk tapestries of Lyon, paintings and
sculptures, machine tools, crates of priceless vintages, sturdy
workers and picked wenches in national costumes or nudity
emphasized by silver manacles. Musicians and dancers and
tumblers walking alongside, throwing golden eggs into the
crowd. Message-eggs with slips of paper that might grant



anything, from a bottle of Chateau d'Yquem to a Leonardo
plundered from the Louvre to an estate in Tuscany. Last of all a
train of older men, bewildered in their dunces' caps and fools'
motley, bearing signs on poles listing their ranks and titles:
enemy leaders on their way to the ceremonial pistol-bullet
through the head on the steps of the Archon's palace.

He sighed; that had been a good time. A time to be at one
with the Race, when they could relax from the long years of
grinding effort and feel the pride of a great accomplishment.
Limitless vistas of power and possibility opening out before
them... Another sigh. The warriors fought their open battles
against uniformed opponents, and when the foreign armies were
beaten retired to their estates; he was left with the endless
twilight warfare against the enemy within, ferreting out the last
maquisards in the hills, breaking up sabotage rings, policing the
pens and labor-compounds of the administrative Directorates
and the industrial Combines. Routine work back in the Police
Zone, but it took extreme measures to get any worthwhile effort
out of the newly conquered territories.

Strategos Vashon adjusted the controls of the monitor; now it
was showing one of the interrogation chambers, belowground in
another bow to tradition. A chamber of antiseptic white tile,
easy to wash, scattered instruments of chromed steel and wire; a
frame for lowering subjects slowly head-first into a vat, the
old-fashioned stretch-and-break models. Two Psy-Ops officers in
green, with the usual dark bib-aprons, but the procedure was
something new, outlined in last month's circular from
headquarters.

The subjects were seated facing each other, two Poodles,
locals; a father and son, both probably couriers for what was left
of the underground. A more important case than most, since
their network was suspected of contact with the American OSS,
Office of Strategic Services, the Alliance's secret-intelligence and
covert operations apparat. He leaned closer, adjusted the grainy
black-and-white picture until the dark stubbled face of the older
man came close, sweat and rolling eyes above the gag; he was
strapped naked into a steel chair with electrodes at the classic
points, testicles, anus, nipples, ears, toes, wires and copper disks



taped to his olive skin. The passive partner. The secret policeman
worked the controls to swivel the camera; the younger subject
was similary outfitted, with one difference. There was a switch
under his right hand, a simple pressure-activated on-off plaque.
One of the officers was explaining in slow bored French:

"... as long as you keep that pushed down, the current will flow
through your father. Release it, and it will flow through you. The
current increases each time you push or release the button.
When that meter"—he pointed—"goes into the red zone, it will be
approaching the killing range. Understand?"

The young Poodle was not screaming, not yet; you could hear
the effort it took to force reason into his voice.

"What do you want? What do you want me to do? For the love
of God, tell me what you want, please—"

The Security officer continued: "Current on in five seconds.
Five, four, three—"

The boy was shrieking even before the current hit; his father's
head was moving back and forth in the padded clamp, a silent
nonononono. Vashon smiled. The treatment would continue until
the passive subject was dead, of course; the Psy-Ops theorists
swore that it was more effective at breaking the will than any
amount of raw pain, better even than sensory deprivation. Once
it was over, the subject knew, right down to the subconscious
level, that he would do anything, absolutely anything, rather than
stay in that chair... and then they would bring in his sister and
mother, and explain what he was going to do after they released
him. The Security Directorate would have another conduit, ready
to be activated if the Americans tried... oh, to smuggle out more
of the captive scientists working for the War Directorate's
Technical Section, or to get saboteurs into the
plutonium-refining plant at Le Puy. There would be no repetition
of that embarrassing affair with Heisenberg and the
rocket-ramjet researchers, in the chaotic period right after the
War. Credit where credit was due—this technique was based on
German Gestapo research, but it had the malignant beauty of a
concealed razor-blade in a melon.



His smile broadened. Perhaps they would get an American.
The ancient enemy, the hereditary foe; the Domination had been
founded by refugees from their Revolution, its self-evident lie
that all men were created equal. Loyalists from Virginia and
Georgia and the Carolinas, hounded from their homes and
plantations by the vengeful Whigs... The smile became a grin as
the first incredulous gut-deep grunt came from the speaker, as
the subject felt the electricity having its way with him. The
Vashons were much the same mixture as most Draka, American
Loyalist, Hessian, Icelander, miscellaneous nineteenth-century
immigrants. But their male line had been French, originally;
emigres in 1793, one step ahead of the Committee of Public
Safety's guillotines.

Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité, he thought with a stirring of
almost sensual pleasure at the base of his stomach. You thought
you'd won, you peasant filth; now you're going to pay. "Ahh,
how you will pay," he murmured aloud.

He turned down the volume and pulled another file from the
in-stack. There was the work of the day to attend to.

In the corridor outside the office Tanya took her brother's
arm. "You know, Andrew, I was never particularly squeamish,"
she said meditatively. "Killed my share in the War, Wotan
knows, an' not all of 'em were shootin' at me. We grew up in the
New Territories, after all." Syria had been pacified and settled
during the Great War, but not officially transferred to the Police
Zone, the area of civil government, until 1937. "Is it my
imagination, or is Security goin' hog-wild these days?"

He spread his hands as they strolled toward the elevator, their
bootheels scrunching in the carpet. "Necessity, sister mine: if yo'
think this-here's bad, you should see Finland. We're applyin' a
methodology of conquest developed while we overran Africa, Iron
Age barbarians, an' the Middle East, mostly starvin' diseased
peasants subjected to somebody since Babylon an' before. We
killed the native elites an' stepped into their shoes; what freedom
did those villagers around Evendim have, before Pa 'stablished
the plantation? Not that they just rolled over an' spread—read



his journals: plenty of trouble with religion an' wenches an' so
forth in the first few years; we're too young to remember it. But
once they'd submitted, if anythin' they were better off; higher
standard of livin', certainly, better housin' and medical care.

"These West-Europeans, they doan' have that Asian sense of
bein' victims of Fate; not yet, at least. They're literate, these were
real democracies at least until the Fritz conquered them back in
'40. The Russians are damn-sure easier, Stalin cleared the way
for us. Breakin' the countries west of the Elbe to the Yoke goin'
be a long, bloody business. Three generations, minimum, even

after we've wiped out mass literacy; folk tradition can be almost
'z bad."

Tanya frowned, slowing her pace and letting Cudrun and her
nurse move forward out of earshot before dropping her
voice."Tell the truth, I'm a little concerned about Timmie and
Gudrun, an' the new baby. Wouldn't want any of 'em soft, but
watching too much killing and pain too soon isn't good either;
serfs are inferior, but they're not dumb beasts or machinery.
Think of them like that an' you start underestimatin' them;
also... yo' can lose something, a sort of basic respect fo' life, I've
seen it happen. Then y'lose respect for yo' own life, an'—" She
stopped, shook off worry as they overtook the others. "Ah, well,
take the days as they come."

The wire door of the elevator cage scissored open. "And I miss
yo', brother, I really do; it's not just the War and different
postin's, we've been drifting apart and yo've been getting too
wrapped up in hard an' bitter things. I'm not naggin', leave the
future to itself, but drop by after the harvest this fall. The wine's
fantastic, the place grows everythin' to perfection, I've got old
Cindy from Evendim as head-cook and three of the best chefs in
France... Nice bunch of neighbors, too, when we get the chance
to socialize; three-quarters of the Guard who weren't heirs took
out grants thereabouts when they stood the veterans down.
Plantations, mostly; construction partnerships, restaurants...
Hell, the crew of the Baalbeck Belle took estates on both sides of
me; my gunner spent the War fightin' with my loader and then
they went'n married, and the same with the driver an' Sparks.
Come down, party a little, hunt, feast, let yore heart have room to



breath." A smile and a gentle pinch on the arm. "And you really
should get that booty tallied.”

"T'll drop by; put those two wenches I found you to work on
the loot, if you want, 'n can spare them from bookkeepin'." He

rn

winked. "An" bedwenchin'.

Tanya smiled sourly, recognizing the signs of a gentle but firm
refusal to pursue a subject further. "Not for me; doctor's orders,
nothin' rough or deep. I'm not even sleeping with Edward, much
less teachin' a wild mare how to play pony for me. Ah, well,
Solange is sweet and willin', but it's a bit like living on Turkish
Delight; tasty and nourishing, but after a while you crave meat."
A wiggle of eyebrows. "Plenty for you, though; one good thing
about this-here inconveniently advanced country, they're not
worn-out hags at twenty-five." She laughed. "Edward and I're
going to need them, in a year or two, when Timmie hits puberty.
Recallin' you at thirteen, y'had half the wenches on Evendim
sittin' down careful."

"Ah," he said with a nostalgic chuckle, "nothin' like that first
fine flush of hormonal frenzy. Not that you felt that way at the
time," he added thoughtfully.

She shrugged. "Gender difference, I suppose. Seems to take
males twenty years to learn that personalities are what makes it
more interestin' than masturbation. Though," she added, with a
mock-malicious smile, "there's women I could name that never
did grasp the distinction either. Present company excepted."

"What, never?" he said slyly.

"Weeell, after a battle sometimes, just to remind myself I's
alive."

They exited into an internal alleyway, a narrow street closed
off when the Security complex was established. Tanya looked up
at the gaps of blue sky between the long tatters of cloud and
breathed deeply; the chill was leaving the wet air, and some
hopeful soul had hung pots of flowering impatiens from the eaves
on either side, slashes of hot pink, coral and magenta against the
browns and greys of the stone. The alley was lined on both sides



with agency showrooms, the Settlement and Agriculture
Directorate liaison office, a few restaurants, outfitters. It was
crowded to the point of chaos, not least with construction crews
making alterations; civil settlement in France was just getting
under way and receiving priority as a matter of State policy.
Every settler needed labor, even if it was only a few household
servants. Planters in soft dark working leathers, bureaucrats in
the four-pocket khaki working dress of the civil service, Combine
execs in suits of white linen and Shantung silk, serfs of every race
and kind and degree pushed through.

Sort of irregular, she thought, as she stopped before the
Stevenson & de Verre office, a converted house. That was the
largest agency in the Domination, with hundreds of branches.
Back—she stopped herself—back near the old home, even in a
small provincial town like Baalbeck, it would have been much
larger. Showrooms and auction-pits, holding pens, workshops,
medical facilities; in a major city like Alexandria or Shahnapur,
a complex of creches and training-centers... Here there were only
the offices and catalogs and a simple fitting-out room, with the
serfs in the Security cells. Of course, Europe was still too raw for
the usual procedures, only recently out from direct military
government; still in the initial process-and-sort stage, the mass
transfers to the Combines just beginning to hit full stride. Direct
sales to private holders would continue until the situation
stabilized; for that matter, Tanya and her husband had rounded
up the basic labor force for Chateau Retour directly, with only a
few lochoi of Order Police to help with the culling and
neck-numbering and registration.

"Well," she said, stopping on the worn stone steps of the shop.
"Take care, brother mine; y'all remember the door's always
open."

"An' yo've got to see my new white Caramague horse, she's a
beauty. Uncle," Gudrun said. "Pa gave me a real Portuguese
bullfighter's saddle, with silver studs."

"So yo've been tellin' me for the last week, sweetlin'," he said,
stooping for her hug. "Maybe-so I will; been a while since I done
any riding."



Tanya embraced him as he straightened, feeling the huge and
gentle strength of his arms as they closed around her, the slight
rasp of his mustache on her neck, smelling cologne and soap and
leather. She dug her fingers fiercely into the hard rubbery muscle
of his neck.

"I love you, brother," she whispered.

"An" I you, sister," he replied quietly; stepped back, saluted
and strode away into the crowd.

She looked down, to find Gudrun scowling at the unseemly
adult display of emotion, took her hand despite an effort at
evasion, pushed through the swinging doors. While I can, she
thought, giving it a quick squeeze. They grow so quick.

The waiting room was quiet and dim, walled in rose silk and
eighteenth-century tapestries, with lecterns bearing
photo-catalogs. The attendant at the desk in the corner was busy
with an argumentative exec from Capricorn Textiles who was
waving a requisition for a thousand loom-tenders; Tanya idly
flipped open one of the leather-bound catalogs, leafing through
the front-and-side shots and brief descriptions of skills.

"Ma," Gudrun said.

"Hmmm?" Tanya looked down; her daughter was craning
sideways to see the photographs.

"Ma, could I buy a serf?"

"Whatever fo', my heart?"

"Well, for a maid."

"Yo've already got two body-servants, sweetlin'."

The red brows frowned, drawing a crease between them;
Tanya felt her heart turn over with warmth at the gravely serious
expression. Gudrun had the innocent greed of childhood; horses
had been her latest passion, she would have filled the stables at
Chateau Retour if she could... but clothes and attendants had



been a matter of profoundest indifference, until now. They do
grow up, she thought wistfully.

"Well, Beth's nice," Gudrun said, reaching behind to pat the
nursemaid on the arm, "but I's too grown now to be looked after
by a nurse. An' Miriam's good at fixin' up my things, but she's so
old, she never wants to do stuff like run or swim or ride or climb
things an' it's no fun telling her to."

Her mother winced inwardly; Miriam was all of twenty-two,
eight years younger than herself. Well, to ten a parent is ancient
beyond worlds anyway, she told herself.

Gudrun continued, as if checking off a carefully thought-out
list. " 'Sides, Ma, Beth 'n Miriam were gifts; at school, the older
girls are tellin' us that we need to learn serf-handlin' with one of
our own. I've saved up my allowance, honest."

Tanya controlled a smile. Why not, she decided. Good news
should come in twos.

"Tell yo' what, daughter," she said seriously. " 'S true that a
new maidservant's a good idea, but buyin' here isn't; quality's
uneven, an' we don't have rightly enough time to check. When we
get back to the plantation, we'll go over the young wenches
together"—she held up a hand at the beginnings of a pout—"an"
when you pick one, I'll sell her to yo', right proper an' legal, with
the papers and everythin', an' you can take her along to school
for the fall term. Thirty aurics. Deal?"

Gudrun considered, nodded. They slapped palms in the
countryside gesture for sealing a bargain, and Tanya continued.

"Now fo' some news; yo're moving schools." She laughed at
the expression of surprise; Gudrun had been attending back in
Syria Province. All Citizen schools in the Domination were
boarding institutions, but usually in the same province as the
child's home, at least; it was a long trip from the eastern
Mediterranean.

"New one being put in, jus' north of us, to match the boy's
school down near Chinon." Draka schooling was sex-segregated



below the University level. In theory to allow children and
adolescents undistracted time for their studies and premilitary
training, although she suspected it was just as much a simple
case of institutional inertia: the system worked well and nobody
had reason enough to push for a change. "Yo'll only be two hours'
drive away, close enough to visit home on weekends."

The girl gave a squeal of joy and bounced up to hug her with
arms and legs. "Whoa, darlin', I'm not shaped right for that right
now!" Tanya picked her daughter up, tossed her in the air,
placed her down on her feet and tousled the bright bowl-cut hair.
"I'm happy too, darlin'." She sighed. "Well, let's pick up the
goods an' get home."

CHAPTER FOUR

... which is not to say that the Domination was totally
unique. Like Rome or Macedonia it had its beginnings as a
'marcher’stats, on the fringes of civilization, expanding at the
expense of wholly alien and less advanced peoples and thus
gaining access to population and resources on a scale
impossible to the states of the core area. Like Czarist Russia it
was essentially imposed from above, using imported
technology, organization and in the beginning personnel to
impose Western standards of rationality and efficiency on an
uncomprehending and hostile peasantry. Established by
coercion, it was a state that existed primarily to maintain its
own armed forces, which in turn maintained and expanded the
state; a circular arrangement much like the classical Prussian
formula. Indeed, the society that resulted bore considerable
resemblance to Prussia: an aristocracy of uncouth militarists
ruling a brutalized peasantry of landless serfs. As in Prussia the
state was created from nothing by a generations-long act of
collective will, producing a political culture that exalted
discipline, service to the state, the military virtues, ruthlessness.
and a hard, unsentimental realism.

What gave the Domination its relentless dynamism was.
essentially, a series of 'accidents.’ If the Netherlands had not
entered the War of the American Revolution in 1779. Southern
Africa might not have been available for Loyalist settlement



might even (although this seems unlikely) have remained a
backwater for generations. The thirty-year period of the
French Revolutionary wars gave the early Draka a period of
cultural and partial economic isolation, crucial to their
development Geological accident ensured that the high spine of
south-central Africa was a treasure house of gold, diamonds,
coal, copper, iron, manganese, with a native population
numerous and hardy enough to sustain the shock of conquest
and furnish a labor force, yet technically backward enough to
be successfully dominated by a small minority of immigrant
conquerors with the simple technology of the eighteenth
century. If great navigable rivers had been available, nothing
more than another colonial export-economy of mines and
plantations might have developed: the isolation of the plateau
forced the beginnings of the great complex of industrial cities
between the Orange river and Katanga which formed the basis
of the Domination's power-machine...
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LYON, PROVINCE OF BURGUNDIA
DETENTION CENTRE XVII
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Therese had been crying when the guard thrust her through
the side door of the serf-dealer's office, into the holding-bay.

"Anybody goan' sign for thissere piece a' shitbitch?" he said,
giving a final flat-palmed shove between her shoulder blades that
sent her sprawling on the floor; she was unbound, but the guard
was a hulking man, muscle under fat, a baton in one hand and
lead-backed brass knuckles on the other that held the clipboard.
His green coverall was faded, and there was no weapon on his
webbing-belt.

The room was a four-meter cube with wooden benches along
the walls, dusty and empty and dim, silent save for Therese's
sobs as she crawled toward her sister. Chantal broke forward and
hugged the slight girl to her; Marya sat trembling on the brink of



action, suddenly acutely conscious of the slats digging into her
naked flesh. Beside her, she heard Yasmin take a long breath and
then rise; the serf-girl had only just come in from the main
section of the shop.

"I's the one," she said calmly, striding forward, trim in her
jacket and skirt. The guard saw her, straightened slightly at the
clothes and manner; only slightly, and his smile was insolent as
he transferred his gaze back to the nude prisoners and extended
the sheaf of documents. Yasmin took it, read, signed, pivoted on
one heel and slammed the pasteboard flat across the side of the
man's face with a full-armed swing.

Crack. The sound seemed loud as a gunshot in the musty
stillness, and the nun felt time slow in gelid coldness as her
stomach clenched; the green-uniformed man loomed a head
higher than the dark serf-girl, and Marya saw the tension in her
back. None of it showed in her voice as she spoke, even when the
fist with its glove of spiked and weighted metal pulled back.

"Is that how yo' treats yo' momma? Yo' sistah? Tings not hard
enough fo' the po' little wench, yo' big, strong man gotsta make
'em worse?" Marya could make out the angry red right-angled
mark of the clipboard as the man paled in rage; it had not done
any great harm, but a blow like that carried an unmistakable
significance in the world of the Domination.

"Yo, cain' talk to me like that-there, wench! I's Security; yo'
blind?" He jerked his chin at the skull markings on his collar.

"Ohhhh, dearie me," Yasmin drawled, and Marya could
suddenly see the expression of mock-fear even though the girl's
back was turned. "Whut have I gone an' done? I's jes' pissin'
mahselfs with fear; watch me throw mahself on mah back 'n
spread outa tremblin' respec' fo' yo' awesomeness, chain-dog."

She stepped closer. "Security? Where yo' rank badge? Where
yo' gun, chain-dog? Security? Yo's a jumped-up strawboss whut
ain't talked to nobodies but new-caughts fo' too long." Her other
hand dipped inside her jacket and came out with a palm-sized
leather folder, snapped it open and held it at eye-level for the
man, above her own head.



"Cain yo' read, hmm? See this? This whut I is; I gots Category
I papahs, chain-dog. I's gotta thousand-auric bond posted on
me, I's private property—an ol' fam'ly servant, and mah mistis
trusts me, an she a von Shrakenberg, an she a Landholder, an'
my pa a soldier under her pa. Citizens doan' lay hand to me
without they got permission or provocation." She raised the
clipboard and slapped him across the other cheek.

His fist snapped up again. Yasmin laughed; a little breathless,
but loudly.

"Go 'head, chain-dog. All I has't'do is say yo' hits me, an' they
trice yo' to the frame an' uses a whip to show the world yo'
backbone."

The fist relaxed; the man's eyes dropped from the
intimidating identity-card, past Yasmin's glare.

"Jes' doin' my job," he grumbled.

"Yo' job was to brings her heah," Yasmin snapped. "Not to
slap her 'round. These wenches is all bought-out now, belongs to
the von Shrakenbergs same's me. An' ifn' they didn't,'s that any
cause to be treatin' 'em rough? Is they fightin', disobeyin'?" She
tore the top sheet from the clipboard and threw the remainder
into the guard's face. "Ain't tings bad enough fo' us, withouten
we makes it worse fo' each othah? Git outta my sight; yo' makes
me sick."

Yasmin turned as the door closed, drew her hands across her
face and then clenched them together while she struggled to
control her breathing; looked up with a smile as Chantal brought
her sister to her feet.

"Thank you, Yasmin," Chantal said quietly. Yasmin shook her
head wordlessly, then smiled again as Therese stretched out a
hand, wiping at the tears on her face with the other and
watching the serf girl with wide, astonished eyes. Yasmin took
the hand in both of hers, parted it and gave it a gentle squeeze.
"Don't worry, little one," she said in slow, careful French. "I look
after you now." She leaned forward to kiss the other girl on the
forehead, urged her back to her sister's side, then slumped back



to the seat beside Marya. The nun turned to study her for a
moment.

Yasmin. Another person it would be better to study carefully,
Marya thought. Elegant was the word that occurred to her;
pleated blue silk skirt and high-collared jacket with
silver-and-lapis buttons, dazzling white blouse, ostrich-skin
pumps. Even with a light dew of fear-sweat along her upper lip...
Young, not more than twenty, small and slender-built, long limbs
and long neck, trim-figured, with an oval face that hovered
somewhere between prettiness and beauty; the hair was
beautiful, abundant and coal-black and softly curled. Her
features looked European but the skin was darker than Italian or
even Gypsy, a milk-chocolate color. The serf identity-tattoo stood
out bright orange against that brown, below her right ear.

A trusted servant, though, Marya thought. Be careful.
"That was brave," she said.

Yasmin rose again to pace nervously, making an odd rapid
up-and-down gesture with her hands and forearms. "Oooo0,
somtimes I gets so"—she stamped one slender foot—"so... so
angry. Some people! Some people!" She shivered suddenly. "They
woulda whupped him ifin he'd hit me, but my face'd still be...
some people, I swears, give 'em a stick and they acts worse'n
Draka, like they was Jesus an' Allah an' the masters' dead gods
all put together." She sighed and laughed, relaxing. "Plantation
life gets dull, sometimes, but they's a good deal to be said fo'
stayin" where everybody knows we. Doan' worry, we home soon
an' yo' ain' gonna see no green coats fo' a year at a time."

"Yasmin?" The girl looked up at Marya's voice. "Is that an
Arab name?"

"Mm-hm," she nodded. "My momma, she Arab. Druze, really,
but that no-mattah; a new-caught, like yo'uns. I's house-born,
though; on Evendim. That Mistis Tanya's poppa's plantation, it
near Baalbeck." Seeing their blank looks, she continued: "Syria
Province; I'll show you on a map, sometimes. Cain yo'uns read?"

Chantal bristled, then relaxed.



"Can you?" she said, then flushed with embarrassment.
"Sorry, Yasmin," she muttered.

Marya stepped in hastily. "You're a house-servant, then?"

Yasmin's brows rose. "Does I look like a field-hand?" she said
dryly. "I's Mistis Tanya's dresser. Dressmaker, that is, in charge
of all her clothes." A sigh. "Back on the old place, that is. Here I's
in charge of a dozen Frenchie wenches 'n bucks, an' you'd think
they craves whuppin', what with whinin' and work-dodgin' and
carryin' on." She sighed again and shook her head. "It goin' age
me befo' my time. Hopes y'all has more sense." Brightly: "Well,
what do y'all say to a nice hot showah, 'n then we'll get you

somethin' to wear? Y' feel bettah clean an' with coverin'.

Marya's eyes met Chantal's in sudden wordless
understanding. Cleanliness in the cellblock had meant being
hosed-down with cold water under pressure.

Hot water, she thought with a wave of longing.

"Jes fo' now," Yasmin said cheerfully, fitting the light padded
handcuffs to their wrists. Therese shrank back with a sound of
protest; the dark girl immediately laid the cuffs down and sat
beside her, laying an arm around her shoulders.

"It's all right, Therese," she said, in her accented French. "S'all
right, really. Just for the rules, understand; just for a little while.
I'm here, nobody will hurt you..." Coaxing, she stroked the
younger girl's arm until it relaxed, then slid the metal circlet
around the wrist. "See? It don't hurt..."

Chantal jerked her hands apart to the full twenty-centimeter
length of the chain, ignoring the pain in wrists still bruised by
the over-tight restraints, and again. The serf-girl frowned,
concern on her face; Marya stepped close and shook the
Frenchwoman by the shoulder.

"Chantal! Save your energy for something useful, and your
anger. See to your sister, she needs you."

The communist took a deep breath and turned to Therese,



who sat wide-eyed and on the verge of tears again, shrinking
from her sister's tension. They were in the dealer's fitting-room,
space leased from the Security Directorate by a labor agency and
used to process serfs bought out of Central Detention into
private ownership; racks of clothes and undergarments and
shoes... Yasmin had sneered at the quality, but the drab-colored
skirt and jacket, blouse and head-scarf and flat-soled brogans
felt solid and warm. Good-quality cotton and wool and leather,
with metal snaps and fasteners; better than had been available
to ordinary people in Europe since before the War started.
Marya smoothed her hair back and tied the scarf tightly; there
was ample slack in the handcuffs for that if she was careful. It
was a relief to have her hair covered again; the full habit of her
Order was a physical impossibility, but even this little felt good.

"You've been very kind," she said, fighting down a sudden
irrational surge of optimism and vague friendliness; that was
merely the effect of comfort, clothing and privacy and the
remembered benevolence of hot water cleansing her skin. As to
Yasmin... Marya reminded herself that her confessor had always
chided her for an excessive fondness for beautiful things; not to
possess them—the vow of poverty had never been a burden to her
(she crossed herself)—but to simply know them. The vestments of
the mass, the great Baroque churches of Lwow and Crackow, the
plainsong, the crystalline semetry of a mathematical soulution...

The Order of St. Cyril had not been large or wealthy, but it
had taught children and cared for the sick and given so many
bright and pious girls a window on the life of the mind...

Old enough to remember teaching secret classes in Polish in
Poznan, in Bismarck's time. She had stopped once to show a
novice named Marya how to bunch the skirt of her habit under
her knees when scrubbing floors.

1939, when the Bolshevild divided Poland with Hitler. The day
in the little village in Malopolska, mist and gray mud and the
hating eyes of the Ukrainian villagers who had betrayed them to
the Red cavalry. Mother Superior had told the Sisters to forgive
them, they were simple peasants and had no reason to love Poles,
who had forbidden their language and Orthodox church, which



was a heresy but must be combated with truth, not guns—

"Spit!" the Soviet officer had said to the Mother Superior.
"Spit on the cross!"

Marya remembered the thin pockmarked face, cap with the
red star above. Torn mustard-yellow uniform, a smell of old
sweat and cheap perfume, a Russian smell. Gaping dull faces of
the soldiers, and the long triangular bayonets on their rifles
glinting in the rain. His hand slapped the Mother Superior's
head back, forth; the wimple of her habit came lose, exposing
her cropped gray hair; there was blood on her cheeks, but she
signed herself; he struck again and again, until she fell and
crawled to kiss the carved rood they had carried from the abbey
in Lwow, embracing it where it lay in the slick churned-up clay
and sheepdung of the street. The officer stepped back, signing to
one of his men; the Cossack grinned, heeled his shaggy pony
forward, drew the long guardless saber and leaned far over.

The honed steel glimmered wetly, a shimmering arc that
ended in flesh...

Two. Sister Kazimiera. Slight and nervous and dark, a
lawyer's daughter from Znin, always ill with something.

1941, in German-occupied Mazovia, north of Warsaw; Modlin,
that was the name of the town. Some of the Sisters had objected
to hiding the Jewish children, in the root-cellar below the stable
that was their only shelter; there were Christian youngsters
whose need was almost as great. Sister Kazimiera had looked at
them and quoted, "Insofar as ye do it unto the least of these my
little ones ..."

Marya remembered the bored impassive faces of the SS
Einsatzkommandos as they hammered with boots and rifle-butts
on the floors and walls, thrust bayonets into the heaps of straw
and bedding. The nuns had gone down on their knees and begun
to pray. Marya remembered fighting a sneeze as ancient
hay-dust flew up from the boards of the walkway; it was an old
stable, brick and battered wooden stalls and bright sunlight
streaming through small broken windows and the cracks in the
doors.



All of them kneeling, except Sister Kazimiera in the cellar,
keeping the children quiet. But there were a dozen of them, some
only five or six years old; they must have heard the shouting in
German and been frightened. One cried, a thin reedy sound
through the boards, then the others. The Rottenfuhrer had
laughed, going down on one knee and probing amid the straw
and dirt for the lifting-ring of the trapdoor. Marya had screamed
as he lifted it and pulled the stick-grenade from his belt, and he
had laughed again with the Schmeisser bouncing against his
chest as she lunged forward and froze with a trooper's bayonet
before her face. Then more of the nuns were shrieking, as the
heavy timber of the trapdoor lifted and the sound of the children
weeping came louder; Marya could see them, thin black-clad
bodies and sidelocks and yarmulkes, the girls' kerchiefs, the huge
staring eyes. Sister Kazimiera's were closed as she crouched
protectively over them; the SS-man yanked the tab on the
grenade, tossed it in and let the door drop...

Marya squeezed the wood of her rosary until her nails showed
white.

Three. Sister Zofia. Fat, so long as they had any food at all. A
peasant's daughter, her father had beaten her when she claimed
a vocation until the village priest shamed him with valuing a
pair of hands more than God's will.

1944. Marya and the others had been looking north, toward
Brussels, when it happened. A high whistling in the sky: one of
the new reaction-jet airplanes, a thin thread of contrail against
the aching blue of a morning sky. Draka; there were almost no
European aircraft left. A flash of... not fire; light, intolerable,
brighter than the sun, a single moment of light so intense that
the shadow of a single leaf before the face could be felt against
the skin. Then hot darkness, absolute, not even the flickers that
come beneath closed lids.

Blind, she had thought. I am blind. The earth shook, rose up
and struck her amid a noise like the laughter of Satan, louder
than the world's ending, and the heat; there were screams, and
the sound of buildings breaking. Sister Zofia had been inside;
she pushed her way out of the rubble and stood looking at the



mushroom cloud climbing above the horizon like the wrath of
the angry God who turned His eyes on Sodom; had led them
stumbling in a line to the intact cellar and sealed it, and
bandaged their eyes, and nursed them through the weeks that
followed, and gone out to find sealed food and water. Nursed
them through the fever and the bleeding gums and the
falling-out of hair, and had said when they heard her vomiting in
a corner that it was bad food. Marya's eyes had recovered first;
the vision was blurry but she had been glad of that, it would have
been unbearable to vomit herself at what Sister Zofia's face had
become, or shrink from the oozing, ulcerated hands that had
saved her life. God had been good; Sister Zofia died quickly, with
none of the raving that brain lesions brought to some of the
others. Her dosage had been too extreme.

Marya's mind skittered sideways, the focus of remembrance
darting away as the hand does from a fire, instinctively. "No,"
she whispered fiercely, in Polish. "No, I will remember. I will
remember all of you; always, I will remember."

There were sixty beads, a name for each. She would keep this,
or if it was taken from her make another, but nothing could take
the memories, and if she was the last of the Sisters of St. Cyril
she would keep the Rule. Marya looked down at the scrap of
wood and string: a poor thing, the cruxifix and the three greater
and lesser beads, the ten sets of five with their dividers, each a
mnemonic to a series of meditations... and there was a name for
each now; perhaps that was bad doctrine, perhaps a sin, but she
did not think so. And it was something not issued to Marya
73ES422, it was something of her own.

You do not need a rosary or cross to be near to God, she
reminded herself severely as the breath caught in her throat and
she stuffed the thing of wood and string into the pocket of her
skirt. They walked out behind Yasmin, behind Tanya and the
beautiful evil-eyed child in the silk dress, through the outer
rooms of the shop that sold people, into the corridors of Central
Detention. The guards and clerks looked at her differently. As if
they saw her now, as if the clothes and the company of the Draka
made all the difference, and she had been invisible naked. Part of
the process, she judged; strip everything away, then give it back



in another pattern. Clothes were part of it, symbolism,
psychology, the vulnerability of nakedness; the Draka were
descended from people with a Christian sense of modesty, even if
they were as shameless as rutting dogs themselves.

I am afraid, she thought, as they came out into a courtyard.
The rain had stopped, and the clouds were breaking up; the
courtyard had been a road, the walls that closed it off on three
sides were new concrete block topped with razor wire; the gate
was tall panels of perforated steel. There was a work-group
sweeping rain and mud into the gutters; the Draka loved
neatness, puddles offended them. Gray-faced men in burlap
sacks, their feet in wooden clogs. The serf foreman had turned to
see the party of Citizens and their servants leave the buildings;
he bowed, turned back and swung the long whip at one of the
gang who had lagged a little. The whip did not crack, instead the
air whistled as it passed and there was a flat smacking sound
across the backs of the man's thighs. It hummed again in a
whirring circle too fast to see, like a propeller, struck.

They passed the gang, the scrutch-scrutch of the straw
brooms on the cracked and broken asphalt, and the sound of a
man sobbing. The air was warmer, smelling a little of spring and
more of wet pavement and motor fuel. There were two cars and a
truck with a torn canvas tilt parked by the gate, the draft-fans of
their boilers making a gentle hissing. The truck was an Opel of
German army make; a coffle of serfs in neck-collars linked to a
central chain waited by it, twenty or so. Mostly men,
working-class Lyonnaise by their looks, with the dulled skin of
people who have not eaten properly in years, dressed in new drab
issue-clothing of the same sort she was wearing.

The two cars were large six-wheelers with sides of stamped
steel panels colored olive-drab. Marya had always been
interested in machinery; in the abbey in Lwow she had been the
one who could fix the boiler and the balky electrical system, and
later in the War years that had been more than useful, it had
meant survival. Now she recognized the type from newspaper
photos, from know-the-enemy articles in copies of Signaal, the
German soldiers' magazine. Two-ton Oraka staff utility vehicles,
civilianized with hard roofs and windows. Not very civilian; one



of them had a heavy machine-gun pintle-mounted on a hatch in
the middle of the roof.

