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Prologue

The old, white-haired, newly dead man lay face down upon the floor tiles, the ornate and bejeweled hilt
of adress-dagger jutting up from his back. Beside the body stood the man who had just killed him, a
bared saber in one hand.

"It had to be done," he said, hisvoice sad, regret-ful. "There was never awarrior and leader of warriors
| respected more, but his stubborn, senile sadism was tearing the army apart at the seams, and with it our
Council and our future, aswdl."

Of the score or so of other men in that chamber, some nodded in agreement, most just stood, staring in
shock of the suddenness of the fatal deed, and one burst out bitterly, " Murderer! Back-stabbing
murderer! It's you deserve to be dead, and if | had asword ..."



Thetall, saturnine man with the saber stepped off to one Sde, waving his hand toward arack of swords
and atable on which lay an assortment of dirks and dag-gers, saying, "Come up and choose asword,
then, my lord Vikos, and I'll meet you here and now, or later, ahorse or afoot.”

The shorter, dighter, balding man began to push through the crowd, grim resolution on his shaven face,
but near the forefront of the group, he was grabbed by both biceps and shaken mercilessy by a broader,
more massive, greying man, who haf-shouted, "Now, dam-mit, Vikos—Vikos!Blast your arse, lisen to
me! Por-tos was right, can't you see that, man? Yes, | know

StrahteegosPahvios once spared you, saved your life, but that Pahvlos wasn't the one we've been having
to deal with of late. It wasasimple choice: thelife of an old, stubborn, selfish man or the lives of who can
ever know just how many of us, of our people. And he's dead now, thank God. How can you killing
Portos or Portos killing you dter the Situation, hey? May God damn you for a stubborn fool!" He shook
his prey again, harder, hard enough to cause the witness to unconscioudy wince. "Come to your senses,
Vikos."

A man even more massvely built than the shaker touched histhick arm with ahuge hand, rumblingina
bassvoice, "Stop it, Grahvos. Keep it up and you'll snap his neck or his spine, and we don't need two
deaths here today, do we?!

With adeep sigh, Grahvos nodded. "Y ou're right, of course, Bahos. | just couldn't see aduel to add to
everythingdse”

The bigger man took the released Vikos and eased him into an empty chair off hiswaobbly legs, where
he just sat, breathing hard and dabbing with tremulous hands at his bleeding nose, while using thetip of
his sore, bitten tongue to take inventory of theteeth in hisjaws.

A younger version of Grahvos said, "My lords, please resume your places at the table. This Council
meeting has not yet been adjourned, and now thereis even more business to consider, weigh and decide.
Lord Portos, that includes you, please; put your saber back ontherack . . . and the other sword, too."

"Sweet Chrigt!" yelped one of the men, "GrandStrahteegos Thoheeks Pahvloslies knifed and dead by
the door and you insist on business as usud, Mahvros? Y ou must haveice water in your veins, not blood,
liketherest of us"

"Not at dl, man," said another. "He's smply prac-tica rather than as emotiond as some | might name
I,He.ll

Thefirst man bristled, but before he could do more than open his mouth, the man next to him, another
thick, solid specimen, growled, "Enough of this, al of you. Y ou heard our chairman. Take your places,
un-lessyou want Lord Grahvos and Lord Bahos and me going around and shaking each of you, in turn.”
To the chairman, he said, "Mahvros, you're bleeding like astuck pig. It wasn't enough to get that dirk out
of your shoulder, man, it needs at least bandaging. Here, let me, | own some small experience a such
tasks. Want to give me a hand, Tomos?'

As soon asThoheeks Sitheeros and Sub-strahteegos ThoheeksTomos Gonsaos had completed their
work and resumed their places, the chairman—his|eft arm now in ading and his shoulder swathed in
linen stripstorn from his shirt and that of his two benefactors— spoke, saying, "All right, let'stry to make
this short and sweet, get as much as possible done in as short as possible atime, lest pain and blood loss
pitch me down on the floor, too.



"We stand in need of another fidld commander, now. I'd recommend Tomos Gonsal os save for two
reasons. Number one, of course, isthat heisnot one of us, but from Karaleenos; number two isthat he
isdoing asuperlativejob in his current position and, were we to gppoint him field commander, | cannot
think of any man who could replace him, who could run his present command anywhere nearly aswell.

"Therefore, | suggest that CaptainThoheeks Grahvos take on that command either permanently or at
least until we weigh out the remaining officers and find abetter commander.”

All eyesturned to the greying nobleman seated near the chairman. He shrugged. "I'll take over, but only
if thereisafirm understanding that itis purely temporary, and that | will own the authority to groom
candidatesfor the permanent posting. There are two men | can think of right now who would most likely
make us excdlentstrahteegohee ."He did not think it just then politic to mention that one of the prime
men he thought of was the very man who just had dain the previousstrahteegos, CaptainThoheeks
Portos, Sub-strahteegos of Cavary.

Mahvros nodded. "I thank you, Acting-StrahteegosGrahvos, on behaf of Council and . . ."

"Wait aminute, now," yelped one of the younger of the men ranged about the long table. "Council must
vote. When do we vote?'

"Y ou don't, LordPennendos," snapped Mahvros peevishly, gritting histeeth againg the pain of his
pierced shoulder. "When it comesto afind, perma-nent appointment,then Council votes. Something like
this does not require the votes of the full Council, only ahaf plusone. Stop trying to sart up a
controversy. If you have nothing better with which to occupy your-self, you can search out clamantsto
the now-vacantthoheekseeahn of our recently deceased Thoheeks Pahvlos.”

ThoheeksSitheeros sighed and shook his head. "I suppose we can't hope that the word won't spread
that we murdered the old bastard, in here. .. 7"

"Of course that word will be disseminated,” agreed Grahvos. "There're just too many big, loud, flapping
mouthsfor it to be otherwise ... not afew of them presently in thisroom, amongst us."

"And what answer can we give to such caumnies?' demandedThoheeks Neekos, aman built dong the
linesof Thoheeks Vikos but about the age of Thoheeks Grahvos.

"Thetruth," replied the chairman, Mahvros. "The old fool went out of his head completdly, threatened us
al with asword from off therack, put adirk into my shoulder and was put down for it—trested the only
way you can treat mad dogs or murderously mad men.

Most who've had any dedingswith him of late will believeit, and that meansamost al of the army.
Those few who choose to not believe will likely be the born troublemaker types, anyway."

"Who votes histwo proxies, now?"' rumbledThoheeks Bahos. " Someone will have to, and a proxy for
his own, too, until we find and confirm another claimant to thatthoheekseeahn."

Mahvroswrinkled up his brows. "Y es, there's that problem. To the best of my knowledge, hisonly living
relaiveisThoheeks Ahramos of Kahlkos. . . and that's one of the proxies hewas voting."

"Wl, then," musedThoheeks Grahvos, "where there are no relatives, then | suppose friends will haveto
auffice. Let Lord Vikosvote the three proxies. Isthat amenable, Vikos?'



The dighter man nodded, stiffly, cautioudy, but still the movement set his nose to bleeding once more.

CaptainThoheeks Ptimnos frowned and rubbed ab-sently at the patch covering the empty socket that
once had held hisright eye. "We may well have more than merely alittle trouble with hislover, you know.
He announced some time back that he was going to make the young man hislegd heir.”

"Utterly ridiculous on theface of it!" snorted Cap-tainThoheeks Portos, derisively. "He may be pretty as
agirl and he may or may not be pleasant in bed, but he ill isonly the third son of avahrohnos and inno
way suitableto rulelands and regard the welfare of peoples. It's but another evidence of senility ... if he
even meant it a al, of course. Intheir cups or in the throes of pleasure, men are gpt to make promises
they would not otherwise make. When | get back to camp, I'll seek out young Ilios and have some
wordswith him. As| recdl, he intimidates easily. With Pahvlos dead, now, he just may decide that he's
had enough of army life and hie himself home and out of our hair.”

On alighter note, Thoheeks Sitheeros said, with awide grin, "Why don't you take him on yourself,
Por-tos? Couldn't you use a bedwarmer?”

"Don't tempt me," the saturnine officer grinned back. "As| said, he's pretty asagirl. But unfortu-nately,
he can't give meincrease, and | don't want my house to die with me. Why don't you find me afair,
well-dowered little wife like you found for Tomos, eh?"

"Y ou, akath'ahrohs of pure Ehleen heritage, would marry amere barbarian?' said Sitheeros, mockingly.
Portos chuckled. "For alarge enough dowry, my friend, I'd marry one of your cow e ephants.”

Everyone save Vikos laughed; he was afraid to do so lest his nose again begin to drip blood, but he did
venture asmile. Mahvros, holding his breath againgt his pain, till uttered no rebukes for the time being
wasted in frivolous chatter, for he would far rather hear the Council jesting and laughing than snarling and
hurling insults and edged weapons at each other.

Far and far to the northeast of the city wherein thethoheeksee sat in council, amounted column crossed
the shalow Kuzawahtchee River that served as border between the Kingdom of Karaleenos and the
onetime kingdom to the south. Once acrosstheriver, they began to make camp, unloading felt yurtsfrom
off high-wheded carts.

They were mostly men of dight, wiry, flat-muscled build, having hair of various shades of blond or red
and eyesthat were mostly blue or grey or green. They wore baggy trousers tucked into the tops of
felt-and-leather boots, embroidered shirtsthat were full in the body but tight in the deeves, plusarmor
that was mostly mixtures of cour boulli, mail, scde and plate, much of it gaudily painted or enameled.
Their helmets bore plumes, feathers, horsehair crests or whatever € se suited individual fancies, and the
saddles of their horses were works of art—heavy tooled and dyed leather, inset and fitted with hooks,
rings, buckles, decorations and plates of stedl, brass, slver, gold and pewter.

Their weapons, however, were dmost uniform in character, at least. Every man bore a cased
hornbow— short, recurved and reflex, handmade of orangewood or elm, cowhorn and sinew, with
arm-tips of antler or bone and bowstrings of waxed silk—and two dozens of arrowsfor it. Each adso
was armed with a saber, atarget of leather-covered lindenwood, a spear or lance six to eight feet long, a
war-axe, aheavy dirk and one or more other knives and daggers of varying Sizes and purposes.



Someone unfamiliar with them might well have thought them amilitary unit, possibly mercenary cav-dry,
but they were not, not strictly. They were of the race called Horseclansmen. For hundreds of years, the
forebears of these men had, with their herds and their families, roved the prairies and plainsfar to the
west called the Sea of Grasses. Then, lessthan ahundred years before, above ten thousand of
them—men, women and children, with al they possessed—had crossed some thousand or more miles of
territory—fighting where they had to fight, moving peacesably € sewhere— and at least one range of
mountainsto invade and conquer that Ehleen land called Kehnooryos Ehlahs. They al would have been
happy with that land alone, but with that land they aso had inherited enemies on every border who would
not let the new overlordslive in peace, and therefore the past seventy years had been atime of dmost
constant border wars for the Horseclansmen, their new vassals and the mercenaries they had had to hire
on, even as had the native ruling dynasty which had preceded them and been paramount in the land
beforetheir victoriousincurson.

Fird, it had been war on the northern and north-western borders. The upshot of their victory over these
enemies had been acquigition of them first asdlies, then asvassals. The next war had been al along the
southern border, with the Kingdom of Karaleenos. After driving the invading Karaeenohee back, twice,
only to see them invade again each following year, the army of Kehnooryos Ehlahs and its dependent
states had followed the beaten-off invaders back across the border and taken the fight into Karaleenos
itsdlf, driv-ing the king out of his own capital and dowly conquer-ing chunk after chunk of his kingdom,
trouncing every Kardeenos army they could bring to battle and killing no less than two succeeding kings
intwo of those battles.

Meanwhile, aong the western border of Kehnooryos Ehlahs, warfare against the mountain tribes had
never redly ceased for al of the four hundred plus years since the Ehleenchee had invaded the land from
the Eastern Sea, once cdled Atlantic, nor did it cease with the change of overlords from Ehleenoheeto
Horse-clansmen. It was not, had never been, the forma warfare of the northern or southerly borders, but
it was no lessbloody, viciousand brutd, for al itsinformality.

Ancther drive againgt the battered army of Kara-leenos, fighting now under a new-crowned young king,
Zenos X1, had cometo gripswith him and it just south of the Lumbuh River bridge and so badly mauled
it that another immediate battle would have been out of the question. However, Demetrios, one of the
High Lords of Kehnooryos Ehlahs, had been knocked from off the bridge and drowned in the battle's
prologue; therefore, atruce had been struck and the other High Lord—Milo Morai, aHorseclans
chief—had been sum-moned by galopers. He had brought with him rein-forcements and the High Lady
Aldora Pahpahs of Linsee, widow of Demetrios, who had cordialy hated her husband for his
homosexudity.

Milo had treated his beaten foemen with magnanim-ity, and it was aswell that he had, for he shortly had
received word from his capital that the Lord of the Pirate | es—one Alexandras, himself akath'-ahrohs
or Ehleen purebred of the old ssock—had sailed in with word that the new-crowned High King Zastros
of the Kingdom of Southern Ehleenohee was even then preparing to lead ahost of upwards of a half
million warriors across Karaleenos southern border, with the avowed purpose of bringing al of the
eastern coast under hissway.

When Milo had convinced his sometime enemy King Zenos of the mutual threet and joined the two
armies, he had sent messengersfar and wide to sound the tocsin, even while gtriking shaky aliances with
hill chiefs and swamp-dwellersto attempt to dow the ad-vance of the huge army of Zastros and interdict
itslines of supply insofar aspossible.

Help had, indeed, come. Not only from his own lands and those of King Zenos, either, but from far to



the north—the Kingdom of Harzburk, the Kingdom of Pitzburk, the Aristocratic Republic of Eereeon
the shore of the Great Inland Seg, al had sent noble knights and a horde of mercenaries. Upon learning
just why units of the army of Kehnooryos Ehlahs were being withdrawn, warband after warband of
mountain tribes had descended from their fastnesses to try sdll-ing their servicesto their ancient enemies.

Wheat had finally occurred at the environs of that bridge over the Lumbuh River had been dmost in the
nature of an anticlimax. Starved of supplies and near mutiny upon itsarriva, the mongtrous force had
tried but once to cross the heavily-fortified bridge, been driven back in rout, and then had smply
hunkered down in low, unhedthy riverside campsto sicken and die of fever, fluxes, wounds, starvation
and the nightly attacks of Horseclansmen, swampers and river-borne pirates.

At lagt, certain of the higher nobility—thethoheeksee or dukes—of Zastros kingdom had had enough
and sent aherdd to the High Lord by night, offering certain thingsiif they were alowed to march their
remaining forces back south, out of Karaleenos and into their own landsin peece.

The High Lord had agreed; however, he had done more than that. He had announced to the herald the
imminent merger of hislandswith the Kingdom of Karaeenos and the Grand Duchy of Kuhmbuhluhn,
the resultant state to be called the Confederation of Eastern Peoples, and he offered the sometime
South-ern Kingdom aequal placein this state. Upon their acceptance of this astounding offer and the
delivery of sgned and seded oaths from every noble landholder ill dive and with the army that Zastros
had led north, the High Lord had a so agreed to send to the fledgling Council of Consolidated
Thoheekseeahnee of the Southern Ehleenohee a sub-strahteegoscommand-ing aforce of troops about
which anew army to enforce the will of Council might be formed.

He had sent one of the relatives of King Zenos, Sub-strahteegos ThoheeksTomos Gonsaos, with a
reg-iment of mercenary pikemen, a squadron of heavy lancers and a squadron-size of Horseclansmen,
this group including a cow e ephant captured from Zastros force during the single attack on the bridge.

The pike regiment and the heavy lancers il were there, but most of the origina contingent of
Horse-clansmen had followed Chief Pawl Vawn of Vawn, their leader, back to Kehnooryos Ehlahs,
feding like him that five and more years separated from wives and families was enough and more than

enough.

Mogt of the unit now going into camp just to the south of the Kuzawahtchee River was replacement for
that earlier-sent force of Horseclansmen. The bulk of this present lot were of Clans Skaht and Baikuh,
and were led by Chief Hwahit Skaht of Skaht, along with subchiefs from both clans. In addition to these
larger contingents, however, there were quite afew young, wanderlusting warriors from some dozen
other clanswho had heard from Chief Pawl of the vast opportunities available in the far-southerly lands
for young men of their race, who were greatly respected by the rulingthoheeksee of the onetime
Southern King-dom of Ehleenchee.

Squetting between the chief of Skaht and the senior sub-chief of Baikuh, dl three of them watching the
establishment of the night's camp, while chewing at stalks of grass, was aman who savefor his
Horseclans garb and weaponry could easily have been taken for a pure Ehleen—tal, larger of build than
his compan-ions, with black hair abit grey at the temples, guardsman-style moustache as black asthe
hair and eyesthat could have been black or avery dark brown, hisskin alight olive under the tan and
wesethering.

But any who took him for Ehleen would have been very wrong, for he was no such thing, for dl that he
spoke that language as fluently and unaccentedly as he did some score of other languages and twice that
num-ber of dialects. His name was Milo Mora and he was achief of the Horseclans, one of the



triumvirate that presently ruled the Confederation of Eastern Peoples, and far, far more, besides.

The carefully selected Ehleen horse guards who made up some third of his persona contingent on this
trip caled him and referred to him as High Lord Milo. So, too, did some of the Horseclansmen . . .
sometimes, but more usudly to them, as to uncounted generations of their forebears, he was " Chief
Milo," "Uncle Milo," or on occasion "God Milo."

Although he gave appearance of an age somewhere between thirty and forty years, that appearance was
vadtly deceiving, and, in truth, not even Milo himsalf knew his exact age, only that thusfar it exceeded
seven centuries and that he had appeared just as he now did for al of that vast expanse of years of life.

All of the Horseclansfolk—men, women, children, past and present—venerated this man, for he had
a-ways been among them, moved among them, lived among them, fought beside them against savage
beasts and savage weather and calamity. He it was who had first succored the Sacred Ancestors—those
who be-came the first Horseclansfol k—quided generation after generation of their descendantsin
establishing hege-mony over dl of the Sea of Grasses, far to the west, before he finally had led forty-two
Horseclans clans on an epic, twenty-year-long trek to the east and the lands they currently held. Inthe
nearly three-quarters of a century since then, he and they had dowly in-creased their holdings—for the
Horseclansfolk, thiswas not just necessary but vital, for their natural in-crease and that of their herds
caled awaysfor moreland, and most good land in the east was already held by one people or another,
few of them willing to giveit up without afight.

Therefore, for al that their people were no longer free-roaming nomad-herders and had not been for
a-mogt three full generations, till were dl in thisforce proven, blooded warriors, just as had been the
forceled by Chief Pawl Vawn of Vawn.

The three men sguatting in silence were a| telepaths and were, despite appearances, degp in
conversation. Above eighty percent of Horseclansfolk were, to one degree or another, telepathic,
telepathy having been asurviva trait on the prairies and high plainswhich had for so very long been the
home and breeding grounds of their race. They called the talent "mindspeak™ and used it not only
amongst themsealves but in communi-cating with their horses and with the prairiecats—these being
jaguar-9ze, long-cuspided, highly intelligent fe-lines that had been with the Horseclansfor dmost aslong
asthere had existed folk called Horseclans.

"Uncle Milo," Chief Skaht silently beamed, "1 sill don't know why you are bringing along dl of those
Ehleenee; yes, the ones from up in Kehnooryos Ehlahs are part of your guards, but it just seemssilly to
drag along more of the damned boy-buggerers from Kara-leenos. When you need them to fight, they'll
probably be off in the bushes somewhere futtering each other, and if you can get them into ared battle,
the chances are good they'll run in apinch, lest they chance ruin-ing their girlish good lookswith a
warrior's scar or three."

"Oh come now, Hwahit," was Milo'sslent reply, "you know better than that. Y ou've fought in the
mountains and during the Zastros business, Six years ago, you've fought alongside Ehleenohee, even
com-manded units of them, on occasion, and you surely know that their warriors—heterosexua, bisexua
or homosexua—can be every bit as effective as the war-riors of any other people, if properly led,
armed, supplied and disciplined.

"Astowhy | brought aong young men of Kahnooryos Ehlahs and Karaleenos, | brought them for
precisely the same reason you brought along dl those footloose young warriors from half ascore of
clans, man, these are countless acres of prime land in thisformer king-dom with no lordsto hold and rule
them, so many were the noblemen killed in the civil wars and then in Zastros Folly. Ehleen customs of



inheritance are gtrictly patrilineal, as you know, dl land going to the eldest son of the house. All of the
young men | brought down here are younger sonswho will al be more than happy to give military service
and then willingly swear oaths of loyalty to the Consolidated Thoheekseeahnee and our Confederation of
Eagtern Peoplesin order to receive land on which to raise up afamily.”

"But what about our Horseclans boys, Uncle Milo?' demanded Sub-chief Djeri Baikuh. "If these
damned young Ehleenees get dl the land and dl?*

There was abroad measure of humor in Milo's beamed answer. "Oh ho, now we get to the bottom of
things. Never you fear, Kindred, you have never seen these landsinto which we ride on the morrow.
They aretruly vast, when compared to those lands you have seen; there will be more than enough for al,
bdieveme”

"Arethese lands aslong and aswide as the Sea of Grasses, Uncle Milo?' queried Chief Hwahlt Skaht.