Two Draka waited by the lead car, a man and a woman in soft
black leather trousers and armless cotton singlets, passing the
time throwing a heavy medicine-ball back and forth. They had
the Draka look, long swelling muscle moving under skin with no
padding of fat, blurring-quick speed and a bouncy, tensile
physical presence. The man threw, pirouetting like a dancer, the
heavy shot-filled leather sack arching across the five-meter
distance; the woman leaped, caught it two-handed close to her
stomach with an audible smack and a grunt, front-flipped in
place, a complete forward somersault, landed on her feet and
flowed smoothly down into a crouch, coming erect and flinging
the ball high. Involuntarily the nun's eyes followed it, a long
parabolic curve, a breathless moment hanging where inertia
balanced gravity. It fell, a slow instant stretching down into a
straight-line drop that went neatly through the roof-hatch of the
first car to land with an unseen hollow tunk on the floor within.

I am afraid, ran through her again, as the two looked at her
and Chantal and Therese. The sensations were familiar, dry
mouth and nausea and a lightness behind the eyes. Hard tanned
Draka faces, one thin and freckled, one broad and flattish; cold
light eyes examining her. Not with hostility, not even the deadly
indifference of the Security officer who had arrested her those
six long months ago. She was a servant, not an enemy; they were
looking at her and wondering whether she would work well or
badly, how much trouble she would be to direct.

Odwaga, she thought: courage, in her own language. I am
afraid but I will not show it. I am a Pole, we are a small people
and poor and backward, we have no frontiers and everyone on
earth has taken it in turn to crush us but even when we must
hitch ourselves to the plough so that our men may ride the horse
to fight tanks we have never lacked odwaga. Common sense, yes;
luck, yes, but never courage. I am a Pole and a religious and a
Sister of the Order of St. Cyril and these I will be until I die, and
if this is the sin of pride I cannot ask God's forgiveness because I
do not repent it.



Perhaps there would be a priest, though, wherever they were
going. It would be good to confess again, and receive the
sacraments.

Chantal Lefarge looked away from the Draka. Her eyes fell on
the green-uniformed Order Police by the gate, caught the glitter
of the chain-slung gorgets around their necks; she turned away,
shaking as her mind turned back the months, her mouth dry,
hearing—

"Hold her, Achmed." Therese screaming through the muffling
of her dress that the Orpos had pulled up over her head, thin
rabbit-shrieking, running blindly into the wall, dress a blot of
dark in the night-dim alley and her body thin and white. The
monitor rose staggering with blood running down his brown
acne-scarred cheeks and turned to face Chantal; he had ignored
her while he stripped her sister and pushed her down. They had
all ignored her; she could wait her turn. Ignored her until she
picked up the rock, raised it high.

The fist struck her and filled her mouth with the taste of salt.
Again, and the world blurred.

Jean-Paul had said that leaflets were essential, to show the
workers that the Party still existed. In Lyon the Party was
Jean-Paul, who had been a minor cell-leader before the war, and
a dozen others. More had survived the war and the Gestapo, but
the Draka found them somehow; impaled them all; Jean-Paul
said he was still getting orders from Paris, but she had seen him
once writing the letters from "headquarters" himself, sitting
alone with the papers and a bottle of absinthe, writing and
drinking and weeping slow tears. She had backed out silently
and said nothing.

The serf policeman stepped closer and rammed his fist into
her again, into the belly, and she doubled over with an
anguished whoof of air, silver dazzles before her eyes, weakness
like water running through her arms and legs. A foot kicked her
behind the leg and she was down on hands and knees on the
garbage-slimed cobbles of the alley. One of them squatted and



ripped open her blouse, grabbed at her breasts and squeezed
first one and then the other; a milking gesture, saying that she
was nothing, a cow. Another knelt behind her and hit her again,
a hard ringing cuff to the back of her head. Threw up her skirts
and tore her underwear down one seam and let it fall along that
thigh. Night air cold on her buttocks, raising gooseflesh.

"Changed my mind, Achmed, yo kin have that othah little
thing," the voice said. Hands gripping her hips, another pain
through the dazzle. Then—

No. She shivered back to the present. The coffle were looking
at her and the nun. Marya was a good sort despite her absurd
superstitions and that air of passive meekness... Most of the
coffle were just staring, dazed; some with curiosity, others with a
sullen burning hostility broad enough to lap over from the Draka
onto her and anyone standing near them, all overlaid with a
heavy numb fear. Those were her people, she had grown up
among them in the shrilling garlic-smelling brick tenements
between the two rivers, ancient noisy factories and little frowsty
shops and cafes... the run-down overcrowded schools which
taught her nothing but reading and writing and how to be an
obedient drudge for the rich, the Party libraries that had opened
a world.

The Draka woman was walking forward; the two who had
waited by the car as well, shrugging on jackets of the same soft
black leather as their trousers, buckling on gunbelts, slinging
assault rifles and the machete-like bushknives; the long whips
they swung in their hands. Blacksnake whips, sjamboks they
called them, tapering cylinders of rhino-hide that could touch
lightly in the hands of an artist, touch the corner of the mouth or
an eyelid or the groin, or slice a back to the bone; the lashes
trailed on the wet pavement, the metal tips making dull chinking
sounds on the cracks. The coffle struggled to their feet, bowed,
jostling one another in their clumsiness. Chantal watched and
felt a taste at the back of her throat, sour, like vomitus after too
much cheap Languedoc red wine; it was odd that hatred had a
physical taste. The sjamboks cracked suddenly, a volley like
gunshots; birds flew up protesting from the walls of the
courtyard, and a fine mist blew from the wet leather.



"Good." The Draka woman speaking, French this time;
nodding as she saw the eyes fix on her. "It is too early for the
whip, serfs." A thumb directed towards herself. "I am Mistis
Tanya von Shrakenberg; my husband and I are your new
owners." She paused.

"You are stonemasons, builders, electricians; we have bought
you for our estate, because we need more skilled labor. You will
serve me all your days, and your children will serve mine. This is
your fate; accept it." A smile. "Pray to your God for rewards in
the afterlife, or hope the Yankees will come and rescue you, as
you please... but on this earth, and in this time, obey.

"You've all been here long enough to learn a little about the
Draka; I'll add to it. Think on the fact that we have never lost a
war, or given up an inch of earth once we possessed it."

Another pause, and she rested her hands on her hips. "Now,
being plantation serfs is about the best thing that could happen
to you all, here in the Domination; you've got the added
advantage of belonging to the von Shrakenbergs, who do not
believe in unnecessary cruelty to underlings." Another smile, this
one like a shark's. "Unnecessary. You will work, and work well;
don't delude yourself that you can play stupid, shirk, break tools,
make 'mistakes'; we've seen every one of those tricks a thousand
times. Work well, bow your heads in meekness, obey every order
as if it were the word of God, without resistance open or secret,
and you can live out your lives; you'll have cottages of your own,
not factory-compound barracks; permission to marry and raise
families; good food, medical care, clothes, even an occasional
holiday. Try any stupidity with us"—she shrugged—"and you can
spend the rest of your days working in a chain hobble, with your
dried balls in a sack around your tongueless head. Do anything
really stupid, and you'll die on the stake."

"You have a chance," she concluded. "Use it."

Oh, I will, Chantal thought fiercely. I will. Mistress.

Tanya turned her back as the overseers chivied the coffle into



the truck; there was a creaking of springs, a metallic clatter as
the ends of their chain were reeved through stout eyebolts and
padlocked closed. It was difficult, dealing with Europeans. They
certainly had weaker stomachs than born-serfs; you could terrify
them with even the mildest physical punishment; on the other
hand, anything could set them off, something as routine as a cuff
over the ear. She shook her head. Then there were others who
just collapsed completely, more totally pliable than any but the
best house-bred servants in the Police Zone.

Strange, she thought as she walked toward Yasmin. The three
local wenches were shaping up nicely; the dresser had them in
hand, she was a steady and reliable one, young as she was. Tanya
wished there were more like her available, but then, demand was
high; millions from the old territories were being drafted in for
supervisory work, and even so...

Hope these two work out, she thought wearily, studying
Chantal and Marya; bookkeeping was a high-status occupation,
usually reserved for house-reared serfs or the products of the
training creches. She shifted her gaze to Therese; slim, not over
fourteen, huddled close to her sister and flinching at every
moving shadow or loud noise. Sick dread in the huge fawn-like
eyes whenever they strayed to the green-clad Orpos at the gate.
Pity about that, Tanya thought. Wasteful. Elite serfs had to have
their privileges, of course, and there were good reasons for
making the Order Police an object of fear. Gentle ones rarely
volunteered for the green coat, but there should be some sort of
age restriction on this type of thing. Her father had had a strict
rule that no wench was to be touched before her sixteenth
birthday, and there was a good deal to be said for that.

"Good work, Yasmin," Tanya said, running a critical eye over
Marya and the Frenchwomen. "No trouble?"

"No, Mistis. 'Cept that-there greencoat who brought Therese
up from th' cells. I had a few words wit' him, he bein' rough." A
sniff. "They pigs, beggin' yo' pahdon, Mistis."

"No argument, Yasmin," Tanya said. The serf-girl glanced
about, leaned closer.



"Ah, Mistis, 'bout Therese, might be good idea, iffn—"

Tanya nodded. "Already gave the orders." A sigh. "There are
times when I wish I were still in uniform," she said.

Yasmin smiled, with a small chuckle. "Not what yo's sayin'
right after the War, Mistis, when yo's come home." A sly glance
from under demurely lowered lashes.

"Hmmmm, true enough, too busy celebratin"."

She rubbed her back; they had managed to get a competent
home-trained masseur for Chateau Retour, thank the gods. "The
thing is"—she nodded to the little three-vehicle caravan—"it was
easier. Officer has to think last under pressure, time to time, but
mostly war isn't a very complicated business; there's a sort of...
brutal simplicity to it. Limited number of situations, an' a
limited selection of responses; the people on y'r own side are a
known quantity, an' all you have to know about the opposition is
how they fight. That's one reason command don't require genius,
just trainin' and willpower." She shook her head. "Anyways, get
these three loaded in the rear car, should be room. Tell the driver

standard convoy distancin', and no tailgaitin'.

Her gaze turned towards the airship haven; Andrew's flight
would be leaving that afternoon; officers returning from leave
did not rate heavier-than-air transport priorities. At least I'm
not heading into a combat zone, she thought. Luck go with you
into the north, brother.

CHAPTER FIVE

DATE: 11/06/47

FROM: Strategic Planning Board Supreme GHQ Castle
Tarteton, Archona

TO: Merarch Andrew von Shrakenberg District II1. East Baltic
Command



RE: Inspection 16/06/47

Please to be informed that the Strategic Planning Board
anticipates a senior officer will be visiting your sector as part of
our general survey of conditions in the European territories. No
ceremonial will be necessary.

Service to the State!

DATE: 12/06/47

FROM: Merarch Andrew von Shrakenberg District III. East
Baltic Command

TO: Strategics Demitria Angelstem East Baltic Command
GHQ Riga. Aestil Province

RE: Inspection 16/06/47

Look. Dema. I've got better things to do than shepherd
visiting inkosisanas about. In fact. I think we've finally got a
handle on Saarinen's gang, who've been causing no end of
trouble. Can't you send them over to van der Merwe in District
V? The bitch deserves an inspection!

Service to the State!

DATE: 13/06/47

FROM: Strategos Demitria Angelstem East Baltic Command
CHQ Riga. Aestii Province

TO: Merarch Andrew von Shrakenberg District II1. East Baltic
Command

RE: Inspection 16/06/47

Sorry, youngling, but they asked for you specifically. More of
your Friends in High Places. I suspect... although CHQ is
unhappy about Finland. (Who isn't? After it's pacified, we'll
finally have something to say to those old farts who keep



muttering about how everything is a picnic compared to
Afghanistan.) Bite the bullet.

Glory to the Race!

as quoted in:

The von Shrakenbergs: Two Centuries of Service
By Strategos Asa Meldrin (ret)

New Territories Press, Vienna.

CENTRAL FINLAND, 22,000 FEET

NEAR FIRE BASE ALPHA

2ND MERARCHY, XIX JANISSARY LEGION
DESTRICT 3, EAST BALTIC COMMAND
JUNE 16,1947

Strategos Sannie van Reenan glanced down through the
porthole at her elbow as the transport's engines changed their
droning note, signaling descent. Soundproofing could only do so
much, and after a while the vibration became like your
heartbeat; not something you heard consciously, but a change
was instantly apparent. The smudged glass of the window
showed the same endless dark-green coniferous forest they had
been flying over since Moscow, hours ago, but the lakes and
rivers had been growing steadily more numerous. Cultivated
fields, too, or the weed-grown spaces that had been fields, before
the Draka came. Yawning, she rubbed at her face; she had
worked and catnapped through the night, cleaning up details of
her notes from the Ukrainian and Russian sectors. She made a
slight face.

"I hope this is a little less grim," she said to her aide.

He looked up from a file folder on the table between their
recliner seats, closing it neatly and tapping it between palms to
align the contents. The interior of the transport was fitted as an
office with microfiche racks, files, copier and a hot-plate; bunks
could be folded down from the walls. The aide signed for coffee
and one of the serf auxiliaries brought the pot; he gave her a
smile and thanks before she returned to her typewriter and the



headphones of the dictorec machine. These were skilled
specialists, part of a team that had worked together for years,
not to be spoiled by mistreatment.

"Well, from the sitreps and digests, near-like as bad, even if
the reasons are different."

His superior yawned again, parting her mouth with the back
of her hand. She was a small woman with an air of well-kept
middle age, neatly made, trim despite twenty hours without
change of uniform. Looking very much what she was, an
Archona-born career Intelligence officer of an old professorial
family.

"Reasons give mere fact human significance, Ivar," she said.
"Russia left a bad taste in m'mouth, to be frank."

The aide shrugged. "We underestimated the Germans," he
said; his voice had the precise, rather hard-edged accent of
Alexandria and the Egyptian province. "It took a year longer to
muscle them back into Central Europe than we anticipated.”
Another shrug. "We couldn't be expected to spare transport to
feed the cities, now could we?" North Russia's industrial centers
had been fed from the Ukraine, before the war, and the
black-earth zone yielded little grain while the Domination's
armies fought their way west across burning fields.

"Hmmmm. Necessary, I know." It was an old precept of Draka
ethics that to desire the goal was to approve the means needed to
achieve it. "Still, technically, they were Draka cattle as soon as
the Fritz pulled out. For all we know, good cattle, obedient an'
unresistin'. We made a mistake, thirty million of them died for
it."

Her finger flicked open a report. ""With regard to MilRef
7:20a, demographic projections indicate non-positive..." Sweet
soul of the White Christ, an' to think I once had pretensions to a
passable prose style. Why not 'they're all dead'?" she muttered.
"Must be some internal dynamic a' large organizations." To her
assistant: "Not to mention the waste a' skilled labor; those that
didn't eat each other are too demoralized't' do much good."



"Well, at least the bloody survivors aren't giving us much
partisan trouble."

She shrugged in her turn. "Patchwork way of doin' things,
Ivar: serfs're supposed to get an implicit promise of work, bread
an' protection in return for submission, yo' know. Despair's as
like to produce rebellion as obedience, in the long run; let 'em
think we're like to slaughter whole populations just 'cause they're
inconvenient... That famine may be savin' trouble now and
causin' us problems for two generations. Patchwork, short-term
way a' doin' things."

Sannie closed her eyes, touched fingertips to the lids.
"Sometimes I get to feelin' we don't do anything else but, run
around all our lives thinkin' up short-term solutions't' problems
created by the last set of short-term... Nevah mind."

Ivar took another sip of his coffee, then chuckled. "One
humorous aspect, though, dear Chief." At her raised brow he
continued: "Well, most of the machinery is intact, now that
transport and power are functional again. We're drafting in
industrial labor in job-lots, besides landworkers. And where are
they coming from?" he asked rhetorically. "Germany, mostly.
They started the war for Lebensraum, living room, and now
they're certainly getting it."

Strategos van Reenan smiled dutifully before returning her
attention to the porthole... It was an irony. Also Ivar was bright
and capable, possibly even a successor on that distant but
eagerly-awaited day when she retired. I'll be glad to get back to
the capital, she thought.

For a moment homesickness squeezed her with a sudden
fierce longing. Archona: the time-mellowed marble colonnades of
the University, gardens, fountains, broad quiet streets,
cleanliness and order. Damnation, I could be sitting under a
pergola at the Amphitheater. An original Gerraldson concerto
this week, his new Fireborne Resurrection opus... or visiting the
galleries, or her nieces and nephews. Gardening in the
half-hectare about the house that had been her parents', or just
sitting with a good book and Mamba curled purring in her lap.



Enough, she told herself. Work to be done, and not all of it
could be accomplished from a desk in Castle Tarleton. The
Eurasian War had left the Domination doubled in size, tripled in
population; civil administration, economics, military, all the
decision-making branches had critical choices to make by the
score, all of them needed information. Not raw data, Archona
was innundated with it; they needed knowledge more than facts,
and knowledge had to proceed from understanding. We are so
few, so few, went through her, with weariness and fear.So few,
and so much to be done. The State to be safeguarded, built up,
made more efficient, wealthy, powerful. Not as an end in itself,
but because it was the instrument of the Race, people and blood
and her own descendants.

Still, it would be good to be home.I'm tired of it, she realized.
Tired of mud and flies and filth, the shattered empty cities.
Memories flitted by. Goblin-faced children tearing the rotting
meat from a dead horse, not even looking up as the cars splashed
them in passing. Janissaries kicking heaps of black bread from a
moving flatbed, laughing at the struggling piles of bodies that
tore at each other for the loaves; there was enough, more than
enough for all, but not much resembling a human mind left in
the survivors. The peculiar wet stink of cholera, bodies piled high
on the steamtrucks; rag-clad stick figures lining up for
inoculation and neck-numbering, staring at her with dull apathy
and a sick, brutalized hatred.

Yes, it will be very good to be home. All the nonexistent gods
know we're not a squeamish people, but this is getting beyond
enough. Sannie sighed. One day there would be an end to it.
When all the world was under the Yoke, peaceful; when the Race
no longer had to forge each individual into a weapon, or squeeze
their underlings so hard for the means of war, and long-tamed
peoples gave no cause for fear and the cruelty it made necessary.
Then they could rest; scholarship, beauty, simple pleasure, all
could become more than something to be fitted into the spare
moments... She forced herself back to the present; that good day
would not come in her lifetime, or her grandchildren's. In the
meantime, each day was a brick in the final edifice.

"These Fins are the immediate problem, though," Ivar was



saying. "The number of troups tied down here is ridiculous,
considerin' the relative importance."

"That it is Ivar," she answered. Below something winked from
beneath a stretch of trees. Quartz, she thought idly. Tin can,
shell fragment.Flying was a humbling experience. In an office in
Castle Tarlton, you delt with maps, reports, photographs; the
accumulated knowledge of centuries at your fingertips, an
unmatched research staff, electronic tendrils reachin out over
half the earth. The illusion of control came easily, there. Out
here, flying hour after hour above the living earth, you realize
how big it was, how various, how unknowable.

"Aircraft. Down, everybody down."

Kustaa froze in place, crouching, with the other members of
the guerrilla patrol that was threading its way through the
forest. The noise swelled overhead, coming from the south, their
own direction. Two planes; not fighters or strike-aircraft, too
high, wrong noise... medium bombers or transports. Ten
thousand feet and coming down.

Ahead of him one of the guerrillas rolled over on her back and
unshipped a pair of binoculars. That was a risk, although a slight
one. There was a pine-seedling not far from his nose, growing
canted beside a cracked slab of granite rock. The brown duff of
needles and branches was damp beneath his hands and knees,
sparsely starred with small blue flowers and coarse grass. An ant
crawled over the back of his hand, tickling; the air smelled coolly
of resin, wet spruce needles. Wind soughed through the high
branches above, louder than the throb of engines. Light swayed
over the patchwork camouflage clothing of his companions,
dapple and flicker...

It was unbearably like home. Almost, this might be a hunting
trip with Dad back in the '30's, up in the woods north of town.
Or that time right after the War, when he and Aino had visited
home; everyone sitting down to Mom's blueberry pancakes, then
Dad and Sam and he driving out to the lake and canoeing down
the Milderak, finding a good spot under the lee of Desireaux



Island and throwing their lines out on water so clear you could
see the pike gliding by like river wolves twenty feet below.

No, it isn't like home, he thought wryly. Home is like this.
Which was why so many Suomaliset had settled there around
Duluth and the upper Lakes; it reminded them of the home they
had been driven by hunger to leave, let them make a living in the
ways they were used to. Lake sailors, lumberjacks, miners,
hardscrabble back-clearing farmers.

The woman ahead of him lowered her captured Draka
binoculars. "Light transports," she said. "Heading into the snake
base."

Circling, the aircraft made their approach to Firebase Alpha.
It was laid out in a double star pattern, to give overlapping fields
of fire on the perimeter; that was standard. The doubled number
of heavy machine-gun nests were not. Nor were the dug-in
antiaircraft tanks, the snouts of their six-barreled gatling cannon
pointing outward. Sannie's eyes flickered, taking in other details;
two batteries of heavy automortars in gun-pits near the center of
the base, with top-covers improvised from welded steel sheet;
everything underground except the vehicles, and those in
sandbagged revetments.

"Well," The Staff officer's aide said again as they banked and
began the steep final descent to the pierced-steel surface of the
airstrip. "This is a bit out of the ordinary. Firepower, eh?"

The Strategos smiled. "If Andrew's put all this in, I'm sure it's
necessary. He was always a boy to take pains."

"Yo've known him a fair bit?"

"Unofficial aunt," she replied, sliding the Russian reports into
the wire-rack holder by her elbow for the clerical staff to re-file.

"Not one of the Oakenwald von Shrakenbergs, is he?"

Sannie shook her head. Ivar was Alexandria-born, city-bred,



and he had spent most of his service in the outer provinces.
Nothing wrong with that, of course, that was where the work
was, but it was time for him to learn the social background, if he
was to operate out of Castle Tarleton. The elite military
aristocracy of the Domination were a close-knit group; new
names came in on merit but the old ones tended to recur
generation after generation.

"No, younger branch. Yo' met Karl an' his son Eric at the
reception on Oakenwald, last January, remembah? Andrew's the
second son of Everard, Karl's younger brothah; Everard
mustered out back in the '20s', took up a land-grant in Syria,
near Baalbeck. He's got a sister, cohortarch in th' Guard, settled
down in France, near Tours. Married to a fourth cousin from
Nova Cartago, near Hammamet... complex, isn't it?" A pause.
"Used to meet Andrew a good deal, when he was down south
visitin'. Good boy, bit too serious. Smart, but quiet about it."

The command bunker was three meters down: sandbags for
the walls and floor, the ceiling layers of pine-logs, earth, and
salvaged railway iron. Radios and teleprinters were lined along
the walls; short corridors with switchbacks to deflect blast led to
other chambers. It was morning, but there was no light here
except the overheads, little sound but the click and hum of
equipment, the sough of ventilators. It smelled of damp earth,
raw timber, leather and metal and oil, faintly of ozone; in the
center was a map of the surrounding area, cobbled together from
aerial photograps and scrawled with symbols and arrows in
colored greasepaints. The officers around it had talked
themselves silent; now they were thinking.

The map was of central Finland, their Legion's area of
responsibility. Forest, starred with lakes scattered like a drift of
coins from a spendthrift's hand, bog, burnt farmhouses and
fields going back to brush. Red marks for ambushes; too many of
them. Green for counter-ambushes, blue for arms caches and
guerrilla bases discovered; far too few.

"Suh?" The word was repeated twice before Merarch Andrew
von Shrakenberg looked up from the table. It was one of his



Janissary NCO's, Mustapha, the Master Sergeant from
Headquarters Century. "Suh, the plane come, radio say five
minutes." A reliable man, half-Turk, his father some anonymous
Draka passing through a Smyrna comfort station, raised in a
training creche. Stocky, hugely muscular, square-faced and
green-eyed.

Andrew sighed, returned his salute and stretched. "Take over,
Vicki," he said. His second grunted without looking up and
continued her perusal of the map. "Corey, we'd bettah see to it.
Mustapha, attend."

Corey Hartmann grunted in his turn, throwing down a
cigarette and grinding the butt out on the floor of the command
bunker. The two officers snapped their assault-rifles from the
racks by the exit and pushed past the spring-mounted door, up
the rough stairwell and into the communications trench,
blinking and adjusting their helmets as they reached surface
level. The dank damp-earth smell of the bunker gave way to the
dust-bodies-burnt-distillate stink of a working firebase, and
under it a hint of the vast pine forests that stretched eastward
ten thousand kilometers to Kamchatka and the Pacific.

Four light utility cars waited, amphibious four-seaters with
balloon tires; Andrew swung into the second, standing with a
hand on the roll-bar, next to the Janissary gunner manning the
twinbarrel. It was a fine day, warm for Finland. Warm enough to
forget the winter, or nearly. He grimaced at the memory, slitting
his eyes in the plume of gritty dust thrown up by the lead vehicle.
It was a short ride to the airfield, a simple stretch of pierced steel
sheet laid on earth and rock laboriously leveled; the light
transport was already making its approach-run.

Twin-Zebra class, he thought. An oblong fuselage,
high-winged, two engines, two slender booms holding the tail.
He looked for the national blazon; the Domination's crimson
dragon, wings outstretched, talons clutching the slave-fetter of
mastery and the sword of death. But the shield covering the
Snake's midsection was a black checkerboard with a silver
roman-numeral II, not the usual green-black-silver sunburst.
Supreme General Staff, second section, Strategic Planning.



Behind, another dot was circling, another Twin-Zebra. That
would be the flunkies, secretaries, comtechs, whatever.

"Well, well," he said. "Staff planes, not Transport Section. A
panjandrum indeed." An ordinary Staff inspection would be a
fairly junior officer, taking his luck with the transportation pool.
There were not many who could command this sort of following.

"Sheee-it. Sir." Corey added.

"Know how y'feel," Andrew replied, with a wry smile. "Still, we
always complainin' GHQ gives the Citizen Force more 'n its share
of attention, can't nohow complain when they take us at ouah
word."

"Outposts here, here, here," Arvid said, sketching with his
finger in the dirt. The other half-dozen Finnish officers were
folding their maps, giving their notebooks final once-overs before
they departed to rebrief their subordinates. There was a ridge of
frost-shattered granite between them and the road that speared
down from the north and turned west in front of them, enough to
give a prone man good cover. The wet earth behind it was an
excellent sand-table.

Kustaa watched, aware that much of the information was
added for his benefit. Arvid continued: "Marsh through here,
and this approach is blocked by the lake; hard for us to get in,
but it limits the routes out for their patrols. The main base is out
of mortar range for us, so we pepper the outposts now and then;
they they chase us, and we can usually count on taking out a few
at least. They patrol the roads and sweep the woods at random
intervals. Not much contact for the last six months."

"Why?" Kustaa asked, shrugging his shoulder against the
prickling itch of the foliage stuck into loops on his borrowed
tunic. I feel like a bloody Christmas tree, he thought resentfully;
they were all in uniforms sewn with loose strips of cloth colored
dull-green and brown to break the outlines of their bodies, stuck
all over with bits of grass and branch. Very effective for a
stationary ambush.



They had stopped well short of the gravel-surfaced road and
the cleared zone that extended twenty meters on either side of it.
The sun was bright enough to set him blinking after the
green-gold twilight of the trees, and the tall grass that had grown
up around the stumps waved, spicy-smelling as their feet
crushed it, starred with flowering weeds and thistles that clung
to their trousers. Nothing remarkable, simply a good two-lane
country road through tall pine timber, coming from the north
and curving sharply east. There was a whiff of tar—the crushed
rock must have been lightly sprayed to lay the dust—but not even
the Domination's resources extended to putting a hard surface
on every back-country lane.

The squads laying the mines were lifting the rock with swift,
careful motions of their trowels and entrenching tools. Hands
lowered the heavy round bundles of plastique into the earth as
carefully as a mother tucks her child into the cradle. Kustaa
watched a woman kneel beside the hole, the hilt of her knife
between her teeth as she peeled apart the strands at the end of a
reel of wire. Sinewy brown-tanned hands stripped the insulation
from the bright copper and twisted the leads to the detonators,
pressing the blue-painted rods of fulminate into the soft
explosive. Others were unreeling the wire as she worked,
trenching the surface of the road and then packing the gravel
back in reverse order to keep the darker weathered stones on
top; Kustaa could hear the rhythmic tinking of their
spade-handles hammering the surface to the proper consistency.
The Draka supply convoy was going to get a warm reception.

Good work, he thought. They weren't putting them all in the
roadway, either, more along the sides, and homemade
directional mines spiked to stumps and concealed by the brush.
No trampling that lovely waist-high cover, even though there
must be the equivalent of two companies—they'd been joining
the march in dribs and drabs. Nobody who didn't absolutely
have to be was in view, and those were getting their business
done and getting back past the treeline.

"And I'm surprised they don't keep the vegetation down
more," he said.



"Not enough manpower," Arvid replied. "Which is the basic
reason for the light contact, too. Remember, they're stretched
thin, they took thirty million square kilometers in the War. And
they're not in any overwhelming hurry; the snakes are like that,
long-term thinkers. Cold-blooded."

"Like real snakes," one of the others said with a grimace.

"Finland isn't all that important to them," Arvid continued in
a dry, detached tone. "There isn't anything here they need badly
enough to make an all-out effort to get. They've swept the
civilians out. Just us and the snake military; they're not even
trying to run the timber-camps any more. Their aircraft make
sure there's no farming going on, and they mostly just wait for us
to die, helping when they can. I think the only reason they try to
occupy us at all is the resistance we've put up; they're like that,
too. Aggressive." A sour grin. "Most of our attacks are directed at
their supply convoys. Polish hams, Danish butter, French wine...
it'll be a while before we starve to death."

Kustaa nodded, remembering the storerooms he had seen
stacked with cans and boxes, the camouflaged garden plots,
nightfishing equipment.

"I think they're afraid, too," the American said. "Right now
the Domination's like a lucky gambler, they want to get up from
the table with their winnings... Sure they're going to send in
their air?"

"Oh, yes," a guerilla said. "Policy: they always give a cut-off
unit full support. Air strikes, and a rescue column."

Kustaa turned and looked behind him. Two crates of the
missiles had come with the guerrillas on this strike. Two units
here under camouflage tarpaulins, spidery swivel-mounted
tripods with a bicycle-type seat for the gunner, battery clusters,
the black-box exotica of the launching system. A pair of rockets
for each, one on the rail and a reload, cylinders a little taller than
he, a uniform twelve inches through except for the last foot that
tapered into a blunt cone. Simple cruciform control fins at the
base, and a single nozzle for the rocket; like an illustration for
Thrilling Planet Stories, the pulp he had hidden folded inside



serious reading in his teens. Except that gaunt female guerrilla
in faded overalls was nothing like as photogenic as the
brass-bra-ed earth women who had figured on the garish covers,
usually menaced by something with tentacles and a lust for
mammalian flesh.

"But I'm up against monsters, sure enough," he whispered to
himself.

There were no markings, no serial numbers or manufacturer's
stamps anywhere inside the apparatus. Kustaa sneered mentally
at the security worldview run amok; as if transistors were
something the Finns could cobble together in their bunker
hideouts. As if the Fifth Cav hadn't paraded a dozen of them past
President Marshall's reviewing-stand on Fifth Avenue last
Inauguration Day, with the Draka embassy's military attache
taking notes and snapping pictures. The hastily-trained crews
lay beside the missile launchers, going over the manuals again.
Well, the mothering things were supposed to be
soldier-proof—they were designed for infantry use. Skills built
into the machinery, anyone who could walk and breathe at the
same time capable of operating them.

At that, these old-country Finns had picked up the theory
quickly enough, better than a lot of the hill-crackers and ladino
peons he'd had to train on much simpler equipment in the Corps
during the War...

"Ambush in more senses than one," he said to Arvid. The Finn
nodded and settled down behind the jagged granite crenel.

"Not long," he replied. "Mines all ready. First action this close
to the base since snowmelt, they'll react quickly."

Damn, you never remember how hard the waiting is, Kustaa
thought, as silence settled on the stretch of forest. Silence enough
for the wind-rustle through branches and occasional birdsong to
fill his ears. His mouth was dry; he brought out a stick of
chewing gum, stopped himself from tossing the scrap of silvered
wrapping paper aside and tucked it neatly in the front pocket of
his fatigues. There was no point in giving the Draka an extra
clue, it might be important if they made it away clean. And you



never remember how stupid the reasons for volunteering sound
in your head, either.

"God damn you, Donovan," he muttered under his breath,
sliding the borrowed Finnish rifle through the fissure in the rock
before him. Nice sound design, gas-operated semiauto, not much
different from the Springfield-7 he'd used in the Pacific except
that it had a detachable box clip, and that was an improvement.
He'd managed to persuade them to give him a scope-sighted
model, too.

"I've given Uncle my share, I'm too old for this shit," he said,
continuing the dialogue with his absent superior. "You and that
fucking Mick blarney; you could've made a fortune selling suntan
oil to Eskimos." Something tiny burrowed up from the grass
beneath him and bit him on the stomach; he crushed the insect
and rubbed his palm down a pant-leg before tucking the stock of
the rifle back against his cheek. It was cool and smooth against
beard-stubble grown long enough to be silky.

There was a muffled buzz from above, no louder than a
dragonfly humming at arm's-length. A brief flash off plastic and
metal and a scout-plane went by overhead toward the south, a
twinboomed bubble fuselage on long slender wings with a
shrouded pusher engine. Then it banked and turned north again,
flying a zigzag pattern less than a hundred feet above the
treetops. His stomach felt sour, the same feeling as too much
coffee; Kustaa could feel his eyes jumping back and forth across
the scene before him, looking for movement with a reflex much
stronger than conscious thought.

Hell, I know where they are and can't see them, he told
himself. No way a plane's going to spot anything.

Sounds echoed back and forth between the trees, motor
sounds. Turbocompounds, the Domination's
internal-combustion engines of choice for automotive
applications. Many, but not really heavy stuff; other noises under
that, a vague mechanical hum. This was different from
ambushes in Sumatra. The jungle of southeast Asia hid sounds
better; the Nips could be right on top of you and walking by
before you heard anything. He had always hated having to shoot



the pack-mules, the way they screamed. At least there wouldn't
be any of that, with a mechanized convoy.

Donovan was wrong, this isn't a job for a veteran, he
thought. This is work for a fucking kid who doesn't believe he
can die. His mind was running through everything that might
happen. Sergeant Hicks, that was the first casualty he'd ever
seen. Hicks'd lived for hours after the bullet went widthwise
through his face behind the nose; his eyes had popped out like
oysters...

They saw the dust-plume before the vehicles, spreading
brown-white above the road. Now things were clear, very clear,
like the sight-picture that firmed up as you turned the focusing
screw of a pair of binoculars. His stomach settled with a last
rumble. Then the first Draka warcar was in view, keeping to the
right of the road. Light armored car, six-wheeled, a smooth
welded oval with a hexagonal turret mounting a heavy
machine-gun and grenade launcher; two more behind it, same
class, their weapons traversed to alternate sides of the road.

The commanders head-and-shoulders out of the turret
hatches: that was good practice, you couldn't see shit buttoned
up. He eased his eye forward to the telescopic sight and the first
man's head sprang into view. There was not much to be seen,
just a line of mouth and square strong hands beneath helmet
and dust-goggles. Black hands, black face, a Janissary; a camo
uniform, with some sort of shoulder rig for an automatic pistol.

Trucks behind the armored cars, a dozen of them, then three
armored personnel carriers; Peltast class, eight-wheeled, not the
heavy tracked Hoplites the Citizen Force legions used. More
trucks, then something military that was hard to make out
through dust and engine-induced heat haze. The trucks nagged
at him with familiarity... yes, German make. Wehrmacht Opels,
four-ton steamers, but not worn enough to be leftovers from the
War. That made sense, it would be easier to keep the production
lines going than retool right away, even with the spare-parts
problems that would cause. Autosteamers were fairly simple
beasts, anyway, low-maintenance. Ten-yard spacing, and they
were doing thirty-five miles an hour tops.



The lead car slowed; Kustaa could see the figure in the turret
put one hand to his ear, pressing the headset home to improve
hearing. The American stiffened, his finger touching delicately
down on the smooth curve of his rifle's trigger, resting, waiting.

"Wait," Arvid said. "I think..." The whining hum of heavy tires
sank into a lower note, punctuated by the popping crunch of
gravel spitting sideways under the pressure of ten-ton loads of
armor plate.

The whole convoy was slowing, half a kilometer of it, the
warcars and APC's first as the radio message reached them and
the cargo vehicles responded jerkily. Trucks halted in the center
of the roadway, but the escorts wheeled theirs to face the woods,
staggered herringbone fashion in alternate directions. The
warcars' engines sank to idle, no louder than the thrumming of
the autosteamers' boiler-fans, and there were shouts back and
forth along the line of vehicles.

Arvid swore viciously under his breath in Finnish, then
relaxed as the cab-doors of the trucks opened. "Rest stop," he
muttered. "All the better." He laid a hand on the Finn waiting
with his hand on the plunger of the detonator box. "Wait for it."

The drivers were climbing down, stretching, walking to the
ditch and opening the flies of their gray overalls to piss into the
ditch; the strong musky odor of urine and wet earth came clearly
across the sixty feet of open space. Kustaa winced, hoping they
would be finished before the action started. Shooting a man
peeing was like killing him while he picked his nose: the homey
human action made the target too much a person. It was more
comfortable to keep targets as simply shapes in your mind. You
put a shot through the center of mass and went on to the next.
Targets did not come back before your eyes while you were
sleeping or eating or making love...

A file of soldiers came jog-trotting up from the APC's,
dropping off pairs every ten yards; the troopers fanned out from
the road halfway to the trees with their assault-rifles slung across
their chests. One soldier with a cardboard carton over his
shoulder walked to unpin the back flap of the truck closest to
Kustaa. He reached up to help the first of the occupants down,



his grin visible even at this distance.
"Christ, women!" the American blurted in a whisper.

Arvid turned his head fractionally, studied the two trucks that
were shedding passengers. "Whores," he said flatly. "The snakes
rotate twenty or so every two weeks. Must be busy, there's a
thousand men in that base."

Kustaa slid his eye to the scope. There were ten from each of
the trucks, dressed alike in plain dark skirts and white blouses.
All young, mid-teens to mid-twenties (although it was hard to
judge through the narrow field of the telescope), wearing
handcuffs with two-foot chains.

Mostly white, but he could see a tall statuesque Negro girl and
a couple of Chinese; they were milling and chattering, a few
bringing out combs and taking the kerchiefs from their
travel-touseled hair. The janissary was talking to a girl with
reddish-brown braids done up in Gretchen coils on the sides of
her head; she was snubnosed and freckled, a dead ringer for the
bobby-soxer daughter of his next-door neighbor back in New
York—except for the serf-number tattooed on her neck.

She took the carton from the soldier and opened it, began
handing rolls of toilet paper to the other women. They walked
away from the truck toward the granite outcropping, the soldier
beside them; he was still talking to the Gretchen-girl, laughing
and gesturing with his free hand while the right rested lightly on
the pistol-grip of his rifle. Closer, closer, Kustaa could feel Arvid
tensing beside him, hear that the Janissary and the girl were
speaking German to each other. The soldier was young too; the
face leaped into close-up in the crosshairs of his sight,
shaven-skulled but adorned with a wispy yellow mustache and
plentiful acne, the neck-tattoo standing out bright orange
against his tan.

They halted ten meters from the rocks, and the girl gestured
imperiously to the serf trooper. He laughed again, turning his
back on the clump of women squatting in the long grass,
dropping to a knee. His rifle rested across one thigh as he
scanned the edge of the treeline and reached inside his mottled



tunic to bring out a package of cigarettes, flicking one half-free
of the container and raising it toward his lips. Kustaa saw the
pack freeze halfway to the young man's mouth, sink back, then
drop from stiffening fingers. Pale blue eyes went wide in alarm,
and the face rocketed past his 'scope as the soldier shot to his
feet.

"Now!" Arvid shouted, and the man with the detonator
twirled the crank-handle on its side and raised the plunger. For a
half-second he paused, an expression of utter pleasure on his
face, then slammed it down.

Kustaa's finger stroked the trigger of his rifle, and he felt the
recoil as a surprise the way it always was when the aim was
right. The blond Janissary pitched back, the smack of the bullet
punching through his stomach close enough to be heard with
the crack of the round firing. Clack as the action flicked back,
ting went the spent brass of the cartridge as it bounced off the
stone by his right ear. Then the earth under the lead warcar
erupted, a sound so huge it struck the whole face like a giant's
invisible hand. Groundshock picked him up and slammed him
down again, with the iron-salt taste of blood in his mouth from a
cut tongue. Nothing was left of the lead car but a tattered rag of
steel crossed by the heavier lines of axles, centered in a circle of
burning scraps and fuel.

The second armored car was over on its side, wheels spinning
in slow futility. Its crew crawled from their hatches, staggered
erect, were caught and shredded in the metallic sleet of fire that
raked the column from both sides; another roar and pillar of
black smoke came from the rear of the convoy, then half a dozen
more along the kilometer length of stalled vehicles,
crash-crash-crash, ripple-firing in a daisy-chain of high
explosive that sprouted like malignant black mushrooms. Trucks
were burning, and a pattering hail of wood and metal and
human body-parts came down all about them; the heavy oily
smell of distillate burning in the open was all around them, and
the throat-rasping fumes of burnt propellant.

All along the treeline on both sides of the road arcs of tracer
swept out to chew at the convoy's edges from concealed



machine-guns. The heavier snapsnapsnap of semiauto rifles
joined in, and an anvil chorus of ricochets hornet-buzzing from
engine-blocks and armor. Kustaa shifted aim, found a Janissary
kneeling and firing a light machine-gun from the hip, strobing
muzzle-flashes and his mouth gaping pink against the
dark-brown skin as he shouted defiance. The crosshairs dropped
over his face and crack the rifle hammered at Kustaa's shoulder.
The Janissary snapped backward with a small hole between just
above his nose and the back of his skull blown away in a spatter
of gray-pink brains and white bone; he lay still kneeling, his body
arched back like a bridge and the kindly grass closing over the
shock-bulged eyes.

A whipcrack sound went by overhead, close enough for the
wind of it to snatch the cap from his head and brush heat across
his forehead. Ice crystallized in his stomach as he wrestled the
rifle out of the notch in the granite and swung it to the left; the
third Draka warcar was coming towards them, the long fluted
barrel of its 15mm machine-gun spraying rounds that whined
overhead and blasted spalls and fragments from the stones
before them. The stubby muzzle of the grenade launcher beside it
made a duller sound as it fired, more like ripping canvas. The
two-inch bomblets were low-velocity, almost visible as they
blurred through the air. Their bursting-charges were much
louder, a crang and vicious hum as the coils of notched steel
wire inside dissolved into a cloud of miniature buzzsaws; each
one cleared a five-meter circle in the long grass, as neat as a
lawn-mower.

With angry helplessness, Kustaa forced out a long breath as
he steadied his aim on the gunner's vision-block; bullets were
already sparking and whickering off the sloped plates of the car's
armor, leaving lead-splashes and gouges but not penetrating the
welded-alloy plates. The warcar lurched over the rough ground,
its six independently-sprung wheels moving with a horrible
semblance of life, like the legs of some monstrous insect. A few
seconds and that line of fire would walk across his missiles,
across him. He squeezed gently at the trigger—

—And the shot went wild as a streak of fire dazzled across his
vision to impact on the glacis-plate of the warcar. Pazooka, he



thought, with an involuntary snigger of relief. Actually a Finnish
copy of the German 88 mm Panzerschreck, but never mind... A
globe of magenta fire blossomed against the armor, and the
warcar turned flank-on and stopped as if it had run into a wall.
The American's mind drew in the picture within, the long jet of
plasma and superheated metal from the shaped-charge warhead
spearing through like a hot poker through cellophane, searing
flesh, flash-igniting fuel and ammunition. A second of hesitation,
and then the turret of the car blew apart with a sharp rending
crang; pieces of jagged metal went whirring by overhead, and he
dropped back to a prudent knees-and-elbows position.

Now he could see the rocket-launcher team; the backblast had
set a grass fire that was a black and orange finger pointing to
their position. The gunner rose, letting the sheet-metal tube
droop behind him while his partner carefully slid a second round
home and slapped his shoulder. They shifted position in a quick
scuttling run, moving a hundred yards north towards the rear of
the convoy-, dug-in guerrillas cheered as they passed.

Kustaa wiped a shaky hand over his forehead; that had been
far too close, and he could smell the rank musk of his own sweat,
taste the sickly-salt of it on his lips. His eye caught the
wristwatch. Only four minutes, and the muscles of his shoulders
were shaking. He forced them to untense as he rolled back to
look for his original targets; dense black smoke was billowing
past, obscuring the view, but he could see one of the APC's past
the trucks glowing cherry-red with interior fires, another
nose-down in the roadside ditch, disabled by a contact-mine but
exchanging fire with the guerrillas. No, another lancing shriek of
fire from the antitank launcher, striking high on its flank; the
small turret on its deck fell silent.

The women were still visible through the thickening smoke to
his front, barely; milling and screaming, some with their
underwear around their ankles. No, the big black woman was
running among them, pushing them down into whatever safety
there was on fire-beaten ground. The German-speaking girl with
the braids had dashed forward; now she was dragging the
Janissary Kustaa had shot back toward the road, leaning into it
with her hands clenched in the shoulder-straps of his web



harness. The American could see her face quite clearly,
huge-eyed with terror and speckled with blood now as thickly as
the freckles, her mouth flared in a rictus of effort and
determination.

From the way the man's head lolled Kustaa thought there was
probably very little point, but he had done things as pointless
himself, in combat. Overload, no way to take it all in, so you
focused on something. Your job, or some detail you could make
your job, even if it was meaningless and the only sensible thing
was to scream and run, it was still something you could do.
Better than freezing, or cowering, or panic. At least, that's my
preference, the American thought, scanning the thickening
smoke for a target. As for the rights and wrongs of a slave-whore
risking her life to save a slave-soldier, he supposed she was
operating on the genera] assumption that the people shooting at
her were not friends. He could sympathize with that, too; the
equation "someone trying to kill me = enemy" had a certain
primitive force...

From their right, from the north beyond the veil of smoke,
came a sound like a chainsaw. But far too loud; it would have
had to be a Paul Bunyan-sized model. A courier dashed up, fell
panting on his knees by Arvid and gasped out a message as he
leaned on his rifle; between the breathy gabble and the thick
Karelian dialect, Kustaa caught only the English word in the
middle of the sentence: "Gatling." Then he heard the
engine-sound from the same direction, and saw two horizontal
lines of white-orange light stab out of the smoke. Where they
struck the edge of the uncleared forest, trees fell, sawn through
at knee height in white-flashing explosions that sent splinters
flying as lethal as shrapnel. The hundred-foot pines swayed
forward, quivered, fell.

One smashed down in front of the forward wheels of the
Draka flakpanzer, clearing the smoke like a fan for an instant
before the burning truck next to it ignited the dry resinous
branches. Kustaa recognized the type, Dragon class, two
four-wheeled power units at each end and a big boxy turret
between them: antiaircraft mounting, originally designed to
escort mechanized-infantry columns. The armament was two



six-barreled gatling-cannon, 25mm; each was capable of
pumping out 6,000 rounds a minute. That was why the vehicle
was so large, it had to be to carry enough ammunition for the
automatic cannon to be useful. Very effective against
ground-attack aircraft coming in low; at short range, against
surface targets, whatever came in front of the muzzles simply
disappeared.

"Shit," Arvid said, listening to the courier and twisting to
keep the attacking flakpanzer in view, then rising to his knees
and cupping his hands about his mouth. "Tuuvo! Keikkonnen!"
The rocket-launcher team looked up from their new blind.
"Circle around and take it out!" he shouted. They rose and went
back into the woods at a flat run, wasting no time on
acknowledgments. "This had better be worth it, American," he
continued in a flat conversational voice.

The Dragon's turret moved again, a 180-degree arc; two
seconds of the savage chainsaw roar, and a hundred yards of
forest went down like grass before a scythe, the twin lines of fire
solid bars through the smoke. Then it lurched forward again, the
wedge-shaped bow plowing through burning timber in a shower
of sparks. The outside wheel-sets were in the ditch to allow the
gun-truck to ease past the burning wreckage in the center of the
road, and the thick cylindrical tubes of the gatlings were canted
up sharply to compensate. Trees were burning half a kilometer
back into the woods, ignited by stray incendiary rounds and
sparks, and he could hear the pulsing bellow of a full-fledged
forest fire beginning.

And the volume of small-arms fire from the area under the
iron flail of the flakpanzer's cannon was slacking off noticeably.

Another runner slid into the covered zone, gasping as the
shock of landing on her back jarred the crudely-bandaged arm
bound across her body.

"There were four trucks more of infantry at the rear of the
convoy," she gasped, between deep panting breaths.

"Replacements," Arvid rasped. "Goddam."



"They've pushed us back into the woods on the west side but
everything's on fire, we and the snakes are both breaking contact
and trying to circle round, it's spreading fast." She glanced back
to where the armored vehicle was systematically clearing this
side of the road. "The antitank teams on the west are out of
range and the one you sent back up toward us is gone." The
runner gestured toward her bound arm. "Nearly got it in the
same burst. Eino's going to try and take out that fucker with a—"

Another roar of autocannon fire. Kustaa swiveled his rifle, in
time to see three figures in guerrilla uniform bounce to their feet
and race forward toward the Dragon with satchel charges in
their hands. The gatlings can't depress enough to stop them,
God damn it, they're going to make it! went through him with a
shock of elation.

The crew of the Dragon reached the same conclusion. Hatches
cracked open on the square-wheeled power-units at either end of
the long vehicle, and the muzzles of machine-pistols whickered
spitefully.

"Shit, shit, shit," Kustaa cursed under his breath, emptying
his magazine at the narrow gap between hatch-cover and deck.
The machine-pistol jerked and ceased firing, lay slumped for a
moment before it pulled back inside with a limp dragging
motion that suggested an inert body being manhandled down
into the driving compartment. The hatch clanged shut again,
and the guerrilla was only ten yards away, his arm going back in
the beginning of the arc that would throw the cloth bag of
explosives under the hull of the Dragon; the other two
satchelmen were down. "Go, go, go," the American chanted
under his breath, eyes urging the Finn on as his hands felt
blindly for a fresh clip and slid it into the loading well of the rifle.

The hatch opened again, this time only for a second, just long
enough for a stick-grenade to come spinning out. It flew in a flat
arc, whirling on its own axis, the sharp bang of its detonation
coming while it was still at head-height. The Finn stopped and
fell with an abrupt finality, as if he were a puppet whose strings
had been cut, and the sweep of his arm faltered. Wobbling, the
satchel charge fell short, throwing up a plume of rock and soil



amid the muffled thump of an open-air explosion. Dust cleared,
with a ringing hail of rock on metal; the armored cab of the
Dragon was intact, but three of the wheels on the outer flank
were shredded ruin, and the fourth was jammed by a twisted
steel panel.

"Good," Arvid said. "Runner, get back to Eino; bring some of
those trees down on that thing, there're a dozen or so in reach.”
He looked at her arm. "And then get out to the fallback
rendezvous; you're not fit for combat."

A shout from a machine-gun team beside them. "Ahh,
thought so," Arvid muttered. "They're going to try and peel us
back up here while the Dragon keeps the center of our line busy."

Figures were dodging through the smoke of the burning
trucks on the road ahead, behind the clump of women prone in
the roadside grass. A sudden scream like a retching cat, and a
line of fire streaked out toward Kustaa's position, slamming the
cluster of rocks ahead of him with an explosion that sent
fragments of granite blasting uncomfortably close overhead. The
sound was fainter than it should have been; his eardrums were
ringing, overstrained and losing their capacity to absorb the
battering noise. Muzzle-flashes and tracer, and the Janissary
infantry poured out into the cleared zone along the road, into the
waist-high grass and stumps.

A score of them, running, some falling as the Finnish
positions swept them. Squads throwing themselves down to give
covering fire, others leapfrogging their positions. The American
picked a target, fired, shifted to another. Lizard-mottled
uniforms, drug-magazined assault rifles, machetes slung over
their backs. Bucket-shaped helmets with cutouts for the faces; he
could see one's mouth move, a curse, as he broke stride to avoid
stamping on a hysterical girl who lay face-down, beating her
hands into the earth. A sergeant, bare-headed save for a checked
bandanna around his gleaming dome of skull. Kustaa's bullet
struck his thigh, sledged him around in a circle that sent a cone
of tracer into the air from the light machine-gun in his hand.
Then he was up again, kneeling, firing from the hip and waving
his men on as blood gouted from the massive flap of torn muscle



hanging down his leg.

Kustaa slapped another magazine into his weapon, jacked the
slide with his right hand; the metal of the barrel burned his
palm, overheating from rapid fire. The volume of fire from the
Draka infantry was appalling, and damnably well-aimed. He
ducked as he reloaded, thankful of an excuse to get out of the
way of the light high-velocity bullets that tinked and spanged off
the stones before him. He had seen enough combat to know that
a firefight was less dangerous than it sounded, it took thousands
of rounds to cause a casualty, but standing up in front of that
many automatic weapons was still unhealthy.

"We can't hold them!" he shouted to the man beside him.

"Hell we can't!" Arvid said, reaching for a handclasp
solenoid-detonator linked to a spreading fan of wires. "This is
what I laid the directional-mines' for."

Kustaa froze. His mind's eye saw the weapons, curved steel
plates lined with plastique, faced in turn with hundreds of
ballbearings. Lake giant shotgun shells, their casings spiked to
the stumps and ready to fill the whole space between forest and
road with a hail of ricocheting metal. His hand streaked toward
the guerrilla's.

"The women—" he shouted. The Finn hacked back-ward with
an elbow, a paralyzing blow into the point of Kustaa's shoulder.

"Fuck them," he said, still not raising his voice. His other
hand clenched, and the roar of the fires was cut by explosions
and a sound like the whining of a million wasps. "Get your
missiles ready, American," he continued. Then he raised his
voice to a shout. "Follow me, the rest of you, don't let them rally!"

A leap, and he was over the stones and running toward the
road. The others followed him with a deep guttural shout, loud
enough to drown out the shrill screaming of the wounded lying
among the murdered trees.



The Twin-Zebra slid in, flaps dappling the square wing to
shed lift, touched smoothly down with the gentle touch of an
expert's hands on the controls, rolled to a stop not twenty meters
from the two cars. The ramp dropped, but the first two
passengers were down before the further end touched.
Bodyguards: Special Tasks Section, General Staff Division.

Ah, Andrew von Shrakenberg mused. They did send someone
important. Standard camo uniforms, but cut away from the
arms, customized assault rifles, automatic pistols in quick-draw
Buchliner harnesses across the stomach. The eyes slid over him
without pausing, flickering in an endless animal wariness.
Special training, careful selection, and there weren't very many
of them. Even among Draka, few had the aptitude, and fewer still
were the Citizens who could be spared for such work.

Two more figures came walking sedately down the ramp in
garrison blacks. Silently, he approved; even out here, fairly near
the sharp end, it was a little ridiculous for staff types to travel in
field kit and armed to the teeth. He drew himself up and saluted,
conscious of the other officer doing likewise.

"Merarch Andrew von Shrakenberg," he said. "Cohortarch
Corwin Hartmann. Service to the State."

The leading staff officer removed her peaked cap and nodded;
small, slight, gray-streaked brown hair, broad face and snub
nose... She smiled at the slight shock of recognition.

Tantie Sannie, I'll be damned, he thought, slightly dazed.
Sannie van Reenan; Uncle Karl's aide... Andrew had been born
on Oakenwald, the original von Shrakenberg estate south of
Archona; his father a younger brother of Karl, landless until after
the Great War. Tantie Sannie had been there often enough when
he visited, had taken him under her wing when he was stationed
there during his year at the Staff Academy.

"Glory to the Race," she replied formally. "Strategos Sannie
van Reenan. Soon to be von Shrakenberg." A laugh; this time his
brows had risen appreciably. "Permission to satisfy your
curiosity, Andrew. Yes, its officially Tantie Sannie now, not just
by courtesy."



"Uncle Karl?"

"Who else, man?" She parted her stomach. "You're due for
another cousin, come eight months, too." She turned to
Hartmann, saluted. "Combinin" the tour with a little family
business, Centurion." A wave to the other officer. "Cohortarch
Ivar Barden Couteaux." A cluster of gray-uniformed auxiliaries
were following, secretaries and clerks.

"Ah, mmm, this is rather sudden, Strategos," Andrew
muttered, as they walked toward the cars.

"It's breakin' out all over, now the war's—as we jokin'ly put
it—over. An' I'm not that old, Merarch; bit of a risk, but one can
always terminate. About time I did my duty to the Race,

anyway."

She stepped into the car, paused standing with one hand on
the rollbar, looking about. Andrew stopped beside her, stripping
away the veil of familiarity and trying to see it through her eyes.
Ugly, of course; vegetation stripped away to leave rutted sand
and mud, pavements of gravel and crushed stone. Bunkers,
buildings of modular asbestos-cement heaped about with earth
berms, a few floating balloon-held aerials. Spider-webbed with
communications trenches, skeletal support towers for lookouts
and arc-lights...

"You've got a Century of the III Airborne Legion here, I
understand," she said, nodding to a section of revetments; the
long drooping blades of helicopter rotors showed over the
sandbagged enclosures.

"Ya, it's unorthodox"—Citizen Force troops were rarely
brigaded with Janissaries, and it was even rarer for them to
come under the command of an officer commanding a Janissary
formation—"but we needed a quick-reaction force pretty bad.
Trio of gunboats, too." Nearly three thousand troops inside the
wire, counting several hundred unarmed Auxiliaries in the
maintenance and combat-support units.

"I wondered why Castle Tarleton would send anyone to
Finland," he continued, as the driver twisted the utility-car's



fuel-feed. "Back to HQ, Mustapha. We goin' get some organic
helicopter transport of our own?"

"Not my department, officially," she said, as the car
accelerated with a quiet chuffchuffchuff of steam. "Unofficially,
no, not fo' while. Bottlenecks in the turbine plants, they tell me,
an' maintenance problems. Still a new technology, aftah all. Also,
we're givin' priority to convertin' more Citizen Force units to
air-cavalry, cuttin' back on the heavy armor."

"An' we get the short end of the stick, as usual," he said.
Conscious of her questioning look, he added: "Take it this is a
general survey?"

"Very general," she replied. "Makin' a swing-through all the
way from China to the Atlantic, gettin' an overview, combinin'
with the Board's compilation of regular data." She was silent for
a moment. "A mess,'t' be frank."

"Well, we did take a shonuff big bite, this time," he said,
absently returning the salute of a Citizen officer as they ate dust
down the gravel street.

"Hmmmm, yes. Still, only thing we could do, at the time." A
pause. "Long-range strategic situation's what I was talkin' about,
though." Sannie reached for her cigarettes, remembered the
doctor's advice and settled for a hard candy. "Damn those Fritz,
they had to go an' discover tobacco's bad for yo'. Anyway... we're
just realizin' down in Archona that the progress of the Race is,
ahhh, enterin' a new phase."

"How so?" he said, as they reached the headquarters bunker.
"Welcome to our humble home." The Strategos looked around,

nodded.

"Good to see the real thing, after spendin' so much time in the
Castle... well, it's the blessin' and curse of atomics, for starters."
The maps had been cleared from the rough plank table in the
center of the bunker and pinned to a board framework on one
wall; Sannie van Reenan absently returned the salutes of the
H.Q. staff and poured coffee in a thick chipped mug.



"Gods, I'd forgotten how vile the Field Force brew is... Where
was I?"

Andrew nodded as they seated themselves at the map table.
"Atomic stalemate," he said. "An' a good thing, too, in my
opinion."

"Good in the short term; without we had 'em, the Yankees
could beat us now. Muscle us out of Europe an' eastern China, at
the least." She sighed and rubbed her eyes again, grateful for the
cool gloom of the bunker. "Trouble is, the atomics'll still be
theah, ten, twenty, forty years from now. Unless the TechSec
people pull somethin' completely unexpected, traditional mass
warfare is goin' to be, hmmmm, completely out of th' question.
Not to mention there's considerable ocean 'tween us and them."

Andrew pulled a cheroot from a box on the table, snipped the
end and puffed it alight. "See your point. On the one hand, we
get time to consolidate; on the othah, when we're ready we can't
attack them. An' it's destabilizin' to have a non-Draka society too
close to our borders; these days, the whole planet is close.''

"Perceptive, younglin', but it's worse than that. We're bein'
forced into a new type of competition, an' it's one we're not really
suited for." She frowned. "Look at it this way. We started off by
conquerin' southern Africa, usin' weapons and techniques
developed here in Europe; enslaved the natives, applied
European organization to their labor, an' used the crops and
minerals we sweated out of 'em to buy more weapons and
machinery. Well, that wasn't a stable arrangement, so we
industrialized to supply our own military, buyin' machine-tools
and hirin' technicians instead of importing finished goods.

"But all propaganda aside, it's always been a spatchcock
modernization, pasted on the surface. Exemplia gratia, right up
till the Eurasian war, most of our exports were agricultural, an'
minerals; still are, fo' that matter, oil an' chrome and rubber and
so on. Mostly we used the resultin' war potential against really
backward societies, the rest of Africa, then the Middle East and
Asia."

"We beat the Europeans," Andrew protested mildly, drawing



on the dark mouth-biting smoke. It must be nice to have the
leisure to think strategy, he thought wryly. So much more
interesting than tactics, also safer.

"Hmmmm,'s much by luck as anythin', they wrecked each
other first." A shrug. "Oh, we've got advantages; sheer size, fo'
one thing, substitutin' quantity fo' quality. We do some things
very well indeed, bulk-production agriculture, mining,
mass-production industry: the sort of thing that organization an'
routine labor can handle. Our great weakness is the size of the
Citizen population, of course—an aristocracy has to be small in
relation to the total population—but we compensate by
concentratin' it where it counts and by specializin'. In war,
primarily.”

"So yo' might say the Domination's like a lower-order animal,
a reptile, that's learned to do some mammal tricks, mimicry. Or
a big shamblin' zombie with a smart little bastard sittin' on its
shoulder whisperin' orders into its ear."

Andrew raised a brow; of course, there was nobody from
Security around... that he knew of.

"Fear not, nephew. As I was sayin'... we're goin' to be fightin'
the Yankees and their Alliance fo' a long time. We can't count on
them cuttin' their own throats, the way Western Europe did. I
mean, if there's one thing the Eurasian War showed so's even a
Yankee couldn't miss it, it was exactly what the Domination is
an' what we intend. The Alliance will hold; we may be able to
convince a few useful idiots of our peaceful intent, but not
enough to matter. Pity. Likewise buyin' outright traitors with
promises of Citizen status; that worked well enough with a few
score thousand Europeans, but it's a limited tactic. Our
traditional tools of brute force, terror an' violence are out of the
question. System as centralized as ours is more vulnerable to
atomics than theirs".

"Which moves the competition onto other grounds.
Production, technology, science, not our strong points." Another
frown. "This is a little speculative, but what the hell, the
Strategic Planning Board is supposed to be... Apart from the
fundamental fact that they're a society oriented to dynamism



while we're committed to stasis, we an' TechSec are gettin' a very
nasty feelin' that development is movin' into areas where we're at
a structural disadvantage. The Domination couldn't have been
built without machine technology, but it was the
nineteenth-century version. Coal an' iron an' steam;
rifle-muskets, railways and hand-cranked gatlings. Then steel an'
petroleum, no problem; we're the perfect Industrial Age empire."

"Only, it looks like the balance is shiftin' toward things based
on nuclear physics an' quantum mechanics. Rare alloys,
ultra-precision engineerin', electronics. Electronics especially, an'
they're already ahead; we can steal their research, but bein' able
to apply it's a different matter. At least we don't have to try an'
compete in general living standards; this isn't a popularity
contest, thank the nonexistent gods."

"Bleak picture, Tantie," Andrew said, with a frown of his own.
A bit vague, but the Draka had always tried to plan for the
unlikely. Living on the edge, being conscious of having no margin
for error, at least made you less likely to fall into complacency.

"Not as bleak as all that. We do have some serious
advantages. For one, the Alliance is a strong coalition but it's still
a coalition, an' a coalition of democracies, at that. Which means
it'll only make outright war if we push it into a corner, which
we'll carefully avoid—unless an' until we can win quick an' final."
She unwrapped another candy, began absently folding the paper
into a tiny animal shape. "Very democratic democracies;
accordin'ly, they have trouble plannin' as much as a year ahead.
Some of their agencies can, surely; the OSS are just as smart an'
nearly as nasty as our Security Directorate. But the most of 'em
are short-term thinkers; we can use that any number of ways.
Example, by gettin' them to sell us their technology for profit.
Yankee civilization as a whole may be smarter than ours, but
we're better right at the top)—leadership's a scarce resource fo'
us, so we make better use of it."

"No, it's their society in gen'ral we've got to be wary of. Their
dynamism, flexibility, the way they can bend with the wave of
change. Army fo' army, bureaucracy fo' bureaucracy, we can beat
'em every time. Accordin'ly, what we've decided to do is to keep



the military tension ratcheted up as tight as possible,
indefinitely." A wolf's grin. "If we can't fight 'em, we can at least
force 'em to tax, to regulate, make 'em security-conscious an'
secretive... force them onto ground where we've got the
advantage, waste resources."

Andrew grinned in his turn. "Lovely double-bind, Tantie,
but... not that I don't appreciate yore takin' the trouble to fill me
in on high strategy. I'm commandin' a Merarchy of Janissaries;
what's the relevance to me?"

She leaned forward, resting her chin on her palms. "Well,
twofold, nephew. Firstly, I'm afraid our 'armed peace' policy is
goin' to make your pacification work even more of a nightmare
than 'tis now. Provokes the Alliance to strike back in covert style,
an' we can't hardly object too hard, seein's we're stompin' on
their toes every chance we get, plus makin' big bad Draka faces
at them all the time. Fo' example, we think that alarm a few
nights ago was an attempt to get somethin' —agents, weapons,
who knows—into Finland." Andrew winced. "It gets worse. Yo've
been havin' troubles enough with the Finns here; we've got
evidence they've been infiltratin' small parties across the
pre-War border, equipped for long-term wilderness survival.”

"And there's a lot of wilderness east of here," he said.

""Zactly, nephew. More joy... y'’know that scare we had, few
days back? Security's sources in the U.S. say that wasn't just a
probe at our Northern Lights chain; they were puttin' in an
agent, possible-like with advanced weapons. Might be tryin' to
link up with them, set up a long-term supply effort."”

"Submarines? No earthly way we could guard the whole
northern flank of Eurasia in detail."

"'Specially not with all our othah commitments, and seein' as
they're ahead in submarine-warfare technique. Hell with it, light
me up one of those..." She paused to inhale the smoke. "Now,
this is confidential, younglin." She looked around; there was
nobody within earshot. "Besides the operational problems all this
creates, we're a little worried 'bout the way this prolonged
pacification situation is reboundin' on the Army-Security



balance."

Andrew leaned back, puffed at his own cigarillo and
grimaced. The Directorates of War and Security were the two
armed brances of the State, and their rivalry went back
generations; more emphatic the higher you went in the
command-structure, as well.

"If we're goin' to be spendin' the next two generations sittin'
tight and makin' faces at the Yankees, I can see how it would sort
of rebound to the headhunters' benefit," he said carefully.

"Hmmm-hm. Like, they're agitatin' to have more of the
Janissary Corps put under their direction."

That brought the younger Draka sitting bolt upright. "The hell
yo' say, Tantie—Strategos," he amended himself hastily. "Fuck
the bureaucratic bunfights, those ghouls spoil good fightin' men,
I won't have any of us put—"

He stopped at the quizzical lift of her eyebrow. "Us?" she
murmured. There was a certain detached sympathy in her face
as she leaned forward to pat the clenched fist of his hand where
it rested on the pine board. "Andy, it's inevitable there should be
some degree of identification, when yo' lead men into battle.
Inevitable, desirable even, fo' maximum performance. But never,
never forget what the Janissary corps was established for."

She lifted the cigarillo, considered the glowing ember on the
end and flicked away ash with a judicious finger. '"'Sides, we in
Castle Tarleton basically agree with yo' position. The
headhun—ah, Security Directorate are gettin' as many recruits
fo' their Order Police as they can handle, in our opinion.
Janissary units are useful fo' both open-field warfare an'
pacification, whereas the Order Police are a militarized
gendarmerie, not combat soldiers. Limited usefulness, even in
guerrilla warfare, not that the Security people look at it that

"

way.