"Not that large, Hwahit,” Milo replied. "Before the great earthquake and subsidences of so much of the
coadts and tidewater lands, the lands that |ater became the kingdom of Southern Ehleenohee took up
some one hundred and seventy or one hundred and eighty thousand square miles, and even today, the
Consoli-dated Thoheekseeahnee stretchesand spreads over an expanse of one hundred and thirty-odd
thousand square miles.”

"And just how largeis, say, Kehnooryos Ehlahs, Uncle Milo?' the chief asked.

"Between the landward edges of the salt fens and the latest-won portions of the mountains,” was Milo's
reply, "between the Karaleenos border and the Kuhm-buhluhn border, Kehnooryos Ehlahs covers about
two-fifthsas much land, Hwahlt."

The chief it out his grass stem arid hissed softly between histeeth, looking very thoughtful, but
care-fully shidding histhoughts from the scrutiny of histwo companions.

But not shielded from the powerful menta probing abilities of him who abruptly joined them.

The agouti-colored cat dipped noisalesdy from out the tiny copse between the three men and came to
St between Chief Hwahlt and Milo, his chin resting on the latter's knee and histhick tail overlapping his

forepaws.

Even as he yawned gapingly, the westering sun glint-ing on hislong, white cuspids, he was beaming,
"Why would my cat-brother, the honored and valiant Chief of the Skahts, think of taking dl of hisclan
away from Ehlal, whence first came the Sacred Ancestors, the progenitors of hisfolk?"

"To begin with, cat-brother,” was Hwahlt's an-swer, "there is some doubt thet this Ehlal isthe origi-nal
Ehlai, amongst the bards of the clans, for some versons of the Prophecy of the Return and How Strange
Our Old Lands say that the direction of The Ehlai of our Sacred Ancestors liesin the home of thesetting,
not of therising, of Sun. So there may well be nothing in any way holy about that crowded, overgrazed,
mosguito-ridden place up in Kehnooryos Ehlahs at all.

"1 mean to take my clan out of it, too, whether we come down here to the Consolidated
Thoheekseeahnee or take over the lands and titles that King Zenos has offered me and mine, and Chief
Ben of Baikuh meansto go, too. Nor are we two the only chiefs considering the offers of Kardeen lands;
no, theré's Vawn, Morguhn, Danyuhlz, Rahsz and more."



Milo was not surprised to hear the chief's thoughts. He of al men knew just how crowded the high idand
inthe midst of the great st fen was become as the Horseclansfolk and their herds bred year after year.
Nor wasthe ancient man at all displeased at the news, for the clans squatting on Ehlai were becoming
more and more inbred, and thisfact could be the beginning of racid disagter, yet few of them living cheek
by jowl with close Kindred could be persuaded to take Ehleen women or men in marriage. However,
were the clansto settle far away from other clans, in Ehleen-populated lands, then perhaps they might
begin to scatter their racial seed farther afield and reduce somewhat their present consanguinity.

Infact, did this chief and the others he had men-tioned know the full truth of the matter, King Zenos had
requested and been gladly given Milo's permission to offer his handsome propositions to the chiefs after
the defest of Zastros great army, Six years back. It had taken longer than he or the young king had
ex-pected, but it now would seem that that particular barme had begun to ferment.

To the newly arrived prairiecat, Milo beamed, "Did my cat-brother see or smell aught of danger nearby
our campsite”?'

The cat had begun to lick at his chest fur with steady strokes of along, wide, red-pink tongue, nor did
he cease his grooming while he beamed his sllent reply to Milo. "No two-legs den up anywhere | went in
the lands ahead, God Milo. There was one place where once they denned, but no faintest scent of them
now lies anywhere within it, only the smells of the beasts which for long have used its shelter. Around the
road, yonder toward the rising of Sun isthe only placein which thereisrecent scent of two-legs, and
even that isnot too recent. Thiscat ... wait, God Milo, Shadowspots beamsto this cat.”

After amoment, still licking, the prairiecat resumed his beaming: "God Milo, Shadowspots has found a
sandy place down the river. Two-legs without toot coverings have waked there this day, and small, very
narrow boats were pulled up out of theriver there. The bones and scales of severd fish are scattered
there, also the bones of alarge water viper."

"Any trace of fire?' asked Milo.

"No, God Milo," the cat beamed back, "only that which this cat has repeated from the beaming of
Shadowspots.”

Milo came up to astand, ordering, "Hwahlt, before anyone goestoo far in settling up hereabouits, tell
them we won't be camping here after al. Shadowspots has found a place where barefoot men pulled
canoes or pirogues ashore on alittle riverine beach and had themsalves amedl of raw fish and araw
moccasin, leaving behind bones from the snake but not the head. What does that sound like to you?"

The chief'slips became agrim line. "Fen-men! No damned wonder this stretch is unsettled, on either
gdeof theriver; those devils must have killed or driven off everyonewho tried to live around here.... if
they were anywhere near to theriver, that is. Fen-men will never willingly get far from water and their
boats, ever, for any reason.”

Hurriedly, the carts were reloaded and the march resumed in a southwesterly direction, awvay from the
river and the svampsinto which it eventualy flowed. The fen-folk were the avowed enemies of every
man or woman or child not of their scanty numbers and had aways been such for aslong as anyone
could recall. They were aprimitive and asingularly savage people, living deep in the fens and swampsin
amal|l extended-family groups, joining forceswith others of their unsavory ilk but rarely.

Their most-feared arm was a blowgun which ex-pelled darts smeared with deadly poisons; other than
these, most carried alarge, multipurpose knife and maybe a second, smaller one; they were said to use



spearsin hunting boars, aligators and certain other large, dangerous beasts, but they never used suchiin
warfare. Fen-men wore no armor, no footwear of any description and few clothes, for that matter. They
went about amost naked and smeared from head to foot with some sort of grease that smelled reptilian
and was said to repd insects. Adult fen-men shaved or pulled out dl of the hair from both scap and
body, but otherwise were of distinctively unclean habits. All folk so unfortunate asto live near them hated
and feared the night-stalking killerswith their deadly blow-pipes; they were killed on sight, like the deedly
species of vermin they were considered to be. But wiser folk tried to avoid fen-men and their haunts
atogether, which was just what Milo and the others were doing.

"Better to be safe than sorry," he thought, "but someday I'm just going to haveto find away to eradicate
those damned man-shaped things from one end of the fensto the other. | hate to think of counte-nancing,
leading, genocide, but the fen-folk have been a war with dl the rest of humanity since a least the time of
the great earthquakes and | don't think they will ever be otherwise then cold-blooded, creeping, sneaking
murderers, coming by night or killing from ambush any man or woman or child they seewho is not one of
them. Even the Ehleen pirates, who have had shaky agreement with them for a couple of centu-ries now,
admit that the fen-men are dy, treacherous and completely devoted to murder as a pleasant pas-time.
And people like that cannot be dealt with—I know, I've tried for years with the subrace of them who
inhabit the fens of Kehnooryos Ehlahs—save with abow at rangesthat their devilish poisoned darts
won't reach.”

Chapter |

Even while she emitted an dmost-constant contra-basso rumble of contentment, Sunshine was
convers-ing slently with her "brother,” Gil Djohnz, who was engaged in washing her in the shdlows of the
small river that flowed through the verdant croplands of the Duchy of Mehsees. Whenever Gil looked up
and to the east, he could see the dirty smoke of the countless cooking-fires rising up from the city of
Mehseepalis and the sprawl of the army camp that surrounded it.

A few yards away, three other el ephants were being scrubbed by their own "brothers.” The nearest of
these called hersdlf Tulip. Shewas abit taler and afew years older than Sunshine; her "brother” wasa
haf brother of Gil—though Gil, being the son of hisfather's premier wife, recaived Bili Djohnz's
defer-ence, for Bill'smother had been but a concubine when he was born. Just beyond Tulip lay amuch
smadller eephant, ayoung bull, only alittle over four years old; this one caled himself Dragonfly for some
reason no man or beast had ever yet fathomed, and his "brother" was a nineteen-year-old cousin of Gil.
On the bank, drying off from her own bath in thefitful wind and the hot sun, sood the largest of all four
elephants, atusked cow who had named herself Newgrass.

Although in traditional Ehleen armies only bulls were used as war-€ ephants, the smdler and mostly
tuskless cows being relegated to heavy draught purposes, al three of these cows had served in numerous
campaigns of the army of the Consolidated Thoheek-seeahnee in armor and in the very thick of battlein
the time before red, war-trained bulls had finally been sent from the Land of Elephants, the far-western
duch-ies near the shores of the Upper Gulf.

Consequently, the tender grey skins of all three of the cows now bore honorable war scars—marks |l eft
them by the bite of sharp steel blades, the stabbing of spear-, dart- and arrow-points, the friction and
pinch-ing of harness and armor. Gil's sensitive soul mourned once again whenever he saw and felt these
scars, re-calling as he then did the suffering of hishuge but basicaly gentle "sgter.”



For the umpteenth time, Sunshine beamed the ques-tion to Gil, "Brother-mine, isit redly true, then? We
redly will leave for the land wherein Sunshine was calved, soon? We will redly set out next week?"

"Yes, my sgter,” he beamed back patiently, smiling to himsdf a the cow's enthusiasm. "We will set out
for the far-western duchies on next Monday . . . hope-fully, but by Tuesday, at the latest, Sun and Wind
willing. A way wasfound for usto circumvent the machinations of the GrandStrahteegos, who would
have—had he been dlowed his way—kept us herein virtual military davery until | had along beard as
white as snow; kept usfor no reason of which | can think, for now there are afull dozen huge,
long-tusked bullsin the e ephant-lines, along with men | have taught to mindspeak them, so the only uses
that you and our sisters have been recently put to on campaign have been those of oversized
draught-oxen—ypulling siege-engines and wagons and the like—and | am of the mind that your war
service earned you better than that.

"But now they tell methat that old man isfindly dead, dain by one of his own officers when he went mad
and attacked the leader of Council—him with asword and adirk and his chief unarmed. So now we are
completdly freeto leave this dishonorable service to which he saw fit to relegate us and make our way to
the land of your birth, with no longer any worry that armed horsemen might be sent galoping after to
bring us back into odious and shameful bondage.”

He ceased to beam then as he concentrated on removing an embedded tick from deep within afold of
her right ear. He till was at it when an unexpected gush of cold river water struck his head and shoulders
with enough force to rock him where he squatted, his consequent imba ance causing Sunshine ajab of
pain. When helooked around, he quickly spied out the culprit, who aready wasrefilling histrunk.
"Dragon-fly!" he beamed sternly. "Did you know that you just caused meto hurt your Auntie Sunshine?'

The dripping young bull shook his head and, while looking about for another, unaware target for his
trunk-ful of water, beamed in apetulant manner, "Well, two-leg, if you don't want to get wet, then hurry
up, My mother and the rest won't leave here until you're done, and | want to go back to the
e ephant-lines now !"

Knowing of old the futility of trying to either argue or reason with the stubborn, selfish young bull, Gil
beamed to his cousin, "For the sake of Sacred Sun, Bert, come take thislittle beast in hand before I'm
tempted to render him into army beef.”

But another reached the culprit before the young man; she bore him to the ground and belabored him
with her trunk until he squeded shrilly, beaming pleas for mercy. But no sooner had his mother, Tulip,
a-lowed him to rearise than he sidled swiftly out of her reach and taunted, "Y ou don't redlly hurt me. You
don't ever redly hurt me, | just fool you into thinking you're hurting me. But when I'm al grown up and as
big as Brohntos, then I'll hurt you, I'll crush your bones and stab my tusksinto you until you're very sorry
you ever tried to hurt me when | was smaler than you are. You'll see, Mother! You. . ."

At that point, the beastlet was again hurled flat on one sde and Newgrass, who had had afew caves of
her own, over the years, belabored him until there could be no question but that his shrieks and squedls
were those of true and intense pain. When Bert Djohnz came over, thelittle bull was more than willing to
get up and leave the vicinity of hisgrim Auntie Newgrass with histwo-leg brother.

Worriedly, Gil beamed to Sunshine, "Dragonfly dis-turbs me, sster-mine; heis stubborn, willful, selfish

and vindictive. Now, while he's only four feet or so at the withers and has not more weight than four or
five men, he's not redlly very dangerous, but as he grows, | fear helll become so deadly helll haveto be
ether run off or killed, and | love my sster'skind, Sunshine, | don't want to see any of them hurt."



The recumbent elephant raised her trunk to ten-derly caress the man kneegling on her sde with its
sengtive, fingerliketip. "Y es, man-Gil, Sunshine knows how much you love her and her sigters. Sheloves
you deeply and 0, too, do Tulip and Newgrass. . . and even that little bull, Dragonfly, he loves Gil
Djohnz, brother-of-elephants.

"Theway that Dragonfly behaves and mishehaves and threatens, none of it isredly hisfaullt,
brother-mine; rather it is because heis growing up with only mature € ephants, not naturally, in aherd
environ-ment, with others of his own age with whom he can prank and play and fight and dowly establish
just what will be his place when at last heishimsdlf mature. When we reach my place of birth, he will
have aherd and you will see agreat changein him, brother.”

As he mounted Sunshine after she had dried and was ready to return to the Elephant-Linesin camp, Gil
saw on the distant road a galloper raising a plume of dust as he spurred hard toward the city, astring of
remountsracing after him. From thisdistance, Gil could not be certain, but he thought that that many
remounts would only be brought along by a Horseclans galoper.

Even while Gil and his e ephants were wending their dow, unhurried way back to camp, Sub-chief
Djaimz Baikuh, drooping in his saddle with weariness, gpproached the city gate, identified himsdf, and
was granted entry and given aguide to conduct him to the one-time ducal palace, now become a
Iabyrinthine com-plex of old and new buildings and housing the Council of Thoheeksee and their gaffs,
plusdl of the bureau-crats and functionaries necessary to the newly estab-lished government.

ThoheeksMahvros convened the mesting of those otherthoheeksee who had happened to bein or near
to the palace-citadel complex. All who hurried to an-swer the urgent summonsfor the emergency
meeting were obliged to rack swords and leave other cutlery in the new receptacles located just outside
the doors of the chamber, then submit to searches for hidden wegp-ons by the guards, but vividly
recdling the terrible events of the third-from-last meeting of the Council, the objections were few and
weak.

ThoheeksGrahvos commented, "Mahvros, we can't cast vaid votes on any matter of rea importance—
therere only eeven of us here.”

Mahvros shook his head. "Theré's no need | can seeto vote on anything, important or unimportant. This
meseting was convened only to officidly notify you al that the replacementsfor Captain Chief Pawl
Vawn's squadron of Horseclanner archersisafew days east of

Thrahkohnpolis and will be here within afortnight or less.”

He paused and took a deep, deep breath. "With them rides Milos Morai, High Lord of the
Confeder-ation of Eastern Peoples, our overlord ... in case anyone had forgotten. You'd best al start
putting your persond affairs and those of your vassals and desmenesin proper order for his perusal or
that of whomever he decides to make our prince andahrkeethoheeksee ."

"Now just wait aminute!" yelpedThoheeks Vikas, agitatedly. "I thought one of the prime agreements
when this Council of Thoheeksee was first established was that it was being established to prevent the
further proliferation of despotic kingsto st on thrones and grind us al down until we could take no more
and rose up againgt them in bloody, costly rebellions. To my mind, aprinceis no better than just another
namefor atyrannicd ..."



ThoheeksGrahvos dapped one horny palm on the table and roared, " Enough, now, dammit, Vikos! Dol
have to shake senseinto your hot head again today? In thisinstance, "prince is Ssmply what the High
Lord choosesto title hissatrapeeosee, his highest-ranking deputies, who rule but only in his name and
that of the Confederation.”

"What of theseahr keethoheeksee, Grahvos?" asked another of the men. "Will they be of usor
northerners put over us?'

Grahvos shrugged. "1 couldn't say, my lord, though | would imagine that theahr keethoheeksee, at leadt,
will be chosen from among the presentthoheeksee and possibly the prince will, too . . . but | would
rather that we weren't and | mean to tell the High Lord precisdly that, and in just those words."

Y oung Thoheeks Pennendos |ooked stunned, ap-palled. "My lord, my lord, you mean you'd see our
overlord put some alien over us before one of our own blood and breeding?”

"And damned right, too!" rumbledThoheeks Bahos deep voice. "And if he didn't advisejust that, then |
would, too. Maybe you're too young to remember, but I'm not—thoheekseefighting like gutter curs over
some stinking piece of offa, hiring on warbands, tak-ing plowmen out of the croplandsto push pikes and
dieintrying to forward aclaim to the crown and office no better than some score of others. And one
Bahos right along with them, too, infected by the same cursed plague of ambition asthey. That pestis
apparently endemic to our blood, my boy, and that's why we dare not see one of us made prince of this
land."

Mahvros|ooked down the table toThoheeks Sit-heeros, saying, "My lord, for some reason, the High
Lord hasindicated adesire to meet your e ephant-master, the man Rikos Laskos, so you must
immedi-ately summon him to Mehseepolis. Asfor me, | can be glad that at least we findly got the new
guest wing of the complex completed last year; otherwise, wed dl have to be moving out of suitesand in
with each other or down into the army camp for the duration of the High Lord's stay amongst us, here.
Now, a last, you dl know just why Thoheeks Grahvos pushed that project so hard during hislast year of
tenure as Coun-cil Chairman and | during the earlier months of mine own.”

ThoheeksFraiklinos of Fraiklinospolis declared, "Wdll, | for one would be more than happy to seethis
nebulous overlord of ourseven if it meant degping and biding in apigsty for the next year. Something has
got to be done about the raids againgt mine and the other western duchies, and our own reorganized fleet
just does not seem capable of doing more than hel ping to pick up the pieceslong after the damned
foreign raiders are gone back to wherever they lair up.”

Grahvos sighed. "Y es, our current fleet—if | can call it that!—indeed sorely lacks experienced senior
offi-cers, thanks to Zastros prizenautikos and hisidiotic ideaof taking on the whole fleet of the Ehleen
pirates off the Lumbuh River ddlta. It would seem that not even one veteran nava officer survived that
debacle. And of course any who swam ashore there would've been taken and tormented to degth by the
bestid fen-men.

"Such as we have are young men learning asthey go along, and | fear it will take timeto season themin

command positions, none of which is of much help or solace to you and your folk of the western
thoheek-seeahnee, my lord; just remember asyou curse and revile them, that for al their present

ineptitude, they aretrying.”
"Y ou're damned right they'retrying!" grated Fraik-linos. "Very trying indeed, are they!"

"Well," Grahvossad, "I do know that our overlord hasalarge and finefleet in his Confederation; it is, in



fact, none other than the fleet that destroyed the best part of the fleet of Zastros, the fleet of Prince
Alexandros Pahpahs, Lord of the Ehleen Pirate Ides. Perhaps areformed pirate will bewhat it takesto
put paid to thisworrisome host of active pirates, eh?"

Fraiklinos grumped. "At this point, my lord, I'd be more than willing to try afleet of demons and apes;
certain sure, they would be of more real help than our so-called fleet; they could in no way be more
usdess”

Where once, aslate as three hundreds of years— scarcely an eyeblink of geologica time—before, had
been green, verdant lands, tall forests and winding freshwater streams, the waves of along, wide bay
now lapped at beaches and muddy deltas, their oceanic sdinity dways tempered by the quantities of
water borne down to that new bay by the rivers and streams from north and west and east. Some of
those rivers were indeed mighty and they aready had begun to build from the silt and sand and rock that
the water brought from drier placesidets and ddtine peninsulas on which grew grasses and shrubsand
small trees, their roots catching and holding more soil and rocksto enlarge and solidify their precarious
perches.

There were, by then, few living creatures who could recal the vast cataclysmsthat had spawned this
bay. It had been atime of terror, atime of horror, atime for many of degth. In the dark, early-morning
hours, a gresat, unsuspected tsunami had come ashore al dong the deeping coastline and advanced
destructively far, far inland, awall of cold, sdty, relentlesswater; even beyond the main force of the
tsunami, the courses of riverswere reversed to flood over their banks, killing and destroying even more.

Though bad enough, the tsunamis were far from theworst illsto aflict thelandsand dl that dwelt
there-upon. There came a seemingly endless succession of earthquakes and tremors that changed the
ages-old courses of streams and rivers overnight, dumped ponds and even lakes from out their beds,
tumbled cities, buried towns and forests under dides or drowned them, swallowed up farms and homes.
V olcanoes dormant for uncountable millenniasuddenly rumbled into full, frightful, fiery lifedl dongthe
chains of eastern and southern mountains, darkening days with their wind-borne dust and ash, belching
molten lavaand super-heated stones to fire hundreds of square miles of montane forests.

Then, suddenly, as much as ahundred milesinland, al along the eastern coast, the land subsided and the
Sea came pouring, boiling in. On the southern coast, it was even worse, for the entire peninsulalong ago
caled Floridasank until most of it was, at best, asdt fen, only itsrare highlands redlly above the highest
tides.

A second great earthquake sank most of that area once called Louisiana, along with vast stretches of
land to the west and the east of it, becoming only an estaurine bay of the vastly enlarged Gulf of Mexico.
The Caribbean Sea had shown its own rapaciousness, too, avidly gobbling up coastlines, idands, cays
and keys. Most of those lands, idands and idets | eft above water were smaller, lower and still racked by
earth-quake aftershocks and some vol canism.

But elsewhere, new lands were formed—the Ber-muda |9 ands having been transformed by risngsinto a
virtud archipelago, dmost circular, and dmost com-pletely surrounding ashdlow sat lagoon, in which
lay abroad, hilly idand of seabed rock, bare as a picked skull.

After the earth had ceased its agonized spasms, the survivors—plant, anima and human—began to
adjust to the new order of lands and seas, to breed and repopul ate, to build anew. Some years later,
subse-quent to acivil war in Kehnooryos Ehlahs, the losers enshipped, sailed down one of theriversand



out to sea, finally making landfall at the collection of new and older idands some hundreds of miles off the
east coast.

In the beginning, they made their homes on some of the less rocky, more southerly idands, refurbishing
ancient ruins, farming where decent soil remained, breeding small numbers of stock beasts on the strictly
limited graze, fishing, and in times of desperation, raiding the coasts and riverways of their previous
home-landsto the west. But after, themsealves, suffering the effects of raids, they first built acitadd on the
rocky idein theinner lagoon, then began to ship load after load of fertile soil over tofill in the terraces
they were congtructing of materia mined from the rocks them-selves.

Sowly, painfully, abodes were chipped out, multi-chamber homes mined into the very rock that had
underlain seabed ooze from time out of mind until the upheavas had forced it from endless darknessinto
the glare of the sun and the silvery rays of the moon. By the time that few of the third generation of
idanders were left dive, much had been accomplished and the id e was mostly become green and
productive.

Even s0, however, there smply was no way to feed the ever growing population from itsyield, no matter
how bountiful, nor did the drudgery of farming and fishing come easily to these men, who were mostly the
descendants of noble warriors, not of farmers and laborers. And so, sometime in the fourth generation,
they did into piracy on shipping—both coasta ship-ping and maritime—and began to mount regular raids
on the coasts to the west, not just against their own ancestors place of origin but againgt al of the lands
and citiestheir ships and men could eesily resch.

At firgt, the raiders brought captivesin only asdaves, for thework of making their homea
near-impregnable fortress went on. Ways were found to block all save asingle, treacherous channel to
the open seafrom the lagoon—native seamen could nego-tiate it easily and with relative speed, while
non-natives perforce had to fed away dong with aleadsman aways astride the bowsprit, the snail-crawl
progress making of a stranger's ship an easy target to the guards on the cliffs on either hand.

Stones were quarried from the newer, bare-rock ides and barged across the lagoon to the older, lower
ides, thereto be used in the congtruction of fortifica-tions and underwater obstacles to hinder the landings
of boats on the beaches. Other fortifications and look-out towers were built atop the highest pinnacles of
rock. In addition, shipload after shipload of rich soil was brought in from the less popul ated portions of
coastlines and was used to fill terraces built into the lagoon-sides of the surrounding ides.

But as the years followed one after the other and the raidings and piracies and sea-fights and
storm-losses of ships and whole crews went on, the daves began to outnumber the free men and women
intheides, and, at length, one farsghted Lord of the Ides persuaded the Council of Shipmastersto
proclaim an end to davery, giving every living, hade, mae dave theright to either ship aboard one of the
raiders as afree crewman and warrior or remain ashore to perform one of the numerous necessary
trades or craftsin support of the fleet. The pirates and raiders adso began to let it be known that daves of
mainland masters with enough gutsto attach themsalvesto raiders shore parties or otherwise get to the
Sealdeswould find awelcome there, just so long asthey paid their way and lived according to the Laws
of theldes.

Over the years, atrue society developed, an or-dered society, with customs and laws and usages of its
own. The Lord of the Ides, chosen upon the death of his predecessor by the Council of Shipmasters,
was usually—but not dwaysl—a descendant of one of the original Ehleen settlers, and while no one of
these families was even near to being of the purity of lineage that the mainland Ehleenohee called
kath'ahrohs, most of them did try to kidnap and marry Ehleen women of good family, now and thenin
their raidings, more-over, they made sure that a priest of the Ehleen sect was alwaysin resdencein the



Ides, honored after afashion and supported handsomely.

At atime about a hundred and fifty years after the settlement of the Ides, anon-Ehleen Lord of the Ides,
Lord Djahn Krooguh, who had been a mainland dave before becoming a pirate, made a momentous and
avery vauable discovery. Thislord happened to be ateepath, and, having mentaly communicated with
var-ious beasts in his youth, before being endaved, he sent out abeam to a pod of eheethosee —qgreat
black-and-white dolphins, called by other peoples grampuses or orcas or killer whales. Shortly, to the
redl terror of hiscrew, hissmal ship was surrounded by theeheethosee — their dorsdl finstowering up
higher than any of the men, some of them almost as long and as broad abeam as the cockleshell ship.

Nor did any one of the crew-men believe for one minute that their very new lord could or was conversing
in sllence with the pod of sea-mongters, not at firg.

But in time such communication came to be ac-cepted among the folk of the Sealdes and atenuous
bond between man and ork—as they came to be called, adopting a barbarian word for them—was
established. Lord Djahn sought out telepaths or those with the ability to develop into such amongst his
people and tried to place at least one aboard each of the active ships; so too did all his successors, and,
eventually, the telepathic ability became one of the criteriafor not only becoming Lord of the Ides, but
even succeeding to acommand of aship.

Not only did the orks provide security for the Ides, they became most adept at exploring coasts and
har-bors for raiders, or seeking out prey on the open seasfor pirates. On occasion, two or three or more
of them had butted the side of a ship in unison, disordering the crew just before a pirate ship closed with
the vessd.

Although the orks were far from averse to consum-ing dead bodies cast into the water—thus easing the
problem of disposing of deceased Ide-folk without attracting sharks and other dangerous scavengersto
the environs of the Ides—the deek creatures often remarked that they preferred seals or fish or whales,
so not afew of the pirates wondered now and again over the years just what kept the val uable marine
alies so drawn to them. None of them ever learned, dying still ignorantly accepting the fact of the orks
inexplicable alegiances.

Two hundred-odd years after the initid settlement, the folk of the 19des were become wedlthy, their huge
fleet wasthe largest and most powerful and modern, and enough of the mainland principalities had, over
the years, suffered enough losses, broken enough teeth on the massive natura and man-made defenses of
the ocean citadd to now leave well enough aone and accept their occasiond losses or pay tributein
specie or goodsto the Lord of the Sealdesin order to keep his ravening, ferocious raiders from their
coasts and coasta shipping.

The only mainland state that did not suffer either sea-robbers or tribute was K ehnooryos Ehlahs; some
third of acentury before, dl raidings against them had ceased, and few of their ships had been lost since
then to the ships of the Ides. Then, just as High King Zastros had been readying his huge host to march
northward on his chosen course of conquest, the young Lord of the Sealdes, Alexandras Pahpahs, had
st sail for Kehnooryos Atheenahs, capital of Kehnooryos Ehlahs, and after conferring with the rulers,
dlied hisfolk and shipswith the mainland confederation that had grown out of the united stand againgt the
High King of the Southern Ehleenchee.

Moreover, possibly in earnest of the aliance, he had brought back to the Sealdes upon his own return
one of the rulers, who was the recent widow of him who had been the fourth of the origina two men and
two women who had ruled over Kehnooryos Ehlahs for nearly fifty years.

Sealdefolk who heard the news thought that his ship would bear some withered, wrinkled crone. They



were wrong. The young woman who legped lightly from rail to wharf looked, despite her actual sixty-odd
years, to be no more than twenty-two or twenty-three and atruekath'ahrohs —with a dense mass of
blue-black hair, eyes so dark asto appear black and an olive complexion beneath her tan.

The High Lady AldoraLinsee Treeah-Potohmahs had quickly proven hersdf asingular lady in ahost of
ways. Very well coordinated, she had on the voyage to the Ides learned to scamper up and down the
rigging of the sailing ship asrapidly and surefootedly as any of the able-bodied seamen. She was a master
of many wegpons, making up for the bulk and bulging muscles she lacked with aflexibility and speed that
had to be seen to be believed; the wearing of heavy armor did not seem to ever tire her and dowed her
but mini-maly. She could swim asfast and with aslittle appar-ent effort as any Sealdesman, and her
telepathic ability was stronger and farther-ranging than that of any man or woman of the Sealdesfolk.

She adso proved hersdlf stubborn and willful, stak-ing unsummoned into ameeting of the Council of
Captainsto demand that she be aboard one of the ships being sent to coastal watersto interdict High
King Zastros fleet, prevent it from entering the Lumbuh River and giving aid and suppliesto theland
forces. She shouted them al down in the course of that stormy meeting, even Lord Alexandras and the
Senior Cap-tain, Y ahnekos, his stepfather. When a Captain Moh-mahros had had enough female
impertinence and made to put her out of the chamber by force, she didocated his shoulder and his elbow
and cracked three of his ribs so speedily and with so little gpparent effort that many of the others did not
immediatdly redlize just why the man had cometo lie, white-faced and groan-ing, on the carpet before
the wigp of agrim-faced girl.

Eventualy, having worn down most of the opposi-tion, she got her way, of course, shipping out aboard
Lord Alexandras persond bireme, pulling her part of an oar on the benches with the rest of the ship's
complement and, in the course of the protracted, de-structive, very bloody battle against the Southern
Ehleen battle fleet, distinguishing hersdf as a pd adin-par-excellence.

So respected was she become for her warlike traits and skills that she faced no argument when she
€elected to be one of the volunteers who went upriver in the smallest, most shallow-draft vesselsto mount
night attacks against the camps of the High King sprawled aong the southern banks across from the
sections defended by the High Lord Milo and hisalies.

After the deaths of Zastros and his queen, after the abrupt cessation of hodtilities on the mainland, the
Lady Aldoratook part in some practical voyages, even tried coastal raiding for awhile. Then, however,
hav-ing driven home her point, gotten her way, she put off her armor and wegpons and sea-boots, taking
up the atire and ways of a Sealdeswoman, living in the paace with Lord Alexandros—firgt ashis
mistress, then, after awhile, ashislega wife. She was not hisonly wife, of course, for he wanted and
needed heirs, sons, while she was barren and knew it for fact, fifty years worth of lusty lovers having all
failed to ever quicken her. When firgt she began to enjoy regular sex with Alexandros, she hoped against
hope . . . but she was of too practical and redlistic abasic nature to pin the succession of his house and
title on such vain hopes, so sheinsisted that he seek out and wed other women, even presenting some of
them to him; one of the girls she had persondly kidnapped from Kehnooryos M ahkehdonya and another
from a seaside city in Ehspahneeah, far and far to the east across the great Ocean.

Aldorafound hersdlf to be naturdly attuned to and very comfortable with the free and easy sexuad mores
of the Sealde womenfolk, mores so like to those of the Horseclans with whom she had matured. She
never took another legal husband, as did most of the polyan-drous women of the Ide, but shefelt free
and was, indeed, completely free to enjoy many lovers from among the captains, pirates and raiders
while her hus-band busied himsalf with the necessary functions of procreetion on his other wives. But
when they were at seatogether, Lord Alexandros was hers donefor the length of the voyage and she
took full advantage of him and hisrare ability to fully fulfill her, aslover, as matelot, as caring friend, as



knowledgesble teacher in the ways of the sea.

She found that she did not missthe mainland or its people a al, after awhile; what she did misswas
horses and the great prairiecats. The only felines on any of the Ideswere domestic or feral housecats,
kept to check the depredations of rats and mice, and there was not one horse to be found. Therewas a
small herd of runty, wild ponies on the largest of the low ides, but dl of her attempts to mindspeak them
had proven them possessed of little ability to none at dl, with but dim intelligence. Thefolk of the ldes
used them mostly for mest and hides, like theferal swinethat shared theide, these latter being far and
away theintellectua superiors of the ponies, cgpable of mindspeaking with humans, but not much inclined
to so do, rather assdu-oudy avoiding close proximity to their two-legged predators.

But with the great orks, Aldorafound herself at home. The mindspeak of the massive marine mam-mals
was amost as powerful as her own rare talents, and the creatures seemed to take to her asthey did and
had to no other human, living or dead. A pod of varying strengths awayswas resident in the clear
warters of the sandy-bottomed central lagoon, for sharks seldom entered from the sea beyond the
circing idesand, consequently, the lagoon was a safe place for calving.

In company with her newfound friends, Aldora ex-plored the most distant reaches of the lagoon, fearful
of no other living thing while she swam among the deek black-and-white beasts. Not even thelong, scay
krohkohthehlishsee that crawled and swam in the sat swamp on the southernmost side of the Ides
dared to venture into the lagoon when orks were nearby, for their armor-plated hides were no match for
the crush-ing strength of an ork'sjaws, and fast astheir flat-tened sculling tails could propd them, the
orks could effortlessy swim rings around them; a so, orks could seldom bring themselvesto passup a
tasty snack of reptile meat.

When once she suggested to Lord Alexandros the extirpation of the crocodilians—which numbered
among them some true giants of fifteen and twenty feet in length and took ponies and pigs on occasion, as
well as ahuman swimmer, now and then, or asentind care-less or foolhardy enough to leave one of the
three fen-watchtowers alone and afoot—he had demurred.

"No, love, like the orks, those dragons are dliesin our defense, fearsome and treacherous allies,
some-times, but il dlies”

"Allies?' she demanded. "What the hell are you taking about, Lekos? The orks are intelligent, can
reason; those damned things are mindless, just toothy eating-machines, and about as picky about their
fare asadamned shark.”

"Well, for onething,” hereplied patiently, "they provide efficient burid servicefor corpsesand quick
disposal of such garbage asthe swine find ungppetizing. But the most important thing isthat they make of
that fen adeathtrap to any would-be invaders.

"Fourscore or S0 years back, aparty of mainlanders made to dig out and deepen the water courses
through those fensin order to get some of their shipsthrough it and into the lagoon. They began at dusk,
one night, while others of them kept the attention of our men near the entry-channdl, away to the north. A
few judtly terrified warriors and seamen were found in the tops of afew trees or squatting within one of
the two whal eboats | eft behind, and they swore that over afull thousand men had entered that benighted
fen, perhaps atenth of their numbers had won back to the sea, afew dozens had found safe places and
therest had al died horribly, done to desth by the dragons.

"Until that occurrence, our folk had actively hunted the beasts for their fine leather and the flesh of their
talls, but the then Lord of the Idesforbade any fur-ther incursions against them, and it has been so ever



since. They are only killed when they are caught in or near to the harbor, too closeto thisideor
otherwise threatening one of us. As| say, they are considered to be dliesin defense of the Sealdes, my
dear.”

Chapter 11

It not being amilitary operation, the party led by sometime Captain-of-eephants Gil Djohnz Ieft ontime,
with the dawning of the Monday morning. Passing through the various unit camps, they noted them dl to
be abustle, but thiswas not in any way remarkable, for drills and training marches, practice darms and
parades were commonplace occurrences in the perma-nent garrison of the army of the Consolidated
Thohee-kseeahnee .

In the years since the twenty-five-year-old Horse-clansman had been forced—at barely twenty—to
ac-cept acaptaincy in that army, he had grudgingly, and then only for the sake of army discipline, given
lip serviceto the seemingly endlesslists of rules and regulations and generd orders and specid orders
and service customs by and under which that army lived and trained, marched and fought, but in his heart
of hearts he had never ceased to thank them al—well, at least the most of them—every bit assilly and
sensdless as he had when he had firgt arrived here with Sun-shine, Tulip and ahandful of hiskinsmen.

As herode along on Sunshine, &t the head of his column of eephants, horses, humans and carts, out of
the camp and its environs and out onto the road to the west, he did fed alittle hurt that hisold friends
Thoheeks Sitheeros and Sub-strahteegos ThoheeksTomos Gonsa os had neither of them taken the time
to come the night before and bid him alast farewdll, share amug of wine, at least; he had kept half each
of an eye and an ear cocked for sounds of them through-out the preceding day and night . . . vainly, asit
turned out. True, they three had enjoyed afeast and well-lubricated revel the weekend before at the
quar-ters Sitheeros maintained in Mehsegpolis, but even so ... He sighed and shook his head.

Taking alook behind, he beamed, "Slow down, Sunshine, the pace you're setting will tire the horsestoo
quickly. It'savery long journey, you know; well not be there tonight, or tomorrow night, or for many
and many atomorrow night, my dear, so thereis no need to race or rush.”

The dephant's return beaming bore with it atinge of exagperation. " Sunshine cannot understand why her
brother felt it necessary to bring aong those ddlicate, easily tiring little creatures anyway. They and their
rabbit-eared cousinsthat draw those carts, they are superfluous, really. Do you and your two-leg
brothers not have three powerful and very inteligent creatures of my sort to bear you along and draw
your carts?'

Gil thought fast. "Sister-mine," he beamed, "we two-legs were of amind that it would not be dignified for
our brave, brainy sisters, whom we so love and respect, to enter back into the Land of Elephants
appearing as mere beagts of draught and burden; thisis why the mules and horses accompanied us, that
should fighting become necessary, my sster and her sisterswill not be hitched up or burdened down and
thuswill beimmediately able to put their awesome power into full use againgt such foes aswe might
face"

At this, Sunshine beamed awarm, dl-encompassing tide of pure affection into Gil's mind, smultaneoudy
renewing her vows of love and endless loyalty to him. She shortened her waking stride, and as she did,
s0 too did the other, following € ephants.



While beaming in return hisown love for and loy-dty to his massive mount, Gil thought degp withina
carefully shielded recess of hismind that he was be-come over the years most, adept at el ephantine
psy-chology. Before many days had passed, he wasto ruefully recal this smug expression of hubris.

ThoheeksMahvros read the just-ddlivered message and turned back to the councillors—nineteen of
them, this day—saying, "The party of our High Lord lies camped about the Monastery of Ayeeos
Antohnios of the Stones, while the brothers ferry them as fast as human flesh may endeavor acrossthe
River Lithothios. Brothers and soldierstogether are rigging cablesto float the wheeled transport across,
the ferry vessals being gpparently too smdl or lightweight for such task.”

ThoheeksBahos cracked the prominent knuckles of hisbig hands and shook his head. " Dammit,
Mahvros, we're going to have to get around to replacing that damned bridge . . . and soon, man! That
used to be the main trade road, but of late years, the traders have been compelled to swing way north
and west and make use of that damned treacherous ford up by the ruins of Castle Lambdos, and
naturally they jack up their pricesfor the extra effort and risks.”

Mahvros nodded. "Yes, dl true, but that's just one bridge, and there are others placed in spots of more
strategic importance that must still take priority. More-over, now that our lands are settling down—the
out-laws, the brigand bands, the renegades and al similar dangerous scum eradicated—the road crews
arerun-ning short of state-daves and we may soon start having to indtitute regular levies of farmers and
townsmen to fill out the labor groups, are we to maintain the repair schedules origindly decided upon.”

To the chorus of groans and incensed mutterings thet this last evoked around the council table, heraised
an open hand and said, placatingly, "I know, I know, gentlemen, such would play pure hob with activities
of an agricultura nature. But please consider: What good to us, to our people, isan army that cannot
move quickly from aplaceit is not needed to a place whereit is needed? We dl must begin to think of
the best thingsfor the redlm, not merely of petty, persona concerns. Each and every one of you isfully
aware just how much tribute-grain and other foodstuffs goesto our army, not to even mention other
supplies, and in order to justify such sacrifices, we must be able to make full use of the army, which
means decent roads, strong bridges, well-paved fords and safe passes in the mountainous aress.”

"The damned army and nobody elseis going to eat regularly do we go about taking the workers out of
thefieldsto sweat over roads,”" saidThoheeks Pennendos bluntly. "Why not use part of thearmy to raid
the northern barbariansfor daves. .. 7'

Jumping to hisfeet, leaning across the table, red-faced, Thoheeks Sitheeros shouted, Y ou half-wit
ninny! Y our landslie far from the barbarian states, mine are tooth by jowl with them, and our reelm has a
long last hammered out a reasonably secure peace with them. Nowyou want to start a border war.
What'sin your head, boy? No brains, clearly. Horse biscuits, perhaps?!

Involuntarily, Pennendos flinched back from the big, powerful man. In atightly controlled voice, he said,
"My friendswill cal onyou shortly, Lord Sitheeros, and . . ."

"And nothing!" snapped Thoheeks and ActingStrahteegos Grahvas, in atone of utter exasperation.
"Sitheeras, St down and shut up! Pennendos, you're till ayoung man, but if you're going to call out every
man who ever names you a shithead, you will never make old bones; Sitheeros could make a
bloodpudding of you with one hand only, and if you aren't aware of that fact, you truly are a shithead.

Y ou and your overly hot head often make me wonder if perhaps Council did not err in confirming you to
your lands and titles; the confirmation is not irreversible, you know, so beware." The older man



maintained ahard, cold stare until the younger dropped his gaze.