Sannie shrugged. "On the othah hand, we do have to
coordinate more closely; the Archon's made it clear, an' the
sentiment in the Assembly's likewise gettin' pretty intolerant of



jurisdictional squabbles. Remembah, most Citizens just do their
three-to-six military service an' leave; they're primarily
interested in gettin' the pacification completed in the quickest
possible time. Quite rightly, too. 'Service to the State," hey?
Which we have to remember, and not confusin' our own
particular institution with the State itself—which a certain
Directorate I could name but won't is prone to do. We all got
spoiled by the Eurasian War an' the run-up to it, bein' free to
concentrate on conventional warfare."

"Which brings me to what we have in mind fo' you. Now, yo'
made it to Tetrarch in the Citizen Force originally; transferred to
the Janissary Corps as per SOP, excellent record since..."

Andrew tensed. "Now wait a minute, I've been with this unit
since '42, I know them an' they me, they need—"

"Policy, Andy, and yo' know it. Next step up fo' you is a
Chiliarchy or Legion command, and yo' do not get it without
rotation back to the Citizen Force." She held up a hand. "Unless
yo' were thinkin' of cominandin' the 2nd Merarchy, of the XIX
Janissary fo' the rest of your career? Which could happen, yo'
know."

Andrew von Shrakenberg opened his mouth to speak,
hesitated. The calm eyes resting on his were affectionate but
implacable; loyal to the tradition that put State and Race above
any personal tie. Like Pa's, or Uncle Karl's. How can I leave them
? he thought; braced himself and—

—the radio squawked frantically. "Mayday, Mayday, convoy
one niner, undah attack! Come in, Firebase , Alpha, come in!"

Sannie van Reenan stepped back to one wall and crossed her
arms, withdrawing person and presence; it I never paid to
hinder experts at their work. An alarm claxon was wailing across
the base; officers and senior NCO's piled into the command
bunker, moving with disciplined haste.

One flipped the map back onto the table, smashing the
crockery aside. Andrew took the microphone, forcling calm down
the transmission by an act of will. It was obviously a Janissary



NCO on the other end, and a young one from the voice. Not the
commander of the convoy due in today.

"This is the Merarch. Quiet now, son, an' give me the facts."
"Ah, Sarn't Dickson, suh; 4th Ersatz Cohort, reportin'."

"The recruit shipment, by God," somebody in the room
murmured. "Where's the escort CO?"

As if to answer, the static-laden voice continued, stumbling
over itself in haste: "Tetrarch Galdman. he
up front, the car jus' blow up, mines suh, front an' rear, we
pinned. All thaz warcars done be knocked out, suh. Mast'
Sergeant Ngolu take't' Dragon an' his Tetrarchy 'n try goin' up't'
support, lotsa firin'; jus' me an' the replacements lef here back a
the column, suh. Allah, they close suh, mus' be near two
hundred, I kin hear 'em talkin' bushtalk to each othah in thaz
woods, we runnin' short on ammo."

"Report yo' position, soldier."

"Ahhh—" he could hear the Janissary taking a deep breath.
"We 'bout thirty kilometers out from yo', suh. Jus' past't' long
thin lake, an' turnin' west."

"Right, now listen to me, son. Dig in, an' hold your position,
understand? Help is on the way, and soon. Keep broadcastin' on
this frequency, the operator will relay. When yo' hears us, fire
flare—yo've still got a flare gun?"

"Yazsuh."

"Good. Recognition Code." Red this week, but no need to
advertise it to anybody who might be listening; the Finnish
guerrillas still had pretty good Elint. "An' stay put, a world of
hurt goin' to be comin' down round there."

He handed the microphone back to the operator, turned,
orders snapping out as he walked to the map table.

"Sten, get the gridref to the flyboys and they're to boot it,



blockin' force behind the ambush, the bushmen will have to
retreat through that bottleneck between the lake and the marsh.
The gunboats are to give immediate support, and they will not
cause friendly casualties this time, or I personally blow their
pilots new assholes. Same to the Air Force base, max scramble.
See to it."

"Vicki, got the position?"

"Sho do. Here, the dogleg." Her close-chewed fingernail
tapped down on a turn in the road, just east of the firebase.

"Joy, joy, just out of automortar range, even with
rocket-assist. Damn, they haven't gotten this close since spring.
Corey, ready?"

"Reaction-cohort scrambled an' ready to roll at gate 2, suh,"
he said; that would be his unit, they were on call today.

"Right. Jimbob, detach two of yo' SP automortars to follow."
100mm weapons mounted in armored personnel carriers, they
would thicken up his firepower nicely. "Tom, get the mineproofe
rollin', two of them, to lead off. Vicki, my personal car an' a
communications vehicle. Yo're in charge while I'm gone;
maximum alert, it may be a diversion fo' an attack on the base.
Appropriate messages to Legion HQ an' the IIT Airborne, this is a
chance to do some long cullin', let's move, people, let's go."

Andrew took the stairs two at a time, with the other
reaction-force officers at his heels. Sannie van Reenan turned to
follow, pausing for a moment as the Special Tasks Section
bodyguard put a hand on her shoulder.

"I know," she said, to his silent inquiry. "But I wouldn't miss
this for the world; nor is any individual immortal or
irreplacable."

"Ma'am, it's our responsibility—"

"—To keep me alive, yes. Now yo'll just have to earn your pay,
hey? Let's go find a lift."



"Twenty minutes," Kustaa said, glancing at his wrist.

"Always seems longer, doesn't it?" the Finn beside him said,
running through a last quick check of the missile-controls. The
American had been a good teacher, but there had been no
possibility of a test-firing. "They'll be here soon."

"Oh? "

"Well, it's only a half-hour drive from here to the snake base,"
he said, running a finger approvingly along one of the control
boxes beside the bicycle-style gunner's seat. "Such fine
workmanship, so precise and light... yes, only half an hour, at
high speed. Of course, they can't come barreling down here,
that's the oldest trick there is, a relief-column lured into another
ambush. They'll have to stop short of here, deploy and come in
on foot with their armor hacking them up. It's roadbound, you
see; a lot of small timber just west of here, there was a forest fire
a few years ago. More brush, once the tall timber is down."

Sort of fire-prone around here, Kustaa thought sardonically.
The wind was from the south, moving the forest fire north along
the road in the direction from which the supply convoy had
come; even moving away from them the heat and smoke were
punishing, backdrafts of ash and tarry-scented breathless air. By
now it had spread out into a C-shaped band a mile wide, moving
before the wind as fast as a galloping horse, with outliers leaping
ahead a thousand yards at a time as burning branches tossed
free and whirled aloft.

"Smokey the Badger will hate me," he muttered, and shook his
head at the Finn's incomprehending look. Only YOU can prevent
forest fires.

The remains of the Draka column smoldered, guttering oily
flames still bringing the scorch-stink of hot metal to their
position beneath the unburnt fringe of trees. A pop-popping of
small-arms fire came from the north where the last survivors
were holed up, punctuated by bursts of machine-gun fire and the
occasional grenade. Three trucks came back toward them,



singed and bullet-holed but still mobile, jouncing as they left the
edge of the road and moved across to the missile position. Arvid
Kyosti stood on the running board of the first; it stopped near
enough for Kustaa to see the neat row of bullet-holes across the
door on the driver's side, and the sticky red-brown stain beneath
it.

The guerrilla commander waved the other two trucks on, and
they disappeared to the southwest as he hopped down; there was
blood caked in his moustache, where a near-miss with a
blast-grenade had started his nose bleeding. The truck he had
been riding slid ten yards into the cover of the trees and halted;
half a dozen guerrillas emerged from the bed, and began rigging
planks into a ramp up which equipment could be dragged in a
hurry.

"Ready?" Arvid said.

"Ready," the American replied- "Motor-transport?" he added,
jerking his chin toward the other vehicles disappearing among
the tall pine-trees.

"A little. Get the heavier supplies and the wounded well into
the woods before the snakes get here. A lot of it can be sunk in
the swamp and retrieved later, tinned food and sealed boxes. You
can go five, ten kilometers easy if you know the way; then we
pack it out. This one's for your missile launchers, when we need
to move fast"

Another pair of the ex-German, ex-Draka Opels passed them.
"We got some useful booty, too. Snake rocket-guns." Kustaa
nodded; those were shoulder-fired recoilless weapons, a light
charge throwing a rocket shell out twenty meters before the
sustainer-motor cut in. Very effective antiarmor weapons and
good bunker-busters. "Good to get something out of this."

He offered the American agent a package of cigarettes.
Janissary army-issue, in a plain khaki-colored package. Kustaa
inhaled gratefully; they were good, nice light mild flavor.

"You killed a fair number of them," he said.



Arvid lit one himself and sat on the running board, heedless of
the sticky remains of the driver still pooling there.

"We lost thirty dead, killed maybe that many Janissaries," he
said with the flat almost-hostility that Kustaa had grown
accustomed to. "It takes them, what, six to eight months to train
a Janissary, from induction to posting. Replacements with this
convoy, they were mostly Europeans. Germans, Czechs, Croats,
some Swiss. The Janissaries are volunteers, you know? They get
more than they need. We destroyed some equipment, too." He
nodded to the Dragon; four trees had fallen across it, and the
crew had chosen to burn alive inside rather than emerge to face
the guerrilla bullets. The turret had peeled open along the lines
of its welds when the ammunition blew, but the armored cabs
were outwardly intact save for scorchmarks. The screams had
stopped long ago.

"They have their own industry and all Europe, all Asia to
replace that. As easy for them as replacing the drivers and
whores."

"Those are people you're talking about," Kustaa said quietly.
"Have you thought of asking them if they want to join you?"

The guerrilla smiled without humor. "The snake secret police
would just love that, an opportunity to get agents among us.
We've had enough problems with that, American; my family
killed themselves so they couldn't be used as levers against me."

Fanatic, Kustaa thought, chilled. Then: And who's to blame
him? He tried to imagine Aino giving Maila a cyanide pill
crushed into her milk, raising one to her mouth with a shaking
hand and tears runneling down her cheeks, pictured them lying
together cold and twisted with blue froth on their lips...

That's what I'm here to prevent, he thought. The guerrilla
was speaking again.

"... probably killed one, two Citizens at most. And a couple of
Janissary senior NCO's, they're harder to replace than the
cannon-fodder." He glanced up. "The survivors got a message
through to their HQ, the aircraft should be here any minute."



Most of the guerrillas were already fading back into the woods,
to let the counterstrike fall on empty ground. "It's up to you to
make this worthwhile, American."

A faint thupthupthup came blatting over the trees from the
west, louder than the crackling roar of the forest fire. And a
turbine howl, growing.

"Helicopters," Arvid said bitterly. "Damnation, I was hoping
for jets..."

They ducked beneath the chest-high canvas with its load of
shoveled pine-duff, crowded with the angular metal tubing of the
launcher and the half-dozen guerrillas who would help him
operate it. Arvid's field-glasses went up, and Kustaa followed
suit. Three droop-nosed shapes coming in low, two thousand
feet, narrow bodies and long canopies tilted down under the blur
of the rotors.

"Gunboats," Kustaa muttered. He was tired, with the swift
adrenaline-flush exhaustion of combat; the sound flogged him
back to maximum alertness. The Alliance hadn't put as much
effort into helicopters as the Draka, and the Domination had
captured most of the German research effort as well. A question
of priorities: gunboats and assault-transports were more useful
for antipartisan work, and the Alliance had little of that, thank
God. Their choppers were mostly for casualty-evacuation and
naval antisubmarine...

"Damn, air cavalry as well," Arvid said. A broad wedge of
troop-transports followed the ground-support craft, but behind
and much further up, tiny dark boxy shapes. "Can you take the
transports?"

"No. Not unless they come a lot closer and lower. The
operational ceiling's four thousand, and—" The transports broke
east and south, sweeping in a long curve that took them away
from the missiles waiting crouched by the road. Arvid's eyes
followed them.

"Must be trying to get behind us at the lake, bottle us up," he
said quietly. "Most of us will get through, they don't know that



area as well as they think. A pity they're not coming here, ten
Draka in every one of them. The gunboats have Citizen pilots too,
of course. Don't miss."

"I don't intend to," Kustaa replied, and turned to the crews.
The missile launchers were spaced ten yards apart, for safety's
sake; the reloads well back, in case of a misfire. "Ready," he said.
"Remember, second team waits until I've fired. These things
track thermally, we don't want them chasing each other. Fire
from behind the target only, you have to get the exhausts. Do not
fire until the lock-on light comes on and the signal chimes. Then
fire immediately." Repetition, but never wasted. "Now, get the
tarps unlaced, and be ready to pull them off fast."

A flare rose from the north end of the convoy, popped into a
blossom of red smoke. The gunboats circled over the dug-in
Janissaries, then peeled off to run straight down the road at
nearly treetop height. Whapwhap-whapwhap echoed back from
the forest; the blades drove huge circles of smoke and ash
billowing into the forest, fanned the embers on charred trunks
into new flickers of open flame. Kustaa buried his mouth in the
crook of his arm to breathe through the cloth, blinking
pain-tears from his eyes and keeping the helicopters in view.
They had their chin-turrets deployed to either side, firing the
gatlings in brief brap-brap-brap bursts; one sawed across the
wet ground in front of his position, the sandy mud spattering
across the camouflage tarpaulin. Machine-guns spat at them
from the ground, carefully grouped away from the rockets to
attract the Draka gunners' attention.

The firing ceased as they swept south past the head of the
convoy and banked, turning 180 degrees like a roller-skater
grabbing a lamppost. Kustaa worked his tongue inside a dry
mouth and reflected that even without insignia it would be
obvious to anyone watching that the craft were Draka-crewed,
the hard arrogant snap of the piloting was unmistakable. They
were nearly back level with him—

"Now!" he shouted, sliding into the gunner's seat. Strong
hands flipped the tarp back, pumped at the hydraulic reservoir



to maintain pressure, and the launch-rail swung smoothly erect.
The helicopters were going by in line, six hundred feet up; they
wouldn't notice, not with the smoke... Ring-sight up, just a
gimbal-mounted concentric wire circle, adjust for range, there
they were past, lay the wires on the two exhaust-ports of the last
gunboat's turbines, clench left hand. The electronics whined and
his feet played across the pedals, keeping the whole frame
centered on the blackened circles and heat-shimmer of the
exhausts.

Come on, come on, he thought. God, not a vacuum tube
failure, he'd tested every component individually when they
assembled them, when were they going to get everything solid
state, the Draka had to notice any second, even with the
launchers behind them—

Ping. Pingpingping—the idiot-savant sensor in the rocket's
nose announced it had seen the thousand-degree heat source
moving away from it. Someday they would have something
smaller, more reliable, but for now...

"Clear, firing!" he shouted, and his right hand clenched down
on the release. The solid-fuel booster of the missile ignited with a
giant ssssssSSHHHHH and a flare that flash-blinded him even
from the side; that they were going to notice for sure. No need to
shout for a reload, the crew were heaving the long cylinder onto
the rail. Out of the corner of his eye he could see that one of them
had a jacket shredded and smoldering. He had told them to
stand clear of the backblast.

But his focus stayed on the line of white fire streaking away
from him, across the dazzled, spotted field his abused retinas
were drawing on the sky. Spear-straight, one second, two, and
the flight-lines of the helicopter and the rocket intersected. The
explosion was an undramatic thump—the warhead was smaller
than a field mortar—but the result was spectacular enough to
satisfy the most demanding taste. The tail-boom of the last
gunboat vanished, and the shock-wave of the detonation slapped
the rotors from behind. Unbalanced, the helicopter flipped
nose-down, and the blades acted like a giant air brake, killing its
forward momentum. Killing more than that. For a fractional



second it seemed to hang suspended, and then it slid two
hundred yards straight down into the road.

Vision ended in a hundred-foot fireball, as fuel and munitions
burned. The shock-wave struck hard enough to rock the launcher
on its outspread pads, drying his eyeballs with a slap from a soft
hot invisible hand.

"Wait, wait!" he barked to the other team, as the orange
fire-globe cleared; the next helicopter was pitching and yawing
across the sky as the pilot fought to regain control. Even as he
shouted, the dragon-hiss of the other launcher sounded. Kustaa
watched with angry fatalism as the missile arced neatly toward
its target, dipped, and crashed itself into the burning wreckage
of the one he had downed; that was hotter than the exhausts,
and more consistent.

"Ready," the reload team gasped, and he felt a hand slap his
boot.

"Keep the pressure up," he rasped, working with heel and toe
to control elevation. The second helicopter was traveling straight
and level again, impressive piloting to regain control after
getting tumbled flying low and fast like that. Extreme range, two
thousand yards, dark fuselage against the black smoke of the
forest fire...

Ping. This time he scarcely noticed the heat of launch, too
focused on slitting his eyes to follow the flare. Four seconds to
impact, three, Christ, I hope they don't have rearview mirrors,
two—

"Shit," he said. The Draka helicopter waited until the last
possible instant, then pulled up in a vertical climb that turned
into a soaring loop. Less agile, the missile overshot and began to
climb; then the sensor picked up the unvarying heat of the
burning trees and began its unliving kamikaze dive. "They learn
fast."

The seat almost jerked out from underneath him as the Finns
hurled themselves at the frame, ten strong backs lifting it in a
bend-snatch heave that clashed it down on the bed of the truck



with a vigor that brought a wince to Kustaa's face; electronics
were just too sensitive for that sort of treatment. Suddenly he
was conscious of Arvid pounding him on the back, the hard grins
of the others.

"Not bad, American!" The Finn's face was black with soot and
dried blood, a gargoyle mask for white teeth and the tourmaline
blue eyes. "One hit for three shots, a gunboat and two snake
Citizens dead!"

Kustaa grinned in reply and fisted the guerrilla on the
shoulder. "Where've the other two gone, that's what I'd like to
know," he replied. Neither helicopter was in view. Run away? he
thought. Quite sensible, in the face of a new weapon of unknown
qualities, but unlikely. If the Domination's elite warriors had a
military fault, it was an excess of personal aggression. Nothing in
the smoke-streaked blue of the sky ahead and to either side; he
shook his head against the ringing in his ears and concentrated.
Yes, the thuttering of helicopter blades and engine noise...
getting louder, but where? The Finnish crew were taut and ready
by the four outrigger legs of the second launcher, the snub nose
of the missile tracking a little as the gunner's toes touched the
pedals.

Not worth the disruption to go and take over, he thought.

Arvid tensed and broke into a sprint. "Behind you!" he called
to the missile team, running toward them, pointing frantically
back into the forest. Kustaa had just enough time to twist and
see the shadow of the gunboat flicker through the trees as it dove
toward the ground at a near-vertical angle. It ripplefired its
rocket pods nearly above his head, and the blast as they
impacted on the waiting missile was behind him. He felt it as
pressure, first on his back and then as if his eyeballs were
bulging, pushed from within his skull; the impact as he struck
the tailgate of the truck came as a surprise, something distant in
the red-shot blackness.

Vision cleared almost at once; Kustaa could see as the Finns
hauled him in beside the frame of the launcher. See clearly, as if
through the wrong end of a telescope, things small and sharp
and far away, too far away to be worth the effort needed to move



a body turned warm and liquid. There was a crater, scattered
about with bits of twisted metal and softer things; the treetrunks
and rocks that had absorbed much of the force, still settling and
smoking. And a figure was probably Arvid, that had to be Arvid,
though it was difficult to tell since it was burning. The
man-thing took a step, two, fell forward; its back was open, and
things moved in there, pink and gray-cooked and charred. Then
the far-off scene was vanishing, into shadows and movement and
somewhere the sound of weeping.

The bodies moved. Both the Special Tasks gunmen had their
pistols cleared and slapped three rounds each into the topmost
corpse before Andrew could react, swinging in to put themselves
between Sannie and the stirring in the jumbled pile of wood and
flesh.

"Wait," the Merarch said; the staff Strategos echoed it, and
soldiers all along the line of smoldering wrecks that had been a
convoy came out of their instinctive crouches. There was still
firing from the southeast, an occasional popping and the crackle
of Draka assault-rifles as the Janissaries mopped up the guerrilla
rearguard. Here the loudest sound was the protesting whine of
engines as the recovery vehicles dragged wreckage to the side of
the road; mine-clearance teams were sweeping the verges with
infinite caution, marking their progress with fluttering banners
of white tape. The burial details were busy too, an excavator
digging a mass trench for the dead drivers and other auxiliaries,
prefab coffins for the Janissary casualties.

I hope the ceremonial does them some good, wherever,
Andrew thought wryly. Actually, the flags and banners at the
Legion's homebase cemetery served the same purpose as any
funeral, to comfort the living and remind them that the
community lived even when its members died.

He hooked off the top layer of dead partisans with his boot;
their heads would decorate stakes around the firebase, after
somebody collected the ears. There were flies already; he looked
up, noticing almost with surprise that the sun was still bright on
a summer's afternoon, still high above a horizon that had



darkened no further than twilight. A haze of smoke obscured it,
and that was the smell; smoke from burning wood, metal, fuel,
explosive, rubber, bodies. At least it covered the usual stink of
death, stunning his nose so that he could barely smell the liquid
feces that streaked the uniforms.

There was another stirring; he reached down and grabbed a
jacket, heaved.

"Take him," he snapped, and two troopers grabbed the Finn,
pinned his arms and searched him with rough efficiency.
Andrew resumed his measured pacing along the line of
burnt-out trucks and armored vehicles. A cutting torch dropped
sparks amid the tangle of alloy plate that had been an APC;
melted fat was pooled beneath it, overlaid with the iridescent
sheen of petroleum distillate.

Corey Hartmann was walking towards them from the head of
the convoy. "That's where the whatever-it-was was located," he
said, pointing east to a crater just beyond the cleared firezone
that edged the road. "I've got my people cataloging and bagging
the fragments, but the gunboat didn't leave much."

"Can't say's I blame him," Andrew said dryly, taking a look
back at the much larger crater where one of the helicopters had
crashed.

rn

"There were two of them, we're thinkin'," Hartmann said as
they turned through the burnt grass. "Seems they got the othah
'way in a steamtruck."

rn

"Interestin'," Sannie van Reenan mused, narrowing her eyes.
"They must've backpacked it in; we didn't think they could build
'em that light an' portable.”

"They? The Yankees?" Andrew asked sharply.

"Who else? Fo' sure, the bushmen didn't cobble it together in
their caves. We couldn't make somethin' that small an' capable,
but the Alliance is ahead of us on miniature stuff."

They came to another line of bodies in the black stubble;



scattered women with gunshot wounds or the flesh-tattering
multiple punctures of directional mines. One of the females lay
sprawled beside a dead Janissary, her hands still gripping his
harness. Young, Andrew thought, studying her face. Probably
quite attractive too, before her hair burned. Another of the
women sat beside her, cradling her head in her lap and rocking
back and forth with a low ceaseless moaning; the live girl's hands
were swelling with their burns, skin cracked and glistening with
lymphatic fluids.

"Medic, we need a medic ovah here!" he called sharply.

"Comin', comin'!" the nearest called; a Citizen doctor,
overseeing the auxiliaries who were inserting a plasma-drip in a
Janissary whose legs were mostly gone below the tourniquets.
She stood as they eased him onto a stretcher. "Priorities heah,
yo' knows."

Andrew wheeled sharply, lighting a cigarette with a needlessly
aggressive snap of the Ronson. "Corey," he said flatly. "These
were the replacements fo' the Comfort Station, weren't they?"

The Cohortarch nodded. "Out of luck, po' bitches," he said,
glancing up from a clipboard someone had handed him.

"Well, soon's our wounded're out, have 'em lifted to Legion
HQ as well an' tell the duty officer to find somethin' for them to
do when they're patched up," he said. The other Draka nodded
again.

"Only fittin', seein' as we were supposed to be guardin' them,"
he said with a grimace.

Andrew flicked the half-smoked cigarette to the ground, lit
another. "Yo'... Sergeant Dickson, right?"

A young Janissary with junior NCO's stripes made an effort to
straighten to attention; it was difficult to see his expression,
since half his face was bandaged.

"Suh," he said dully.



"Good work here, son. I'm puttin' yo' down for a month's
furlough, an' a 'recommended' on yo' promotions record."

"Suh." The reply was almost as dull, then a more enthusiastic
"Suh!" as the words sank past pain and exhaustion.

"Dismissed," Andrew continued; he saluted, and the Janissary
began a snapping reply, winced and completed the gesture slowly
but in regulation wise before wheeling and marching off.

"Now," the Draka commander said, turning his attention to
the two troopers who held the prisoner. The Finn was reviving,
bore no obvious wounds beyond the battering to be expected; an
adolescent, with a shock of flax-colored hair and gray eyes. No
noticeable difference in dilation, so any concussion would be
mild.

"You," he said in Finnish, pidgin but understandable. "Where
they go? How many?"

The partisan tried to spit, but his mouth was too dry and his
lips still too numb; it dribbled down his own chin, cutting a
track through soot-grime.

Andrew lowered his bunched fist, hearing the slight click as
the metal inserts in his gloves touched each other. Too crude, far
too crude. His eyes went to the Janissaries holding the guerrilla:
Dieter, yes, one of the new replacements. German, might even
have fought on the other side; they had been taking them young,
toward the end. Quiet, did his work and kept to himself, very
little in his personal file. The other was... Ecevit. Turk: there were
a lot of volunteers from those provinces; hook-nosed, hairy and
thick-bodied, enlisted before the War. Capable but too impulsive
for promotion beyond squad leader, and—

"Ecevit," he said musingly.
"Sari"

"As I recall, yo've something of a taste fo' blond boys." The
trooper straightened, suppressing a hopeful grin. "This one looks
as if he'll wash up nicely. Bring him to Interrogation tomorrow,



alive, able to talk, and in a more cooperative frame of mind.
Understand, soldier?"

"Yaz, sar!" the soldier said. "Many thanks, effendi!"

The Finn must have understood some English too, because he
began to scream as the two Janissaries dragged him away.

"Rough an' ready, but effective," Sannie van Reenan said with
in a dry murmur. "Perhaps Intelligence work was yo' callin',
aftah all."

"I'm..." he paused to look at the wreckage about
them—"somewhat annoyed," he finished. "And maybe

it is, Strategos, I couldn't fuck it up worse'n I've done this, could
I?"

"Spare me the guilt, such a bourgeois emotion," Sannie said,
with a snap in her tone. More softly: "Actually, your jungleboys
did quite well, heah."

"That they did," Andrew said, meeting her eyes. "Yo" know,
they really don't care much fo' that particular nickname." A slow
drag on the cigarette hollowed his cheeks and cast the harsh
planes of his face in outline; for a moment, you could see the
skull behind the flesh. "An" frankly, neither do I1."

"Point taken," Sannie said with a nod. "Now, about that
proposition I was speakin' of, before this little shauri started."”
She waited with hunter's patience while his mind fought back
past the last two hours; he was the sort of man who concentrated
with his whole being—a valuable trait if controlled. "We're
thinkin' of formin', hmmmm, specialized hunter teams, to deal
with... certain types of problem. Fo' example, Yankee agents
formin' links with bushman groups. We have some information
on this particular one, an' expect more. There'll have to be a
coordinatin' officer, and a fluctuatin' unit structure; part
Intelligence work, part bushman-huntin, part liaison. Security
will have to cooperate closely, of course."

Or present its behind for the appropriate political shrapnel,
went unspoken between them.



"Ahhh, an' this particular case would be a trial run?" Andrew
asked.

Sannie smiled at the interest in his voice. "Indeed, it would,
nephew mine. Indeed it would."

CHAPTER SIX

Chateau Retour: Touraine Province. Loire valley west of
Tours. Est 1945. National Highway N17.0on Val d'Anjou Wine
Tour route. Winner. Plantation Garden Competition. 1968:
Regional Estate Management prize. 1958. 1964.

Area: 3.000 hectares
Population: free 8-12. serf

Notable features: Established immediately after the Eurasian
War as part of a group settlement by veterans of the Archonal
Guard Legion. This plantation is noted for flowers, early
vegetables and its wines, principally a light and almost perfumed
red made from the Cabernet Franc grape. The manor is a
modified pre-war Chateau of Renaissance date: the village is
largely purpose-built, but there is an interesting small Gothic
church on the grounds. Viewing by arrangement only.

Proprietors: Edward and Tanya von Shrakenberg. Edward von
Shr. is of the Nova Cartago branch of that family, while Tanya
von Shr. was born on the original von Shrakenberg estate of
Oakenwald, south of Archona. and raised in Syria Province.

Plantations of the West A Guide (1970 ed.)
Landholders League Publications

New Territories Press

Orleans,1970
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APRIL, 1947

The car was not crowded, even with seven and an assortment
of bags and parcels; the interior was open, folding metal seats in
the rear and two bucket chairs at the front, a view through the
front windows to the coffle of serfs huddled on the floor of the
truck ahead. Marya crossed herself and waved to them as she
climbed through the clutter to her seat, composing herself neatly
out of long habit, feet and knees together, skirt folded about
them and hands clasped in her lap. The car smelled of machine
oil and leather, wickerwork and a stuffy heat that brought a
prickle of sweat to her upper lip.

The driver was a thin-faced Frenchman in overalls, wearing a
cap pulled down over his eyes and cuffs with a long chain looped
through the steering wheel; the man beside him was uncuffed,
with an automatic shotgun across his knees and a leather vest
full of loops for the fat shells. A serf, European, a thin strong
young man with a dark face and old-looking green eyes; a Jew,
Marya thought. Polish or Lithuanian or from the Ukraine. She
ventured a smile; he looked her up and down with cold
disinterest and turned back to the front, his right hand stroking
lightly across the receiver of his weapon.

The women sat in the rear, with the other serf: a big man,
even sitting down with his kettle belly spilling into his lap;
African-dark, wide-featured and wide-shouldered, the arms
below his shortsleeved cotton shirt thick and corded with
muscle. Grizzled tight-curled hair and muttonchop whiskers,
shrewd black eyes with yellowed whites. A rifle was resting
upright by his side. Not the T-6 assault rifles the Domination
had used in the Eurasian War; this was a full-bore
semiautomatic model, dark wood and blued steel and a look the
nun recognized, of machinery that is old but lovingly cared for.

He smiled with strong square yellow teeth as they chuffed into
motion, but he did not speak; there was a moment of backing
and circling as the convoy lined up for the gate. The engine had
the silence of automotive steam, but the heavy vehicle still
quivered with the subliminal feeling of life, rocked slightly as a
uniformed figure hopped up on the running board. A woman's



face leaned in the window, green military-style uniform and
cloth-covered steel helmet; a Citizen officer of the Security
Directorate's internal-security troops. Order Police; Therese
buried her face in her sister's shoulder, and the other serfs
covered their eyes and bowed. There was another rocking as she
stepped down, a brief sound of boots on pavement.

Marya could hear a murmur of voices, then Tanya's weary
drawl:

"No, Tetrarch, I don't have clearance papers fo' two armed
serfs. I'm violatin' the law and armin' all my fieldhands. Didn't
we go through this all three hours ago? Or didn't the duty officer
log it?"

The nun raised her head and craned to see through one of the
windows. The Security officer saluted and returned a file-folder
through the opened door of the other car. A lochos of
green-uniformed troopers behind her, shaven-skulled and
neck-tattooed; the Domination did not waste elite troops on that
sort of duty. The Tetrarch shouted, and one swung up the barrier
while two more threw their shoulders against the steel gate. It
groaned open, and the light seemed to brighten as the cars
accelerated smoothly and turned into the road outside.

Yasmin shivered and shook her shoulders. "Doan' like that
place,” she said. "An I sho' doan' like them chain-dogs. They look
at yo' an' they gotta impalin' stake in they eyes."

The middle-aged man beside her brought the rifle across his
knees, slapped in a magazine and jacked the action with a
metallic wrick-clank. "Headhunters," he said in agreement,
turned and spat out the open window behind him. "Greencoats,
tloshohene dogs; stay clear of "em." He looked up at the women
across the body of the car, and grinned broadly. "Name's Tom,"
he said. "Late o' th' 15th Janissary, an' father to thisshere uppity
wench, fo' mah sins. Listen to what-all she say, this time. Usually
nohow good for anything but sassin' and bed-wenchin' with her
betters."

Marya nodded warily, with a shock of alarm, feeling Chantal
stiffen beside her. Therese was paying no attention, eyes dreamy,



humming under her breath. Better for her that way.

Janissary, Marya thought with distaste. Serf soldier.
Volunteers—she could understand why many would choose such
a way out of the dull drudge's life of a Draka factory- or
plantation-hand... though not the courage with which they
fought. And they had a merited reputation for relentless
brutality. She shivered inwardly. They would be confined with
him for hours; they were bound and he was armed. Although...
she glanced at Yasmin. Her father? And even a Janissary could
hate the green-coated secret police troopers. Remember the
publicans, she reminded herself. Roman tax collectors had not
been well regarded in Judea in the Lord's time on earth, either.
Hate the sin, love the sinner.

She nodded in return, swiveling to watch the city go by. Much
had changed, in the six months of her imprisonment. Central
Detention had been a fortress then, wire and firing-trenches and
dug-in armored vehicles; all that was gone, save for two concrete
machine-gun bunkers beside each gate. The road outside the
wall had been repaired, and the cleared firezone beyond was
being converted to a park by labor-squads and construction
machinery; piles of earth and sand, benches of brick and marble,
fountains, pavements, a flatbed steamtruck loaded with young
trees, springing up from burlap balls of root and earth. The city
beyond was changing, too. There had been a fair amount of
street fighting when Lyon fell two years ago; more damage after
the surrender, when the Domination turned its troops loose for a
three-day sack that killed more than the artillery and
air-bombardments.

Marya forced that out of memory: days spent crouching
thigh-deep in a sewer, furnace-hot air roaring overhead as the
buildings burned, and the fever the filthy water brought... No,
consider what this meant. Less Resistance activity, obviously;
that was bad, very bad that it should happen so quickly.

Now the ruined buildings and rubble were mostly gone,
cleared gaps where they had been and new structures going up,
buildings in the low-slung gaudily-decorated Draka style. There
were more Citizens, walking on the streets or driving little



four-wheel runabouts, many in civilian dress; armed, but from
what she had heard, Draka always were, even in their
homelands. The native French were less numerous than she
remembered, fewer of them in rags, more in grey issue-overalls
or the sort of warm, drab outfit she had been given in the
serf-dealer's rooms. That might account for much; it had been

years since rations were enough to still hunger, even to sustain
health.

The man's voice broke in on her thoughts. "Not a bad-lookin'
town, pity I's too ol' an' useless to git in on thisshere war, git me

rn

some lootin'.