From Sitheeros side of the table, Thoheeks Vikos spoke up. "I'm as committed to the common wedl as
any man here, God knows, but redlly productive farm-ing isayear-round job and ahard and
time-consuming one, & that. Are all of the workersto be taken from off the land for even a couple of
weeks, an entire crop could belost.”

Mahvros nodded. "We are all as aware of thefactsasare you, Vikos, and we have taken dl factsinto
consideration in plotting out our contingency courses. In the event it becomes necessary to draft
land-workersfor road crews, we will expect thosethoheeksee caled upon to send us one able manin
every threefor forty days of work. When they return, thethoheeksee will replace them in equa number
from those till on theland, and so on. At no time will more than athird of the land-workers be absent
from thefields. Thiswill be asacrifice, true, but far from aruinous one, you must admit.”

Vikos nodded. "Those remaining will just have to work harder and longer every day. And | suppose
you'll maintain a constant |abor force by dint of stag-gering the arriva and departure dates of the levies
due from the variousthoheekseeahnee, en?'

"Just s0," said Mahvros, then, sighing, he pled, "Now, please, may we get back to consideration of our
overlord and his entourage?

"Lest he be further delayed on that onetime trade road, | suggest that we send out an honor guard
com-manded by one of usto bring him and hisimmediate staff on more quickly to Mahseepalis. Dol
hear any volunteersto head up that guard of honor, gentle-men?”

Thoheeks Sitheeros nodded, saying, "I could use the exercise, Mahvros, I'll lead them. Hell, I'll even use
some of my own lancers, if you wish, and we can just leave the army horsemen in camp.”

But old Grahvos shook his head. "No, Sitheeros, thank you, but it were better that the honor guard be
of our common army, not of agreat magnate's per-sond following, for, if you'l recdl, private amiesare
just what caused our homeland so much grief within recent memory. WEell have Tomosto pick usout a
score of lancers, asergeant or two and ayoung officer to actualy command; you'll beanoble
supernumer-ary, Sitheeros, officidly commanding only your per-sond bodyguards.”

"Only twenty meedy lancers?" yepedThoheeks Pennendos. "No, | think we should send out at the least
asguadron each of heavy horseand lancers, my lord, possibly some war-elephants, too. Twenty lanc-ers
smacksto me as but the pitiful effort of some smdll, wesak, utterly impoverished foothill principaity of
uncultured near-barbarians, and | doubt not but that any Ehleen gentleman would share and echo my
sentiments.”

Grahvos sighed, while Mahvros snorted and opened his mouth to make reply, but the older man caught
his eye and shook his head, then addressed Thoheeks Pennendosin a patient tone. "My young lord, this
matter is but another example of one of the more important reasons why this Council exists: that the older
and wiser heads may give guidance to the youn-ger and less experienced of our number, lead them in the
proper path and hope that they will afterward remember the way.

"My lord, one sendsforth large and impressive forces either to make war or to impress and intimidate
and thus prevent warfare from occurring. Neither isto be contemplated in thisinstance. The man, the
person-age, approaching Mehseepolisis our own, dear, very much respected overlord, Milos Morai.
Compared to the lands and peoples and wealth and forces he could raise and command, oursisbut little
better than that poor, wesk hill-principality you envisioned in your ill-conceived argument.



"Also, do not forget that we dl sill owe this man recompense, reparations for the damages wrought by
the host of Zastrosin its progress through the south-erly provinces of Karaeenos, no doubt, while with
us, our overlord will be of amind to set the rates of payment on these old debts, so we do not wish to
render afirst impression to hismind of afluid wedth that we do nat, in fact, own."

ThoheeksPennendos shook hishead. "I ill don't see why we should supindy alow this strange
for-eigner to easily set hisfoot down upon our collective neck, rule us as subjects, put an outlander
prince over us and milk us of our remaining riches for who knows bow long to pay off debtsincurred by
adead man."

Mahvros stared down the length of the table, raised an eyebrow and asked, "My lord Pennendos, were
you ever dropped on your head as ababe? If so, that might be the reason for your lack of wit, so often
demondtrated to us dl in thischamber.”

ThoheeksBahos stirred his massive frame and rum-bled, "Now, Mahvros, let us ceaseto sink to the
leve of personal insult. Our Pennendas, here, is bright enough, he's but young and has not seen so much
of life as have we. Remember, he was not on that ill-fated debacle of Zastros devising, he was then too

young.

"My lord Pennendas," the huge man continued, "you must know that the mighty host of the late and
unlamented King Zastros did not suffer so much de-fegt as utter dissolution up there on the Lumbuh
River, years back. Then and there, there was, there existed, nothing that might've prevented High Lord
Milos from leading his own mighty hos—which was nearly aslarge as Zasiros had been at its
strongest—down here to burn, pillage, rape, endave and thoroughly wreak havoc upon the length and
the breadth of the then kingless Kingdom of the Southern Ehleenohee. Had Zastros or full many another
of us seen aformer foreman so prosirate before us, you know that that is precisaly what we would have
done.

"But thisHigh Lord MilosMorai of Kehnooryos Ehlahs did not. He acted with an unbelievable degree
of humanity, restraint, magnanimity, Christian char-ity. He asked only that we deliver up to him the king
and the queen, leaving us specifically freeto bear away with usal that we could carry—wespons, gear,
tents, animal's, whedled transport, everything—more-over, he had friendly guides come down from out
the western mountains and show us to sources of un-poisoned water al along the way.

"Also, hefredy offered ustheloan of troopsto secure and maintain order in thishomeland while we
reorganized agovernment and rendered ourselves once more a peaceful, productive land. In the early
talks, he never mentioned the subject of reparations; Grahvosand | it was brought it up and had
Mahvros—who did the actua negotiating—jpromise payment when once more the lands were reset on
an earning bagis, for right isright, young Sir, and an honest man isowned by hisjust debts until he has
repaid them to the last jot and tittle.

"Asfor the setting of feet upon collective necks, my lord Pennendos, | had much liefer have thefoot of a
generous and forgiving stranger upon mine than that of agrasping, greedy, crud, arrogant poseur of a
near relative. Though | have as yet to have the honor of meeting him, thisHigh Lord Milos seemsto me
an overlord that | and you and the rest of us can eadily live with and under, and | fed him and his
overlord-ship to be a blessing of God upon us and our so long afflicted land.”

Milo Morai sat on asandstone bench beside the aged, arthritic Father Mithos,eeohyimehnos of the



Monastery of Saint Anthony of the Stones. The build-ings behind them ill showed clear evidences of the
ruin that had been unremittingly visited upon them during thelong years of civil warring, raidsand gen-erd
chaos. But even inits present state, stripped of most of its ancient treasures, portions of roofs here and
there till undergoing repairs, the purity of line of laid stones and columns bore out as ever the skill and
red lovethat had originaly goneinto the erection of the complex.

Father Mithos was one of the only three of the original brothersto survive. He was maimed and
hid-eoudy scarred by sted, lash, rope and searing heat— tortures wrought upon his flesh by cruel men
seeking the hiding places of the last few treasures of the order; vain tortures, asit turned out, for Father
Mithos was possessed of grest faith, atempered will and the war-rior heritage of his noble forebears.

More accustomed to the vain, proud, supercilious and often downright crimina churchmen of his
north-erly realm of Kehnooryaos Ehlahs, Milo had at first found this erudite, deeply religious, but withal
both gentle and humble man truly refreshing. Asthe days had gone on, with the brawny brothersworking
the long days through at ferrying the men and horses some bare handful at atime across the treacherous
gretch of river in their tiny boats, the High Lord had found himself to be beginning to not only respect
Father Mithos but to redlly like him, aswell.

After agp of the cider, Milo remarked, "Father Mithos, it isabit surprising to me that the main trade
road has not been put into better order and that the bridge, here, has not been rebuilt. | must remember
to speak of both projectsin Mehseepolis.”

Both of the old man's thumbs were now but with-ered, bumpy, immovable claws, so he needs must use
histwo pamsto raise and then lower his cider-cup, and he did thisdowly, painfully, in deference to
caci-ficationsin joints sprung on rack and strappado. With askill born of long, patient practice, he set
down the cup and smiled, his scarred lipswrithing jerkily asde to show hisfew remaining teeth.

"Do not trouble yourself of thethoheeksee, my son. They mostly are good, righteous, godly men, and
they have done more than many ever expected they could or would to set this land to right within the
space of bare yearsrather than decades.

"Asregardsthe trade road, | can understand why it has not been improved more than it has. For one
thing, there are few reasonsto move the army in this direction, but many to moveit to north and south
and west, so understandably, those roads are foremost in the minds and plans of the Council and repair
crews. Also, the traders have taken to using another track and aford well up north of here, though | fed!
certain that were the bridge again sound and whole and us-able, they would return to the old road.

"The bridge was the property of this house, you know, my son. We maintained it and, when necessary,
repaired it, and we waxed wedlthy on the tollsfor use of it. But as our wedlth grew, so too did our
over-weening pride. Truly it isaverred that pride goeth before afdl, never doubt the words, Milo. We
waxed proud and rich and dothful and the Lord God brought us down, far, far down, visited upon us
deaths and sufferings and hunger and loss.

"Five years ago, brigands nested behind those walls and in the toll-castle down by theriver, there. There
were but three of us brothersleft alive and we were dl in sad condition, tramping the roads and begging,
garving in rags. But thenThoheeks Grahvos—may God bless and keep him, ever—sent hisarmy against
the brigands and drove them al forth, killing somein battle, hanging others and endaving the remainder.
Hefreed their captives, then sought out Brother Miklos, Brother Thiodohros and me. He had us restored
in body and brought here to re-occupy our lands and begin to restore our order and buildingsto the use
of the Lord God.



"Now, God be praised, there are three-and-twenty of us here, to sing of the glories of God and to do
His holy work. Our vines and fruit trees have been re-planted and they will, in God's own time, produce
the bounty of yore. We have harvested two crops of grain and soon will regp yet another. Early on, we
gathered in poor, homeless, near-wild goats and sheep and cat-tle, two asses, two oxen and an injured
horse which last we dowly nursed back to hedlth, only to find that he is awar-trained horse and most il
suited to the needs of aband of peaceful brothers of God. Accord-ing to God'swill, the beasts have
multiplied and con-tinue to do so. The pastures have been refenced, the folds and sheds rebuilt, and
hayfields sown. God will-ing, we someday may again own swineto batten upon the mast of our forest.
And aso, someday, when He has fully forgiven us of our pride and doth and other impieties, God will
show ustheway, will dlow usleaveto rebuild that bridge.

"Already hasthe Lord shone Hisface most brightly upon us here, my son, far and away more brightly
than our many sins deserved for us. Therefore, do not trouble thethoheeksee in Mehseepolis on our
account, for we all arefed, clothed, housed and content with the Lord God's blessed bounty.”

Asthe sun began to set behind the monastery for-e<t, the old abbot arose from his seat and, tenderly
assisted by atal, brawny brother who had stood be-hind him in meek silence for the hours he and Milo
had sat and s pped and conversed, made his painful, hobbling way back to the main building. But Milo
was not halfway back to camp when, with apounding of barefeet, the tall brother caught up to him,
perspiring lightly but breathing normally despite his run, for which he had rolled up hisdeevesdmost to
the shoulder and tucked the hem of hisrobeinto hiswaist-rope to display heavily muscled limbs bearing
the puckered scars of aman who had worn armor and swung stedl for many ayear. Walking toward
Milo, smiling, the monk strode with a pantherish grace, and Milo thought that the man had probably been
adeadly swordsman in his salad days, no doubt still could be had he not traded his armor for arobe of
unbleached wool and hissword for hisfaith.

He dredged the monk's name out of hismemory. "Y es, Brother Kahnstantinos? Y ou would have words
withme?'

The monk nodded brusgquely, there on the trail aong which other brothers were passing on their way up
from the day's arocious labors on the river, too dumb with fatigue to do more than mumbleto thetall
monk and stumble on toward the monastery complex.

"Someplace private, and it please my lord."

In Milo's pavilion, the monk sipped at the wine, savored it on histongue and complimented Milo on his
selection of vintage, aswell as on the workmanship of the gilded silver wine-goblet. His speech and
bearing were unmistakably those of a gentleman to the manor born.

After thanking him no less e aborately, Milo asked bluntly, "Well, then, my lord monk, what have you for
my earsonly in privacy?"

The monk contemplated the dark depths of hiswinefor along moment, then looked up with sad eyes
and said, "That which | should not utter, for in so doing | will be gainsaying aman whom | respect and
love abovedl other living creatures | ever have knownin al of abloody, violent, misspent life; but till |
must say it, my lord, though it damn me,

"My lord, things are not nearly so good here as Father Mithoswould like to believe. Indeed, he does not
even know of theworst of our afflictions... | don't think ... for those of uswho do know shield him from
them. We know that he will not live much longer, you see, and wewish him to diein peace and in as near
to comfort asthis rude, poor place can afford him. For if any man born has ever earned theright to a



peaceful, painlessdemisg, it ishim. They crucified him, you know, my lord.

" After the sacrilegious swine had done their worst to his poor flesh and bonesto force from out hislips
the hiding places of the holy treasures, they decided that he must not know that secret after dl. That was
when they fashioned a cross and bound his shattered, broken body upon it and rode off and left him to
die among the other corpses of the murdered brethren. He might well have so died, there upon that
cross, save that two shepherd brothers who had been absent in search of some sheep of the monastery
herd and had wisdly lain low until the raiders were beyond the horizon came back in timeto cut him
down and nurse him back to as close to hedlth as the poor, mutilated old man ever again will know.
Following afew more close calswhile they ill were nuraing him, the two brothers sagacioudy quitted
the wrecked monastery as soon as he could walk for any distance, for here they were become only
gtting, hdplessvictims.

"In my boyhood, this monastery was noted for the fine vintages its vineyards produced. My late father
was ataciturn man, yet he rejoiced openly whenever one of his agents was able to buy a pipe of thewine
produced here, completely disregarding the literal pounds of slver that that pipe had cost. But that
famous vineyard isnow no more, my lord, and it will be many ayear before the new-planted ones can
pro-duce even asmdl keg of wine.

"The monks of earlier years so were widdy known for their brewing of herba- and fruit-flavored
cordias, but that too is now athing of the past, even had we the wherewitha. Some namelessidiot of a
bandit tried his clumsy hand at it and managed to blow up the didtillery, the building that had housed it
and himsdlf, aswell. The copper-scrap, of course, was looted and borne away, and it will be yearsyet to
come before we can afford to replace it, poor aswe are here.

"You recdl, my lord, that Father Mithos mentioned that someday again he would like to see afew pigs
feeding on the oak mast?"

Milo nodded. "Y es, my lord monk."

"The monastery once ran herds of fat swine and their specidly cured and smoked pork-products were
known far and wide. So, you see, it was not just the bridge or the bequests that made this place afamous
and avery rich one. Lay brothersincluded, there were at times as many as seventy souls laboring at one
thing and another hereabouts. Y es, they lived well, but it was dl from the fruits of their own hard work,
and they aso shared ungtintingly with thosein need.

"Father Mithosisagood and asaintly man. He does not really, as| said, know it dl. What he does
know, | believe he unconscioudy seesthrough arosy mis, asit were, imagining the best where objects
are unclear to him. Heisaged, most infirm at his hedthi-est and . . . and | fear that the terrible, horrible
tor-ments he endured and, with God's help and infinite mercy, survived may have beclouded hismind."

"Quite likdy true and fully understandable, if s0," said Milo, adding, "To my sorrow, I've learned more
over the years about torture than | ever had any desire to know, and, yes, protracted torment does quite
of-ten affect the minds of itsvictims. . . and sometimes of its perpetrators, aswell.

"But that aside, | take it you want meto, are imploring meto speak of the straits of you and your
brothers, here, to the Council of Thoheeksee, in Mehseepalis. That isit, isn't it, my lord monk? All right
then, | will do so, you have my word on it, one gentleman to another.”

The man with the black, square-cut beard shook his head dowly. "No, my lord, | am no longer a
gentle-man or anyone'slord, only asimple, humble servant of God. But . . . and it pleesemy lord . . .



thereis one other thing that | would ask of you." At Milo's nod, he went on, "The stallion that Father
Mithos found and took in and hedled, heisafine, beautifully trained destrier, obvioudy foaed of the very
best blood-lines and sound as a suit of proof, now. However, he eats more than any other beast we own
and, as he was never broken to aught save being ridden into afight, isuselessto us; | am the only one
that he will abide astride him, and that must be bareback as we have no gear for him. Y et Father Mithos
will not put him out. Would . . . does my lord think that perhaps he would be willing to trade a draught
mule for the horse? He would make for my lord a splendid charger.”

Themorning mist till lay in athick, fleecy blanket over the rack-studded river when Milo, riding a
geld-ing pafrey and leading aloaded pack-mule, rgjoined Brother Kahnstantinos. The High Lord wore
knee-high booats, leather-lined canvas trousers, an arming-doublet and a haf-deeved shirt of light mail.
There was a quilted-suede cap on his head, and awide, cursive saber hung from hisbaldric.

When he had dismounted and hitched the horse and mule to a brace of saplings, he followed the monk
through the second-growth woods to halt before a split-rail fence enclosing a grassy expanse of pasture.

"| fed him and groomed him and turned him out about aquarter hour since,” said thetall monk. "He's
likeliest beyond that fold of ground out there drinking from the pond.”

A shrill whistle from the monk brought atall, dark-mahogany stdlion, with four white slockingsand a
long, thin blaze of white, up over thefold of ground. At adow but distance-eating amble, the horse
ap-proached them and came to a snorting, stamping halt just the other side of the fence from the monk,
who took the fine head into his arms and petted the beast with agruff tenderness.

Silently, Milo sought the mind of the salion. "How does my horse-brother call himsdlf, think of himsaf?"
he beamed.

The stallion started so abruptly that hisjerking head flung the monk backward onto his rump, that man's
own surprise and pain being expressed in terms more heard in cavary linesthan in monasteries.

Moving dowly, warily, the big equine drew back just beyond the reach of either man. "How can you
speak to me, two-legs? Y our kind cannot really speak to my kind, every horse and mare knowsthat.”

"But | can bespeak you, horse-brother,” beamed Milo. " So, too, can most of the two-legs of my herd.
For thisreason, we need not place crud, pain-making metal bits into the mouths of our horse-brothers,
for they aretruly our brothers, our partners, not our mere daves.

"Now, what do you cdl yoursdlf, horse-brother?’

Heping the tall monk back onto hisfeet, even while he silently conversed with the bemused but
gill-wary stdlion, Milo signaled the man to fetch and lead back with him the palfrey and mule. The monk
came back just in time to see Milo step from the topmost rail of the fence over and astride the bare back
of the gd-lion. With histhighstightly gripping the dark-red bar-rel and his snewy hand grasping thefull
mane, the man kneed the warhorse first to hisdow amble, next to afaster amble, then a canter, then afull

gdlop.

Lifetime horseman and veteran cavaryman that he was, Brother Kahnstantinos still was startled when,
after galoping the full circuit of the pasture twice, Milo sent him sailing over the four-foot rail fence, out
into the woods, then back over it again for yet athird circuit of the pasture a a hard galop, maintaining



his seet effortlessy and doing it al, incredibly, without abridleand reins.

When he had brought the big horse over the fence athird time, Milo did from off him and said, "He's all
you attested and more, my lord monk. I'll take him into my service. Thismuleis now yours; hesfive
years old and hedlthy and he's as docile as any good mule ever was or will be. He's double-broke—can
be used for either draught or for riding or, as you can see here, for packing |oads—he now bearstwo
fifty-keelohbags of grain, one twenty-keel ohbag of dried beans, one of shelled maize and asmall cask of
brandy for Father Mithos. | redizethat in tota thistill isadirt-cheap price for so fineahorse asthisone,
but there will be more yet to cometo you, believe me, my friend.”

Walking over to the stallion, the tall monk once more took and embraced and petted his head,
mur-muring, "May God bless and keep you, old friend. | will missyour companionship sorely. But it
were bet-ter that you be among warriors than among monks.”

Chapter 11

Captain-of-squadronVahrohnos Bralos of Y ohyiil-tonpolis, the officer chosen to lead the twenty-four
lances sent east to meet and guide on to Mehseepolis the High Lord and his contingent, soon had proven
himsdlf to be aman after Thoheeks Sitheeros heart. He was accompanied by ayoung lieutenant, one
Pulos of Aptahpolis, when he made his call upon theThoheeks of Iron Mountain. When dl three
gentlemen were sested and served and the daves had departed the room, when all of theritua courtesies
had been ob-served, the captain got down to business.

"My lordThoheeks, Sub-strahteegos ThoheeksTomos Gonsalos has seen fit to afford methe
impressive honor of |leading two dozen of my lancesto meet and escort the High Lord Milos Moral of
Kehnooryos Ehlahs, of Karaleenos, of the Pirate Ides and of some barbarian principalities the names of
which | cannot seem to get my tongue around. It is my understanding that the Lord of Iron Mountain isto
accompany my unit with anumber of his servants and bodyguards. | must know just how many men and
beastswill bein his party that | may make arrangements for providing proper provender for al and may
organize my order of march. It dso would help me to know the numbers and sizes of whedled transport
my lord presumesto take dong.”

Sitheeros shrugged. "It wasmy understanding, Cap-tain, that this was to be afast-moving column on the
eastern leg, at least; therefore, | meant to keep my baggage to aminimum—no carts or wagonsat al,
only adozen pack-mules and most of them merely to bear grain for them and the horses. I'm an old
cam-paigner, Captain, I've probably spent more yearsin a saddle on the march than your lieutenant has
years of life. Including the two muleskinners, I'll have nine servants and eight of my armed retainers,
Tenzee bar-barians. My remudawill run about twenty head of horses and afew extramules.”

The captain exchanged a glance with his subordinate and sighed, then said in alessformd tone, "My
lord has just made my day. Over the course of thelast couple of years, my troops have been right often
called upon to give escort to not afew of my lord's peers of Council, some of whom have proven.. . .
ahh, difficult to properly escort, owning preciouslittle knowledge of or respect for the military aspects of
such amission. But | now can seethat travel with my lord will be not only asignal honor but a pleasure,
aswdl.”

With an added note of warmth in hisvoice, Sitheeros admonished, "Y ou two lads drink your wine, it'sa
good vintage from one of my own vineyards—amoun-tain vineyard, mind you, none of this water-weak



and dl but tasteless lowland stuff. Drink that down and I'll have ared treat fetched up here.”

To the servant who answered his pull on abellrope, he said, "Go tell Tailosthat | said to tap the third
cask on the left, the one with the elephant burnt into the wood above the bunghole, then you bring me a
large decanter and clean goblets. Have atray of sweetmeats and fried nuts and crisp breads brought, as
wdl."

"If it pleasemy lord,” said the captain, hurriedly, before the serving-man had |eft the chamber, "the
lieutenant and | cannot stay for long, | have dutiesin the camp ..."

Sitheeros grinned and nodded. "Which, judging by my own warring-years with armies, can be donejust
aswdl inyour absence by your sergeants, CaptainVVahrohnos Bralos. So keep your place and drink
your wine, my boy.

"Tel me, aren't you the officer who féll into posses-sion of enough loot to buy both a
squadron-commandand your presently held land and title, then managed to get himself dmost hanged by
order of our late lamented GrandStrahteegos Thoheeks Pahvlos?!

The captain nodded. "I am that man, my lord.”

"l would love to hear just how you were able to acquire such atreasure, my boy, in aland that had been
s0 thoroughly plundered as had this one over the years. Y ou need not tell me unless you warnt to, you
understand. Y es, I'm curious about it, but I'm not ordering the tale out of you," said Sitheeros.

"But, of course, my lord,” the captain replied. "Firgt, though, does my lord recall aught concerning one
Thoheeks -designateHahkmukos, some years back?"

Sitheeros wrinkled his brows for amoment, then snapped hisfingers with asharp crack. "Why,
cer-tainly, the dy bastard who was Zastros quartermaster on that debacle up in Karaleenos. Yes, | do
remember him. But he never was confirmed to that title, was he? | seem to recdll that he ended being
declared outlaw.”

"Just so, my lord," said Captain Bralos. " On-the-gpot investigation by Thoheeks Grahvos and the other
senior officers disclosed that not only had this Hahkmukos greetly exaggerated his reationship to the
direct line of descent of the formerthoheeks, but he had entirely neglected to mention that he had left the
thoheekseeahn of hishbirth under acloud of suspicion of parricide.

"| then was alieutenant of the staff guards—third son of akomees, with no patrimony save a decent
sword, some armor and clothing and gear, a couple of good horses and damn-all e se, the bulk of my
fluid capita having gone toward the purchase of alieuten-ancy of foot-guards. On the day of the truce
and conference, my section had been assigned by the guards captain to serve as security for the pavilion
of Thoheeks Grahvos. When now- ThoheeksK laios and his gentle-men were brought to the pavilion and
had had their say, Thoheeks Grahvos sent me to summonThoheeks- designate Hahkmukosto face his
accuser and give answer to the grave charges leveled againgt him.

"But this Hahkmukos, who was within histent, pleasuring himsdlf with adave-boy catamite, refused the
summons, would not even see or spesk with me himself. This report naturally angered the senior offi-cers
and | was sent back with a squad and orders to shed blood if that was the only way | could bring the
thoheeks -designateback to the pavilion with me.

" So we went back with leveled spears and bared stedl and | had to kill the captain of Hahkmukos



merce-nary guards at the onset of it al, but with him cough-ing up hislifésblood in the mire, hismen just
melted away from the environs of that tent and | entered with a bloody sword and 'persuaded
Hahkmukos to dis-miss his young dave and don enough clothing to re-turn with meto the pavilion.

"Once there, this Hahkmukos was so rash as to sel ze a sword and attempt to violate a sacred truce by
fleshing it in the other claimant, now-ThoheeksKlaios. It was a that juncture that the senior officersthere
present decided that the choice should be left to the Lord God, that, while Lord Klaios panoply was
being fetched to him from the city, | should take Hahkmukos back to histent and assst him in arming for
adeathmatch to decide who would be confirmedthoheeks.

"In thedrizzling, misty rain, we tramped back to Hahkmukos encampment, and while he used his pat, |
went looking for abrace of his mercenariesto be his arming-men and seconds for the fight, but not aone
was there to be found, other than the dead captain, whose corpse had been stripped of everything of
vaue. Thetroop tents had been struck and the picket lines were empty. Therefore, whilel was assisting
Hahkmukos to accouter himsdlf for battle, | sent two of my spearmen off to borrow a brace of saddled
horses.

"My lord, that man's armor was undoubtedly the finest that it ever has been my privilege to handie—all
Pitzburk, prince-grade and king-grade, nothing less, and decorated and inletted beyond al dreams. His
sword, dirk and daggers were a matched set—splen-did! But as soon as he had hung his axe from the
pomme of one of the horses, both of which beasts were mine—they being the easiest for the spearmen
to quickly get at—he begged me give him aleg up, citing the length of time it had been since he essayed
mount-ing in armor.

"However, no sooner was he in the saddle than he kicked me full in the face and reined about and | ft
the camp, headed northwest. One of my men threw a spear a him but it fell abit short, worse luck.

Then they both thought it best to see to me, to get my face out of the mud before | smothered, swooning
as| was, just then.

"When | had recovered enough of my sensesto walk with assistance, | reported back to the pavilion,
feding likeafool and afailure, but Thoheeks Grahvos seemed actually pleased by Hahkmukos
demongtrated cowardice, though he did send a squad of Horseclanners out later to track him and,
hopefully, gpprehend him. Magnanimoudy, he awarded me—in recompense, he said, for my suffering
and theloss of one of my horses— Hahkmukos fine tent and all that the decamping mer-cenaries and
servants had left of his camp effects.”

Sitheeros grinned and nodded. "And just how much did Grahvos largesse amount to, Captain?”’

Bralos shrugged. "Not al that much at once, my lord. Two new, sturdy wagons; | kept the best and
traded the other one for the mulesto draw the one | kept. Sub-chief Captain Vawn took but onelook at
the flashy, overdecorated saddle and horse-gear that Hahkmukos had |eft behind and offered me the
price of adecent horsefor it, and | took him up onit. | considered sdlling the spare helmet and such bits
and pieces of armor as were |€ft, but | ended by adding them to my own sparse panoply; the sword | 1eft
with your bodyguardswas, in fact, his everyday sword—it's Pitzburk-made, too, but only a duke-grade.

"Although he had begun to run somewhat to fat, Hahkmukos had been about of asizewithme, so | just
had his chests al repacked and placed in the wagon, intending to have atailor at the base camp do such
alterations aswere necessary. Then | had the tent struck and reerected in the guards camp and
contrib-uted most of the victuas and winesto the guard offi-cers mess. And that wasthat until the army
was returned to the base-camp, down below-walls, save that Thoheeks Klaios made methe offer of a



vahro-hnoseeahn for amost attractive price. . . could | but raise that much money; | rendered him the
thanks | knew due him, but redized that, barring some miracle, | would never even see that much silver
or gold at onetimedid | live acentury.

"We had been back for amonth or so and then, of anight when | chanced to not have duties, | opened
Hahkmukos chests and began to sort out the clothing, linens, blankets and boots. The largest of those
chests was amassive thing, more than aload for four strong men when fully packed, banded and
cornered and edged and reinforced with strips and studs of iron and brass, full of inner drawers and
compartments. | had aready found several small purses of slver in one of the drawers and so was
exploring them dl in hopes of finding abit more. . . and | did, my lord, | did.

"The chest was Sitting on one end, gaped open, and | had goneinto all save one of the drawers. That
one opened afraction of afinger-breadth on only one side, then seemed to jam solidly, and | was unable
to either closeit back or openit, so | searched about for ablade of a sufficient degree of thinnessto get
into the opening and try to pry it open. Finally locating adender dagger, | worked its blade into the
opening and began to gingerly twist it. At last, the troublesome drawer cameout . . . empty of dl save
three folded scarves of slk.

"But then | noted something odd, my lord. That drawer was exactly diketo the others saveinasingle
respect: it was only about half aslong. Exploration with fingers and dagger-point reveaed that the recess
from which the drawer had just come was no whit different from the other recesses above it—al of them
being lined with high-quaity cedarwood—save only that it was not so deep aswerethey.

"It wasthen that | recalled, my lord, certain details of the flight of the wretched Hahkmukas, of how
when | entered histent to help him to arm, a drawer had stood open and empty from theouter side of
one of the smaler chests and of how when once that drawer had been shut, | had never again figured out
how to reopen it or even fathomed just where it was located.

"Thinking again on this arcane matter, | went around to the other side, the outer Side of the chest, moving
the lamp so asto give me better light. There was no visible handle or mechanism, of course, but |
squatted there and began to push and pull at each and every stud and band on that lid. At great length,
when | was become frustrated to the point of murder and mad-ness, a brass stud sank in smoothly under
afingertip and | heard afaint click from someplace within the lid. Keeping that stud depressed, | pushed
again at every one of itsmates | could reach, and when an iron one sank inward, adrawer opened
dightly out of thelid's outer face.

"I knew from the moment that | lifted the first soft velvet purselet out of the hideaway drawer that it was
far too light to hold either silver or gold. When | opened the drawstrings and shook the contents out into
my pam, | thought that surely my heart would ceaseits beating at the beauty of the large purple
amethyststhat rolled out."

Sitheeros hissed softly between histeeth. "They al were bags of amethysts, then, Captain?’

The officer shook his head. "No, my lord, there was one more of the amethysts, two of sgpphires, and
one each of blue-white diamonds, yellow diamonds, ru-bies, emerads, topazes, aguamarines, garnets,
opds, and alarger bag containing an assortment of fine pearls.”

Before the captain could say more, the servants arrived with the wine and edibles, and the gentlemen
kept slent until the servers were departed.

After the wine had been savored and extensively praised, Sitheeros asked, " So, Captain, there you sat



with handfuls of precious gems; so what did you do then?

The officer amiled. "After thinking it through, | went to Sub-strahteegos ThoheeksTomos Gonsalos—I
don't think that he ever deeps, my lord, so late can he be found at work in his headquarters on dmost
any night—and spread the bags of gems before him and told him the tale, then asked what | should do.

"He heard me out, examined the contents of the bags, then told me to pour us both a stoup of
Karaleenos brandy."

"Lieutenant Bralos," Tomos said, "in addition to being a brave man and a conscientious man, you have
just proven yoursdlf to be an exceptiondly honest man. Let metell you, not many men would've brought
thisking's ransom in gems and asked me the honor-able disposition of it, not one bit of it. But you did,
miracle of miracles, you did. Y ou are henceforth proven in my eyes, you arejust the sort of officer that
thisarmy needs, hell, you're the sort of man of which no land ever has enough.”

Gonsaostook alensfrom abox on hisdesk and used it to peer closely at one of the blue-white
diamonds. "L ook at this, young man. This particular stone and not afew of the othersare old, very old,
old beyond reckoning, for no stonesmith has ever again learned of just how the ancients cut their stones
and made so many tiny smooth places upon them.”

Seated iffly upon the edge of acamp stoal, Lieu-tenant Bralos said hesitantly, "My lord, | had thought .
.. Hahkmukos was, after al, the chief quartermaster for High King Zastros in Kara eenos, perhaps these
stones were looted from out that land . . . 7'

Gonsaosjust shook his head. "Oh, no, the land through which Zastros and his doomed army passed
had been emptied and cleared out long before the army's first mounted scout waded his horse across the
Ahrbahkootchee River. No, these beauties did not come from out my homeland.

"So, what do you mean to do with your new wedlth, my boy, keep them or sdl them? Thereisan
assort-ment of lands and titles just now up for sale to men of good breeding and proven character, you
know, most of the parcels coming complete with hereditary titles, more or less battered holds and more
or less occupied towns or even walled cities."

"Butwho. .. wherecan| sdll such atreasure and be certain that I'm not being cheated, that I'm getting a
fair price, my lord Sub-strahteegos?' Braos asked helplesdy, adding, "My lord must see, my late Sire
was akomees, yes, but far from wedlthy in aught save lands and children, so my knowledge of gemsand
gem-sdlersisvery scant.”

"Hmmm," mused Gonsalos. "L et methink of it for amoment, my good Braos." Seemingly absently, he
went back through the contents of the twelve smaler bags, lifting out astone here and another there.
When what looked to be apoal of firelay winking in the lamp-fire upon his desktop, he replaced the
bulk of the stonesin their purselets and asked,

"Bralos, you mentioned that you had found silver in one of those drawers. Coin? Of what gpproximate
vaue?'

"A hundred and sixtythrahkmehee, my lord, mostly of King Hyamas, though appearing new-minted
dill," replied the lieutenant.



Gonsdosgrinned. "Nearly afull year's pay for alieutenant of foot-guards, eh? But dill and dll, it'saless
than inconsequentia piffle compared to these gems and their vaue. Even so, it should be enough to hold
you for afew months." His grin widened. "With care-ful budgeting, of course.

"Now, asyou may know, my first cousinis Zenos Xl1, once king and now prince of Karaleenos. I'm
going to send this sample | ot of the gemsto him. He has dways had afondness for stones of the cut of
the ancients and he gtill owns an impressive collection of them, despite dl the turbulence of the past years.
| am certain that he will buy some of these samples, and | intend to ask that he obtain the best possible
pricesfor theremainder . . . carefully hinting that there are more where these came from.

"Asfor therest of them, | can think of no safer place for them, just now, than within that secret drawer
wherein you found them. Do not breathe a single word of any of thisto even your lovers or your dearest
friends; if talk you haveto, talk to your horse and in strictest privacy.

"Now, polish off that brandy and hie you back to your bed. The drumswill roll at the usua time and
you'll be expected to perform your usual duties.”

"So, my lordThoheeks Sitheeros,” continued Cap-tain Bralos, "1 was sought out &t drill some months
later, ordered to wash and change to dress uniform, then to present mysalf to the adjutant at the
headquar-ters of Sub-strahteegos Thoheeks Tomos Gonsalos. When | did o, the sub-strahteegoshed
me ushered into his office, opened asmall boiled-leather chest and counted out to me ten and a half
pounds-weight of gold Zencs."

Sitheeros whistled and shook his head silently. Each undipped Zenos of Karaleenos contained afull
ounce-weight of pure gold, and the rate of exchange at the time of which they were conversang would
have repre-sented a sum of between three and four hundred thou-sandthrahkmehee of purchasing
power in the then-depressed economy of the war-scarred, impoverished land, wherein gold had
commanded vastly enhanced values.

Gonsdos had said, "My cousin, Prince Zenos, would like to see and examine another selection of smilar
sze. Even should he not decideto buy all of these as he bought dl of thefirst lot, he will seethat you
receive the top pricesfor them from whomever—if any man living has unlimited accessto well-heded
deders, it'smy cousin, and none of them is so witlessasto try to cheat him.

"Have you decided in whichthoheekseeahn you want to buy land and title, young Bralos?'

Upon being told of the offer fromThoheeks Klaos, Gonsalos had sat for afew moments, pulling at his
chinbeard. Then he had nodded once and said, ™Y ou should not buy land you've never seen and at least
walked over from aman you know but briefly. I'm going to have an order drafted temporarily detaching
you from the foot-guards and assigning you to my headquarters; you'll be taking it back to your captain
from here. Bring dl of those gems back with you—I'll make the sdlections and lodge the restin my
strongbox.

"On the morrow, you'll beleading out a score of my horse-guards. Y our destination will be the
Thoheek-seeahn of Ahndropalis. If, after you've seen and ex-amined the land, talked over the inherent
rights and obligations of the holder and, most important, decided whether or not you can live under or
even redly like your progpective overlord, you sill want to buy what he hasto sdll, you can give him the
two pounds-weight of gold you'll have carried down there and promise him the res—in gold—when you
have been properly invested. How much did he say he wanted, anyway?"



Lieutenant Bralos had replied, ""One hundred and twenty thousandthrahkmehee, my lord
Sub-strahteegos.”

"Hmmm, sounds reasonable, about what your aver-agevahr ohnoseeahn seemsto be going for down
here these days, but even so, seeif you can haggle him down to a hundred thousand, my boy.
Remember, rank aso hath its definite respongibilities, and the folk and erections on that land will be
yours, once you're invested their lord," said Gonsalos, adding, "And you're probably going to haveto
carry thosefolk for aslong asit takes to get the land into production again, not to mention rebuilding
town walls, habitations and, prob-ably, even your hold. Then you'll have to furnish your hold and town
residence, hire on acertain number of garrison troops and other functionaries to mind the placein your
absence. . . unlessyou intend to sdll your lieutenancy and retire. Do you so intend, Bralos?"

"No, my lordSub-strahteegos,” Lieutenant Bralos had answered. "1 likethe army and | had actudly
intended to buy a captaincy-of-cavary, could | afford it after buying land and title."

Gonsalos had smiled broadly and warmly. "Good, good, that's what 1'd hoped you'd say, Bralos. You're
afine young man, agood officer, and you'll be an equally fine squadron captain, I'm sure. When you're
ready to purchase that captaincy, let me know."

ThoheeksKlaios and his sparkling, vivacious young wife had treated Lieutenant Braoslesslike afavored
guest than like aloved member of the family from the very beginning of his stay with them. He could see
that although ravaged, overgrown and showing the evidence of neglect, the land was basicdly good and,
with hard work, could be put right and productive again. Thewalls of the town werein need of extensive
repairs and the hold looked asif nothing short of total rebuilding would suffice to makeit livable and
defend-ble again; however, thethoheeks was quick to tell him of the granite quarry in histhoheekseeahn
and of afew skilled sonemasonslocally available; he dso made mention of his agreementswith
neighboringthoheeksee to trade dressed stone for baked roofing-tiles and building-brick.

In the end, Bralos had been able to haggle the price of hislands and title down to one hundred and
twelve thousandthrahkmehee in gold. Thoheeks Klaios not only fregly gave Braosavery favorable
tax-structure for ten yearsinto the future, but offered to have his own senescha oversee the governance
of whomever Bralos hired on to rulein his absence.

Bralos had ridden back to the camp below Mehseepolis thinking that matters had worked out very well
for hisaspirationsto date. All now needed was hisinvesti-ture, the payment of the rest of the gold to his
new civil overlord, then purchase of a squadron captaincy, which last he would have scant difficulty
sling to another nobleman should he ever find himsdlf in need of the money or should he decideto retire
to hislands and start the breeding of sonsto inherit them and his new title,

However, thanks primarily to the press of military duties, that investiture waslong in coming. By thetime
that he wasinvested, GrandStrahteegos Pahvlos the Warlike had taken over the army and begun to
tailor it to his persona tastes, readying it for the march west to Kahlkopolis. He and his troop fought well
at Kahlkopolis, capturing an enemy banner and receiving the persona notice and public thanks for
Captain Portos himsdlf.

But then, during the return march, Bralos, part of histroop, ayoung ensign of foot and some pikemen
were seconded to serve as garrison for the city of Ippohspolis, loaned by the GrandStrahteegos until the
new city lord could hire on troops of hisown. Assaid new lord, knowing agood thing when he saw i,
dragged hisfeet incessantly, Bralos and the rest vegetated for aimost ayear before someone back at
Mehseepolisfinally remembered and recalled them.



No sooner, however, were the sometime | ppohspolis garrison back in the camp below Mehseepolis
than Bralos and his troopers needs must ride out with their squadron on aforay againgt afar-southern
opokomees whose armed band had taken to raiding his neighbors round about and who had forwarded
the pickled head of the herdd Council had sent down to try to reason with him. Ambushed before they
had even reached the border of theopokomeeseeah, the squadron had sustained heavy losses and, with
Bralos and histroop covering it, had executed aretrograde movement . . . tails between legs.

Before he had suicided of pure shame, the captain of the squadron had effusively praised the bravery
and sagecity of Lieutenant Braosto the GrandStrahteegos, Tomos Gonsaos and Council. The
humiliated officer had strongly recommended Bralos for squadron command, but by thetime the
sguadron and the remain-der of the expeditionary force had returned once more to Mehseepoliswith the
head of the rebel opokomees and along file of chain-laden banditsto be gelded and put into davery on
the roads, it wasto find that the GrandStrahteegos had sold command of the squadron to "amore
mature man,” an officer of the onetime royd army dmost as old as Pahvlos himsdlf.