"Oh, poppa," Yasmin said in resigned exasperation. "That
ain't nohow polite, these folks is from around hereabouts."

She pulled up a wicker basket from under her seat and began
to open it. "Who's fo' somethin' to—" The ex-Janissary's hand
shot into the basket, came out with a sandwich made from a
split loaf of French bread; pink ham and onions and peppers
showed around the edges. "—eat," Yasmin finished.

Marya had absorbed the byplay in silence. The food brought
an involuntary spurt of saliva to her mouth, and she could feel
her ex-cellmates stirring beside her. Yasmin tucked a careful
linen napkin into the high collar of her silk jacket and began
unloading the basket; sandwiches and slices of thick crusty
bread with real butter, tart cheese, olives and tomatoes,
sugar-dusted biscuits and real fruit, a thermos of coffee and a
bottle of the violet-scented wine of Bourgueil. The dark girl
coaxed a peach into Therese's hand, laughing at the little sound
of pleasure she made as she bit; they were a country-orchard
variety, small, tart and intensely flavored. Chantal put a hand on
her sister's shoulder and leaned back into the padded wall of the
vehicle.

"You are a soldier, sir?" she asked slowly in her careful
English. "Or do you also belong to the von Shrakenbergs?"

Marya could read the expression of polite interest; Chantal
was Gathering Intelligence, in the recesses of her own mind.
Carefully, carefully, she thought; but it was a sign of something



more than rage born of despair, at least. You could come to know
someone well, after four months together in a crowded cell. A
wave of pity overtook her; at least her own faith was not so tied
to the fortunes of war. God promised no victories over material
enemies, His Kingdom was not of this fallen earth... but poor
Chantal had given her heart to a prophet who promised a
tangible paradise. The Marxist heresy was sinful and godless, but
the Frenchwoman's belief had been deep and sincere, rooted in
love of the poor who Christ also had held dear, her hatred a
hatred of injustice as well as simply of the rich.

Be cautious, my friend. It was ironic, here a Pole was being
the calculating and rational one, cautioning a Frenchwoman
against romantic gestures...

"Doan" need to 'sir' me," the man replied, his voice a slow
deep rumble. "Yaz 'n no. I's Janissary. Born on Oakenwald, that
Mistis Tanya's pa's place, down in th' Old Territories, way south.
I go fo' Janissary back in, Allah, that be 1911, '12. Masta Everard,
Tanya's pa, he officer in mah legion, th' 15th."

He flipped the rifle up, holding it out by the barrel to show a
small ivory inset near the buttplate; the head of a hyena, biting
down on a human thighbone.

"We the Devil Dogs, th' bone-makers," he said proudly.
"Thisshere mah original piece; fight all through th' Great War,
beatin' the rag-heads; Syria, Persia, Bulgaria. Aftah that, we'se
in The Stan." He paused at his audience's blank looks.
"Afghanistan. Hoo, 'deedy; we make our bones theah, sho'ly did."
His smile slid away. "Left plenty bones, too. Damn few come out
what went in, damn few." More softly: "Damn few, sho'ly."

"Well," he continued brightly. "That where I loses th' foot." He
shifted his right leg, knocked it against a strut with a hollow
sound. "Step onna landmine, 'n lemme tell yaz—"

"Oh, poppa, not more of yo' war stories," Yasmin broke in,

rn

rolling her eyes and turning to the others. "They disgustin’.

The man grinned slyly and glanced sidelong at his daughter:
"Hell, jes' losin' a foot not so bad. I's rememberin' a sergeant,



supply sergeant that was, rag-heads caught him, and we found
him with his—"

"POppa!"

He laughed again, and reached out one huge hand to stroke
the knuckles gently down her cheek. "Alright, sweetlin', jes'
jokin"."

"So," he continued, taking a meditative bite of the sandwich,
"coulda took retirement, laak a twenty-year man. Didn' seem
mucha life fo' a young man, though. Done seen too many old
Janissary, nothin' to do but drink an' knife each othah over cards
'n whores down at the caserne. Yo' can go home, though.
Janissary always belong to th' State, cain't never be sold, or
whupped 'cept by our own officer, but iffn yo' volunteer, they
rent you back. As guard, foreman, like that-there. Masta
Everard, he settin' up Evendim, that his place in Syria; he
younger son, 'n Masta Karl gettin' Oakenwald. I go with Masta
Everard, he know me, y'see?

"I's settle down nice; get me a wench, Fatima." An
affectionate sadness. "She got no sense, but she a good woman, I
doan' want no other while she 'live. She die birthin' back befo'
this new war come; mah boys gone fo' Janissary too—they in th'
15th now too, out east fightin' down the slope-eyes, someplace
called Korea. Yasmin heah mah las' chile, 'n she go with Mistis
Tanya, so I comes too. Yo' Frenchies got lotsa book-learnin", but
yo' needs us't'learn the Draka. Some folks here is pretty
sensible—got me a nice little widow-wench 'n cottage—others

rn

altogethah useless 'n triflin'.

He shifted his grip on the rifle, holding the heavy weapon by
the stock and prodding the driver lightly in the back of the neck.
"Like Jacques here; I's got mah eye on yo', boy. Doan' forget it."
The rough voice went cold for a moment, and then he flicked the
rifle upright beside him and relaxed once more. "Issac—th'
skinny boy with th' bird-gun—he a smart one. Doan' talk much,
though."

"Like yo', poppa,” Yasmin said dryly as she repacked the
basket, handing him a bottle of dark German beer. Her father



snorted amusement, flicked the cap off with one horn-hard
thumb and turned sideways to watch the passing scene, the rifle
cradled in the crook of his arm.

"I," the girl continued, fastidiously wiping her hands on her
napkin and then using it to clean Therese's chin, "am second
indoor servant."

It was said with a slight unconscious preening; the
ex-Janissary's glance was fond and proud. Even slaves must
have their accomplishments, Marya thought. Then: be careful,
this is real power, here and now.

"Iff'n yo' got any questions, come right to me." She sighed and
tossed back the loose black mane of hair. "Sometimes doan'
know rightly how to start, with yo' Frenchies. Doan sass back;
doan' sulk or disobey. There's ways 'n ways of gettin' around the
Mastahs, but goin' straight up agin' they will ain't accomplishin'
nothin' but grief fo' us all. Remembah all us serfs is family; talk
as y'wants, do as y'wants iff'n yo's the only one to suffer, but doan
do anythin' what gets us all traced up to the whuppin' post or
worse. Iff'n yo' finds someone's doin' a crazy, like tryin' to hide
weapons or sneak off to the bushmen, come tell me an' we'll
decide amongst ouahselfs what to do."

Yasmin smiled and nodded toward the cuffs. "Soon's we gets
back to Chateau Retour"—she pronounced the French words
carefully—"we'll get those-there off; the Big House doan' cuff or
hobble on the plantation, 'cept as a punishment. Now," she
continued briskly, "the overseers, Masta Donaldson, Mistis
Wentworth"—she shrugged—"they overseers, whats cain I say?
Not too bad, 'n the Mastah 'n Mistis keep a close eye on 'em.
Mistis Tanya, she downright easy goin', fo' a Draka, long as yo'
doan' cross her. Masta Edward, her man, he pretty much the
same 'cept when his head painin' him."

One brown finger tapped an eye. "He gets a head-wound in th'
war; lose an eye, headaches real bad sometimes; gets pretty testy
when one comin' on, yo' sees it, stay outta his way. Other times,
doan' talk to y'much." She giggled. "Not so bad in bed, either,
iff'n y'likes it, not rough, anyhow. 'Cept sometimes he finish too
quick, but yo' be findin' out that fo' youselfs." An ironic eye at



their flinch. "Call it work, call it play, doan' make no nevah-mind
to them, dearies. Honest, the things yo' new-caught get upsets
about, it beyond me."

Chantal cleared her throat, spoke in genuine wonderment:
"Are... you content with your life, then?"

There was silence for a moment, a thrumming as the car
swung onto the bridge over the Rhone. Light flickered by as they
passed through the shadow of the girders, winked back from the
surface of the river below; Yasmin wound down a window, and
the stream of wet silt-smelling air poured in, ruffling the black
curls around her face. She brushed them back with one hand,
craning her neck to see a train of coal-barges passing below.

"Pretty river," she said quietly, turning back to them. "Yo'
thinks there's somethin' wrong with lookin' at it?" She paused,
pursed her lips in thought. "My life? It the only life I's got, or is
goin' get; iff'n I ain't content with it, then I ain't goin' get much
contentment, eh?"

A spread of the hands. "Ain't sayin' as everything the way I'd
put it, were I God, but that-there position's filled, last time I
looks. Plenty good things in my life; pretty things"—she touched
the buttons of her jacket— " joyable things, like m'work, which
I's good at an' getting better, my music,"—she touched the case
of her mandolin—" 'n my fam'ly an' friends. Someday I's have
children of my own, maybe-so a steady man. Iff'n I doan' take no
pleasure from all that-there, who it hurt? Me, that who.
Somebody else hurt yo', that fate; hurt yo'self, that plain
ignorant; troubles enough in anyone's life, withouten yo' go
courtin' 'em. I ain't hongry, ain't sickenin' to die, never been
whupped; plenty folks worse off than me, I saves my pity fo'
them, doan' waste it on myself.

"Look," she continued gently, "I knows y'all not born an' raised
to this." She touched her identity tattoo. "But this-here the only
life yo' has to live, likewise same's me. I's not sayin' nothin' bad
doan' happen, but"—she gestured helplessly, as if trying to pluck
words out of the air—"not everythin'is bad, unless yo' makes it
so. The Draka?" She shrugged. "They's like the weather, they's
jus' there. I's known folks, rather cut off they foot than



'‘commodate to the mastahs; they-all end up churnin' they guts
with hatin'. Hate enough, it make yo' hateful; it jus' ain't worth

rn

the trouble, to my way a' thinkin'.

Earnestly: "Yo" sees, the Draka can make yo' obey, but they
can't make yo' miserable. Well," she amended "not unless they
sets out to, which the ones which owns us doan', speakin’
general-like." A tap on the head. "They orders, but we can say
what goes on in here, eh? I's do my work, takes the days one at a
time, doan' hurt nobody, helps those I can; when I's got to do
somethin' I doan' like, I does it an' puts it outa my mind, soon's I

"

can.

She smiled, trailing a hand out into the airstream. "Yo's looks
like sensible, wenches, y'all will learn."

For a moment Marya's gaze touched Chantal's, and they knew
a rare moment of perfect agreement; an understanding so
complete it was almost telepathy.

Never.

"Beads of sweat glisten—

Ai!

In the undergroun' lights—
Wo-hum

Where a million lifetimes go—
Wo-hum

All our lives gone,

Wo-hum

Lost down the mineshafts...



The car lurched and slowed, and Marya jolted out of a dreamy
semi-sleep; the day had turned warm, and she and the Lefarge
sisters had dozed, lulled by the comfort and food and even a
single glass of wine, after so long without. And the music,
strange quiet folksongs in Yasmin's fine husky contralto,
rhythmic minor-key laments. Odd how sad music can make you
happy, she thought, stretching and rubbing at her eyes. She
looked up, her ears ringing as the rush of air gave way to a
pinging silence.

Wind blew through the opened windows, and the sound of
earth-moving equipment, clanks and the sharp chuff of steam
pistons, a turbine hum and the burbling growl of a heavy
internal-combustion engine. The cars had halted before a
roadblock, a swinging-pole barrier set across the two-lane road;
a pair of armored cars flanked it, light four-wheeled models with
twin machine-guns in hexagonal turrets. There was a fence along
their left, running down the eastern flank of the road, steel mesh
on thick reinforced concrete posts three meters high; razor wire
on top, and thin bare copper threads held away from it by
insulated supports. Electrified, then.

And signs wired onto the mesh: PROHIBITED AREA. ENTRY
FORBIDDEN ON PAIN OF DEATH.

Marya glanced the other way, south and east to the direction
they had come. That was where the activity was, broad
weed-grown felds littered with wrecked and rusted
war-machines; German models, Panzergrenodier half-tracks and
Leopard tanks with their long 88mm guns swiveled every
direction in silent futility. Broken, peeled open like fruit by the
explosions that had wrecked them, still blackened by the dark
oily soot of burnt motor-fuel; armor crinkled around the narrow
entry-holes of the penetrator-rods, lighter vehicles like soup-cans
stamped on by cleated boots.

Workers were swarming over them, cutting-torches laying
bright trails of sparks; others were winching the carcasses onto
flatbed trucks. A recovery-vehicle was dragging the most difficult
cases out, the ones whose weight had half-buried them in the
light volcanic soil. The turretless tank bellowed, its broad tracks



raking stones and dry-smelling dust into the air, the hook
dangling from the jib of the crane on its deck shaking; black
fumes quivered from the slotted exhaust louvres, and she could
see the bare head of the driver twisting in the hatchway as he
rocked the treads. Elsewhere gangs ripped out vegetation, leveled
and pounded earth, spread crushed rock.

The nun lifted her eyes. They were in a high plain bordered by
hills, shaggy fields and copses of trees bright-green with the late
spring, the Auvergne mountains beyond blue and hazy in the
distance. A glint of metal over them, approaching. It swelled into
a circle, then a shape; long slender squared-off wings, a bulbous
nose-compartment that was all curved transparent panels save
for the metal supports of the pilot's seat and the console, a
pusher-prop engine in a tubular cowl slung between the twin
booms of the tail. It passed overhead, ghost-silent, wheeled and
returned: observation plane, muffled engine. Slots and flaps
opened on the wings as the undercarriage came down. The little
aircraft slid down at an angle, as if hitched to an invisible rope,
bounced lightly and rolled to a stop ten meters from contact on a
finished section of the landing platform.

Marya dragged her attention back to the road outside; her
owner was there, stretching and rubbing her back and talking to
an officer as they strolled back from the lead car.

"... better than 'copters for scouting," the man was saying.
Mottled camouflage uniform, black-edged rank-badges,
paratrooper wings. Citizen Force, of course, the elite military,
and the airmobile arm were picked volunteers within the Citizen
Force. Marya looked west, toward the area behind the fence.
That would be the town of Le Puy, and there were rumors of
what had been done there, during the war and since. Atomics.
She shivered, and listened.

"Doan" have anywhere near enough landing-grounds," he
continued. "Everythin" short, as usual; just got things under
control out east and they move us back." He jerked a thumb over
his shoulder, towards the fence and the minefields behind it.
"We're refitting after China, overseein' thisshere construction
work fo' our permanent base, and doin' antipartisan work in the



hills, and watchin' that."

Tanya nodded thoughtfully, looked at the wrecked
war-machines. "The Guard went down from Paris to Tours, but
some of my friends were through here; the Fritz held hard." She
shrugged. "Well, not exactly the Fritz; by '45 it was all odds and
sods. Spaniards, these were, iff n I remember. Chewed up two
Janissary units, and held the VI Cartago fo' three days; tryin' to
keep us off until got their atomics goin'." A shudder. "Wouldn't
that have been jus' lovely."

The airborne officer nodded, watching the observation plane.
The transparent egg around the pilot had folded open, and a fuel
cart had pulled up beside the three-wheeled runabout that was
unloading the cameras.

"Natural place fo'it," he agreed. "Hydro power, lots of water,
remote, not too fer from their uranium mines; that's why Tech
Section took it over: even damaged, the equipment was useful."
He grimaced. "Wotan's spear, I's glad they didn't blow the
reactor."”

"Sho'ly am myself," Tanya said. "Praise be to Hitler's ghost;
even after the little bastard died—when was that?"

"December of'42; I's in hospital then."

Tanya nodded. "Poland, myself... anyways, his memory kept
the other Europeans from unitin' against us until it was too late.
Even as it was, we used too many of the atomics breakin'
through into Spain. I considered settlin' in Rousillon, down near
the Pyrenees, but on second thoughts, no. Not that I doubt Tech
See's infallible judgment 'bout it bein' safe, but I wanted to stay
as far up-wind of that hell-garbage as possible."

The officer spread his hands. "It was a long war, we-all was
tired, everybody wanted to get it over an' go home." He looked
into the rear car; Marya averted her eyes, but the man's gaze was
on Tom's rifle. "By Frey's cock, a T-5! Couldn't yo' get him a
Holbars?" He slapped the T-6 assault rifle slung across his chest.

"I prefers whut I's trained on, mastah," Tom rumbled



respectfully.

Tanya snuffled laughter. "Tom's bein' polite;'s'far as he's
concerned, a T-6 is a 'girl-gun.' He's damned good with that old
big-bore monster, though. Hell, we conquered half of Asia with
them; a weapon's never obsolete iff'n it'll kill someone." She
extended a hand. "Glad to have yore assurance the route's safe,"
she concluded.

He gripped hers. "Pretty well," he answered. "There may be a
few bushmen left, but we've been huntin' hard." A sigh. "Most of
this mountain country was swept clear by Security—plan is to
put it all back into forest—but I wish they'd get the cultivated
portions settled an' modernized; hard to keep these little peasant
farms from slippin' supplies an' information to the holdouts."

Tanya shrugged. "There's only so many of us, Cohortarch, an'
we can't all be Landholders." She patted her stomach. "Take a
generation or three to get it all covered."

"Oh, sweet Mother of God, let it be food," the guerrilla
whispered, flexing his fingers on the grip of the machine-gun.
The muzzle trembled, shaking the screen of leaves and blurring
the view of the winding road in the gorge below; the soft whisper
of wheels and engines echoed, but the vehicles were still hidden

by the hill-shoulder to the left.

"Shut up," his partner hissed savagely, but his mouth filled at
the thought. He adjusted the ammunition belt with trembling
hands. German ammunition, 7.92mm; there was little of it left.
Little of anything; he could smell the new-bread scent of
starvation on both of them, under the rankness of unwashed
bodies and the sap-green of crushed leaves.

"Shut up," he said again, wiping his hand across his mouth,
and wincing as it jarred one of his few remaining teeth. The belt
was lying smooth, ready to feed; his rifle was by his hand, and
the single precious stick-grenade.

"Shut up," he repeated. The enemy had stopped convoying all



vehicles through the Massif Central a month ago, while the
magquis were hiding in their winter caves; there were only a
dozen men left in their unit, but that should be enough. One of
the surviors from Denard's group had told of the single truck
they took two months ago. Cans of food, ammunition, medicines.
"Of course they will have food." If nothing else, meat.

The gorge was drowsy with the afternoon heat as the convoy
dropped through, down from the plateau and into the winding
valley the Loire had carved through basalt and limestone. The
road was rough, only sketchily repaired; the underbrush had
been cut and burned back twenty meters upslope and down, but
the angles above the way were steep enough that greenery
overhung them as often as not. Young and turbulent with spring,
the river bawled and tumbled below them to the left. At two
hundred meters Marya could still hear the deep-toned rumble as
the water poured oil-smooth over curves and then leapt in manes
of white froth from the sharp rocks. It send drafts of coolness
buffeting up from the river surface, the smell of wet rock and silt.

Ahead of her Issac's head was bent over a portable chess-set,
carved wood with peg-holes for the pieces. He moved, slipped the
knight he had taken into the inside of the box, snapped it closed
and turned to hand it to Tom. He was stretched over the back of
his seat when she heard the sound.

Crack. Familiar: rifle bullet. A starred hole in the window
ahead. The Jew pitched forward as if slammed by an invisible
giant's hand, the thin face liquid with shock and only inches
from hers, the chess-set dropping from fingers that spasmed
open in reflex. He bounced back, and she could see the dark
welling crater of the exit-wound in his shoulder. Then he
slumped between the twin seats, left hand pawing feebly at the
wound. Blood welled between his fingers, bright primary red in
the dusty sunlight. Marya felt herself darting forward, braced her
hands under the Jew's armpits, heaved to haul him back into the
body of the car. The smell of blood was in her nose and mouth,
raw salt and iodine, like the scent of the sea.

He stuck briefly as the shotgun caught in the seat, the lip of



the window,then slid free.The nuns hands were moving
automaticly, ripping the wounded mans clothes for pads to block
the holes, her head craning to scan up the cliff-face above them.
Therese on the floor, crying again. Crouched over her
protectively was Yasmin, cradling the French girl's head. Tom
also at a window, the rifle held easily in one hand below the
metal body of the car, binoculars to his eyes. They moved in tiny,
precise movements along the slope outside, rock and scrub oak.
A ripple of automatic-weapons fire, machine-gun; she
recognized a German MG38, an experienced gunner tapping off
short bursts. Then Draka assault-rifles, and the savage hammer
of the 15mm twin-barrel on the lead car, echoing around the
curve of road that hid it.

A click. She turned her head, looked toward the driver's seat.
The driver, Jacques; he had not spoken half a dozen words that
whole day. Now he lay twisted across the seat, one arm through
the wheel to give the other room; the chain stretched taut
between his wrists, and she could see blood beneath the cuffs.
His right had reached the shotgun and held it between the
bucket seats, pointing back into the cab. Marya's vision was
suddenly very clear, the blued steel muzzle of the gun wavering
uncertainly, fear-sweat and desperate tension on Jacques's face
as it craned over his shoulder in the unnatural posture his bonds
and position forced.

"Out of the way, Sister," he hissed. "Let me get a shot at the
Janissary, that is the maquis out there, the Resistance, move,
please."

The moment stretched as she felt the slowing ooze of blood
past her fingers, as her mind sketched the narrow space behind
her. If she flung herself forward and down she might be out of
the cone of fire; the muzzle of the shotgun was only a
hand's-breadth from her face. Then the wounded boy would die,
of course. The shotgun would empty its six-round magazine as
quickly as Jacques could squeeze the trigger, and recoil would
slam the barrel back and forth in his awkward grip, would fill the
rear of the cab with the heavy mankiller double-buckshot
rounds. Therese huddled wide-eyed on the floor, Yasmin stroking
her hair with her body between the French girl and unknown



gunmen, Chantal.

And if Marya did not move, and Jacques fired, the first round
would tear off her face.

The nun kept her eyes on the driver's as she straightened and
leaned forward, as far forward as she could without relaxing her
hands on Issac. The cold metal of the gun-muzzle brushed
millimeters from her throat, and she could feel the skin crinkled
into gooseflesh at the wind of its passing.

"Do what you must, my son," she said. Her mouth was very
dry, her tongue felt coarse, like soft sandpaper. She began to
shape the prayers.

"Please—" Jacques screamed.

A blur past her eyes and a clang of metal on metal; the
buttplate of Tom's rifle, lashing down on the barrel of the
shotgun. Jacques screamed again, in pain this time as the
triggerguard dislocated his finger. The shotgun fired once, into a
wicker crate full of some dense-packed cloth that absorbed
sound and shot both. Marya looked back; saw Tom raise the rifle
again, held like a spear at the balance-point above the magazine,
and all his teeth were showing in a grin that had nothing to do
with laughter. Chantal was reaching for him, until Yasmin
snatched the chain between the Frenchwoman's wrists and
braced a foot against the seat.

"Yo" stop that, now," she snapped. The other woman reared
back, struggling and shouting; Yasmin straightened her leg and
pulled with all her strength, and Chantal went to the floor with a
squawk and a flurry of limbs. "Damn yo' hide, wench, I's saving
your worthless life." The serf buried both hands in the other
woman's hair, gripped tight and bounced her head on the floor
with a hollow booming sound. And turned to her father:

"Doan kill him. Poppa!"

The rifle stayed poised, but something flickered out in the
black eyes. A flat hardness, a total intensity of focus; his
attention switched to the nun for an instant.



"Please," she said.

He nodded at her, a brief jerk of the head. "Owes yaz one," he
said. "Now duck." The rifle flashed past her ear, to where
Jacques lay cradling his wounded hand and moaning, between
the front seats. The butt cracked down on the back of his skull
and he slumped into boneless silence.

"He woan' die," Tom said grimly. "May wish to, 'fore I's
through with him." His eyes were back on the road outside; one
hand stroked Yasmin's hair. "Yo's too softhearted for y'own good,
girl. I's promised yo' momma to look after you." For a moment
his voice softened, speaking to a memory: "I is very sorry,
Fatima...

The fire from the lead car had died down to an occasional
burst, less loud than the screams and pleas and moaning of the
coftle chained to the truck in the middle of the convoy. Tom
scanned the slope again and laid the binoculars down carefully;
he twisted to face the road behind the car and the cliff-face
above.

"They not shootin' much, pro'bly short of ammo," he said
conversationally, half to himself. "Just tryin' to pin the lead car,
then... haaa, here they comes." Marya could see the huge brown
hands close more tightly on the smooth wood of the stock, and
his thumb flicked the safety off with an oiled metallic snick.
"Everybody shuts up, hear?"

Yasmin crawled to the nun, rummaged under the driver's seat
for the aid-box; Marya took the bandage and ointment
thankfully, and for moments there was only the work of her
hands. Applying the bandages; gauze pads, tape to immobilize
the arm, it would do for now. Then tip of a shadow fell across the
window, and she looked up from the wounded man.

Two men stood in the road behind them, armed with Mauser
carbines. Wild, bearded figures; their rags might once have been
uniforms, but patches and caked mud made it impossible to tell
with any certainty. They came toward the car at a trot, spaced
across the road and moving in the instinctive half-crouch of men
who expect to come under fire. Closer, and she could see the



marks of hardship on them; scabs, weeping open sores clumsily
bandaged, the slack-skinned gauntness that comes when the
body has drawn down all its reserves of fat and begun to
cannibalize the muscle beneath. They were strung about with a
motley collection of string-tied bundles and sacks; as they came
closer, she could see the lice moving in their beards, catch a
gagging whiff of their stink.

The guerrilla nearest the river went to one knee and began a
nervous scan up and down the road; the other hailed the car.

"Who's there? Answer, or I fire!"

Tom's voice replied, in slow ungrammatical French: "Just us
serfs, here. Who yaz an' what yo' want?"

"This is the Auvergne command of the National Resistance,"
the man said; he repeated it as if it were a spell, a mantra
against reality. "Food; we need food, medicine, weapons,
clothing."

His comrade called from the verge of the road. "And ask them
if there's any wine."

The first guerrilla was turned to the other with a rebuke ready
when Tom spoke.

" 'Fraid there's nothin' for yaz here," the ex-Janissary said
mildly.

"What—why—"

"Because yaz gonna die, bushman!" The guerrilla was an
experienced soldier, but the bull bellow still checked him for the
first fraction of a second.

Tom's rifle cleared the lower sill of the window with smooth
economy; he fired from the hip, with the forestock braced
against the metal of the windowframe. Even with the muzzle
outside the the car, the blasts were deafening. Marya's ears rang
as she watched the guerrilla slap backward, and the hot brass of
an ejected cartridge-case bounced unnoticed off her forearm.



Tom had fired three shots at less than ten meters range; all of
them had struck the guerrilla in a patch over his breastbone no
larger than the palm of a hand. They were standard load, 7.5mm
jacketed hollowpoint rounds that mushroomed inside a wound; a
plate-sized area of the maquisard's back fountained out in an
eruption of bone-chips, spine and shards of flesh. The corpse
went back, eyes bulging with hydrostatic shock, then fell limply.

The other maquis fighter was up, turning and shouting. His
first round went over the car with a vindictive crack, and then he
threw himself flat behind a boulder to work the bolt of his
carbine.

Tom fired twice more, and the bullets bounced off the
sheltering rock in front of the guerrilla with sparking whines.

"Shee-it," he muttered. "Gettin" old an' slow." One broad
hand dove into the satchel at his feet, came out with a
stick-grenade. A quick yank pulled the tab; he brought it up
across his chest, counted three and threw it out the window in a
flat spinning arc toward the rock. The guerrilla was up and
running toward the river-side edge of the road before it landed.
Tom's first two rounds kicked up dust and stone-shards at the
running man's heels, the third sledgehammered him over the
verge of the road an instant before the grenade's blast struck.
The guerrilla's rifle pinwheeled free as he toppled over the
retaining wall, metal twinkling in the afternoon sun, then
clattering on the rocks below.

"Shee-it," Tom said again. "Three rounds, slow." He reached
up, pulled a lever and swung the roof-hatch open, kicked a box
over to give himself a platform to stand on. Head and shoulders
out of the hatch, he turned to the cliff-face above them. "Yo"
wenches stay down now, hear?"

Marya drew a long breath and wrenched her attention down
from the blocky torso filling the center of the car. Chantal was
lying with her head in her hands, muttering; Therese lay beside
her, eyes wide and frightened. The air smelled of burnt
propellant and the sour sweat of fear; the nun started with
nervous tension as Yasmin touched her arm.



"I goin' back to take care of the chile," she whispered, jerking
her head toward Therese. Marya nodded. The younger woman's
brown skin had gone muddy-pale around mouth and eyes, but
there was no quaver in her voice. Yasmin hesitated for a
moment, then squeezed the nun's shoulder reassuringly.

"Doan" worry," she said in an obvious attempt to comfort.
"Poppa woan' let the bushmen get us."

When the attack came, Tanya von Shrakenberg had been
paging through the Landholder's Gazette, mildly annoyed that
the workstock breeding programs were still behind schedule.

Dammit, they should let us use tractors, at least temporarily,
she thought. There were sound reasons for the limits on
mechanization, both social and economic, but a little more
flexibility...

The first burst tore into the thin metal of the car's hood,
ripping and dimpling the sheet steel; the second pinged and
hammered at the thicker side-panels. Instantly her mind
snapped back three years, plantation-holder's reflexes yielding to
the instincts of a Guards tank-commander. The driver had
frozen, eyes round as circles and whipping back and forth; he
was reliable enough to go unchained, being very fond of his wife
and children, but prone to panic. The car was losing power, a
swift ssssssss of high-pressure steam and a mushy slowing-down
feeling, but there was a fall of flat rock only twenty meters ahead,
right side, by the cliff.

"The rocks!" she shouted, wrenching the wheel in the right
direction and clouting him over the back of the head to break the
grip of fear. "Pull us in by the rocks." That in French, it would
penetrate better. Her hands were stripping the machine-pistol
out of its clamps over the dashboard, an elbow to pop out the
window beside her and look up the rumbled face of the cliff.
Halfway between a cliff and a very steep hill, yes, muzzle flashes—

The twin-barrel cut loose above her head in a continuous blast
of noise, double streams of tracer in economical two-second



bursts. The familiar bitter chemical stink of burnt propellant,
and the sound of the 15mm rounds on stone, like thousands of
ball-peen hammers on a boulder. Sparks and splinters and dust
from the target, a ledge up near the summit; a bush falling, cut
through. That would keep their heads down: the heavy rounds
could chew through brick walls and cut down trees... The car
lurched as it left the road, skidded in the gravel shoulder and
fishtailed to a halt in the shadow of the rocks; they were two
meters high, enough to cut the body of the car out of the
guerrilla machine-gun's sight-picture.

Tanya pushed at the driver's head. "Down, stay down," she
said, pulling the radio receiver from the dashboard and
punching the send-button. It was a powerful set, predialed to the
Settler Emergency Network.

"Code one, code one: 10-7 von Shrakenberg, main road two
kilometers north of Vorey, bushmen. Do yo' read, ovah."

"This is 1st Airborne, Le Puy. Say again, 10-7?" A young voice,
bored; from what the officer at the roadblock had told her, it had
been months since there was any activity this close to the
air-cavalry base. Ambush on a main road was inconceivable; she
recognized the tone of one resisting information because it
violated mental habit.

The sloppiness was intolerable. "Damn you, puppy, I'm bein
shot at! Three-vehicle convoy, under fire from automatic
weapons in the gorge three klicks south of Chamalieres. Ovah."

"Ah... code seven, scramblin', maintain tone-transmission fo'
location; ETA—" a pause—"16:10."

Tanya glanced at her watch: ten minutes, quick work. "Good
work, 1st. I'm stalled on a C-shaped curve, northbound. My car
first, a truck right on the bend, other car out of sight to the rear.
Steep slope to the river on my left, an' a 80-degree forested cliff
to my right. From the volume of fire, I'd judge one MG and
possible six-twelve riflemen."

"Rodge-dodge, A.K."



"A.K.," she acknowledged grimly, leaning out the window and
firing a short burst one-handed over the rock outside, aiming
off-hand toward the muzzle flashes that winked out of the sunlit
bush. No practical chance of a hit, that was four hundred
meters, but it would help keep their heads down.

"An' hurry it. I've got two overseers, two armed serfs, a child
an' me; an' I'm not up to much just now." She pressed a button.
"Switchin' to tracer." The signal would broadcast steadily now,
for the triangulator stations to produce a guide beam that the
reaction-squad aircraft could ride.

She levered herself up and squeezed back between the seats
into the open body of the car. Damn this belly, she thought.
Gudrun was at the rear doors, craning eagerly to see with her
knife in one hand; she yanked the girl back by the hem of her
tunic.

"Gudrun!" she snapped, swiveling her around to where the
terrified nurse was huddling in a corner with one of the French
housegirls. "Protect the serfs, and stay out of the line of fire.
That's an order, understood?"

Damnation, she thought. I would run into the last holdouts in
central France with Gudrun along. She pushed the anxiety
down below conciousness; there was no time for it.

"Ogden," she continued, turning to the overseer at the
twin-barrel. "Can you get them?"

As if in reply, a fresh burst from the hillside machine gun
hammered at them. It dimpled the roof panels behind her, where
the rear and riverward flank of the car extended beyond the
cover of the rocks. Wasp-buzz sounds, and the unpleasant pink
-ttnnnnnng of ricochets: rifle fire. She felt obscenely exposed in
this unarmored soup-can, after all the years in a Hond
battletank; acutely conscious of the quickened infant beneath
her heart. Not that individual riflemen were much of a threat,
objectively speaking; it took thousands of rounds per hit on
average. But statistics were uncomfortably abstract when
high-velocity metal was keening by.



"Na," the overseer said. "Have to be dead lucky, Tanya.
Bushmen got a nice firin' slit between two boulders, an' heavy
cover. Best I can do is keep they heads down."

"Shit." Tanya looked over at Sarah, the other overseer; she
knelt by the rear-door windows with her assault-rifle at the
ready, scanning the bush along the road-verge with the x4
optical sight. That was where they would come, and soon; the
magquisards would know as well as the Draka that a
reaction-force would be headed this way. There was a crackle of
rifle shots, the slow banging of bolt-action carbines, a quick blast
of semi-auto fire, and a grenade from around the curve to the
south, where the truck and the other car were stalled on the
narrow road. The guerrillas might have assumed the rear of the
convoy was soft meat, but Tom was teaching them otherwise.

"Right," she continued. "Ogden, Sarah, get ready to bail out
an' tickle 'em. I'll cover yo' on the twin. When the airborne come
in, get back down. Fast."