Naturally, Bralos could not request leave to journey down and be invested until the new captain had
gotten to know the officers and troopers of the squadron, and by the time things had shaken down and
the vacanciesin the ranks had been filled, they and half the squad-ron of the Horseclansmen were sent
off into the north-western foothills after a reorganized band of bandit marauders which had taken to
harrying certain of the borderthoheekseeahnee and even raiding across the border, taking the chance of
agitating the now-peaceful barbarians.

Early on in the campaign, the new captain had made complaint at the evening med of dull painsin both
arms and, sulphuroudly cursing the cold, damp air, had retired to histent and bed rather early; just before
dawn his servant had found him cold and dead in hisbed. Thishad left Captain Chief Pawl of Vawn as
senior officer of the expeditionary force.

The Horseclans chief had ridden up to where agaggle of light cavalry officers sood grouped near to the
dead captain's tent while servants prepared the body for the pyre.

From his saddle, he had demanded, "Who's the senior lieutenant of the squadron, gentlemen?”’

Acting Squadron Captain Braos and Captain Chief Pawl had found that they worked well together, a
something that could not have been said for the Horseclansman chief's short, stormy relationship with the
now-deceased man who had originaly been gppointed senior officer of the combined force by Grand
Strahteegos Pahvlos.

There followed a succession of short, vicious, bloody skirmishes with portions of the bandit band, none
of the smdll fights accomplishing anything worthwhile, due to the fact that the bandits, when stung,
retreated across the border which the Council troops had been expresdy forbidden to do, for whatever
reason.

At last, of awet, blustery night, while Bralos sat in the tent he had inherited a ong with squadron
com-mand, poring over sketch-maps of the hillswhile aneeahtros changed the bandage protecting a
fairly fresh sword-cut on the young officer's bridle-arm, the guards had admitted the cloaked Chief Pawl.

After shedding the sodden, dripping cloak and hang-ing it in such fashion that water from it would not
pond on the tent's flooring, the dender, wiry man sat down and poured himself ameasure of watered
winefrom the jar, swalowed appreciativedy, then asked, "How'sthe arm, Bralos? Hedling well ?*



"It hurtsless and itches more, so | supposeit's heding,” was Braos reply, "but for an expert's
com-ments, you'll have to ask Master Geros, here. Well, Geros, old friend?"

Theeeahtros amiled fleetingly. "My lord Captain, it is progressing aswell as can be expected, sncethe
lord lieutenant ingsts upon using it asif it were sound, day after day."

Sipping at the cup of wine, the Horseclansman then sat and chatted of inconsequentia topics until the
eeahtros had completed his tasks and departed into the rainy night. Then Vawn drew his stool closer to
Bralos and spoke in hushed tones.

"Look you, Braos, we could carry on like thisuntil next year thistime and not do anything of vaue up
here. Thefew huntersthat thethoheeksee have loaned us may know wild game, but they know damn-all
about military operations. Winter is approaching fast and | do not want to be up hereto meet it, nor do |
look forward to going back to Mehseepolis with noth-ing but casudties and used-up suppliesto show for
our efforts.

"When you go after rats, you first put abrace of terriers a the bolthole before you let the ferret down the
burrow. The border, up there, istheserats bolthole, and well never scotch more than two or three at
any onetime until we get that bolthole covered properly, don't you see.™

Bralos shook his head. "But what can we do, Cap-tain? We were warned in no uncertain terms not to
cross over into the barbarian lands. If only we could be certain of atime when and a place where
barbarian warriors would be dong their side of the border . . . but | can see no way for usto do that."

The Horseclansman's thin lips parted as he grinned. "Oh, but thereisaway to do just so, Bralos. With
the dawn, I'm going to be riding up there with two of my men and alocd type who says he not only
knows how to reach the village of the chief, but knows that worthy of old. I'm going to beleaving you in
overal command, but | want you to do nothing save patrol the perimeter and not fight unless attached.
The men and the horses can al use afew daysof rest . . . and so too can you and your arm.”

"Captain, | beg you not to go," pled Bralos. "If you do, it will bein direct contradiction to the persona
orders of the GrandStrahteegos ."

Grinning even more widely, Vawn drew out an oil-skin documents pouch, unwound it and fumbled
through papers until he found the one he wanted, then proffered it to the younger officer, saying, "If you
read it, Bralos, it states that under no circumstancesis any officer of the force to lead his command
across the border, eveniif in hot pursuit of bandits.

"W, | am not going to be leading my command anywhere, they're going to be hunkering down herein
camp aong with you and yours. I'm ssimply riding up there with acouple of my relativesto pay afriendly
cdl on afdlow-barbarian chief and chew the fat with him."

Bralos shook his head. " Captain, you are not a barbarian, not in any way such; those people up there
are, and they al hate Ehleenohee. Mogt likely, if ride you ina<t, you'll beriding to your deeth in those
hills"

"Oh, but | am abarbarian,” Vawn assured him. "I and my kindred are no whit different from the folk of
those mountain tribes, Bralos. Y es, they ate most Ehleenee. . . but with good and sufficient reasons: not
only did your ancestors drive theirs from the rich lands that you now hold, but your race and theirs have
been more or less at war over lands ever since. It is precisaly because thosetribesand | are both racialy
and linguistically akinthat | think | can talk them around to helping us eradicate a common menace; those



damned bandit raiders.

"I will be taking aong two prairiecats to scout and act as both hidden guards and messengers. Should
both of them come back without me or any of my party, then you may be certain that none of uswill ever
come back and that whatever €l seis done about these bandits up here will be fully in your hands;
Lieutenant Sub-chief Bili Vawn, my haf brother, has orders to completely subordinate himsdlf and his
force to you and abide by your decisions.”

"Isthere nothing that | can do or say to dissuade you from thissuicida folly?* asked Bralos despairingly.

"Did | think it certain suicide, I'd not be doing it,” Vawn assured him. "Let'sjust cal it acaculated risk, a
qudity with which warfareisriddled. But I've dedt with mountain tribes quite often, up north, in
Keh-nooryos Ehlahs, learned to speak their didects and respect their cultures. | know and you know full
well that some new something must be introduced to end this seemingly endlesslittle war of atrition
againg the bandits, and | think that with abit of help from my far-distant cousins, that new strategy can
be speedily accomplished.”

"But ... to sorisk your very life. .. ?' Braos began.

Vawn laughed. "Friend Bralos, | and you and every other officer and trooper and clansman of thisor
any other forceriskslife each time ahorseisforked or an attack is ordered or shining stedl isdrawn or
arrowsfly.

"Now, | must bid you agood night and seek my blankets." He stood up and reached for his cloak.
"Dawn aways comesearly, it seems.”

Captain Chief Pawl Vawn of Vawn had succeeded in hisams, returned from his mountain mission with
presents and a dozen warrior-guides out of the Maginiz Tribe. Then, for over aweek, the force had
carefully herded the chary bandits, avoiding combat as much as possible, but heading the foe in achosen
direction until, at last, the earlier-chosen time and place was reached. Then Bralosand VVawn threw every
effective againgt the concentrated band: Bralos Ehleen squad-ron, Vawn's Horseclansmen, some
twoscore armed retainers and hunters on loan from the local thoheeksee and the dozen Maginiz fighters.

It was of course arunning, mounted fight from its inception, both sides being horsemen, and as usud
when the bandits had had enough, they began to stream over the nearby border. But presently, frantic,
desper-ate men began to spur-rake frothing horses back over that selfsame border, many of them hotly
pursued by grim, well-armed mountain tribesmen, both ahorse and afoot and al with certain
blood-soaked scores to be settled.

Not many of the largish band survived, and of those who did, the ones who were marched south in
chains cong dered themselves extremely blessed with good fortune, for even the gelding and branding and
life of davery toward which they were being driven was far preferable to the sure fates of those survivors
who had been claimed by the tribes of the mountains.

The force and their captives happened to return to the camp below Mehseepolis at atimewhile the
GrandStrahteegos and most of the rest of the army were away somewhere in the east persuading a
thoheeks to be reasonable and seek confirmation of hisinher-ited title from Council rather than trying to



proclaim himself King and successor to Zastros. Pahvlos ab-sence had |eft Sub-strahteegosTomaos
Gonsdosin full command of the camp and such forces asremained therein.

Chapter IV

GrandStrahteegos Pahvlosthe Warlike and the army till were absent on campaign when Lieutenant
Vahro-hnos Braos of Y ohytltonpolis returned from thirty days leave, during which time he had been
invested with his newly purchased civil rank and lands. The investiture had been witnessed by a covey of
the squad-ron officers and by Captain Chief Pawl Vawn of Vawn aong with some of hiskindred
subordinates. The guest-witnesses had stayed on to take part in the great hunt that had preceded the
feastings and had dl consumed their fair shares of the game and other foods, wines, beer, pear cider and
other potables. The nongame foods and drink had been ostensibly provided by Thoheeks Klaios but had,
in point of fact, been paid for by some ounces of gold loaned the overlord by Braos.

Once back in camp, the senior lieutenant of the now-captai nless squadron had thrown himself with awill
into preparing the unit for field service. Replace-ment troopers had to befitted in dong with
replace-mentsfor horses and equipment, while still-servicesble items required cleaning at least and often
repair and refurbishing after thelong, hard use in the wet, misty foothills and mountains. But Braosknew
what needed doing and he did or saw it al doneto perfection.

At long last came the day when the army returned, carrying the pickled head of thethoheeks who would
have had himsalf recognized king of the Southern Ehleenohee. A wretched column of those who had
borne arms against Council'sarmy and had had the misfortune to not diein battle were herded in the

rear, ungently shepherded by lancers, while a delegation of lesser nobility from thethoheekseeahn rodein
the van with the GrandStrahteegos and his heavy horse bodyguards.

Bralos dlowed a bit over two weeksfor the re-turned army to refit itself to garrison life, then he
requested an audience with Senior CaptainThoheeks Portos, overall commander of cavalry.

Thebig, tal, black-haired officer greeted him warmly. "My very heartiest congratulations on your
investi-ture, Lord LieutenantVahrohnos.” He had smiled, waving Braosto achair. "1 suppose that you
now wish leave to quit the army for your civil responsibili-ties, and to fed so isreasonable, but please
alow meto reason with you, nonetheless. Y ou see, Council isgoing to need astrong army for sometime
yet to come, and officers of your water are mogt difficult to comeby . . ."

"Please, my lordThoheeks, your pardon,” Bralos courteoudy injected, "but it isnot my desireto leave
the army; rather do | desire to purchase higher rank iniit. I would be a squadron captain of light or
medium cavary, my lord."

Portos stared hard a him. "Isit then s, young Bralos? Y ou must be aware that such rank does not
come chegply, nor is credit at al acceptable, nothing save hard coin—preferably, gold.”

Wordlesdy, Bralos had lined ten golden Zenos on the desktop between them. Then the haggling had

begun. By itsend, some days later, he had purchased the captaincy of hislancer squadron for about two
thirds of the sum that his barony had cost him.

ThoheeksSitheeros, nibbling at a crip, deep-fried songhird, crunching the tiny, hollow bones between



his big teeth, took asip of hisfinewine, then asked his guest, "But why did our late GrandStrahteegos
try so hard to have you hung—you should've heard the un-holy row in Council when he was voted down
on that score—and why did you take your squadron and leave the camp, the army and the environs of
the capital until Pahvlos demise?!

Captain-of-squadronVahrohnos Braos of V ohyl-ténpolis just shook his head, washed down a
mouthful of spicy, sdty crisp bread and said, "My lordThoheeks, that isasorry tale, but if you would
hear it, then I'll tell it."

Braos firg, informa meeting with GrandStrahteegos Pahvlos was upon the occasion of the party
wel coming the new captainvahrohnos to the brotherhood of the army's higher officers, the traditional
festivities having been organized by Senior Captain of Cavalry Portos and Sub-strahteegosTomos
Gonsaos, who had but just received word of hisown civil promotion tothoheeks in hisnorthern
homeland of Karaeenos.

After brief congratulations, the old man had chatted for some two hours with others, then sought out
Braosagain, seating himsalf beside him and splashing alittle watered wineinto hisgoblet from a
convenient ewer.

"It ismy understanding, Vahrohnos,” he had said, "that you began your career with thisarmy asajunior
lieutenant of the foot-guards, distinguished yoursdlf in battle at least twice, were commended for that and
other services by both Senior Captain Portos and Thoheeks Grahvos. After you had purchased a
lieu-tenancy and troop command in the lancers, you were mentioned in Portos dispatches from the field
of the Battle of Kahlkopoalis, too. Y es, you own, have earned, the high regard of some exceedingly
important men, both in the army and in the civil sphere. Y our new overlord, in fact, Thoheeks Klaios,
seemsto regard you dmost as afamily member rather than asjust anoble vassd.”

"My lord GrandStrahteegos knows far more of me and my life than | would have dreamed,” said
Bralos, wondering even as he spoke to just what purpose the senior officer had searched out these facts.

Taking hisgoblet ssem between his sinewy fingersand rolling it absently, the GrandStrahteegos had
smiled and said, "The more that acommander knows of his men and, most especidly, of hisofficers, the
better; remember that, Captain Bralos. But that which | have not yet learned of you isthis, my good
captain: we both know that your younger son's patrimony was barely sufficient to buy your firdt,
junior-lieutenant rank, and you just might've been able to have won enough gambling to have secured the
troop-lieutenancy in the lancers. But when we are come to discuss baron-ies and squadron captaincies,
we are speeking of redly large sums, far and away more gold than any officer-mess gamblers ever saw in
one place a onetime. So just how did you come by so much hard gold in aland stripped so bare as
ours?'

It wasin Braos mind, just then, to tell the prying old man that his persona finances were none of his
business, but such an answer would not be palitic, not to so high-ranking aman, so he used the reply on
which he andSub-strahteegos Thoheeks Tomos Gonsaos had long ago agreed. Smiling, he said, "L oat,
my lord. Theworth of some gems| took during acam-paign before you came to command us.”

Old Pahvlosthrew back his balding head and laughed, then reached and grasped Bralos forearm,
squeezing it warmly, cordidly. ™Y oung man, you will go very far inthisor in any other army. We two will
discuss this matter and that of your career with Council's army at some other time and place, but for
now"—heraised hisvoice and, shoving back his chair, ssood up—"my good CaptainVahrohnos, | must



bid you and this company afond good night, for old bones require more frequent rest than do younger
bones™

Bralos had done very well by his squadron, so that soon he had no dightest troublefilling the ranks, and
indeed, was obliged to maintain awaiting list for would-be troopers and first-rate sergeants. At the
sug-gestions of Senior CaptainThoheeks Portos and Sub-strahteegosTomos Gonsalos, he raised both
the asking-price and the other requirements for ensigns, sub-lieutenants, troop-lieutenants, senior
lieutenant and sub-captain, after first buying back the ranks of those few men who did not or could not
work with or under him, and even so, hardly the day passed but that he found himself approached by
top-notch officers or one time officers or wellborn young men, dl clearly eager to lay ther credentidsand
money before him.

Of course, lieutenants and captains of unitslosing personnd to the Wolf Squadron grumbled and
groused that he was pampering his unit, turning them into overfed, underworked, elegantly dressed,
indulged show troops, unfit for anything save parades; but even as these few envious officers spoke, they
knew well thefasity of their words of accusation, for Wolf Squadron was performing yeoman servicein
the seemingly end-lessround of campaignsinto which GrandStrahteegos Thoheeks Pahvliosthe Warlike
had plunged the army. Elegant as was the appearance of the officers and other ranks of Wolf Squadron
when they were seen on occasions of formdity, in thefield they al fought with the ferocity of their totem
beadt, alean winter wolf.

Provided with the quantities of golden Zenoswhich kept coming, through Sub-strahteegos Thoheeks
Tomos Gonsalos, from the north, Bralos found himself ableto seeto it that al ranks of hiscommand
possessed the necessitiesin quality aswell asin quantity, plus not afew luxuries to compensate them for
hard, faithful service.

He had taken over his newly purchased squadron at the end of a cold, wet autumn, and after a detailed
inspection of the wegpons and equipment of the four hundred-odd officers and men, he had set up in his
ownmind alist of priorities, cleared them with Senior CagptainThoheeks Portos, gone to Sub-
strahteegos ThoheeksTomos Gonsaosfor aweight of gold, then betaken himself to the collection of
buildings at the base of the hills on which sat the fast-growing city of Mehseepolis and sought out certain
suppliers of mili-tary pargpherndia.

He had had to settleinitidly for plain, but thick and warm, blanket-cloaks for the most of his squadron,
but with the promise in writing that immediately the requisite numbers of dense wolf-pelts were become
available, they would be added to trim the hoods without additiona charge; however, he had seen dl of
the cloaks bleached out, then dyed a uniform soft grey, with the same color being applied to the
twenty-three-score horse-blankets he bought a the same time from the same family of dedlers. Thissame
family were able to aso lead him to both aleatherworker and a specidty smith who contracted to
undertake ajoint project to produce knee-high boots with wrought-iron splints and elbow-high gauntlets
sawnwith iron or stedl ringsfor al the squadron.

The smith—a heavyset man with wavy brown hair and curly beard, an exceptionally hairy body and the
largest, thickest moustache that Bralos could ever re-call having seen set under abig and raptoria
nose— had served his guests cups of a powerful cider and questioned them at length in relatively good
Ehleenokos spoken with an unusud accent. Finally, shoving aside the sheaf of sketches he had made and
the notes he had taken in ascript that was not Ehleen or Merikan, either, though bearing more
resemblance to the former than to the latter, he took a swallow of the cider, then spoke.

"My lord CaptainVahrohnos, what if your trooper be sword-gashed between elbow and shoulder, what
then?'



Braos sghed. "Then, Master Haigh, with luck, hell be crippled, only. | can see where you're going, but
be you apprised that it istraditiona that lancers armor be only helmet and light breastplate. And those
who command thisarmy insist upon most-davish adher-ence to tradition, aas.”

The smith frowned and pursed hislips for amo-ment, then flitted the trace of asmile. "What would my
noble lord think of agrade of fine, strong, but very light double mail that might be easily sewninto an
arming shirt or agambeson to protect troopers upper arms and armpits, eh? Since it would not be
visble, thuswould this mad tradition be served.”

Bralos skepticaly cast aglance into the rather small shop—only the smith, a brother and three lads—
replied, "Man, it sounds good, but it would take your shop yearsto produce enough of the stuff for my
command. We're talking here of two per man and between four and five hundred men.”

The smith'slip-corners twitched. "Oh, no, my lord, | do not make thisfine mail; it is produced by some.
.. rdlatives, in the north."

Braos barked a short, humorless laugh. "Master Haigh, not even | can afford Pitzburk prices plus
wagoning costs to protect my men, much as| would so like to do.”

The smith shouted something through the doorway that led into the shop and forge, somethingina
harsh-sounding language, and in amoment, one of the lads came in with abundle wrapped in oiled
suede, placing it a aword from the smith atop the table, then departing to shortly return wheding a
carved wooden dummy of aman'storso and a brace of heavy-bladed shortswords in wood-and-leather
scabbards.

Still seated, the master smith unwrapped the oiled suede to show an underwrapping of coarse,
unbleached woolen fabric asthick as blanketing and aso oil-impregnated. Under the wool was the mail.

Bra os thought that the gleaming metal mesh might have been wrought of fine slver, so lusirousweasit;
leaning close, he could see that each and every small ring was riveted—a quality product and no
mistaking it, each ring joined to other ringsin eight places and dl findly finished and polished.

Lifting one of the three hauberks, for such thislot were, the smith's big, scarred hands rolled and
com-pressed it into aball that looked impossibly smdll, then proffered it to his principal guest.

Bralosfound it extremely light, yet when he un-rolled it and laid part of it out on the tabletop, he could
not get half afinger-width of the point of his boot-dagger through it, shove ashedid.

Standing, the smith took the hauberk from him and draped it over the scarred, dented wooden dummy.
When it was draped to his criticd satisfaction, the big man turned back to the table, selected one of the
brace of shortswords and drew it from out its scab-bard, then he reversed and offered the weapon for
Braos ingpection.

Handling it carefully, for the winking edges showed it to be honed to avery keen degree of sharpnessadl
aong both edges of the roughly two feet of broad blade, Bralos knew immediately that he had never seen
or handled its exact like before. In some ways, it bore asimilarity to the standard Ehleen army infantry
shortsword, but it was wider, thicker and differently balanced from that wesapon. The central rib would
no doubt impart decided strength to it, while the four fullers down most of the length on both flats
reduced sgnificantly the overdl weight.



With the sword once morein his hand, the master smith shoved the dummy alittle farther from the table
and his guests, took a stance and, whirling the weapon up above and behind his head, shouted some
phrasein the guttural foreign tongue and delivered severd cuts and looping dashes at the mail-draped
wooden form. No one could doubt that he was striking with al his not inconsiderable strength, for twice
ashower of sparklets flew upward from the buffets, the fabric of the hardwood dummy creaked and
groaned protestingly and, at the last blow, one of the axles of the dummy-cart bent and afreed wooden
whed went skittering acrossthe floor.