"A.K.," Ogden said, stepping down from the meter height of
welded-steel platform beneath the gun and pulling his own
Holbars from its clip beside his seat.

Tanya replaced him, blinking in the bright vertical sunlight as
she came head-and-shoulders out of the roof hatch. Her hands
went to the molded twin spade grips of the weapon, warm from
the sun and Ogden's skin. Infinitely familiar, steel and checked
marula wood against her palms, thumbs falling home on the
butterfly pressure trigger. The twin-barrel was swivel-mounted
on a ring that surrounded the hatch; she braced her elbows, laid
the cross-wires of the sight on the bullet-scarred patch halfway
up the cliff, and waited. There was no way they could get out of
there without being seen. A very good spot for covering the road,
but just a little too low to rake the right-hand verge where the
car had run in... Yessss, right there, a V-shaped slit between the
big round grayish rock and the triangular pink one—

"And a very good thing they don't have a mortar," she
muttered to herself. The black flared muzzle of the enemy
machine-gun slipped through the notch, stick-tiny at four
hundred meters.



"Now!" she shouted, and thrust down on the ridged steel of
the trigger. The massive weapon shuddered in her hands, a
vibration that pounded into her shoulders and hummed
tight-clenched teeth together; it was strongly braced, but the
yoke and pin that held it to the ring-mount could not completely
absorb the recoil. Blasting noise and twin streams of tracer
arching away from the muzzles, solid light as they left, seeming
to slow and float as sparks before the heavy 15mm rounds
dropped home. Spent brass tinkled down across her stomach
and into the car, hot enough to sting through the thin fabric of
her shirt. Short bursts, push wait push. The air over the fluted
steel barrels was already quivering with heat; she could feel it on
her forearms and face.

Above her the rocks dissolved behind a cloud of dust and
chips and sparks. She raked across the top of the two boulders
that hid the machine-gun, to discourage any idea of standing up
and firing down from the hip, then began working the edges of
the opening. It was just possible she might be able to bounce a
few rounds in, and it did not take many of the thumb-sized slugs
to put a machine-gun crew out of action. Also it would keep their
heads down, when they could be moving their weapon to a new
firing position.

Behind her the rear doors of the car slammed open. From the
corner of her eye she could see Ogden's squat form catapult out
and dive into the roadside bush, a blur of black leather and
metal. Sarah followed, a running leap from the back of the
passenger compartment that took her three bodylengths out into
the road, half the distance to the center truck. Then she
backflipped, once, twice, dropped flat behind the truck and
spider-crawled beneath it on palms and toes, a quick scuttling
movement. A second's pause, and then the rapid brrrt-brrrt of a
Holbars set for three-round bursts.

That will keep their heads down, she thought, and depressed
the muzzles for an instant to rake a burst across the cliff face
below the machine-gun nest. Not too far below, Ogden would be
hunting there...

There was a sudden choked scream and a body catapulted



from the scrub-covered slope five meters up; it flew through the
air with arms and legs windmilling in an arc that ended in a
crunching impact on the pavement. Broken, the guerrilla lay for
a moment and then began to crawl toward the roadside verge.
His comrades in the bush-covered rock of the cliffside were firing
at the center truck, trying to silence the automatic rifle beneath
it. Bullets pocked the thin metal of the cab and ripped through
the canvas tilt; the screaming of the chained serfs within was
louder than the gunfire, and their scrambling rocked the vehicle
on its springs.

"Come on, come on," Tanya whispered fiercely as she walked
another burst back up the hillside and across the two
bullet-scarred boulders. This was not good, a blindsided firefight
against odds. "Come on, you knights of the air."

Chantal retched as she awoke, and Marya's hand pressed her
back to the floor of the car. The nun briskly pulled up an eyelid
and checked the pupil. "No concussion. You were unconscious
for a little; keep quiet and keep down." In a whisper: "And there
is nothing we can do except die to no purpose."

Marya kept her eyes resolutely below the level of the windows,
down among the tumbled bundles and baskets. It could not have
been long since the ambush, the hot metal of the flashtube boiler
was still clicking and pinging. Danger stretched time, drew the
seconds out, it seemed like hours. The sensation had become
familiar in the war years, but the long changelessness of Central
Detention had dulled the memory. Blood pounded in her ears, so
loud that for long moments the thup-thup-thup sound outside
seemed no more than her own heartbeat. Then Chantal dropped
her hand from her eyes and looked up questioningly.

"What is that?" she asked. It grew louder, a steady multiple
whapping with a rising mechanical whine beneath.

Tom answered, looking down from the roof-hatch above them.
"Those-there newfangled helicopters," he said, with satisfaction
in his voice. "Not too soon, neither."



Chantal and the nun exchanged glances and crawled
cautiously to the outside windows, raising their eyes to the lower
edge and peering south. A line of dots was visible through the
long gash of the gorge, swelling as they watched. Six of them in
staggered line abreast, under the whirling circles of their rotors.
Closer, close enough to see the rounded boxy fuselages and long
tail-booms, then the gaping twin mouths of the turbine intakes.
The noise grew, shrilling and pounding; the fire from the hillside
increased, no careful conserving of ammunition now, a
panic-striken crackle.

The helicopters rose slightly, to perhaps four hundred meters
above the level of the gorge. Marya peered upward, blinking.
Their speed was apparent now, as they snapped by with the
bright flicker of tracer stabbing out from their flanks. The nun
could see the door-gunners standing to the grips of their
weapons, the troopers crouching behind. The face of the slope
above the road erupted in dust and the chittering whine of
ricochets; Tom ducked down as gravel and twigs and branches
pattered onto the roof of the car. Then the flight passed beyond
the cliff-edge, the sound of the rotors changing as they came in
to land.

"Look." Chantal tugged at her sleeve.

Marya turned west; two more aircraft were approaching from
the other side of the river, not more than fifty meters apart. A
different type, approaching slowly in a straight line toward the
rock face above the road. Helicopters like the others, but slender
rather than boxlike, with stub wings and droop noses. Long
flat-paned canopies above the nose and she could see the figures
of two crewmen in each, one sitting behind and above the other.
Both craft had multibarreled gatling-cannon in small domed
chin-turrets beneath their prows, and she could make out the
pitted cones of rocket pods under their wings.

"Sharkmouth markings," she whispered, mostly to herself.
Gaping red-and-white grins painted on the metal, with clutching
hands and screaming faces drawn between the teeth. At
Chantal's quick glance she continued: "Draka fighters and
ground-attack aircraft have them."



The gunboats halted over the middle of the Loire. The nun
had seen a few helicopters before—both sides had been using
them by the end of the War—but it still seemed somehow
unnatural for objects to hang in the sky like that. She swallowed
through a dry throat; in the cockpit of a helicopter one of the
bulbous helmets moved and the gatling beneath followed it,
tracking with a blind, mechanical malevolence. The noise was
overwhelming as the war-machines hung above the water, the
pulsing wind of the rotors thumping against the side of the car
and raising a skidding ground-mist of dust, leaving circles of
endless ripples on the surface of the river. A howling like wolves
in torment echoed back and forth between the stony walls.

Above, on the cliff, the maquisard machine-gun spat at the
Draka helicopters. A burst sparked off the armor-plate nose of
the left-hand vehicle; its neighbor turned slightly, corrected
back.

"Down!" Marya cried, dragging the French girl with her as the
first dragon-hiss and flash of rocket fire caught her eye. The flare
often-round pods being ripple-fired stitched a line of smoke
between the warcraft and the stone; and where the line met
granite, the side of the cliff exploded. She was deafened and
dazzled for a moment; the steel beneath her shook, and a section
of the cliff-face slid free onto the road. Rocks hammered down,
starring the high-impact glass of the car and denting its metal;
there was a fresh chorus of shrieks from the truck ahead as
jagged fragments tore through the bullet-weakened canvas.
Marya looked up through the windshield as another piece the
size of a piano toppled away, hit a crag and split with a tock
sound exactly like that of a pebble dropped on flagstone
multiplied a thousand times.

One fragment bounced high, hung twirling at the apex of its
curve, and dropped straight down to crush the truck's
engine-compartment with a crang of parting metal. Thick
distillate-fuel spilled down from the ruptured tank, then caught
from some edge of hot steel and burned with a sullen orange
flicker and trickles of oily black smoke. The other half of the
stone was pear-shaped, wobbling through the air toward the car
and missing it by a handspan before bounding down the gorge.



Silence fell, or so it seemed as the rockslide ended. Shots,
screams, the roaring thutter of the gunboats' engines as they
soared by overhead with slow insolent grace... Then true silence
as they landed and the fighting ceased.

Draka airborne troopers were dropping down the face of the
cliff from rock to rock in an easy bounding scramble; she could
hear them editing to each other, yipping hunting-cries and
laughter that sounded harsh and tinny to her battered ears. She
looked at them and blinked the grit out of her watering eyes,
turning to Issac and checking the bandages, hoping there would
be no prisoners.

"We got about eight of them," the Tetrarch said to Tanya.
South along the road there was another hiss as the extinguisher
sprayed foam on the smoking hood of the truck; the oily stink of
burnt distillate and overheated metal was in the air, the
universal scents of machine-age war.

The Tetrarch was Eva von Shrakenberg; a cousin, daughter of
Tanya's father's eldest brother. A mild surprise, but their family
was old, prominent, and had always produced more than its
share of officers. The Draka were not a numerous people, the
Landholders even less so; you were always running into familiar
faces. Eva's sister Ava was the tetrarchy's senior decurion; twins
ran in the family too.

"Interrogation?" Tanya asked.

"Oh, we'll keep one or two. Up to the headhunters, really." A
lochos of Order Police had flown in with the airborne troops.

They were walking back past the wrecked truck; Ogden and
Sarah had unreeved the coffle's common chain from the eyebolts
and pulled the serfs out to sit in the vehicle's shade. The Polish
nun was working on the wounded, with the Airborne medic
standing by. Tanya's nose wrinkled at the familiar smell; the flies
were there already, the gods alone knew where they all came
from; there were even a few ravens circling overhead or perched
waiting in the trees. Chains clanked as the serfs saw her and
stirred.



"How many did we lose?" she asked the senior overseer.

Ogden looked up. He was leaning against the tailgate and
honing a nick out of a long fighting-knife, the ceramic whetstone
going screet-screet on the steel. There was a nostalgic smile on
his face; Ogden had been with her husband during the War, a
reconnaissance commando.

"Three kilt daid," he rasped in his nasal north-Angolan
accent, and jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the shrouded
bodies in the truck. "Two like to die. Woulda been mo', but that
towhaired wench got 'em patched quick. Saved Issac's ass, too."

"Marya?" The nun looked from her work; she had a
tourniquet around the man's thigh, and a plasma drip in one
arm. "We goin' lose any more?"

Marya nodded toward a still figure. "That man, yes. Shattered
spine, multiple perforations of the intestine, spleen and liver. He
is in coma. Even a good surgeon and a hospital could do nothing;
I have given him morphine and prayed for him.

"This one—" She looked down. "The bullet entered above the
hip and ran the length of the thighbone. Multiple compound
fracture." He was unconscious, and better so: blood oozed from
the sodden trouser leg, and the exit-wound above the knee was
cratered, vivid red flesh, white fat, pink shards of bone. "He
needs immediate hospital care, and even so I fear the leg must

go.

Tanya looked over to the Draka medic; he nodded. Ogden
walked over, wiping the long clip-pointed knife on his
leather-covered thigh; his jacket hung from one shoulder, and he
tested the edge on one of the sparse reddish chest-hairs that
curled through the cotton mesh of his undershirt.

"That's our plumber," he said. "Not much use, a one-legged
plumber. Kill him?"

The nun looked up sharply, her eyes going wide. Tanya looked
at her for a moment, and then to the woman who sat cradling
the man's head in her lap, stroking his forehead with a slow



regular movement that set her wrist-shackles chiming. Young,
under the cropped hair and grey prison pallor. There was blood
on her hands. She must have clamped the leg herself; the
wounded serf would have bled out otherwise.

"Votre marié?" the Draka asked.

The woman looked up. "Oui, maitresse," she said. "My
Marcel. He is a good man, my Marcel." She blinked, forced a
trembling smile. "He will work well for you, maitresse. Always a
good worker, Marcel; he never drank his wages, or fought or...
his skill is in his hands, fix anything, I will help him—"

Tanya signed her to silence. "No," she said to the overseer. "A
plantation isn't a prison-mine, Ogden; yo' can't kill 'em offhand
like that."

He shrugged. "Yo're the Landholder." His knife slid into the
boot-sheath. "Best ah see to the lead car, might be fixable,
anyhows."

She turned to her cousin. "Favor, coz?"

The officer nodded. "Pas de probléme, as they-uns say
hereabouts." She turned and whistled for a stretcher, and Tanya
nodded to her other overseer.

"Unshackle me two bearers, here, Miss Wentworth." To the
woman beside the wounded man: "They're taking him back to Le
Puy; there'll be doctors for him there, and a place on Chateau
Retour if he lives." A frown as she clung doubtfully. "If I was
going to kill him, I'd say so; don't push your luck, wench."

Gudrun had come up while her mother and the others spoke;
walking briskly, but pale even by a redhead's standards. Tanya
put a hand on her shoulder and steered her a little away. "Your
first time under fire and yo' did right well, daughter." She could
feel the girl straighten pridefully into an adult's stance, hand on
hip, and gave her a quick squeeze around the shoulders.

"Pity about losing the serfs just after we bought 'em, Ma," she
said, returning the pressure with an arm about her mother's



waist.

rn

"In more ways than one, younglin'." At the girl's frown she
continued. "Gudrun... these are cattle, but they're ours. Ours to
use, an' ours to guard; we domesticated them, an' when you
tame somethin' you make it helpless. Like sheep, or dairy cows.
Lettin' the wolves at 'em is a failure of responsibility. Yo'
understand?"

She nodded slowly. "I think so, ma... Suppose it'll make it
harder to tame them proper, if they don't think we can protect
them."

"Good," Tanya said. Well, something of that lecture on the
Tool that Thinks sunk in, at least. "We want these to be good
cattle, submissive, hard-workin' and obedient even when they're
not bein' watched. They have to fear us, but that isn't enough.
Yo' have to make them depend on us; that's one reason we make
the world outside the plantation bounds so rough fo' serfs.
Reminds them, masterless serf, lost soul."

Gudrun smiled. "I know that one, Ma. Carlyle." A laugh. "Why
don' we keep some of those-there bush-men around, then?"

Tanya joined the child's chuckle for a moment. "We did,
sweetlin', back in the old days, in Africa. A few runnin' wild in
the woods or mountains... made for good huntin', too. That's too
risky here, for a lot of reasons." She looked up at the cliff-face,
spoke more softly, as much to herself as her daughter. "We'll
import leopards, later. Bring back the wolves, give the
field-hands reason to be afraid of the dark... dangerous. That's
the blood price of mastery, child; we take the freedom for
ourselves, the wealth, the power, the pleasure, the leisure... we
get the danger and the responsibility, too, all of it."

The guerrilla prisoners came up then, stumbling along with
their elbows tied roughly behind their backs, prodded forward by
bayonets whose points were dripping-dark. Gudrun wrinkled her
nose at their stink; the green-coated Security troopers slung
their rifles and two gripped each maquisard.

"Phew, Ma. An' they're so ugly."



"I've smelled 'most as bad, sweetlin'; sometimes there's no
time to wash, in the field." A quick appraisal. "These look like
they've been dyin' by inches fo a while, too."

A working-party came out of the roadside scrub with poles
over their shoulders and their bush-knives in hand. Tanya turned
and clapped her hands for Yasmin, and the serf scuttled up with
her head bowed, glancing nervously over her shoulder at the
soldiers.

"Yasmin, take Gudrun and, hmm, what's-her-name, the
halfwit wench—Therese—an' walk a ways up past my car. Ahh,
on second thoughts, take Tom with you too. Don't get out of
Mister Donaldson's sight, but don't come back 'lessn yo're called.
Understand?"

"Aw, Ma, why can't I stay an' watch?" Gudrun said with a
trace of petulance. Tanya gripped her chin firmly and tilted the
head up to meet her eyes.

"Because yo're too young. This is necessary; it's also an ugly
thing. It's not for entertainment—that's a sickness an' I won't
tolerate it. Were it possible, I'd kill them clean; so would yo', I
hope. Understood?"

"I reckon, Ma." A glower at the prisoners. "But they tried to
hurt you, Ma!"

"So they did; an' yo', sweetlin', which is worse. But it's 'neath
us to hate them for it; we kill 'cause it's needful, not for hate, that
hurts yo' inside. Remember that... and scoot!"

Tanya walked over to the coffle. "Look at me, serfs," she said,
jerking her chin back at the airborne troopers and their
prisoners. "That bushman offal tried to attack the Draka; they
ended by attacking you. It's always that way, we've seen it a
thousand times. Now watch how we protect our own, and punish
rebellion."

The working party were hammering in the stakes by the outer
verge of the road, swinging their entrenching tools and wedging
the bases with chips of rock. She could feel a shiver and murmur



run through the seven maquisards, and turned to watch their
faces. Fear, but not real belief, not yet; that was familiar, it was
not easy to really believe that there would be no rescue, no
reprieve. And these were brave men, to have remained starving
in the mountains for... years, probably. A glance; the squad
monitor was walking down the row of waist-high poles, kicking
to check their set. He nodded, and the troopers began trimming
the points, fresh-cut white wood oozing sap. Their task finished,
the airborne soldiers scattered; some standing to watch the serf
police at their work, others beginning the climb back to their
vehicles.

One of the guerrillas shouted, some sort of political slogan.
The Security NCO finished wiping his bushknife, slid it over his
shoulder into the sheath as he walked back to the man, grinning.
A flicking backfist blow smashed teeth and jaw with a sound like
twigs crackling; the impact ran through the watching serfs with
a ripple and a sound of breath like wind soughing amid dead
grass.

"This one wants to sing," the monitor said. "Him first. Mboya,
Scaragoglu."”

The troopers lifted the man easily, each with a hand on
shoulder and thigh, carried him out to the first length of
sharpened wood. He began to fight then, kicking and twisting
wildly; the serf policemen ignored his flailing and lifted him
higher as they turned to face him in toward the road. Liquid
feces stained his ragged trousers, and urine spread dark on their
front. The sudden hard stink carried across the five meters of
road, mixing incongruously with the smells of vegetation and
river.

"Shit," said the younger of the Order Police.

"Every time," the other grunted, with a frown of effort.
Shuffling their feet, they arranged the Frenchman carefully,
spreading his legs over the point. "Raaht, let's put a cork in him.
Not too far."

They pushed down. The scream came then, long and hoarse
and bubbling. The monitor waited until it died down, replaced



by a desperate grunt as the guerrilla's feet scrabbled on tiptoe,
moving in a splay-legged dance. He strained, trying to drag
himself off the six inches of rough timber shoved up through his
anus into his gut. Inevitable futility; the rock-tense muscles of
his calves could only carry his weight for a few moments. He
sank down on his heels, and the scream rose again to a wailing
trill as the point went deeper inside. Then a series of tearing
grunts; the sound of the wind was louder, and the noisy vomiting
of one of the coffle.

Strolling, the monitor paced down the line of prisoners,
tapping the knuckles of his right hand against his left. A
block-built man with broad Slavic features, he was wearing
warsaps, and the steel inserts of the fingerless gloves made a
tink-tink sound. Then a thumb shot out to prod another guerrilla
in the chest.

"You. C'mon, sweetheart, yo've gotta date with the Turk."

The troopers dragged him past Tanya; she could see that this
one had gone limp, hear him sobbing with a bawling rasp. This
one believed now, yes, knew that the dirty unspeakable
impossible thing was happening to him.

Ugly indeed. That's the point, she thought, watching the
wide, staring eyes of the coffle. Nobody died well on the stake, or
bravely. It had the horror of squalor, death robbed of all dignity,
all possibility of honor.

There are so many of them, she thought. So few of us. A kick
inside her womb; she put a hand to her belly and looked back at
the row of stakes with a chilly satisfaction. "So, so, little one," she
whispered. There had been times in the War when she felt a
detached sympathy for the men she killed. Not here, never here.
This was home.

Another kick. "I'll keep yo' safe, doan' worry, child of my
blood." Tanya looked at the coffle once more, a sudden fierce
anger curling the lips from her teeth, bristling the tiny hairs
along her spine. Remember, ran through her. Remember, all of
you, make this worth it. and Remember this forever, tell your
children and your children's children. It was the ultimate



argument. When you think submission is impossible, remember
this. This is what raising your hand to one of the Race means.

The executions continued at a measured pace, until only two
of the captured maqui-fighters were left. The monitor stood
before them, tapping a finger on his chin; their eyes were wild,
and they trembled in the strong hands that gripped them.

"Well, well. One for Abdul the Turk's lovin', one for the
interrogators back in Le Puy." A stretching moment. "Yaz the

"

one.

His finger stretched out, slowly, to touch the man on the nose.
The Frenchman's head reared back, spittle running down his
chin, until the touch. His companion was shaking with hysterical
relief, giggling and weeping.

Then the first man slumped, boneless, as the serf policeman's
fingertip touched his face. Laughing, the monitor pushed back
an eyelid.

"Allah, fainted," he said, shaking his head. "Well, no point in
takin' a sleepin' man to the Turk." He turned to the other. "Yo"
luck's out, sweetheart."

Tanya ignored the last impalement, watching the two women
she had bought in Lyons instead. Chantal was standing with her
hands pressed over her face, the fingers white as they pressed
into her forehead. Marya... Marya was glaring at the execution,
face pale and rigid, eyes alight with... no, not hatred, the Draka
judged. Anger. A huge and blazing fury, held under tight control,
and the more furious for all that.

Her cousin touched her shoulder. "Yore transport's on its
way," she said, then followed Tanya's gaze, blinked. "Got
somethin' interestin', there."

"Yes," Tanya said. "But is it an interestin' plow, or a
landmine?" She sighed. "Ah, well, the work to its day."



CHAPTER SEVEN

Unlike many of my colleagues at the Sorbonne. I never held
that structural-functionalist anthropology was incompatible
with a historical approach. The Draka proved a fertile field for
study...far closer study than was comfortable! They proved a
perfect illustration of how a society exists as a balanced stasis
of forces, each furthering its overall functioning. But here one
must take a historical perspective. We often hear that the
Domination is an outgrowth of Western civilization; this is
both true and profoundly untrue.

Any detached settlement is a fragment of its parent society.
It may not contain all the elements of its parent and even if it
does, their balance may be different: so will be the environment
Thus the United States is not England: nor is Brazil Portugal,
nor Argentina Spain. Yet these differences are of degree, rather
than kind. It was different for the Domination: the ancestors of
the Draka were a fragment of the slave-plantation society of
the South Atlantic-Caribbean, itself an eccentric fragment of
the western European expansion. Elsewhere, every remnant of
that social formation was scoured out of existence by the forces
of the nineteenth century bourgeois triumphant In their
African isolation the Draka were free to develop without the
constraints, the balancing forces, to which the parent society
was subject; without the humanitarian phase of the
Enlightenment without the softening rule of the middle classes,
without the Romantics. What developed was almost a
caricature of Western civilization; the rationality, the worship
of technique, the Faustian power-lust... so much was obvious
from study. The conquest brought me into personal contact
with ruling-caste Draka. and it was immediately apparent that
these were aliens. Their very faces and movements showed it;
even their war machines, constrained by the universal laws of
nature, were unmistakably different
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It was sunset when the vehicles reached the boundaries of the
plantation. They had been driving along the north bank of the
Loire, on the road that ran along the embankment of the levee.
Tiredness dragged at Marya like water, a band of weariness over

the brow weighting her head, and still the scene brought her out
of herself.

The river lay to their left as they drove westward past ruined
Tours, broad and slow and blue, long islets of yellow sand like
teardrops of gold starred with the green of osier willow. It was
mild, with the gentle humid freshness of spring in the Val of
Touraine; the sun was on the western horizon, throwing the long
shadows of cypress and poplar towards them, flickering bars of
black against the crushed white limestone of the road. Clouds
drifted like cotton-puffs in a sky turning dark royal blue above,
shading to day-color and the flaming magenta shade of
bougainvillea on the horizon. Down the bank to the river was
long grass, intensely green, broken by clumps of lilac in white
and purple; on the narrow strip of marshy ground along the base
of the embankment were willow trees leaning their long trailing
branches into the slow-moving water, over carpets of yellow flag
iris.

I am so tired and so afraid, Marya thought, sliding the
window down and breathing in. Forty kilometers an hour, and
streamers of hair the color of birchwood flicked out from under
her kerchief. But this minute is the gift of God; He is here, so
here home is. The fleeting scent of the lilacs, a delicate
sweetness, the heavier scent of a flowering chestnut tree. Country
smells, warmer and more spicy than her native Malopolska. She
smiled and sighed, ceasing to fight the weariness. How had
Homer put it, in the mouths of those fierce bronze-sworded
Achaean warriors, so long ago? It is well to yield unto the night.

Chantal raised her head from her hands, breaking the silence
that had kept her crouched and swaying with the motion of the
vehicle for hours past.

"Are you so happy, then, nun?" she asked. Black circles lay
under her eyes, like bruises. She should be hungry, sleepy, but



there was only a scratchiness beneath her eyelids and a sour
feeling in her gut that left a bitter taste at the back of the mouth.
This was her first time so far from Lyon, if you did not count one
train-trip to Paris before the War, when she had marched in a
Party youth-group delegation for May Day.

The Pole smiled at her. "For a moment, Chantal, for a
moment. Life is a distance-race, not a sprint. Tomorrow I may
be in terror, or in pain, so now I take a minute of joy to
strengthen myself." A chuckle. "Or as the kitchen-sister used to
say when I was a novice, you only need to wash one dish at a
time." Grimly: "God made the world, we humans make its
horrors. Let me enjoy a moment where our handiwork has not
marred His."

The communist snorted and turned sideways in her seat,
looking out her window. Humility, she thought. The opiate of the

people.

Although there would be few people here, few of her sort. The
fields were turning dark, and there was a deafening chorus of
field-crickets, nowhere a light or sign of man. She shuddered;
this was the country, and she a child of streets and buildings.
Empty, the home of the brutal rurals, the quadrupeds, as the
Party men called peasants. Unfamiliar noises echoed; birds, she
supposed, and shivered again at the thought of woods and
animals and emptiness with no sustenance or hiding place.
Insects crawling through everything, dirt, shit from animals
lying about. Pigs and cows and horses, sly-faced farmers and
beaten beast-of-burden women; all that and the Draka too.

She shivered and hugged her shoulders. I can face death, she
thought. It was dying that was the problem, the way of it.

Marya turned back to the window and sighed again. Anger so
fierce was like vodka; one glass at the right time could give you
the strength of a bear, too much or too often and it ate you out
from the inside. Anger demanded a direction, an expression; if
you could not turn it on the ones who aroused it, your mind
turned it on yourself, turned hatred to self-hatred and



self-contempt. Such is the nature of fallen man, she thought.
Also, anger and hatred gave an enemy too much grip on you. The
emotions locked you to them, and in hatred as in love one took
on the lineaments of the mind's focus; only God and His
creation, and mankind in general, were safe targets for such
feelings. Pity was safer, charity, the unconquerable Christian
meekness off which an oppressor's physical strength slid like
claws from glass.

Your way is hard. Lord...

They turned left and north off the main road, between two tall
pillars of new fitted stone, with a chain slung between them at
three times head-height. She read:

Chateau Retour Plantation

est. 1945

Edward and Tanya von Shrakenberg, Landholders

Beyond were the remains of a small village, an old Loire
river-port of white tufa-stone cottages and shops. It was being...
not destroyed, disassembled; she could see piles of salvaged
windows, doors, piles of stone block chipped clean of mortar, flat
farm-wagons piled with black Angers roof-slates. A few workers
were about, stacking tools and clearing up for the next day's
labor; they paused and bowed as the cars passed. Marya looked a
question at Yasmin.

"Port-Boulet," she said drowsily, straightening up and
rubbing her face with a handkerchief dipped in icewater from a
thermos-flask. "Ahhh, tha's bertah. Port-Boulet; we knockin' it
down to build the Quartahs." Seeing the look of puzzlement, she
continued: "The fieldhands' quarters, the village, the mastahs
doan' like folks livin' scattered about, wants 'em all near the
Great House. And fo' buildin's, smithy and barn and infirmary
and suchlike. Even puttin' up a church, bringin' it piece by piece
from over't' Chouze-sur-Loire, a bit west of hereabouts."

The nun nodded. It made sense; a pattern of great estates
worked from a common center made for concentrated



settlement, just as small single-family holdings often meant
scattered farmsteads.

"We's not long to home, now," Yasmin said, looking over to
her father where he slept stretched out with his rifle by his side
and his greying head on a folded coat. "Poppa," she called softly,
nudging him cautiously in the foot. "Poppa, almost there. Ten
minutes."

He stirred, touched the weapon, then levered himself up,
yawning hugely. "Ahh, gutgenuk," he said; the nun filed it away,
another of the dialect-words that sprinkled his English. That one
sounded Dutch or German. "Nice't' be backs under m'own roof."

Home, Marya thought, and fought a new shiver of
apprehension. A stopping-place at least.

She forced her eyes back to the darkening fields outside; they
were driving north now, away from the river and into the flat
alluvial vienne of Bourgueil. There was a line of low hills ahead,
five or six kilometers, visible in glimpses between the lines and
clumps of trees that cut the horizon. Already those were shapes
whose upper branches caught blackly at the light of the
three-quarters moon. The open ground was still touched lightly
with the last pinkish light; a big field of winter wheat to their
left, bluish-green and already calf-high. Her countrywoman's eye
found it reassuring; flourishing, this was a fat earth. Potatoes to
the right, neat rows well-hoed, about twenty acres. Marya could
see the marks of recent field-boundaries within the standing
crops, lines and dimples brought out by the long shadows of
evening.

Smaller fields thrown together, she thought. Then they
turned west, onto a narrower lane bordered on both sides by
oaks, huge and ancient. Into a belt of orchard; the convoy
switched on its headlights, bringing textures springing out in the
narrow cones of blue-white light. Swirling horizontal columns of
ground-fog rising with the night, rough-mottled oak bark and
huge gnarled roots, trefoil leaves above their heads underlit to a
flickering glow. The apricot trees beyond with their pruned
circular tops, bands of whitewash on their trunks, a starring of
blossom and a sudden intoxicating rush of scent. Then through



darkened gardens to a gravel way before the looming gables of...
not a house, not a castle, really.

A chateau; Marya had a confused view of towers round and
square, patterned in alternate blocks of white limestone and
dull-red brick, before the vehicles swung over a gravel drive that
crunched and popped beneath the tires. They halted in a glare of
floodlights before the main doors, and the silence rang in ears
accustomed to wind-rush. The door of the car opened and she
stumbled out onto the drive, staggered slightly with bone-heavy
weariness and the stiffness of a body confined far too long.
People were bustling about, servants in dark trousers or skirts
and white shirts, lifting parcels and bundles with shouts and
scurrying. The coffle was unshackled from the flatbed truck and
led away; the vehicle followed, driven down the lane to some
garage or storage area.

The nun blinked again beside Chantal, trying to flog her mind
into alertness. Stretcher-parties were taking Issac and the lightly
wounded serfs from the truck. Beside her Tom was stripping the
magazine from his rifle, handing weapon and bandolier to
another servant; that one joined four more staggering under the
dismounted twin-barrel from the front car, all shepherded off by
the overseers. To an armory, she supposed, although the
ex-Janissary kept the fighting-knife in his boot, and two
steel-tipped sticks rested in his gear-bag. The cars reversed and
moved away as the crowd melted into the house with their
burdens..

A woman shouldered her way toward them against the
movement, waving and calling with a wide smile.

"'Allo! 'Allo, Tom!" A Frenchwoman in a good plain dark
dress, with a baby on her arm and a boy of four or so walking by
her side. The child sprinted ahead and leapt at Tom, was caught
in the thick arms, swept up laughing and seated on a shoulder.
Towhaired, but the six-months babe in the woman's arms was as
dark as Yasmin; the Frenchwoman was in her thirties,
well-preserved with a robust village look about her, big-breasted
and deep-hipped. She embraced Yasmin's father with her free
arm, was kissed with surprising gentleness.



"'Allo, Yasmin," she said, as the younger girl took the baby,
who was looking out from a cocoon of blanket with wide dark
eyes and a dubious expression.

"How y'all, Annette?" Yasmin replied, cooing and blowing at
the infant, who replied with a broad toothless smile, waving
pudgy fists and drooling. "And how my little sister? Eh? Eh?"

"I am well," Annette replied in slow, careful English. "Justin is
well; little Fleurette is well." She stepped back from Tom and
glared.

"I am happy also to see that my husband is well. After an
affaire of shootings, such as he promised me was behind him; at
his age one expects a man to act with some sense, non? But of a
certainty, no: they are all little boys who must play with their
toys, n'est pas? One man already I have lost with this soldiers
nonsense." She crossed her arms on her broad bosom. "Do I ask
too much that the second refrain? Or perhaps consorting with all
the courtesans of Paris and Lyon has restored his youth?"

Tom grinned, reached up to tug on the boy Justin's hair and
hand up a rock-candy, then spread his hands in a placating
gesture.

"Sweetlin", it weren't nohows my doin'." He fished in his
pocket, came out with a velvet case. "An" Paris, that where I gits

rn

this fo' yo'.

"Hmmmp." She opened it; pearl eardrops. "Hmm-mmp." A
sigh. "Ah, well, d'accord, there is perhaps a ragout waiting on
the stove." She turned to Yasmin, took in the two new
house-servants with an incline of her head.

"You will join us, daughter?"

Yasmin shook her head, handed the baby back to its mother
with unconscious reluctance. "Thanks kindly, but I's got things
to do; settle Marya and Chantal here down, 'n Mistis may need
me. Mebbeso tomorrow 'round lunchtime?" A grin. " 'Sides, ain't
nice to separate man 'n wife after they's been apart two weeks."



'Sho "nuff," Tom laughed, and swung a hand that landed on
Annette's buttocks with a sharp crack. She jumped, squealed,
and dug a sharp elbow into his ribs.

"For that, my old, perhaps you sleep on the floor and learn
manners." To Marya and Chantal, in French:

"Mesdames, you will be weary from your journey. Another
time we will speak: we have a cottage not far from the manoir,
you must visit, I will introduce you to others of us." A smile. "You
will find us all very much en famille here on Chateau Retour, it is
needful."