There having been no armsto help hold it in place on the dummy, the mail had of course been moved
out of itsorigina drape, but asde from this;, Bralos was able to detect no dightest breaking or bending or
even scarring of the rings anywhere on thefine sted shirt, for al that the edges of the sword showed the
effects of hard contacts with stedl. Even o, he rearranged the drape of the hauberk and went at it for a
few strokeswith the other sword. At last, he used hisleft hand to hold the dummy till and drew back his
am, clearly intending to thrust a the chest.

"No," said the master smith, adding, "And it please my lord, no; that swvord will breek the mail and
pene-trate, though one of your own swords probably would not do so. That sword was designed to
pierce mail and scale armor at the hard thrust, you see.”

Bral os stepped back from the abused dummy and nodded, smiling. "1 thought so when | saw that
almost-edgel ess, diamond-shaped point and that ribbed blade. 1t'sagood design for asword, though a
bit short for my own tastes. Y ou'd play hell trying to use so short ablade on horseback.”

"My peo. . . that is, the people who developed that sword live in mountains and mountainous foothills,
my lord, and own precious few riding horses. They bestride mountain poniesto the Site of battle, then
fight onfoot."

Bralos nodded again. "Which is probably why and how thisfine, very strong, but exceedingly light mail
cameto be, enh? Who are your people, Master Haigh?"

The amith shrugged. "But another race of what my lord'sfolk call mountain barbarians, though our lands
arein no way near to these Consolidated Thoheek-seeahnee. Would other tribesleave usto bidein
peace, we would do naught save farm our valeys and graze our flocks on the heights, but such has never
for long come to pass, and so have we been compelled to learn to practice the ways of war."

Bralos shook his head. "Using those swords and this fantastic mail asindicators, | would say that your
people have assured themselves of the wherewitha to practice war quite well. If you canfit it tome, I'd
liketo buy one of those hauberks from you, one that will hang to about mid-thigh.

"So far asthe half-deavesfor my men are con-cerned, how long would it take your tribe to produce five
hundred pairs and get them here to Mehseepolis? Oh, and what will the pairs cost?"

Once they had worked out a price that was mutualy agreegble, the smith said, "My lord, much of the
iron that my people useis smeted locally from ores or rendered from rusted ancient-times artifacts. If my
lord desires quicker ddivery and would be willing to advance a bit more gold to buy pigiron. . .7

Senior CaptainThoheeks Portos summoned Bralos to the heavy horse camp on asunny but
bone-chillingly cold January day, snow lying deeply on the ground. Within his plastered, wooden-waled
office, abrace of brazierswarmed the room to such degree that, with a cupful of brandy, aman could be



amost comfortable,
"We. .. you haveaproblem, Bralos," said the cavalry commander, with hisusua bluntness.

Bralos could think of no problems of any conse-quence within the squadron, so he raised his eyebrows
quizzicaly and awaited ducidation in sllence.

"It has gotten back . . . rather, been borne back by certain envious officers," said Portos, "that you are
coddling your squadron—overindulging them with rough, warm clothing, decent food and wine or beer,
protective boots and gauntlets and ash lance-shafts, where the other squadron must make do with issue
oaken shafts. Therefore, the GrandStrahteegos has decided that if you can afford to so pamper the
com-mon troopers of your squadron, you can equally well afford to increase your squadron strength to
four troops.

"Look you, Bralos, | didtry ... for al the good that it did me or you.” Portos dark face was avery study
in frustration and anger. "l pointed out that it were eminently unfair to ask you to raise and arm and ouitfit
another troop while dlowing CaptainOpokomees Ehrrikosto maintain only the three. But then that dimy
Ehrrikos, waving a hand that bore gold and gems on its every finger, protested his near-penury, cited
your flaunted affluence. . . and that was that, the old man signed the order.

"So, now, my boy, you must recruit, and recruit most speedily, at the least ninety troopers, ten
ser-geants, three cooks, probably one or two more farri-ers, a senior sergeant, another horse-leech and
at least two moreeeahtrohsee. Mounts, wegpons and armor and horse-furnishings will, of course, be
provided by the army. Thereisthe fact, for what compensation that it will be, that you now will have
ranksto put on the market—one troop-lieutenancy, two of sub-lieutenant and four of ensign. How long
do you think it will take you?I'll get you dl thetimel can."

By the end of that week, Bralos had over a hundred troopers, a senior sergeant and twelve
section-sergeants, all of the needed specidist troops, a troop-lieutenant, a sub-lieutenant and three of the
ensgns—dl five of the officers, dl but two of the sergeants and agoodly portion of the troopers come
out of the other squad-ron of lancers, the Panther Squadron, commanded by none other than Captain
Opokomees Ehrrikos of Thakhahrispolis.

Portos rode up to the headquarters building of Wolf Squadron rocking in his saddle with laughter, tossed
hisreinsto the waiting trooper and did to the ground, still laughing. Seeted in Bralos snug office, with a
goblet of brandied winein hisbig hands, the senior captain controlled himsdlf long enough to give his host
thetae,

Foaming with rage, CaptainOpokomees Ehrrikos had stormed into the heavy horse headquarters and
demanded immediate words with the overal commander of cavary. Upon admisson to Portos office, he
had brusquely refused the offer of atipple and had begun to rant and rave of the loss of dmost afull
troop of his best troopers and sergeants—including two sergeants from out of his own headquarters
detachment and, to add insult to injury, his persona batman—no less than three sub-lieutenants, two
ensigns and the senior lieu-tenant who had been in charge of his headquartersfor years.

"Desertion?" queried Portos blandly, suspecting un-told the true answer, even as he spoke. "Well
appre-hend these miscreants in no time, never you fear, Opokomees, the scoutswill tel uswhich way
they went, and then I'll send some of Captain Chief Pawl's Horseclannersto ..."

"No, no, no, no no!" the viditing officer haf-shrieked, shaking both gloved fists and stamping one booted
foot upon thefloor in his agitation. "The pigs didn't desert, my lordThoheeks, not legdly; no, Petros and



the rest of those drooling idiots| called my officers came to me and demanded back the prices of their
ranks. . . and, of course, | had to give them the money. The others, those scoundrelly sergeants and the
idiot troopers and my cretin of aservant, they al just took everything that did not belong to me and went
over in abody to join that goddam Wolf Squad-ron. They're hunkering there, now."

"Well, lordOpokomees," inquired Portos, "what do you want meto do about it dl, pray tell?If the
troops did not desert, then they till are members of my command who smply have chosen to serve me
and the army in adifferent squadron. Admittedly, the other ranks should, strictly speaking, have gone
through channelsto effect atransfer to another unit of horse, but now that it isdone, | can see no reason
to censurethem.”

"I don't want them censured!" Captain Ehrrikos half-shouted. "I want the lowborn scum back! I'll seethe
bare white spines of every one of those damned sergeants. . . and that backbiting batman, too!"

"Itisdl as| have heretofore stated, CaptainOpokomees* said Portoswith chilly formdlity. "This. . .
ahhh. . . rearrangement of officers and troops will not discommode me or my brigade of horse, and o |
can think of nothing that would impel meto involve mysdlf init. Have you considered riding over and
pleading with CaptainVVahrohnos Bra os to return them to Panther Squadron?”

Ehrrikos turned livid and grated from between tightly clenched teeth. "I did ... earlier today. The bastard
of ashoat and agoat, helaughed a me, laughed atme, to my very face. He said that did | put lessgold
on myself and more upon the backs of and in the bellies of my troopers, | might sill have more of them
within the precincts of my own camp and fewer of them within his. Then the misbegotten son of a
diseased gpe informed me that as he was very busy with interview-ing newly come personnel, he would
haveto cut our vigit short. Thegall of the upstart, only adamnedvahrohnos, and not even that for long!"

Portos tried hard to keep the smile from off hisface, the laughter out of hisvoice. "Well, then, Captain,
have you cons dered seeking an audience with the GrandStrahteegos? Y ou seemed to have hisear and
hisfavor earlier thisweek, as| recdl. Perhaps he would see that you got at |east your other ranks back.
Neither he nor | could tell your noble officers what to do, not after you alowed them to sell back their
ranksin Panther Squadron.”

The officer'slividity degpened, darkened, and he ground histeeth. "L ordThoheeks, it was our Grand
Strahteegos Thoheeks Pahvlos who sent me here, to you as cavalry brigade commander to resolve this
stink-ing mess. He said that he would leave resolution of the current matter up to you, trusting as he does
your judgment, and he . . ." Ehrrikos paused and ground his teeth once more.

"Yes?' prompted Portos. "The GrandStrahteegos had other words, Captain?’
"He... hesad ... it was of arather persond nature, my lord,"” said Ehrrikos, alittle lamely.
"Even s0, | will hear it, Captain. Now," Portos demanded, ordered.

Evenin hisanger, Ehrrikos could not mistake the authority in the voice of the senior captain, and he
could not but obey. "He said, my lord, that if | was desirous of kegping my rank and the command of
Panther Squadron, the two troops | had remaining and the third that | must immediately begin to recruit, |
had best sell my finger-rings, my arm-rings and my golden chain and use the money from them to outfit
my troops for winter campaigning and begin to feed them more and better rations. He ... he promised
that was Pan-ther Squadron not the equal at least of Wolf Squadron by spring, that . . . that the entire
army would be wit-nessto my impaement.”



Lollinginthechair in Braos office, the big, brawny Portos could no longer restrain himsdlf, gusting once
more into laughter that continued until tears were cours-ing down his scarred cheeksinto his beard and
he must perforce hold with both hands his aching sdes.

"And would he?' asked Braos. " CaptainThoheeks, could the GrandStrahteegos have anopokomees
pub-licly impaled for such cause?"

Sobering ahit, the brigade commander replied, "Whether he would or not isreally anyone's guess, old
Pahvlosisnot easy to fathom. But if hefdt he had cause, sufficient cause, he most assuredly could. His
successes—past and present—have made him virtudly alaw unto himsdlf, insofar as Council is
concerned.

"But inthis caseof Opokomees Ehrrikos callous mistreatment of his squadron, | doubt that Pahvlos
would go that far. Most likely, if Ehrrikos seesfit to ignore Pahvlos “advice, hewill just have him well
striped, stripped of hismilitary rank and enough of his persond treasuresto cover refurbishing the
squadron and meeting the prices of rank of the remaining offi-cers, then send him homein disgrace. No
doubt, Ehrrikos overlord will be sufficiently displeased to punish him, too. But impaement, no, | doubt it,
Brdos, not crucifixion or maiming, even.”

"My lord," Braos said, "I would ask aquestion of you."
Smiling, Portos nodded. "Ask away, then, my good Bralos."

"The provisons| have made for the men of my squadron—decent clothing, equipment and
food—should these things not be provided to all men of the armyby the army, rather than leaving such
necessities provison up to individua commanderswho, in most cases, either cannot or will not? Sub-
strahteegos ThoheeksTomos Gonsalos has told me that in both the Royal Army of Kardeenosand in
the Army of the Confederation, things are just so—all soldiers needs being issued by thearmy.”

Portostook his barely touched goblet from off the desktop and took a sip, then sighed. "The biggest
and, to Pahvlos and many another noble officer, most im-portant reason is that the present method, with
al itsundeniablefaults, isthetraditional method in armies of the SouthernEhleenohee. The most pressing
reason that this was not adopted by Grahvos and the rest when Tomos first advised its adoption, years
back, before Pahvlos came, was and is the smple fact that the Council could not and cannot afford it ...
ye.

"Hell, Brdos, | didikeit asmuch as any other officer or man. | would much rather be putting such funds
as| come by into my new duchy, rather than using them to clothe and equip and feed my troops, but they
are completely dependent on me and | realize that fact, recognizing my responsibility to them and to the

amy.

"But until, if, when, Council seesfit to step into the management of the army, has the necessary income
and effects areorganization of sorts, you and | are just stuck with making the best that we can of an old,
bad, but long-established stuation.”

"All right, then, if the squadron isto be my respon-sbility, | want it to be my sole respongbility, my lord,
al of it. | want leaveto buy the present horses from Council, the furnishings for them and my men's
wegp-ons," said Bralos.

"Sweet Christ on Y our Cross!" exclaimed Portos. "Man, do you have any conception of the kind of
money you're spesking of laying out here? Just how richare you, anyway?'



Bralosnodded. "Yes, | know the figure almost to the coppers, my lord, Sub-strahteegosTomosand |
added it all up with the help of a quartermaster officer and aremount officer, both sworn to secrecy. It
will put somewhat of adent in my present finances, but | till can afford it."

"Why do you want to do such athing?' demanded Portos, incredulity in hisvoice, astunned look on his
face. "It ... thething just makes no senseto me."

"Should | leave the army, for whatever reason,” answered Bralos, "1 want to go with the knowledge that
the men who served me so well for so long and under such trying conditions will each own at least the
value of agood troop-horse and their wegpons and armor. Another thing isthis: many of my men
are—rather were—farmers, herders and suchlike. My barony—nhéll, the entire duchy, for that matter—is
underpopulated, now. Whenever thingswind down and the army need not be so large, | want to take dll
of my sguadron who wish to go with me back to my lands, to till and sow and herd upon them. For those
men not so inclined, both my overlord and | will need smal armed bands of retainers.”

Portos stared hard into Bralos eyes, then dropped his gaze. "A hit earlier, | was speaking to Ehrrikos on
the respongbilities of rank. Braos, you shame me, you shamedl of us officers, in your concern for the
present welfare and even the future welfare of your troopers. How | wish dl of my cavary officerswere
diketoyou.

"Y our request will, naturaly, have to go to the highest authority, to the GrandStrahteegos himsdif. But |
will personaly bear it to him and pray that he approveit; if he does not, then I'll put it to Council. That's
the best | can do.”

"My lord ismore than generous, may God blesshim," Bralos said with sincerefeding.

"Yes, | recal that ruckusin Council,” saidThoheeks Sitheeros, while using his powerful handsto crack
nuts. "A duel resulted from some of the name-calling engendered in that day's civilized debate. Grahvos
finally summoned Tomos up to the palace and clo-seted with him for awhile, then rammed the messure
through by way of ahaf-Council vote. That can be done, you know; most business can be decided by

the votes of seventeen councillors only, not the full thirty-three.

" S0, then, that was how you got on the bad side of our late GrandStrahteegos, hey?'

"I'm now certain that that was the beginning of the GrandStrahteegos' antipathy toward me, my lord. He
inssted after that that my squadron be listed as merce-nary cavary; | suppose that he thought that such a
designation would limit my ability to recruit replace-ments and sdll officer ranks, but of courseit did not,”
replied Braos.

The spring thaw saw the beginning of nearly two years of dmaost constant campaigning for the army of
Council, beginning with along march into the far-northwestern corner of the Consolidated
Thoheek-seeahnee and a protracted war againgt an dliance of anumber of tribes of mountain
barbarians. The army stayed in those mountain for more than sx months, amost until snowtime, seldom
engaging in large open battles, but one hit-and-miss ambuscade or running fight or assault upon walled or
stockaded hold and village after another. The cavary, particularly the light cavary, took heavy lossesin
thiscampaign.



Once arrived back at the camp under Mehseepolis walls, Bralos set about buying horses and equipment
to replace losses, carted out wainloads of damaged items for repair and had broadcast acal for men to
fill out hisranks. . . and they came, despite the measures taken by his peersin military rank to prevent
them so doing. They came because—despite the brutally hard service to which Wolf Squadron had been
subjected— very few troopers had been lost due to malnourish-ment or frostbite, most casuaties being
the result of enemy action or common accident or mischance.

Although the snows came, this unpleasant fact did not prevent the army being marched forth on another
campaign for the year, this one to the south and last-ing the most of the winter.

Barely had the next spring been ushered in when Wolf Squadron and half of the Horseclan Squadron
were dispatched again to another stretch of border to deal with yet another pack of bandit-raiders whose
ongoing depredations were become the bane of two morethoheeksee. So once more Bral os rode north
with Captain Chief Pawl Vawn of Vawn.

Thisaction did not take as much time, for Chief Pawl was senior officer from the start, and immedi-ately
it was seen by him and Bral os that the border was being used just as the other bandits had used it, he
rode into the mountainswith loca hunters and chewed the fat with hisfellow barbarian chiefs, and shortly
he and Bral os were headed back to Mehseepolis with along coffle of daves-to-be and but few losses
from among their own ranks.

It had been during the campaign of the previous winter—that one conducted dong thell-defined
bor-der of the sinister Witch Kingdom, which lay some-where deep within the dank, dark, overgrown
wilderness of ghoul-haunted fens and monster-teeming swamps, where huge and often deadly serpents
dithered, where carpets of lush vegetation concealed beds of quicksand and bottomless pool s of
brackish water—that GrandStrahteegos Pahvlos had acquired alover. Thisboy of about fourteen or
fifteen, Ilios by name and the recog-nized bastard of athoheeks, reared in hisfather's household and
extended most of the same education and advantages as had hislegitimate haf brothers, was as pretty as
ayoung girl, and Pahvlos possession was envied by those officers and soldiers of smilar tastes; the rest
referred to himin private as"'lliosPooeesos ." It had been determined much later by generd consensus
that the coming of this Ilios had marked the very beginnings of old Pahvlos abrupt change of character,
when hefirst began to drive the army unmercifully in the field and exact upon the flesh of his soldiers such
exaggerated outrages of discipline that, had he not died when he had, he might have sundered the army
gpart. Asit was, he came quite close to tearing gpart the Council of Thoheeksee.

Chapter V

Upon arrivd of the victorious cavary column at the crossroads just beyond the army's camp, Captain
Bralos, having rather urgent businessin the commerce district of Mehseepolis, ordered his senior
lieutenant to take the squadron into camp, while he and his personal guards accompanied the lancers and
Horseclansmen guarding and guiding the hundred-odd chained prison-ers bound for the state dave pens,
these stuated be-hind a palisaded enclosure just beyond the city's west gate, the ever-present stenches
of it, the main abattoir and the tanneries nearby borne away from the city on the prevailing winds.

A low hill with awide, flattish top afew hundred yards west of the tanneries had become the new
locartion of executions, the former one, when Mehseepolis had been merely aducal city, having been
used asthe ste of the dave pens. Braos and the column of horsemen and ssumbling war captives dowly
passed the place of terror, of torment and death. There ap-parently had been no recent crucifixions, for



al theline of uprights sat without crosspieces, bare save for black crows perching atop three of them,
with wistful hope. Beyond them, Bralos could discern the bulk of the permanent gallows, large enough to
hang as many as a dozen miscreants at once. A powerful shudder suddenly coursed through the length of
him, and he tore his gaze away to look up at the blue skies. . . only to see the buzzards patiently gliding,
circling the abattoir and dave pens.

Inside the outer pdisade, aquartet of burly, cruel-looking men shoved and cuffed and cudgeled the
bone-weary captivesinto severa files, counted them and reported to alanguid, bored-appearing man
who had earlier introduced himself to Bralos as one Kahsos of Ahkapnospoalis (hislack of title indicated
him to be a younger son whose patrimony had been asmdl city or walled town, but in polite
conversation, hewould still be addressed as"lord,” of course).

Leading the way to the smalest of the buildings, the gentleman ushered his noble military guest in, saw
him seated, then poured two battered brass cups haf full of a sour, unwatered wine, before seating
himself and starting to dictate areceipt to a scribe whose ankles were fettered and joined by achain.

When he was done and the dave scribe was busy with the sanding and the affixing of the sedl to the
document, the gentleman said, "My lordVahrohnos, you could not have brought these davestousat a
better time. When the last batch were gelded, an gppalling number of the bastards had the effrontery to
die on us, many more of them thanisat al norma after geldings, so oldThoheeks Bahos, who heads up
the Roads and Walls Committee in Council, isfuming, fit to betied, swears he's going to send out ared
surgeon oreeahtros and indst he and hishdpersdo dl future geldings.”

"Who had you had doing them before, Lord Kahsos?' asked Bralos. "Some of your guards?’

The reply made him sorry he had asked. "No, my lordVahrohnos, aman name of Pehlzos, usedto bea
swine-breeder, works now over at the abattoir. He's going to be madder than hops at the loss of his
three coppersfor each pair of balsif the man lived, one copper washeto die.

"Very funny story, my lordVahrohnos, about the time we threw a dave and Pehlzos cometo find out
when he went in his bag, the damn bastard didn't have but the one ball, and while Pehlzos was squatting
down therewith that single ball in his hand, arguing about how we was till going to owe him the going
rate and dl, that dave bastard, he jerked one hand loose of the straps, took up one of old Pehlzos knifes
and put it through his own heart, right there. | ended up giving Pehlzos a haf-copper for that one, and he
was bellyaching about it and over it for weeks; ill bringsit up now and then.”

A few yards outside the city gates, Bralos signaled his guardsto rein up, kneed hishorse over to the side
of theroad, leaned from his saddle and retched until nothing more would come up. To solicitouswords
from the guards, he remarked, "That country gentle-man'swine, or whatever the stuff really was, was
fouler than swampwater or ditchwater running off a new-mucked field. Far better that it be back at home
inthat ditch than doshing about in my poor bely.”

"Well, then," remarked his guards-sergeant, Tahntos, dyly, "will my lord be wanting to stop by a
wineshop to get the taste of that brew from out his mouth?”