Yasmin watched as the four moved off, the adults with their
arms about each other's waists, boy seated astride Tom's neck. A
fond look touched her eyes.

"Annette good fo' Poppa," she said. "After Momma die, he get
old faster than needs." Shrewdly: "Good fo' her, too. Her man die
in the War, an' there widows aplenty: three wenches for every
buck. Annette she, hhmmmm, kinda practical 'bout things, like
yo' French mostly is; do y'all good to listen to her, she talk sense.
Set her cap for Poppa, land him a year ago, get things fixed up
regular with a preacher an' all." A sigh. "Pretty weddin': Mistis
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Tanya set store by Poppa. Well, time's a-wastin'.

She put a hand under their elbows and moved them off
toward the steps; Marya felt blank, as if her mind was storing
information at a rate beyond her exhaustion's capacity to sort it.
The family of the master and mistress were still grouped by the
doors; the three serf women halted just in earshot and made
obeisance, waiting. Marya glanced up under lowered lids,
examining the man who also owned her; he and Tanya were
standing face to face, both hands linked.

Tall, even for a Draka. Light khaki trousers and shirt showed a
broad-shouldered, taper-waisted silhouette; muscled arms, and a
sharp V of deltoid from shoulders to neck. His face had a cousin's
similarity to his wife's, a masculine version; dark tan, set off by
the wheat-colored hair and grey eyes. Eye, rather: the left socket
was covered by a leather patch and thong. Scarring below and
above, deep enough to notch the bone; his little finger was



missing on that hand, and there were more scars up the back of
it and along the arm. A boy of perhaps nine beside him, a
younger version but with the mother's brown-and-bronze hair.

"... worst problem was the baby tryin' to get out and kick the
bushmen to death, leastways that's what it felt like," Tanya was
saying. She turned her head. "Ahh, here's Yasmin with the two
bookkeepers. The light-haired wench here's the one I told yo'
about, has medical trainin' as well, saved Issac's life."

"Yo' could always pick them, my love," the man said. Deep
voice, slightly hoarse; the three women stepped forward and the
new arrivals made the hand-over-eyes bow they had been taught.

"Up, look up," he said to them. "We save that for formal
occasions, here in the country."

He rested his right hand on the holster of his automatic pistol
as he turned to them; not a menacing gesture, simply habit. The
other hand gripped his wife's; he was still smiling from the
reunion as he looked them over with swift care, turned Marya's
head sideways with a finger.

"Slav?" he said.

"Yes, Master," she answered. "Polish." At least he isn't looking
at our teeth, she thought. Of course, he had access to dental
records.

"That was swift thinkin' and nerve, savin' Issac in the ambush.
Good wench." He turned to Yasmin. "These two look exhausted,
settle them in." A grin. "Yo' worn down from travelin' too?"

Yasmin smiled back from under her lashes. "Wouldn't say so,
Mastah," she murmured.

Tanya laughed outright and tossed a key to Yasmin. "This for
the 'cuffs. And since yo're not tired... when you're finished
unpackin', collect Solange and attend upstairs to help with our
celebration; 'bout eleven, or thereabouts." The Landholders
turned toward the stairs, and Tanya ruffled her son's hair; he
hesitated a moment, watching the two women with his head



slightly to one side before following his parents.

"The blond one isn't very pretty," he said, glancing back at his
mother. "Her face is square an' her legs are short."

His father smiled, dropped a hand to his shoulder and shook
him lightly, chiding. "That was unkind, Timmie, an' she's done
good service. Remember what..." The doors closed.

"Wake up."

"Mmmmmph," Marya said. A hand shook her shoulder, gently
insistent. She blinked awake, then shot bolt upright in shock. No
siren, no pallet; the air smelled of cloth and wood and greenery,
not the wet stone and disinfectant reek of Central Detention.
Warmth, and sunlight on oak floorboards, the bright tender light
of early morning in springtime, and birds singing.

Yasmin stepped back in an alarm that faded quickly. The nun
rubbed granular sleep out of her eyes, looking about the room
she had not seen when she tumbled into bed last night. Plain. Up
under the eaves of the chateau, with a sloped roof and a dormer
window; three beds, for herself, Chantal and Therese, dressers,
mirrors, chairs. The furniture was plain but sound; there was a
rug on the floor, and the beds had clean sheets and sound
blankets. She crossed her arms on her shoulders, feeling at the
thick flannel nightdress, warm and new. Luxury, compared to
Central Detention; more comfort than the mother-house of the
Order, in Lwow before the War.

The serf girl yawned prettily and patted her lips with the back
of one hand; she was wearing a belted satin robe. "Solange," she
called over her shoulder. "Y'all got their stuff?" To the three
newcomers: "Thisshere Solange, Misris Tanya's maid."

"Yes, cherie, I have it," a voice from the corridor outside
answered Yasmin's question. A woman's voice, soprano, mellow
and beautiful.

"Viens, Pierre," it continued.



A man backed into the room, dragging a wooden crate,
straightened with a grunt and left. Solange edged past and stood
at Yasmin's side, looping a companionable arm over her
shoulders.

Parisian, Marya thought; not just the accent, everything.
Managing to make the midnight-blue pajamas look like a chic
lounging outfit. A little past twenty, but she looked younger in
the overlarge clothes; long sleek black hair bound up in a Psyche
knot at the side of her head, big violet-rimmed blue eyes heavy
with a tired satiation. Straight regular features and small-boned
grace, a dancer's movements.

"Well, well," she said, gesturing with her free hand. Cigarette
smoke lazed from the tube of dull-gold in its ivory holder, a green
musky herbal scent that was not tobacco. "Open your present,
there's good children."

Chantal looked up; she had been beside her sister, who was
smiling shyly at the newcomer, warmly at Yasmin. There was no
warmth in Chantal's eyes; Marya could read the thought directed
at Solange: collaborationist bourgeois slut. And Solange's
answer: blowsy, overblown gutter tart.

The nun knelt by the box and undid the rope fastenings. A
scent of camphor and sandalwood greeted her; the crate was full
of clothes, carefully packed in thin transparent paper. Silk
underwear and stockings, blouses, skirts, dresses. Unconsciously,
her hands caressed the fine cloth. Chantal came and knelt beside
her, running an experienced hand through the stacks; she had
not grown up among textile-workers and the sweated
sewing-trades for nothing.

"This is beautiful work," she said appraisingly. "Pre-War."
She stiffened. "Clean but not new, a lot of it." She looked up, full
lips compressed. "This is loot!" Her hands wiped at her
nightgown, as if to remove a stain.

Solange drew on the cigarette holder, held the breath for an
instant, exhaled with slow pleasure. "But yes, my child; the
plunder of Paris. I sat in a truck and watched them drag it from
shops and apartments. And sack the Louvre; Renoirs and



Manets, mostly, for our owners the von Shrakenbergs. The fruits
of victory, my old, even as you and I are."

Yasmin reached up to give a warning squeeze to the hand on
her shoulder. "C'mon, darlin', be nice. Why doan' I meets yo' at
breakfast?" After the Frenchwoman had left, she yawned again
and set a foot on the edge of the box.

"Should be enough's to get yo' started," she said. More
sharply, to Chantal: "An' no foolishness, hear?" She looked about,
an unconscious reflex of caution. "Ahh... 'bout Solange. She
friendly enough, once yo' gets to know her; bit snooty, on 'count
her poppa a professor befo' the War." An aside: "He nicest ol'
man y'wants to meet." Pursing her lips. "Solange... she an' the
Mistis ain' just like that"—she held her index and forefinger
together horizontally—"they like that, too." She crossed the
fingers, and sighed at their incomprehension. "She tells the
Mistis everythin'. Watch what yo' talks, 'round her." A shake of
the head. "Ain' no harm in likin' yo' Mastah, if they merits it.
Lovin' "em"—she shrugged—"bad fo' everybody, in the end."

More briskly: "Anyhows, it six o'clock. Showers down the hall,
bottom of the stairs; shower every mornin', that the rule. Those
as doan' keep clean gets scrubbed public, with floor-brushes.
Evenin' bath iff'n yo' wants to. Breakfast in th' kitchen, six-thirty;
work starts seven sharp, that the general rule fo' House servants.
Midday meal at one, half hour. Supper at seven, two hours fo'
yoselfs, then lights out." A laugh. " 'Lessen yo' bed-wenchin', like
we was last night. Sees yo' at table."

The kitchens were a bustle, a long stone-floored chamber
dimly lit by small high windows; the whole looked to have been
part of the Renaissance core of the chateau. The walls were lined
with stoves, fireplaces, counters, plain wood, brick, black iron;
above hung racks of pots, pans, knives, strings of onions and
garlic. About forty were eating at trestle-tables that could be
taken up later; a makeshift arrangement, Yasmin told her, until
proper dormitories and refectories could be built. An upper table
for the chefs and senior House staff.



The servants were wildly mixed. A dozen or so were like
Yasmin and her father, from the old African and Asian provinces
of the Domination; there were a half-dozen Germans, a
scattering from as far east as China, the rest locals, mainly girls
in their teens. They chattered, in French and fragments of their
native tongues, and here at the upper tables mostly in the Draka
dialect of English.

Ah, she thought. Cunning. The imported serfs would turn to
English as their lingua franca, and the other house-servants
gradually pick it up from them, the more so as it was the
language of the serf elite, the bookkeepers and foremen. The
young girls would spread it in the Quarters, since most of them
would marry fieldworkers and move back into the cottages. Of
course, it would help that such education as there was in the
Domination was in English only; writing in other tongues was
forbidden on pain of death. Without a literate class French
would decline into a series of mutually incomprehensible
regional patois... Two generations, and it would be the despised
tongue of illiterate fieldhands; a century or so, and there would
be a scattering of loanwords in a new dialect of Draka English,
and dusty books that only scholars could read.

She shivered and turned her attention to the food, crossing
herself and murmuring a quick grace. Bowls passed down the
tables, eggs and bacon and mushrooms, fresh bread and fruit;
the Draka must have imposed their own Anglo-Saxon habit of
starting the day with a substantial meal. Coffee as well; she was
surprised at that for a moment, until she remembered where
Europe's sources had been before the War. The Domination's
coffee planters would be anxious to restart their markets. Marya
ate with slow care, a respect born of a decade of rationing and
hunger, remembering grass soup and rock-hard black bread full
of bark, the sticky feel of half-rotten horsemeat as she cut it from
a carcass already flyblown and home to maggots. Food was life;
to despise it was to despise life itself, and the toil of human
hands that produced it.

An old man limped in, sitting carefully beside Solange; she
gave him a perfunctory peck on the cheek and returned to
pushing her eggs around her plate with moody intensity. He



nodded to Yasmin and the others, addressed Marya and Chantal:

"Ah, my successors." One of the cooks put a plate of softboiled
eggs in front of him, and a bowl of bread soaked in hot milk.

"A little cinnamon, perhaps?" he asked the server, and sighed
as he sprinkled the bland mush and began to spoon it up. "The
infirmities of my digestion," he said to the nun. "One of the
reasons you have been purchased to replace me." He extended a
hand that trembled slightly. "Jules Lebrun, late professor of
anthropology at the Sorbonne, and bookkeeper for this estate.
And my daughter, Solange."

Marya's eyes widened in involuntary surprise; she would have
sworn that this man was eighty at least... No, look at the hands
and neck, she thought. The hair was white and there were loose
pouches beneath the watery blue eyes, but that could be trauma;
the limp and hunched posture due to internal injuries. He
chuckled hoarsely. "Yes, yes, not so old as I look." The chuckle
turned into a cough, and Solange turned to touch him on the
shoulder.

"Pere?" she asked anxiously. "Are you well?"

He shook his head, wiped his mouth with a handkerchief,
patted her hand. "I am dying, child; but slowly, and it's in the
nature of things. You should be more concerned with your own
health." To Marya and Chantal: "Mesdames?"

They rose; the nun and the communist exchanged a swift
glance and stationed themselves on either side, ready to support
an elbow. Lebrun rapped his cane on the flags.

"I am not dead yet, ladies," he said. A raised eyebrow. "You, I
presume, are Sister Marya?" She noticed that he caught the
pronunciation, difficult for a French-speaker. "And
Mademoiselle Lefarge, who I believe was a member of the Party.
I find that I need little sleep, these days, and spent some time
getting the records in order for you."

They walked through the kitchen doors, into a central section
of the house. Workmen's tools lay scattered about; partitions had



been pulled down, doors removed; the air smelled of old dust,
plaster and dry wood, and the early morning light streamed in
through tall opened windows. Lebrun waggled his cane to either
side and spoke in a dry lecturer's tone.

"You see here the eighteenth-century additions to the
chateau. A square block of three stories above the cellars; that
was when the moat was filled in. Observe the changes the von
Shrakenbergs are making; very much in the Draka taste. Fewer
but larger rooms, you will notice. More light; marble floors,
eventually. The stonework is sound—local tufa limestone—but
structural reinforcements in steel are to be made." He walked
slowly, and Marya put a hand beneath his elbow in concern.

"I have some medical training," she said quietly. "Is there—"

Lebrun glanced about, stopped for a moment, continued more
quietly. "Your solicitude is appreciated, Sister, but the doctor
tells me there is nothing to be done."

"How were you hurt, sir?" Chantal asked; she had the serious,
self-improving worker's respect for learning.

He shrugged, a very Parisian gesture. "Cancer," he said. "It
started while I was in New Guinea on a field trip, then started
spreading more recently. Surgery, remissions, but it is beyond
that now. Exacerbated by injuries sustained in the sack of Paris."
A mirthless smile. "A tetrarchy of Janissaries were amusing
themselves by kicking me to death, while they raped my wife and
daughter; this was at my offices in the university, you
understand. Mistress von Shrakenberg stopped them, as she was
looking for some books at the time and the sight of them burning
my library annoyed her.

I survived, with some difficulty, as did Solange; my wife did
not. It is debatable which of us was luckiest, n'est-ce pas?"

He resumed his walk. "Now, ahead of us is the oldest section
of the manor; fifteenth-century. Most interesting; when you see
the outside you will note the checkerboard effect, red brick and
white stone. Two round towers of four stories facing south, with
conical roofs of black Angers slate; on the eastern side, two



square towers, one three stories and one five; and the rear of the
house, looking out on the wine-cellar and the chapel. The most
thoroughly renovated section, begun two years ago when the von
Shrakenbergs took up their land-grant here; fascinating to watch
it change. The master tells me they plan to put a whole new wing
in there, on the north side, when the more utilitarian parts of
their building program are done. 'Decent baths,' was one of the
phrases he used, by which a Draka means something rather
Roman. Ah, here we are."

They had passed into a corridor in the family apartments, the
area renovated in the Draka style. Smooth glowing-white marble
floors under soft indirect lighting, doors in lustrous tropical
woods a dark contrast. The walls were mosaic murals, done in
iridescent glass, copper, coral, gold; scenes of hunting, harvest
and war. A pride of lions at bay amidst tumbled rocks, against a
background of thorn trees and scrub grass; horses reared amid a
tumult of huge black-coated dogs, and the lances of the shouting
riders glittered. They turned a corner, and were amidst a
landscape of cool hills green with clipped tea-bushes and neat
rows of shade trees, with a mansion's red-tiled roof and white
walls half-hidden among gardens. Workers in garish cotton garb
plucked leaves and dropped them in wicker panniers slung over
their backs.

"Ceylon," Lebrun said. "The von Shrakenbergs have relatives
there. The Draka took it from the Dutch in 1796; their ancestors,
rather—they were still a British colony then. And here is one the
mistress did the drawings for herself—"

A German farmhouse burning under a bright winter sun, the
pillar of black smoke a dun club in the white and blue arch of the
sky. Dead cattle bloating in the farmyard, torn by ravens, one
crushed into an obscene pancake shape by the treads of a tank.
Skeletal trees about the steading, their branches like strands of
black hair frozen in a tossing moment of agony; a human figure
hung by the neck from a branch, with snow drifted into his open
mouth. Self-propelled guns were scattered back across the fields,
the long barrels elevated, their slim lines broken by the
cylindrical bulloness of muzzle-breaks and bore-evacuators, the
vehicles half invisible in mottled white-on-gray camouflage. In



the foreground a group of figures, Draka soldiers bulky in their
white parkas and Bared bucket helmets.

They were grouped about the bow of a Hond battletank, under
the shadow of its cannon. The detail was amazing for a medium
as coarse as mosaic; the nun could make out the eagle pommel of
a knife, duct-tape about the forestock of a rifle, a loop of fresh
ears dangling from a belt. And recognize faces: Tanya von
Shrakenberg rested her palms on a map spread over the sloping
frontal plate; her bulbous tank-commander's communication
helmet weighed down one corner. Marya stooped to peer at the
other figure, a man who tapped a finger on the map and pointed
with the drum-magazined assault rifle in his other hand.

"Master Edward?" she asked.

"Exactement," Lebrun replied. "Note that there is a caption."
The two women stepped back to view the cursive script below
the mural: The Progress of Mankind. Lebrun laughed with a
rattle of phlegm. "Our owners' sense of humor," he said, and led
them into a stairwell that was old stone and new wood, stained
and polished.

"Observe; we are on the ground level, behind the lesser tower
of the east wall. Behind there is Mistress Tanya's bedroom; not
to be entered without permission."”

He began climbing the spiral staircase, slowly and with
pauses for breath. "At least I will no longer have to climb these
stairs... the second floor; library. Not to be entered unless you
have the privilege. And here— the office."

The door swung open, and they blinked into bright daylight.
The office was a room fifteen feet by thirty, the last ten jutting
out onto the final stage of the square tower that formed the
southeast corner of the manor. It had originally been open
between the rectangular roof and the waist-high balustrade; the
renovations had closed it in with sliding panels of glass. They
had been pushed back, and a pleasant scent of cut grass and
damp earth was blowing in. Bookcases and filing cabinets lined
the walls; two desks flanked the entrance, neatly arrayed with
ledgers, blotters, adding machines, pens, telephones.



"Where you will work," Lebrun said. He walked forward to the
tower section. "The owners' desks; Mistress Tanya uses this as a
studio, as well; she says the light is good." His cane tapped on
the smooth brown tile; he settled himself with a sigh on the
cushioned divan that ran beneath the windows.

Marya stepped up to look at the canvases on the walls:
landscapes, several portraits of a dark-haired Draka girl in her
teens. Two paintings were propped on easels. One was
completed; it showed a man standing nude beside a
swimming-pool in bright sunlight. Master Edward, she
thought. But younger. Younger and without the scars, water
beading on brown-tanned skin and outlining a long-legged
athlete's body of taut muscle, broad-shouldered and thick-armed
without being heavy. The other was three-quarters complete, a
watercolor nude of a female figure lying on a white blanket
beneath a vine-trellis of pale mauve wisteria. The treatment was
free, the brush-strokes almost Impressionist, sensuous contrasts
of dappled sunlight, flesh-tones, hair.

"My daughter," Lebrun said, pointing with his cane. "I am, I
fear, something of a disappointment to her, hard as she
wheedled to get me this position. She will persist in believing
that I will live another twenty years; only natural, in one who has
lost so much." He peered shrewdly at Chantal. "Ah,
Mademoiselle Lefarge, you are thinking that there is not one of
us who has not lost much. Remember, if you please, that each of
us has his breaking point, the unendurable thing."

He waved a hand at their expressions, shaking his head and
settling his head back into the cushions, eyes closed. Then they
opened, rheumy but sharp. "Please, mesdames, no pity.' Slowly:
"I have regrets enough, myself, but no complaints... I was born in
1885, did you know? In Paris; ah, Paris before the Great War...
they do not call it la belle epoqué for nothing, it was truly a
golden age—not that we thought so at the time!" Another shake
of the head. "Every generation thinks its own youth was a period
like no other; mine had the misfortune to be right." Silence for a
moment.

"We were very arrogant... we believed in Reason, and



Democracy, and greatly in Science (or machinery); together they
would abolish war and poverty, unlock the secrets of the
Universe, exempt us from history." A dry laugh. "Indeed, history
has come to an end, but not as we imagined. Not as we could
imagine. I was born into the pinnacle of Western civilization,
and I have lived to see it fall—by its own folly. When I was a
young man, the Domination was no more than a cloud on the
horizon, an African anachronism that had somehow acquired
the knack of machine-industry."

His hand tightened on the head of the cane. "Our god
Progress would destroy them, we thought. Which it would have
done, of a certainty, had we not committed deicide; here in the
heartland of enlightenment we made the Great War, and Hitler's
war which was nothing but its sequel. That was what let the
barbarians inside the walls; we were undermined from within;
we conquered ourselves, we Europeans. And so I will die a slave,
and my child and my grandchildren after her." He paused. "The
Draka... they are an abominable people, in the mass if not always
as individuals. But do not blame them for what has happened;
blame us, us old men. We deserve our fate, although you do not. I
have seen a world die, and while watching this new one being
born has a certain academic interest"—he rose, his gaze going to
the door at the rear of the room—"I can see what it must
become, and have no desire to live in it."

Louder, in English: "Good morning, Mistress. I trust you slept
well?"

Tanya von Shrakenberg yawned as she padded into the room
on silent bare feet, feeling a pleasant early-morning drowsiness.
She had never been able to sleep past sunrise, no matter how late
the night before. Six hours is plenty, she thought, as the two new
wenches made awkward attempts at the half-bow of informality,
and she took another bite at the peach in her right hand.

"Mornin', Jules," she said. "Slept well enough, when I did."
Tanya finished the peach and flicked the stone across the room
with a snap of her wrist. It struck the metal of the wastebasket
with a crack and pattered down to the bottom in fragments; she



pulled a kerchief from one sleeve of the loose Moorish-style
djellaba she wore to wipe hands and mouth.

What I really want is bacon and hominy, she thought. And
another two cups of coffee. And a cigarette. That would be
against the doctor's orders, though; cut down on the caffeine, no
tobacco, restrict the fats and salts, limit the alcohol... Shit, the
things I do for the Race, she thought. Can't even ball with my
husband. She grinned and rubbed a red mark on the side of her
neck: there were some remarkably pleasant alternatives...

Tanya walked past the elderly Frenchman and leaned a knee
against the divan. There was lawn below, and then low beds of
flowers where the ancient moat had been filled in a century
before. She squinted against the young sun beyond, as it outlined
the beeches and poplars of the gardens that separated the manor
from the first belt of orchards; light broke through the leaves
with a flickering dazzle, a nimbus about shadow-black trunks
and branches, and the birds were loud. She had spent some time
learning them, the hollow cry of hoopoes, golden orioles fluting
or giving their distinctive raucous cat-screams. Tanya laid a
hand on her stomach.Someday I will bring you here, little one,
and teach you how to read the birds' songs, she thought.

To work. She turned to the serfs. "Relax," she said. "Yo're
goin' to be livin' under my roof the rest of your days; get used to
talkin' to me. Relax."

The nun already had, a schooled implacable calm that would
waste no energy. Twenty-seven, she thought. Probably too old to
ever be completely tamed. A pity; she was brave and intelligent,
the most difficult type to train, but the most valuable if you
could. Chantal was easier to read and would be easier to handle,
in the long run: a fiery type full of hatred. Tight rein and rope,
spur her and let her break heart and spirit against it. Tanya
considered her more carefully, and called up memories from the
inspection at Lyon; sullen pouting mouth, full dark-nippled
breasts, tucked-in waist; round buttocks and thighs, and a neatly
thatched bush. Lush little Latin bunch of grapes, she thought
consideringly; at the best age for her type, too—the bloom went
quickly. And just the sort of filly Edward likes to ride. I'll



remind him when she's had a few weeks to rest up; a little
regular tuppin' and a few babies could be just what's needed to
get her tamed down and docile.

"Well," she said. "Jules here understands the workin's well
enough; just doesn't have the energy for it. He'll stay to show you
the books for a week or two; an' yo' can come to me or Mastah
Edward with problems. Here."

She walked to one side of the room, where bamboo-framed
maps were hinged along one edge to the wall, and began flipping
through them like a deck of cards.

"These are overhead maps of the plantation, done up from
aerial photographs an' the old French survey-maps; shows all the
field-boundaries, crops, buildin's, an' so forth. An' this"—she
swung open the stack to expose one in the middle—"is how it'll
look in fifteen years, when we've finished. The ones in between
are year-by-year plans for the alterations." They clicked by,
movement like a time-exposure photograph. Fields flowed into
each other, and new hedgerows ringed them, arranged into a
simpler pattern of larger plots. Internal roads snaked out from
the manor and its dependencies; watering-ponds and stock
dams; the scatter of farmsteads and hamlets vanished,
consolidated into a large village to the southeast of the Great
House, except for a tiny clump at the north end of the map,
where low hills marked the boundary of the property.

"Bourgueil," she said. "That's the old winery an' the caves they
used for storage. Those hillsides are the best fo' quality vines."

A quick riffle past the maps. "So, with these we can tell what's
to be planted, where, at any given time, what buildin' projects
are to be completed when, an' so forth. Now, these show the
manor, Quarters and outbuildings; as they were when we
arrived, then at six-month intervals, up to completion in five
years or so. Thisshere is an overall view of the Loire Valley, from
Decize to the sea, markin' the boundaries of the plantations and
where the towns and cities will be." It was an emptier landscape
than the present, the scatter of smaller towns gone, the woods
spreading farther.



"Over here," she continued, "are the personnel files. Complete
personal records on every serf, updated monthly or as needed.
This set with the combination lock contains the passes serfs
have't carry off the property. These are the supply ledgers..."

Marya sat and strained to absorb the information; it would be
best to be efficient. The accounting system was well organized,
easy to understand. Very routinized, designed to function almost
automatically once the decision-makers had set a policy.

"... an' these-here are the inflow-outflow ledgers," Tanya
concluded. "Mostly from the Landholders' League, that's the
cooperative agency; we send them bulk produce, they process an'
market it; we order supplies an' tools, they deliver. Debits an'
credits're automatic 'n itemized, sent round from League
regional HQ in Tours. Over time, we'll most likely have other
outlets; estate-bottled wine an' fresh produce direct to
restaurants an' suchlike." She sketched in the other equipment:
the photo-reducer to prepare microfilms for storage and the
appropriate governmental agencies, the teleprinter, the
brand-new photocopier.

"Now," Tanya said, "I, my husband, or one of the overseers
will generally be spendin' a few hours a day in here, but you
two'll be doin' most of the routine work—I may buy another clerk
if it piles up. The headman down in the Quarters has two
bookkeepin' staff of his own, an' they'll be coordinatin' with you.
Detailed check by one of us once a week, and the League audit is
twice yearly. You work eight to seven, half-hour for lunch—it'll be
brought up—five days and a half-day Saturday with the usual
holidays; as long as the work gets done, we're pretty relaxed."

A smile. "If it doesn't get done, there are punishments rangin'
from bendin' bare-ass over a chair fo' a few licks with a belt to
things yo'd really rather not know about." She pointed a finger at
Marya. "Yo're in charge; that makes yo' respons'ble for errors by
Chantal as well as yore own. Chantal, remember your sister; both
of you, remember that you could be scullions or fieldhands." A
warmer expression. "That's the pain side; if things go well, plenty
of, hmmmm, incentives. Not least, smooth-runnin' plantation
easier for everybody, serf an' free alike."



As she turned to go, Marya spoke.

"Mistress?" The Draka stopped glanced her way. "What is
that?" She pointed; a plinth, waist-high, covered with a white
cloth.

"Ah, one of mah attempts at sculpture. 'Bout finished."

The Draka pulled the cloth free. Beneath was the model of a
tank, about a meter long. Painted clay, the nun assumed,
although it had the authentic dull-grey and mottle sheen of
armor plate in camouflage markings. A Hond III, a squarish
rectangle of sloped plates with a huge oblong cast turret—one of
the midwar models, judging by the sawtooth skirting plates
protecting the suspension; a commander's craft, from the extra
whip antennae bobbing above the turret. A very good model.
Detailed down to the individual shells in the ammunition belts of
the machine-gun pod over the commander's hatch, cool brass
gleams. And it showed combat damage, one of the forward
track-guards twisted and torn, gouges, mud and dust spatters on
the unit insignia of the Archonal Guard, and...

The nun's face went white with the shock of recognition.
Tanya's was fluid with surprise for an instant, and then she
stepped forward to pull off the Pole's kerchief. Snapping it
through the air she held it over Marya's head, imitating the
wimple of a nun's habit.

"Almighty Thor," she said wonderingly, shaking her head.
Marya stared at her with mute horror. "We've met. Ahhh... '43,
late summer. That village—"

CHAPTER EIGHT

... very different from the precocious—perhaps even
precious—early landscapes of the Syrian Meditations
exhibition, with their brilliantly executed but rather
stereotyped pastoral and Classical echoes. Better even than the
Alexandra Portraits: the delicate treatment and range of color
could scarcely be bettered, but the subject— young love—is a



strictly limited one. Shadow of the Horsemen represents a new
departure. Bombarded as we are with works on the theme of
the Eurasian War this may seem a paradox. But the Shadows
collection is sui generis, and likely to remain so amid the flood
of painterly veterans that threatens to drown the galleries for
the next generation. The flat, static—one might almost say
hieratic— treatment the avoidance of the usual pre-coded
combat themes with their pre-packaged emotional responses,
all argue that something important has happened to this artist
For the most part the treatment of color also lacks the lushness
characteristic of the Portraits and Meditations groups, and the
compositions themselves are less consciously structural... a
second Archon's Prize for von Shrakenberg is definitely in
order, if only to remind our other painters that realism does
not necessarily mean a conventional approach.

Shadow of the Horsemen: a review
by Phyrros McKenzie

Central Gallery Magazine

Archona Press. 1947

KALOWICEMAZOVIA,
GOVERNMENT-GENERAL OF POLAND
AUGUST 17, 1943.

Warsaw was burning. The cone of it was a ruddy glow on the
darkening eastern horizon, matching the huge copper disk of the
setting sun in the west. Even at this distance the firestorm gave a
smoky taste to the wind, a hint of that sulfur-tinged darkness,
the taste of death. The flicker and rumble of artillery were feint,
no louder than the hiss of grainstalks against the steel flanks of
the Draka armor hull-down on the low crest overlooking the
village. Four dozen of them, squat massive shapes in mottled
green-yellow camouflage paint with the mailed-fist symbol of the
Archonal Guard Legion stenciled on their bows. Their engines
thrummed, the roar of free-piston gas generators blending with
the power-turbine's hum. Air quivered over the exhaust-baffles
on their rear decks, and the whip-antennae swayed erratically in
the breeze.



Loki take the heat, Cohortarch Tanya von Shrakenberg
thought, and rubbed a gloved hand over the wet skin of her neck.
She glanced back over the rear of the command tank, through
the narrow gap left by the hatch cover poised over her head like a
steel mushroom-cap.

Behind them trails stretched two kilometers south to the
woodlot where the unit had last paused. Broad parallel stripes
where the treads had pulped grain and stalk into the earth, arcs
and circles across the rolling plain showing where the fighting
vehicles had maneuvered. Ten minutes of combat, and the taste
of it was still in her mouth, salt and iron and copper, acid in the
stomach, ache in the muscles of neck and back. Training helped,
prahna-breathing and muscle control, the simple knowledge
that the job had to be done whatever the state of your emotions...
and still, every time, you knew a little something was gone. A
little of whatever it was that kept you functioning while you
waited for the armor to buckle under the brute impact of an
antitank shell and send spalls flying like supersonic buzzsaws, for
the millisecond flame of exploding ammunition, for the slower
trickle of burning fuel as you hammered at a jammed hatch. You
survived, and lost a little of yourself from within, and knew that
one day if you kept coming the well would be dry...

The German armor was scattered back there among the
ruined corn, burning with the sullen flicker of diesel oil in circles
of blackened straw, or frozen with only the narrow entry hole of a
tungsten-carbide penetrator rod to show reason for immobility.
The pakfront of Fritz antitank guns had been dug in along the
crest of this... not really a ridge, more a gentle swelling.

The Cohortarch shook her head; they were expecting to lie low
as their armor pulled back past them to the village, then hit the
Draka tanks as they pursued, no doubt. A good trick, but one she
had met before; the Fritz were like that, fine tacticians but a
little inflexible. Artillery to suppress the antitank, then a slow
advance to force the Fritz armor to engage at ranges where
Draka APDS shot would punch through German tanks the long
way. Bodies lay hidden in the tall grain or draped around
shattered half-tracks; her infantry had hunted them down from
the turrets and firing-ports of their combat carriers. Two Draka



Hond III's remained, victims of shells fired point-blank through
the thinner armor of flank and rear, the blanket-shrouded
corpses of their crews showing victory could kill you as finally as
defeat.

Moisture trickled out of the sodden lining of the
communications helmet as Tanya turned from the wreckage to
her rear and made a slow scan of the wheatfield ahead.

The thick armor of a Hond soaked up heat like a sponge under
direct sunlight. There was a lot of that in the Polish summer, and
she would swear firing the main gun racked up another five
degrees with every round. The ventilation fans continued their
losing battle; the Baalbeck Belle had been buttoned up for more
than ten hours, in the line for over a month with scant time for
anything but essential maintenance. The inside of the tank was
heavy with the smells: lubricant, burnt propellant and scorched
metal, old sweat; an empty shell-casing off in one corner of the
turret-basket was half full of urine with a couple of used
menstrual pads floating in it... She ignored it, as she ignored the
salt-itch of her unwashed uniform and the furry texture of her
teeth and the ground-glass feeling under eyelids from too little
sleep and too much exposure to abrasive fumes.

It could be worse, she mused, glancing down at the
swivel-mounted map tray on the left arm of her reclining seat,
past it into the white-painted gloom of the tank's interior. There
was not much open space; the huge breech and
recoil-mechanism of the main cannon cut the turret's interior
nearly in half, flanked on either side by the coaxial machine-gun
and grenade launcher. Dials, gauges and armored conduits
snaked over every surface; the gunner lay to the right of her
weapon, nearly prone on a crashcouch that raised her head just
enough to meet the padded eyepiece of episcope and sights.
Behind the gunner's head was the sliding armor plate door that
blocked off the ammunition stored in the turret bustle, ready to
the hand of the loader on his swivel-seat below.

Economy of space was the formal term; it took considerable
training to move even in a stationary tank without bruising
yourself, and there was barely enough open space to tape



snapshots of her husband and children below the vision blocks of
the commander's cupola. Still, better than the infantry...

Could be much worse; the Fritz could be using nerve gas
again. Which would mean everybody into those damned rubber
suits, and that would mean casualties from heat-prostration,
even among Draka.

She rapped the heel of one hand against the pressure plate
beneath the vision-blocks, and the hatch cover snapped upright
with a sough of hydraulics. The lift-brace-step motion that left
her standing on the turret deck with boots astride the hatch was
nearly as unconscious as walking, after two years in the field.
Wind blew into her face as she raised the field glasses, warm and
dry, dusty and much, much cleaner than the air in the tank; the
sodden fabric of her overalls turned cool as the moving air let
sweat evaporate.

Still alive, she thought. On a fine summer's day, in the odd
alien beauty of the Baltic twilight, like a world seen through
amber honey; and it was good to feel the faint living quiver in
the sixty-ton bulk beneath the soles of her feet.

Reliable old bitch, she thought affectionately. The Belle had
carried her a long way since the spring of '42. North from the
Caucasus, over the Don, west across the Ukraine, through the
murderous seesaw winter battles around Lwow. Wherever the
Supreme General Staff thought the Domination's best armored
Legion was needed... Eighteen months, a long lifetime for a tank,
even counting weeks in the Legion repair-shops and a complete
rebuild; there were scars and gouges on the sloped plates of the
armor, two dozen victory-rings on the thermal cover of the long
120mm cannon, a Fritz skull still wearing its SS helmet on a
spike welded to the fume extractor.

The reverse slope to the village was gentle; this part of the
Vistula valley was water-smoothed, sandy alluvial loam. Ripe
wheat, a big field of it, fifty or sixty hectares, bordered by a row
of poplars; more of those lining the country road or serving as
field-boundaries beyond. The grain was overripe, gold turning
brown in spots and the overburdened stalks falling in swales, and
the field was scattered with wildflowers and thistles.



Damned waste, a Landholder's corner of her mind noted. Lost
if it isn't harvested soon. Three thousand meters to the north a
white dirt road crossed the river that wound tree-bordered
through the dry summer landscape, and the junction had
spawned a straggling farm-town. Trees, unpaved streets lined
with fences and gardens and whitewashed log homes, barns, a
few brick structures around the flamboyantly painted stone
church. Past it... heat haze and dust cut visibility, so did the long
shadows of evening; woodlot, could be a manor house, hedges
and gardens. Beyond were more fields, patches of forest,
vanishing northward into the dusty horizon.

Hmmmm, question is, was that half-hard feint their idea of a
rearguard, or is there more in the village?

Orders were to consolidate once she met solid resistance.
Then the Janissary motorized infantry would pass through and
establish a perimeter; the serf soldiers were good enough at
positional warfare, and the Citizen Force legions were supposed
to save themselves for shock and pursuit. It was a big war, too
big to be won in a single rush; you got weaker as you advanced
away from your bases, and the enemy stronger as they fell back
on theirs. The Fritz had been soundly beaten east of the Vistula,
but without Hitler to order senseless last stands they had
withdrawn in good order, their mechanized forces screening the
foot-infantry's retreat; von Mehr, the German commander of
Army Group Center, was a master at luring an attacker to
overextend and then catching him with a backhand stroke. It
was time to halt, refit, bring up supplies for the next leap.

It never paid to underestimate the Fritz tactically, either;
Germans tended to fight by the book, but the one they used was
excellent, and there could be anything ahead. Tanya tapped a
meditative thumb against her lower lip, then returned attention
to the hum and crackle of voices in her ears; habit strained it
out, unless her call-sign came through. She keyed the intercom
circuit:

"Call to Bugeye, Sparks," she said. A click, a warble, then the
sound of an airplane engine.

"Check, Groundpound to Bugeye, that's negative on



movement, over."

"Affirm'tive, Groundpound. Nary nothin' but dead cows an'
that-there wrecked convoy I spotted earlier, over."

And the convoy had been moving away from here, northwest
toward the Fritz hedgehog around Chelmno, when the
ground-strike aircraft caught them.

Worth it, she decided. Plaster the village with HE, cut in with
a pincers movement, then halt. The low ground along the river
would make a good stopzone. Damn, I wish I wasn't so tired, ran
through her. Hard to make proper decisions when body and
mind and soul together whined for rest; harder still when the
lives of friends and comrades depended on it. No tremendous
hurry, she reminded herself. The village looked deserted, no
human movement at all, which meant everyone there had
already gone to ground. She blinked again, fascinated for a
moment by the quality of the light, the wash of a... faded gold?
Bright, but aged somehow, as if the view had been worn down by
the impress of too many eyes. Tired light.

Back to the work of the season, she thought. No point in
getting too fancy, but just in case...

"Command circuit," she said. That would cut into the
headphones of all her officers. "Orders, mark." She flicked up the
mapboard hanging from her waist, glanced at it, sideways at the
turretless observation tank with its forest of antennae and
episcopes; they would be in constant touch with the fire-support
tetrarchy. "Century A..." she began.

The village was thick with smoke, smoke from burning thatch
and chemical mist from the 160mm mortars; high-explosive
rounds were mixed in, shrapnel, cluster rounds full of miniature
antipersonnel bombs that spread and bounced and exploded to
mix their shards of notched steel wire into the lethal stew of the
air. The ground quivered under the bombardment, shook from
the hundreds of tons of tread-mounted metal moving through
the laneways, cast itself up as dust and fragments; the sounds of



lesser weapons were a counterpoint, machine-gun chatter and
the ripping-canvas sounds of grenade launchers spewing out
their belts of 40mm bomblets.

The explosions were continuous overhead, seven rounds a
second from the Flail automortars four kilometers to the south.
Their proximity fuses blew them at an even six meters above the
ground, the rending crang of explosive and overpressure
thumping like a drum against the sternum. Tanya kept her
mouth open to spare her eardrums and ignored the occasional
sandblast rattle of fragments against the armor of the Belle; the
odds of something dangerous flicking through the narrow gap
between the turret deck and the hatch cover over her head were
too small to be worth the effort of worry.

Besides, if you let yourself think of danger in a situation where
it was everywhere and inescapable, you froze. And that was
dangerous.

The Draka fighting vehicles ground down the street in line,
tanks and Hoplite personnel carriers alternating; a fairly wide
street, mud mixed with cobbles—more mud than cobbles, and
those disappeared under the treads with a tooth-grating squeal
of metal on stone. Tanya kept her eyes moving constantly,
probing the dense gray-white mist for movement; anybody
waiting with a Panzerfaust was going to have to stay under
cover until the last minute, or be scythed down by the mortar
rounds; and at ground level, their visibility would be even worse
than hers. The Belle had a round of wasp up the spout of the
main gun, like a giant shotgun shell loaded with steel darts, but
the twin-barrel 15mm machine-gun in its servo-controlled
armored pod beside her hatch was better for this work.

Flickers, adrenaline-hopping vision, presenting each glimpse
as a separate freeze-frame. Roof collapsing inwards, sparks and
floating burning straw. A crippled pig, shrilling loud enough to
hear as a tread ground it into a waffle of meat and mud. A
square of ground biting and spilling dirt off the board cover of a
concealed foxhole, a man coming erect, blond hair and gray
uniform and white-rimmed eyes stark against dirt-black face.

And the tube of a rocket-launcher over his shoulder. "Target,



six o'clock, Panzerfaust," she rasped, her voice too hoarse to
carry emotion. Her hand was twisting at the pistol-grips on the
arms of her seat, and the twin-barrel pivoted whining above her
head; she walked the burst toward him, the heavy 15mm slugs
blasting fist-sized craters in the mud. Too slow, too slow, she was
close enough to see his hand clenching on the release...

CRACK. The main gun fired, and sight vanished for a second
in the flash. The whole weight of the tank rocked back on its
suspension as the trunions and hydraulics transmitted the huge
muzzle-horsepower of the cannon's recoil through mantlet and
hull. There was a whining buzz as the flechette rounds left the
barrel, like their namesake wasp magnified a thousand thousand
times. The Fritz infantryman vanished, caught by sheer chance
within the dispersal cone. Not ten meters from the muzzle, blast
alone would have killed him; the long finned spikes left nothing
but chewed stumps of legs falling in opposite directions, and
hardly even a smear on the riddled wood behind him, a circle of
thick log wall turned to a crumbling honeycomb by the passage
of the darts.

The Panzerfaust's bomb had already been launched.
Deflected, it caromed off the slope of the sow-snout mantlet that
surrounded the tank's cannon, the long jet of flame and copper
reduced to plasma gouging a crackling red trough along the side
of the turret rather than spearing through the armor. The
blue-white spike hung in afterimage before her eyes, blinking in
front of the sullen red of the wounded metal.

That was a brave man, she thought. The Fritz would make
magnificent Janissaries, once they were broken to the yoke. A
brave man who had come within half a second of trading five
Draka lives for his own. Odd, fear really does feel like a cold
draft. A flush like fever on the face and shoulders and neck,
tightness across the eyes, then cold along the upper spine.
Deliberately, she suppressed the memory of burn victims, of
calcinated bone showing through charred flesh, and equipment
melted onto human skin. No practical thickness of steel could
stop a square hit from a shaped-charge warhead.

"Nice," she said over the intercom, forcing an overtight



rectum to relax.
"Th" iron was just pointin' right," the gunner drawled.
"Load—" Tanya began.

"Shit!" The voice came tinny through her earphones, override
from Century A's commander back on the ridge. "There's
somethin' still firin' from in theah, and whatevah it is, still goin'

too fast over my head! Permission to return fire on the muzzle
flash."

"—load APDS," she continued on the intercom circuit, and
switched to broadcast. "Permission denied." That would be all
they needed, a hail of armor-piercing shot at extreme range from
their own guns. Below her came multiple chunk-clank sounds:
she glanced down to see the round slide into the breech, a
two-inch core of copper-tipped tungsten carbide, wrapped in the
circular aluminum sabot. "Sparks, general override circuit. " She
heard the radiotech's voice calling for attention, and spoke into
the hissing silence.

"Groundpound talkin'. Support battery, cease fire." Silence, as
the noise dropped below the level she could hear through ears
ringing with blast and muffled by the headset. She looked to
either side, at the burning log huts; down the empty curving
road that lead to the straggling green along the river and the
only substantial buildings in this mudhole of a town. Mist curled,
patchy as it caught the gathering evening wind, touched with
gold in the long slanting rays of a northern-hemisphere twilight.

"Everyone in the village, back yourselves into some cover.
Tetrarch de la Roche," she continued. Tanya had brought a
Century of mechanized infantry with her; four Tetrarchies, a
little over a hundred troopers at full strength.

"Yo, ma'am?"

"Johnny, un-ass your beasts and scout the square. Look-see
only, I think there's something big, mean an' clumsy there."

There was a series of muffled thungs as the powered rear



ramps of the personnel carriers went down, and she could see
helmets bobbing into the fog. Only six from the Hoplite behind
the Belle, when there should have been eight; every unit in the
Cohort was under strength, casualties coming in faster than
replacements... She reached down and flicked a cigarette out of
the carton in the rack beside her seat, lit, drew the warm
comfort into her lungs. There had been very little in the village
by way of resistance, probably no time for the Fritz commander
to set it up. Whatever was firing at Century A up on the ridge
had been left behind, waiting for her to advance downslope, and
had been unable to reorient enough to engage the Guard's tanks
as they came in from each flank under cover of smoke.

A Jagdpanzer then, a limited-traverse antitank gun in the
bow of a turretless tank. The Germans used them extensively;
they were less flexible than a real tank but well suited to
defensive action and much easier to manufacture, a quick cheap
way to get a heavy well-protected gun onto the battlefield. This
was probably one of the bigger ones, a waddling 70-ton
underpowered monster mounting a modified antiairship gun.

A typical Fritz improvisation. She snorted smoke and patted
the armor of the Belle lovingly; TechSec had taken the
time to get this design right. Of course, Hitler hadn't
come to power until 1932, not much time to prepare for
war, and even then had not dared squeeze the German
people the way the Domination could the rightless
chattel who made up nine-tenths of its population.
Occupied Europe could have made the difference, if the
National Socialists had waited a generation or so, but
no, they had to throw for double or nothing... At least
the Race knows enough not to bite off more than we
can chew. I hope.

"Johnny here," the infantry officer's voice replied.

"Yo." She snapped alert and flicked the cigarette out between
hatch and turret. An infantry backpack radio, you could tell
because the receiver let through more background noise than the
shielded microphone of a commo helmet.

"Got as close's Ah could. There was lookouts, we went in and



took 'em out quiet. Three big buildin's in a row, north side over
from the church, look-so maybe brick warehouses; rooflines out
off the view of the ridge we jumped off from. Holes in the walls,
treadmarks comin' back to a common point from all three;
whatever it is, it heavy. Big smeared place where the tracks
meet."

"Good. Pull back now, meet me here."

Tanya pinched thumb and forefinger to the bridge of her
nose, concentrating. An Elefant for sure, the only Fritz vehicle
with firepower and protection in the same class as a Draka Hood
ITI, but limited by the lack of a rotating turret, painfully slow,
even more painfully difficult to turn in tight quarters. The three
buildings formed the base of a triangle, covered fire positions
commanding the open country south of the village. By backing
out to the triangle's apex the Jagdpanzer could switch quickly
without having to do more than a quarter-turn; her respect for
the probably deceased commander of the certainly defunct
German battalion increased. He had had the sense to use the
Elefant as a self-propelled antitank gun, rather than as a fighting
vehicle, which its designers had intended it to be and which it
most manifestly was not. If she had simply blasted through the
first line of antitank guns up on the ridge and come straight
down the hill, there would have been a very nasty surprise
waiting.

Now, what would the Elefant's commander do? Run away, as
Montinesque said any rational army would, she thought wryly.

That was easier said than done, though, in something that
could do maybe forty kph on a good level road; also, their back
was to a soft-bottomed river. That was a problem Tanya von
Shrakenberg could empathize with wholeheartedly; the Hond III
had range, it had speed, it had broad tracks and a good
suspension that let it cover any ground firm enough to hold a
footsoldier's boots, but the only bridges that could carry it safely
were major rail links or the Domination's own Combat-Engineer
units. The Elefant would be even more of a pain to move any
distance, and across a soft-bottomed riverbed...

There had been a lot of rivers to cross, coming west.



Better to catch him while Century A back on the ridge kept
his attention; that Jogdpanzer was nothing to meet head-on at
point-blank range in one of these laneways. She looked up again,
whistling soundlessly between her teeth and wishing she had not
thrown away the cigarette, wishing the Belle was not best placed,
less than two hundred meters from the church. Not that anyone
would doubt her courage if she sent someone else: a coward
would not have achieved her rank; the Draka had a firm
unwritten tradition of seeing that such did not live long enough
to breed and weaken the Race. The trouble was that they had an
equally firm tradition of leading from the front...

The infantry Tetrarch came trotting back up the laneway,
keeping to the side beside the fence with his comtech at his
heels; he bounced up onto the glacis plate of the Belle without
breaking stride and vaulted to the turret with a hand on the
cannon.

Tanya popped the hatch to vertical and handed him a
cigarette. "Don't suppose yo' could tell which of those three
buildin's the Jagdpanzers in now?"

"Not without we send in a lochos'r two, or they move position,
Tanya." He puffed meditatively. "Could try an' get a rocket gun
team in close, likely to cost, though." A grin. "Prefer to let yo'
turtles butt heads with it. Fuckin' nightmare, eh?"

"Isn't it always," she replied with a sour smile. There was little
formality of rank in the Citizen Force, and anyway they were old
friends. Both from Landholding families as well—all Citizens
were aristocrats, of course, but there was still a certain
difference between urban bureaucrats and engineers and
schoolteachers and the Old Domination, the planters and their
retainers. Many younger gentry favored the Guard for their
military service, since it was kept at full strength in peacetime
and saw more action. There were five hundred troopers in the
Cohort; counting families, that represented a million hectares of
land and a hundred thousand serfs.

Tetrarch John de la Roche was two years younger than her
twenty-five, but he no longer looked like a young man. Not just
the weathering and ground-in oily dirt and caked dust; there was



something, a look about the eyes, a weariness that no amount of
rest could ever completely erase. A familiar look; she had grown
up seeing it in the men of the older generation. Pa had it,
sometimes. Seeing it in the mirror more than I like, lately. They
had met back in the '30s, when he was posted to her lochos as a
recruit; she had been a Monitor then, sub-squad commander.
Her father had known his in the Great War, he was smart and
quick and learned well, was handsome in a bony blond way. They
had become friends, she had gone to hunt lion on his family's
sprawling cattle-and-cotton spread in equatorial Kasai, he had
visited her father's plantation under the Lebanon range and
chased gazelle in the Syrian desert. They had made love a few
times, once in a sandwich with a serf wench, that had been
amusing... friends, they had all been friends when it started.
Comrades now, the ones who were left, and the replacements all
looked so young.

By the White Christ, were we ever that young? she thought
briefly. The infantry officer lit another cigarette from his and
handed it back to his radio-operator; the comtech followed him
to the turret deck, a short dark-haired woman careful to keep the
set within arm's reach of her commander.

"Ride me in, Johnny," Tanya said. "As near to the brick
buildings as you can"—that would give her a chance to take the
Jagdpanzer with a flank shot as it backed out—"and I'd like to
be inconspicuous." Which was difficult if you knocked down
houses. "But don't forget to dodge out when we get there."

He snorted laughter and rang the back of his hand against the
turret. "Surely will," he said. "These movin' foxholes attract the
eye."

She touched the microphone before her mouth. "Sparks,
command circuit." A click. "Noise, everybody; rev the engines
and move in place." Another click. "Sammi, yo' take the western
approach to the square behind the buildings. Mclean, yo're
north, we'll all three go in together, that ways somebody should
get a good flankin' shot."



"Groundpound to Century A," Tanya whispered, and cursed
herself for the tone; nobody was going to hear a voice over the
racket. The Baalbeck Belle was only one house away from the
green, a house whose caved-in thatch was still smoldering; the
Elefant would be there, under cover, still facing south for its
inconclusive duel with the tanks of Century A, hull-down on the
ridge... Three Draka tanks would advance into the square where
they could pound the German vehicle cover or no; hers from the
east, two more from north and west, any more and there would
be too much chance of a shot going astray. Point-blank range, no
place to be on the wrong end of a Hond's 120mm rifle.

"He's in the center buildin'; commence firin', HE," she
continued in a normal speaking tone. The Century of tanks back
on the ridge to the south opened up; she could hear the
whirrrrrrrcrash of high-explosive shot bursting along the fringe
of the village. Her teeth clenched; now she would have to move,
out into the open... Almighty Thor, but I don't want to do this,
she thought. Not fear, so much as sheer weariness and distaste.
The pictures of her children caught her eye, there down below
the vision-blocks. Solemn in their school tunics, red-haired
Cudrun with a mask of sun-bred freckles across her face, Timmie
tanned dark under his butter-yellow curls; she had promised
them she would come back.

I'll have to kill every living thing between here and the
Atlantic to do it, she thought grimly, took a long breath and
spoke:

"Sammi, Mclean. Now!"

The engine howled behind her, and she felt the tank lurch as
the driver engaged the gearing, rocking her shoulders back
against the padded rear surface of the hatch. The Belle
accelerated smoothly, then slammed into the thick log wall, the
bow rising as the tread-cleats bit and tried to climb the vertical
surface. Her braced hands kept her from flinging forward as
sixty tons of moving steel clawed at the wood, and it gave with a
rending, crackling snap. The tank lurched again, rocking from
side to side as the torsion bars of the suspension adjusted to the
uneven surface. A brief glimpse of tables and beds vanishing



beneath tumbled logs, and a shuddering whump as the surface
caved in a few feet; a clash of epicyclic gearing and the engine
snarled again, a deeper sound under the turbine's whine.

The front wall burst out from the Belle's prow in a shower of
fragments, and she ducked her head as a last surf of broken
wood came tumbling and rattling up the glacis plate and over
the turret. Splinters caught on the shoulders of her uniform. The
tank pivoted left and south, the turret moving faster than the
treads could turn the hull; to the north and west the other two
Honds were grinding into the churned mud of the square. The
muzzles of their cannon moved like the heads of blind serpents,
questing for prey. Tanya scanned the center building: that had to
be it. Two stories of brick, square windows, a gaping hole where
the main door had to have been. The roof had settled, sagging in
the middle; but it was the entrance that mattered, there where
the trackmarks emerged. Nothing, and—

An explosion. Not loud, a sharp cracking from the northern
edge. Her head turned: the center tank of the trio had lost a
track. It pivoted wildly, the intact loop of metal pushing itin a
circle as the broken tread flopped to lie like a giant metal
watchband on the mud, curling and settling as gravity and
tension unlooped it.

"Shit, mines! Mclean, bail out! Sammi, back under cover."
Shit, shit, they must've turned the Jagdpanzer around to face
north; the donkeyfuckers outthought me! Tanya's mind ran
through a brief litany of disgust as the Belle slammed to a
too-swift halt, nosed down and rocked back. The engine
bellowed, and the driver reversed along their own tracks with
careful haste; it did not take a large charge to snap a tread, and
a stationary tank was a deathtrap.

Mclean's Sofia Sweetheart stopped, and the hatches opened.
"Coverin" fire," Tanya rasped. Two dozen automatic weapons
opened up on the buildings across the square and the whole
facade erupted in dust and chips and sparks, slugs punching
holes through the brick and gnawing at the wall, like a
time-lapse film of erosion at work. Then the infantry weapons,
assault rifles and the white-fire streaks of rocket guns. From the



ridge south of town came a multiple whirrrrrcrack as the
reserve-Tetrarchy opened up with high-explosive shell, most
falling well short. Then a shadow moved within the black
openings of the building, a long horizontal shadow tipped with
the bulky oblong of a double-baffle muzzle brake.

"Sue, can you take him?" Tanya asked, voice carefully
controlled. Somebody else was trying; she could see the cannon
of a Hond moving, then the flare and crack.

"Mought." Mclean's crew were crawling back into the shadow
of their crippled vehicle, two of them dragging a third. "Tricky."
The main gun moved in its gyro-controlled cradle, a feint
humming whine as the mantlet moved, the breech riding up
smoothly.

The Belle's commander slitted her eyes against the flash of the
main gun. There was a metal-on-metal sparking from the
darkness where the Elefant waited, a high brief screech of steel
deforming under the impact of tungsten travelling at thousands
of feet per second.

Tanya opened her mouth to speak, but before the words
passed her throat there was another crash; louder than the
Draka tank-cannon, less sharp, a lower-velocity weapon. But the
German antitank round was still moving fast enough when it
struck the Sofia Sweetheart at the junction of turret and hull.
The Draka tank lurched, and the turret's massive twenty-ton
weight flipped backward like a frying pan. Tanya watched with
an angry foreknowledge as it dropped straight down on the two
crewmen hauling the wounded driver. A leg was left sticking out
from under the heavy steel, and it twitched half a dozen times
with galvanic lifelessness.

"Century A!" she barked. "Target the center building an'
knock it down, HE only. Everybody here in the village who's got a
vantage, load APDS an' stay undah cover." The Elefant would
have to come out sometime, or be buried under rubble. Thick
armour on the front, heavily sloped, good protection; too good,
as long as it had cover. Out in the open... Just a stay of
execution, Fritz, she thought grimly.



Senior Decurion Smythe saluted as she came up to the Belle.
Tanya had been leaning back against the scarred side-skirts of
the tank, looking with sour satisfaction at the burning hulk of
the German Jagdpanzer; she came erect and returned the
salute. Smythe was like that, a long-service regular. Forty, old
enough to have started her military service back before women
were allowed in combat units; green eyes in a leather-tanned
face, a close-cropped cap of grey-shot black hair.

"Ten fatalities altogether since morning rollcall, Cohortarch,"
the NCO said, in a faintly sing-song accent. Ceylonese, Tanya
remembered; her family were tea planters near Taprobanopolis.
"Fifteen wounded seriously enough for evacuation. Three tanks
and two APC's are write-offs..."

The Cohortarch cursed fluently in the Arabic picked up from
serf playmates as a child; there was no better language for
swearing. Smythe shrugged.

"We took out better than two hundred of them," she added.
"A complete armored battalion."

"The usual odds and sods?" Tanya asked.

"Mixed Kampfgruppe, accordin' to the prisoners; SS, 3rd
Panzer, bits and pieces from here and there." Tanya nodded; the
battles that broke the Fritz's Army Group Center east of the
Vistula had left shattered units scattered over hundreds of
kilometers, and far too many had made it back to the German
lines through the Domination's overstretched forces.

"Put in to hold us up whiles they pulled they infantry back,"
Smythe continued. "Oh, Cohortarch, about those prisoners?"

Tanya paused, clenched the fingertips of her right glove
between her teeth and stripped the thin leather off. The sun was
still throwing implausible veils of salmon-pink to the west, and
the breeze was cool on the wet skin of her hand. She removed the
other glove, slapped them into a palm, looked at the enemy
fighting-vehicle half-buried in the ruins of the building her guns



had brought down on top of it. The saw-toothed welds had come
apart along their seams, and the six-inch thickness of armor
plate was twisted and ripped like sheet-wax. Melted fat had
pooled under the shattered chassis, congealing now with a smell
like rancid lard.

"How many?" she asked.
"'Bout twenty, mostly wounded."

"Hmmmm." Tanya looked again at the wreck of the Sofia
Sweetheart. Then again... "They fought well, hereabouts. We'll
have to keep two or three fo' the headhunters; yo' pick 'em. Give
the rest a pill, do it quick." Army slang for a bullet in the back of
the neck, and utter mercy compared to the attentions of
Security's interrogators. She tucked the gloves into her belt,
yawned, continued:

"Legion HQ's word is to get out of the way, the Guard's to
freeze in place; the VII Janissary is movin' up into the line north
of us, an' the Fritz are still tryin' to break contact."

"We're goin' to let them?" The decurion tsked.

" 'Bout time. We should've done bettah today; the troops are
tired an' they need rest. Remembah, we've got to win the war,
not just beat the Fritz, a victory yo' destroys yo'self to get is a
defeat. Anyways, that fo' Castle Tarleton to decide. Meantime, we
set up a perimeter an' wait until they can spare transport to pull
us back, minimal support till then. Prob'ly refit 'round Lublin,
they've got the rail net workin' that far west by now."

She yawned again, nodded toward the little stream that ran
behind the churchyard half a kilometer north.

"Call TOE support, get the scissors forward." That was their
bridging equipment, a hydraulic folding span on a tank chassis.
"We'll laager on that-there clear spot just north of the river, less
likely to be unpleasant surprises waitin'. Standard perimeter, no
slackin' on the slit trenches."

"Consider it done, Cohortarch. Ahh... L&R?" More military



slang: Loot and Rape, a parody of the official Rest and
Recreation. The troops' right by ancient custom, as soon as
military necessity was past.

"Loot? Here?" Tanya straightened and glanced about at the
straggling village, burning thatch, splintered log walls, tumbled
brick. "No pokin' about until it's cleared, nothin' here worth
stepping on a mine fo'. No takin' wenches off in a corner, either,
same reason; wait 'till we've got the civilians sorted." She
wrinkled her nose slightly; what followed would be rather ugly,
and she had never found fear a stimulant. Certainly not from
some cringing peasant one couldn't even talk to... Still, it was
probably the only thing worth taking, for those so inclined.

Smythe nodded. "I'll need 'bout four sticks," she said: twenty
troopers. "Church'll be best for the pen, seein's how the walls're
still standing, an' solid," she continued, settling her helmet and
clipping the chinstrap. Her tone had the same bored competence
Tanya remembered from that time back in the Ukraine, when
infiltrators had tried to overrun Cohort HQ in the night; Smythe
had counterattacked with the communications technicians.

You're an odd one, Tanya thought. You got to know people
quickly in combat, needed to. Smythe was an exception. Always
polite, never a laugh, nothing more than a smile. No close
friends, no lover, not even any letters from home, and she had
never mentioned her family. The Guard were quartered in
Archona in peacetime, in the Archon's Palace when they weren't
field-training on one of the military preserves. A senior NCO
rated a small apartment; Smythe had kept to hers, except for the
informally-obligatory mess evenings, nobody there but three
servants she'd brought with her from Ceylon back in the '20's.
Model non-commissioned officer, Tanya mused. Soul of
efficiency, but not a martinet. And something like burnt-out
slag behind the eyes; wonder if I could capture it...

"Johnny?" she called. The Tetrarch looked up from the circle
of his soldiers, rose. The others stayed, kneeling or squatting,
leaning on butt-grounded assault rifles.

"Need a detail; decurion an' two sticks from yo', get Laxness
on the blower an' tell off the same from 2nd Tetrarchy. Pen the



locals."

CHAPTER NINE

... your congratulations on the promotion reached me at last,
but I almost wish I was back in the bad old days, before women
were allowed to hold combat-commands. Yes. I know, the
Merarch and the Chiliarch are sending in glowing reports, the
work is getting done. Still, every time we're in action I can't
help feeling the losses are my fault, that we could have done it
cheaper if I'd avoided some mistake. Otherwise, things are
going fairly well: Warsaw should surrender fairly soon, what's
left of it We're getting ready for [DELETED BY MILITARY
CENSOR]. Nothing much worth stealing left mores the pity.
Between Stalin. Hitler and us. that's been the story all the way
west from the Kuban river—those icons from Kiev and Zhitomir
excepted. We're all quite looking forward to Germany and the
West provided we don't have to hammer it flat taking it.
There's been some trouble with the locals, more behind the lines
than at the front that's increased from east to west too. The
necessary measures of repression have been fairly unpleasant
although luckily the Guard hasn't had to do much in that line.
It's a perfect illustration of what you used to tell me. that the
owner can only be mild when the serfs obeient These Europeans
are supposed to be highly educated, you'd think they would
realize it on their own. but no.

Of course, if you look at it from their point of view...I know.
Pa: "We cannot afford to look at it from their point of view."
Still. I wish the civilians wouldn't try to keep fighting after we
beat their armies. As much for the effect what we have to do
has on us as for their sakes.

Anyway. Edward and I send our regards to everybody there
at home. (I haven't seen him for three weeks: a
recon-commando might as well be in a different Legion.) Tell
Ma to get well, immediately—a new-minted Cohortarch decrees
it! A hug to Mammy Khaloum. and thank her for the socks.
(Honestly. Pa. doesn't she realize I'm not six any more?) A good
long kiss to Yasmin. plus one from Edward, and tell her we're



both looking forward to seeing her again. And Pa. some advice?
You fought the Great War. and spent a generation battening
down what we took then. Running the plantation and
rear-echelon work is enoughl Stop trying to "get into it"! You
and Ma've done your duty by the Race; let the younger
generation handle this one. there are five of us, after all.

Letter from Tanya von Shrakenberg to her father
Written near Lodz, July 1943
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"Yesss, it's comin' back. The Fritz, that was like a hundred
other skirmishes," Tanya said. "But yo', now that's a different
matter, not very often somebody hands me two kilos a' plastique
under a loaf of rye." Her smile was slow and broad, as she looked
the nun up and down. "Y'haven't changed much, eithah, would've
recognized yo' earlier, 'cept the penguin-suit's missin'. An' the
last I saw of yo' was yo' rump, goin' away." She laughed, a rich
sound full of amusement, bracing her hands in the small of her
back. "Who says Fate doesn't have a sense of humor?" The grin
turned wolfish. "We really should talk it over, see how our
recollections differ. Might be interestin'. If yo' remembers, that
is."

Chantal and Lebrun were glancing from Marya to their owner,
bewildered. Tanya was more relaxed than ever, if anything. The
Pole's naturally pale complextion had gone a gray-white color;
she closed her eyes for a moment, lips moving. Then they opened
again, and she planted herself on her feet.

"Yes, I remember," she whispered.

KALOWICE MAZOVIA



GOVERNMENT-GENERAL OF POLAND
AUGUST 17, 1943

Sister Marya Sokolowska crossed herself with her right hand
and held the weeping child closer to her with her left. The cellar
beneath the church was deep and wide, lined with brick; bodies
crowded it, huddled together in the shuddering dark. Two dim
lanterns did little more than catch a gleam on sweat-wet faces,
stray metal, the sun-faded white of a child's hair tufting out from
beneath a kerchief. Their smell was peasant-rank, garlic and
onions and the hard dry smell of bodies that had worked long in
the sun; the noise of their breathing, prayers, moans ran beneath
the throbbing hammer-blows of the shells. Remember their
names, she reminded herself. Wqjak, Jozef, Andrzej, Jolanta.
Her father had been a blacksmith in a little village like this,
though far to the east.

There was a new burst of shells above, three in quick
succession, a bang of impact on the roof, then a thud-

CRASH as the next two burst in the enclosed space of the nave
and on the floor itself. The whole cellar seemed to sway as the
lanterns swung crazily, and fresh dust filled the air. The child
hugged himself against her side, as if to fold himself inside her;
Marya looked down into a wide-eyed face wet with tear-tracks
and trails of mucus from a running nose, and reached into her
sleeve for a handkerchief.

Damn them, she thought with cold hatred, as she wiped him
clean and settled down with her back to a wall, setting the child
on her lap and rocking gently. Damn all the generals and
dictators, all the ones who sit at tables and make marks on
maps and set this loose on the people Christ died for. These folk
were poor, they raised wheat to sell for cash to pay rent and
taxes and ate black rye-bread themselves, and lately there had
been little enough of that. The church was the grandest building
in the village and the best-kept, because its people gave freely;
Wojak the mason had spent two days on the roof only last
month. If their own cottages were bare enough, God's house had
light and warmth and beauty, and images of His mother and the
holy saints, who stood between them and the awful glory of the
Imminence...



She shook her head and glanced over at the German soldiers.
They were different, controlling their fear with a show of
nonchalance; she could smell them too, a musky odor of healthy
young meat-fed male bodies. A dozen of them strong enough to
walk, a few wounded. Most of their injured too hurt to move had
suicided, a custom of the SS if they could not be evacuated.

Poor lost souls, she thought. Self-murder was certain
damnation. It was hard, doubly hard for a Pole, to remember
Christian charity with the hereditary enemy and oppressor.
What was it Pilsudski had said? "Poor Poland: so far from God,
so close to Germany and Russia." They did not ask to be sent
here.

"Politics makes strange bedfellows, sister," their officer said
loudly, more loudly than the artillery demanded.

At least, most of them did not, she thought, looking at him
with distaste. An SS officer, what was his name? Hoth, yes; a
Hauptscharfuhrer, the equivalent of a Captain, born near the
frontier in German Silesia and with a borderer's hatred of Poles.
There was alcohol on his breath, not enough for drunkenness,
but too much. In daylight, his face was ten years older than his
true age.

"War makes strange alliances, you mean," she replied in crisp
Junker-class Prussian; the Order taught its members well. "So
does defeat." Calmly, calmly, she told herself. Wrong to take
pleasure in another's downfall, even an evil man's. Vengeance
was the Lord's, He would judge.

Mary