"No, my good Tahntos." Pausing long enough to see the disgppointment register on Tahntos face and
that of the others before continuing, he said, "But dl of you have my leaveto visit Master Keemohsahbis
placewhilel cal upon Master Haigh's smithy, acrosstheway . . . just so long asyou dl stay sober
enough to easily stay on ahorse and ride with me back to camp, that is.”

Seated again in the crowded little chamber off the smithy, Braos gratefully savored the tart bite of



Mas-ter Haigh's strong winter cider for afew moments before broaching his reason for coming this day.

"Master Haigh, that fine mailshirt | bought from you, away back when first we two met, saved my lifeon
thislast campaign, making it to my mind worth every lastthrahkmeh of that steepish price.”

The master smith did not gppear at dl surprised at the news, only inquiring, "Would my lord careto tell
what happened?’

Bralos shrugged. "Not much to tell. We were chas-ing after bandits in the northern foothills, up on the
border. That particular day, the unit | wasleading was following avery winding and extremely narrow
trail through heavily wooded terrain. | had just ridden past an old tree when one of the bandits |esped
down from a place of concealment on athick limb and hacked at my back with aheavy saber.

"Now it was a shrewd blow, delivered with full strength, and had | been without that mailshirt, I'd've
been down dead or dying with a severed spine and some hacked-through ribs and that bandit would've
been up in my saddle and spurring away, leading the rest of my unit into the maw of an ambush at the
gdlop. Asit was, the edge did no more than cut through the straps of my breastplate and ruin a shirt,
though the force of the blow drovethe air clean out of my lungs and sent me up into the withers of my
mount.

"Not having expected to have to strike a second blow, my attacker paused for a split-second, then,
when he drew back to hack again, the back of his blade struck atreelimb, and by that time 1'd regained
at leest my balanceif not my breath, gotten my own saber uncased and come close to taking off his
sword-arm between wrist and elbow.

"It isawdl-known fact that lancers are armored only on the fronts of their bodies, you see; indeed, two
of my menweredainin just that same way during this campaign just past, and | mean to do my best to
put astoptoit ... at least within my squadron, Master Haigh. But I'll need your servicesin order to do it.”

The smith shook hishead. "My lord, | cannot go any lower on my price for those double mailshirts. . .
well, not enough lower to matter, at least. Much as| respect and admire your solicitude for the welfare of
your warriors, wealthy as | know you to be, still must | say that | entertain doubts that you could or
should pay the two or three hundred thousandthrahkmehee that so many shirtswould cost, and besides,
it would take me over ayear to get so many down hereto you. A great ded of time and painstaking
labor needs must go into each and every one of them are they to be perfect and of dependable qudity. In
addition, did my lord not tell me upon the occasion when first we met that the somewhat silly traditions of
hisarmy forbade additiona armor for lancers?'

Bralos grinned. "Quite true, as regardsthat last, my good Master Haigh, but there have been some
sgnifi-cant changes for me and mine since that day, too. The old, calloustraditions till gpply to most of
the rest of the army, but the GrandStrahteegos, in afit of pique, declared me and my squadron to be
mercenaries, not any longer true Ehleen soldiers, which meansthat the strict interpretations of army
traditions need no longer be applied to Wolf Squadron, you see.

"Insofar asyour first statements are concerned, you're quite correct; to buy shirtslike mine for the entire
sguadron would be much beyond my means at the present time. But on the march back down hereto
Mehseepoalis, I've reasoned out another idea. What would you quote me tentatively on five hundred
sngle- thickness mailshirts, to be assembled of larger rings?’

"It would be far quicker and cheaper, my lord,” replied the smith, "to just order up as many backplates. |
could probably fulfill part of that order myself, herein this shop, and for there<t, | could job them out to



some other good smithies | know of . . .7

But the officer shook hishead. "No, | dare not be so blatant . . . not yet. No, | was thinking of having
one of thelocals, hereabout, enclose these shirts | envision between two layers of thin leather or
linen-canvas. They'd be or at least look like jerkins, in the squadron colors, and thus not be an affront to
the GrandStrahteegos each time he saw one of us.”

"l understand.” The smith nodded, grinning. "But look you, my lord, thereis abetter, cheaper way to
givejust as much or even more protection to the backs of your horsemen. I'll show you, but please
excuse mewhile| fetch somethings out of the shop.”

The man returned with a basketful of what looked at first glance to be bits and pieces of scrap iron and
gtedl, but when he had laid a handful upon the table, Bralos saw them to be thin squares of stedl, not yet
polished and il discolored from the tempering, each of them pierced with asmall hole at two cornerson
one edge. After laying the squares out in staggered lines, the smith looked back up at his guest.

"These, my lord, are apart of specia order were doing up for acustomer who wants ajazeran, a
scaeshirt, which while bulky and heavy isthe best protection from both edge and point short of a
breast-and-back of Pitzburk plate. And they're cheaper than either plate or mail, too. For him, these
plateswill beriveted in overlapping rows onto adouble-thick jack of saddle-skirting leather. But there
are other waysto use such plates, too, my lord.

"Theinnermogt layer of your canvas jerkin could have athin layer of cotton batting stitched on, then
squares or lozenges of good stedl atop that, each sewn or riveted as you'd wish, and another thinness of
bat-ting, then another of canvas sewn in aquilted pattern. Add brass or iron guides for the straps of the
breast-plate, eyeletsto the armholesto affix the mail-lined half-deeves you've dready bought, and you'd
have an arming-jerkin with awell-hidden difference.”

Braos sudied the arrangement on the tabletop, frowning in deep thought, considering this new, fresh
suggestion. Then he looked up and demanded, "But what of the collarsto protect the throat, Master
Hagh?'

The smith waved hishand. "Simple, my lord, very smple. Long, curved platesthat will overlap abitin
the front. Sew enough thick braid onto the collar that it would be stiff anyway and concedl the thong used
to join the overlapping plate ends.”

Still frowning, Bralos asked, "But what of the weight, the bulk?"

The amith sighed. "The bones must come with the mutton, my lord. But, look you, thiswill be replacing
the ordinary arming-shirt. Theweight of the stedl in back will, if anything, help the man's body to balance
the weight of the breastplate and spauldrons, and even with the weights of everything—sted, rivets,
canvas, thread and batting—added together, I'd be so bold asto say that it will weigh abit lessthan a
double mailshirt."

Bralos chewed at histhumb for amoment, then inquired, " Can you have one of these padded shirts
made up so that | can examineit? Also, that way well know for certain about how much of everything
will be needed."

"What are the colors of your Wolf Squadron, my lord?" asked the smith by way of areply. "Crimson
andslver...?



After he had arranged with Master Keemohsahbis to have two pipes of amiddling wine he knew to be
favored by histroopers carted out to his camp, along with a half-pipe of afar better example of the
vintner's art and some small casks of brandy to go to the squadron officers mess, Bralos collected his
dightly tiddly guards and rode back to camp.

There he strolled about to see that everything need-ful was being done, called for afresh horseto be
saddled, visited his own quarterslong enough to doff his armor and change to clean clothing, then rode
over to Sub-strahteegosTomos Gonsalos headquarters. Had anyone with the authority stopped him and
asked him why, hewas quite prepared to lie, to say that he was searching for Senior CaptainThoheeks
Portos to render hisreport on the campaign in the foothills and deliver up the receipts for the banditdaves
and the chainsin which they had been ddlivered to the noisome dave pens.

But when he saw the crowd and hubbub around the plain building housing Gonsados offices, he amost
reined about and rode back to truly report to the overall commander of cavalry. He did ride on,
how-ever, asfar as he was alowed to ride. The Council Guardsmen who halted him and courteoudy
requested that he dismount then just as courteoudy demanded to know his reason for gpproaching the
area of the sub-strahteegos' headquarters.

Bralos swallowed the testy, impatient answer that had been upon thetip of histongue; for adl their show
of courtesy and good manners, Council Guardsmen had awell-earned reputation of blooding their stedl
firgt and determining if such had been necessary well after the fact, and aside from his gauntlets, he now
wore nothing that would resist the honed edges of their weapons any better than hisflesh.

"Lieutenant,” helied glibly, "I have but just led my squadron in from acampaign in one of the northern
thoheekseeahnee. | found that word had been left for me to report to the Lord Sub-strahteegos
ThoheeksTomosimmediately upon my return. | am responding to that order; | cannot do less,
Lieutenant.”

"Of course not, of course not, my lord CaptainVahrohnos," the guards officer agreed readily, "but let it
please my lord to understand, far more important men than the Sub-strahteegoshimsef just now are
vigiting him, so perhaps later today or tomorrow might be a better time to report.”

Braos shook his head. "Lieutenant, the message said ‘immediately upon my return,’ and it has been my
experience that the officer dways chooses hiswords carefully and meansjust what he says. | will report
today, now, and that's that."

The guards officer nodded once. "Very well, my lord CaptainVVahrohnos , but my lord must then
sur-render his sdearmsto me and he must allow himself to be searched. My lord has hisfunctions, | have
mine. One of my men will take care of your horse and wegpons.”

The adjutant would have stopped Bral os, shooed him away back to his camp, had not Tomos caught
sght of him through the partialy opened door of the larger room where he and severa other men sat
around the largest table. Excusing himsdlf, he strode out to greet Braloswarmly.

"Y ou're back far earlier than anyone expected you to be, Bralos. What happened, did Chief Pawl
despair of ever catching that pack of marauders? If so, old Pahvlos will've been proved right;
nevertheless, you can bet amonth's pay hewon't be at al pleased.”

Bralos shrugged. "Not &t al, my lord. Oh, yes, we had trouble for the first week or so, but then Captain



Chief Pawl devised strategy that gave us an inexpen-sive victory and above ahundred fresh davesfor the
date.”

"Saves?' came a contrabasso rumble of avoice from within the large room. *Did someone out there
mention daves? I'm hereto tell any man that my road crews need every onethey can get, arethe repair
and replacement schedulesto be kept up to date.”

Thiswasfollowed by the grating sound of a chair being pushed back, then afew heavy steps, and the
door was shoved farther open by thethick, hairy arm of abig, muscular man of middle years. "Tomos,"
he rumbled, "who isthis officer and what's this of daves?'

Gonsal os stepped back and said in formal tones, "My lordThoheeks, please alow meto present to you
Captain-of-squadronVahrohnos Braos of Y ohyUlton-polis. He and his squadron have this very day
returned from ashort but very successful campaign against ban-ditsin one of the border
thoheekseeahnee, and he wastelling me of the numbers of prisonersthey had taken and brought back
for state-daves.

"Captain, this nobleman isaThoheeks Bahos, amem-ber of Council.”

Not sure just what € seto do, Bra os straightened and rendered the massive man a correct military
sute.

The saluted man just grinned. " So you're the young man who so twisted thetail of our revered Grand
Strahteegos, hey? Do you know that afew days after the first Council debate on whether or not you
should be dlowed to pay Council hard, honest gold for the right to be completely responsible for your
sguadron, | wound up back in armor, fighting aformal dud with that hotheaded young whi ppersnapper
Thoheeks Vikos? Did you know that, young sir? Of course you didn't. And you didn't know that |
showed him hisfally in trying to fight me, old man or nat, ether. True, he's now faster than me, but I'm
dill lotsstronger, so | just let him wear himsdlf out, dow down abit, then | finished the thing quickly,
nearly sundered hishedm, | did, they say. Hahahahah!"

It was then that Bral os was shocked to hear himsalf ask, "My lordThoheeks Bahos, may Captain
Vahrohnos Bradosinquire of thethoheeks ?'

Still grinning broadly at memory of hisvictory over hisyounger peer, the big man nodded, saying, "Of
course you may, young sir, and you need not be so militarily formd, either, for any man that our good
Tomos pleasesto cdl friend isaso afriend of mine.”

Bralostook a deep breath and spoke again. "My lord, Captain Chief Pawl of Vawn and |, we captured
ahundred and twelve bandits and got back to Mehsee-polis with a hundred and seven of them till living
and in as good shape as could be expected after amarch of that length by men accustomed to riding
maodtly.”

"What of the wegpons and the gear and mounts of these bandits?" interjected thethoheeks. "Wasit
brought back, too?"

Blankfaced, Braosreplied, "My lord, we lacked enough pack-mules to bring back much of anything,
since we had been up there for so short atime and used so few supplies, though afew officers and men
did pick out certain better-quality items.”

Bahos nodded. "Wéll, it's of no real importance; likely it's better that the stuff was | eft up there, any-way.



Most of it was probably lifted from there and now the noblemen will have it back. But what of the
bandits mounts?'

"Mogt of them were mountain ponies, my lordThoheeks," Braosanswered. "The few full-sze horses
werein generdly poor shape, some dozen or so that looked good we did bring back, two thirds of the
beasts going to my squadron, one third selected by Pawl of Vawn for the use of his Horseclansmen.”

"Good, good,” nodded the massive nobleman, "horses cost money. But you wished to ask a question of
me, | bedieve...?

Bralostook another deep breath and launched into it, saying, "My lordThoheeks, what isthe point of
sguandering supplies and horses and trained men to bring back captive warriors who never give Council
even one day'swork because they die of the black rot in the dave pen after being gelded by an elderly
pig farmer who works at the abattoir?"

The big man's smile evaporated in atrice, and his face became as dark as alowering thundercloud. But
when he spoke, his voice was atightly controlled, soft rumble. "Who told you these things, young man?"

"Why, the keeper of the dave pen, my lord, one Kahsos, told me of his hiring of the old man to do the
gelding, while one of his men told one of my body-guards about the high rate of lossfrom the black rot
after the man, Pehlzos, had done his bloody work," said Bralos.

Turning on his hed, the big man opened both doors wide agape and stepped back, saying, "My good
young Sir, please humor me by coming in, seating yoursdlf, having a stoup to drink and telling my
companions of these sorry things."

AsThoheeks Bahos himsdlf sested the somewhat bemused Bralos and filled a.cup for him from one of
the ewers, then introduced him to those men seated around the table, he finally understood why so many
fully armed and dert Council Guardsmen were sur-rounding the building. No less than five of the most
powerful members of the Council of the Thirty-three sat about that table, including his own commander,
Senior CaptainThoheeks Portos.

Portos said, "Well, you and Pawl Vawn must have worked some sort of miracle to be back thisfast. So
well done ajob should rightly earn Wolf Squadron a bit of rest ... but it probably won't. | don't know, it's
just asl wastelling al these gentlemen prior to your arriva, Braos, something has gotten into Pahvlos; he
seemsintent anymore to run the whole army ragged to little rea purpose.”

"Portos, Portos, welll get back to dll that," said Bahos, "but for now I'd like you &l to hear some
information that this fine young officer has sumbled across. My good Braos, tell again just what you told
meout inthefoyer."

Senior CaptainThoheeks Portos purposely chose the longest and most circuitous route from the
head-quarters of Sub-strahteegosTomos Gonsalos back to the headquarters of the cavalry brigade, he
and Bralos riding knee to knee ahead of and out of easy earshot of hisbodyguards, conversing in low,
hushed tones.

"Y ou made yourself some very good friends on Council, thisday, my good Braos," said Portos. "Those
four, back there, dong with abrace of their faction and leanings who were unable to makeiit for this
day's clandestine meeting out here, are capable—by ways of the multiple duchies and voting proxies



systems—to pass or defeast most varieties of businessthat come before Council without so much as
|etting any other members of Council know that voting istaking place. And that, my boy, is power—raw,
unqguestionable and so never questioned power. Poor grace asyou're in with Pahvlos, you may need
such friends, too, one day soon or late.”

"What of Lord Kahsos, Portos, what will be doneto him?' asked Bralos.

Portos shrugged, shaking his head, so that the plumes of his dress helmet swished and the loose
cheekplatesrattled. "With abit of luck, helll be censured, striped publicly and exiled back to his civil
holdings to be further punished by his overlord, probably. But lack-ing that bit of luck . . . ?Thoheeks
Bahos, jovid ashe can be, is4till avery hard man who can be most vindictive when he feds himsdlf to
have been wronged or hoodwinked—and you know hefedsjust so in this particular instlance—and he
also nurtures a deep, wide stresk of bloodthirstinessin his character, which meansthat the larcenous
Kahsos may well find himsalf adorning one of those crosses outside the walls, that or minus hisballs and
working on aroad gang, out in thethoheekseeahnee somewhere.”

L ooking and sounding as troubled as he had felt dl day, ever since he had turned the war captives over
to the unsavory Lord Kahsos, Bralos asked, "Portos, why are. . . why must state-daves be castrated?”

Thetdl, darker man shrugged again. "They just dways have been. It'stradition that they be debdled, is
dl.

"Now, wait aminute, dammit!" he ordered, seeing the look of distaste on the other officer'sface. "Yes, |
fully agree, our GrandStrahteegos hasindeed run the word and term ‘traditional’ into the ground, very
deep indeed into the ground, used it to mask or to try to justify al sorts of flagrant nepotism and persona
likesor didikes of one kind or another, but in thisingtance, we are not in the least concerned with his
misuse of ‘tradition, mind you.

"l waslong ago told that the practice dated from the very start of our race in these lands. In those
ancient times, there were very few of us, dl malewarriors, and ahdlacious|ot of the barbarians, both
male and female. As our distant ancestors came ashore and fought and settled the lands they had
conquered, they captured barbarians as daves; however, these daves sometimes escaped to breed up
gtill more of their savage kind against the Ehleenohee, so at length it was decreed by the leaders that any
male dave kept soldly for labor must be deballed, that should he es-cape captivity, he would not be able
to Sre more barbarians. For long and long, thisrule gpplied to al mae daves, both publicly and privately
owned, but as the barbarians drew back out of the tidewater and piedmont lands and the supply of more
new daves became arather chancy thing, private owners began to discover the advantages of alowing
their davesto breed more daves. But the Sate-daves continued to be only eunuchs or femde. It istill
that way, that'sal | can say on the subject, Braos. Whether you person-ally likeit or not, that's the way
things have aways been, now are and most likely will continue to bein timesto come.

"What you and | and the rest of the officers and common soldiers of Council'sarmy have to worry about
just now isthe strange changes that have been and are coming over the man who ownsthe power of life
or death over usdl, GrandStrahteegos Thoheeks Pahvlosthe Warlike. And with him inmind, | had best
mention now that you are going to have to pay your squadron out of your own purse again, thismonth . .
. and no doubt but that Pawl of Vawn will be needing to borrow from you again to pay his
Horseclansmen, too. Captain-of-pikes Guhsz Hehluh, canny, maybe presci-ent old bastard that heis,
indsted on six months pay in advance, last spring.”

"What inthe holy nameof . . . ? Portos, have you any faintest ideajust what heisup to? It's not that |
mind seeing my officers and troopers paid out of my persond funds, nor isit al that much of astrain on



my assets—yet—but it isnot a al the wisest course for acommanding officer to follow: to hold back the
due monthly stipends of hardworking, hard-marching, hard-fighting soldiers who have won for him and
Council every battle he has put them to for years, now," declared Bralos.

Portos sighed. "1 know, | know and you know and one would think that with al hisyears of experience
with armieshe would know, aswell. At the meeting of senior officers last week, he declared hisintention
to takethearmy, dl of it, on along march that might result in somefighting before it was over. Up to the
old royd capital and back here, refit and resupply, then back on the march over to Sahvahnahspolis..."

"And for sure heavy casudties from the accursed swampers,” Braos haf-snarled. "Not to think even of
the way the horses and the rest of uswill suffer from the hest, the insects, snakes, foul weter,
krohkohthe-hliohsee and God aone knows what other hellish afflic-tions. Why the hdll try to pick
trouble with the swampers, anyway? And just what has his mad sched-ule of marchings got to do with his
withholding of hisarmy's pay and allowances? Doesn't he know that agood many of the officersand
even afew of the common soldiers have wives and children around and about this camp who need
money on which to live, since they cannot draw army rations, usudly?'

"Asl sad..." began Portos, then paused. "Oh, that's right, you were not there at the commencement of
our discussion thisevening, Bralos. Well, &t last week's senior officers conference, Pahvlos harangued us
al at length, and with more heat than was neces-sary, in regard to the fact that one of the principd things
wrong with thisarmy, one of the significant waysin which it differed, to itstrue detriment, from the old,
royad army, wasthat it contained far too many womanizing men. He declared that he was of the
conviction that the company of women and the breeding of children, so far as common soldiers or
officerswho were not landhol ders was concerned, should be activities not to be engaged in while still on
active service, but rather after retirement. He ordered us to encourage any married or near-married men
in those two categories to put aside the women and disown the children. He then suggested that we put
our troops to scouring the settlements around the camp perimeters of any females of any ages, classor
cdling”

"Portos, has he gone stark mad, then?" asked Bral os, with obvious concern. " Should hetry to enforce
some-thing so heinous on Council's army, helll precipitate atrue mutiny, they'll tear him to pieces, him and
any officer or man who tries to come between them and him. For, after al, many of the officers and some
of the common soldiers, aswell, arein no way or means career warriors, they serve asthey do—and
that's damned well, as you and | both know and as the GrandStrahteegos should know—because of a
sincere desireto help Council bring peace to our borders and order within them. That'swhy I'm till
forking ahorse up here at Mehseepalisinstead of going about setting myvahrohnoseeahn to rights down
south. And | serve you fair warning, friend and Senior CaptainThoheeks Portos, before | see my men
pushed to the point of mutiny against legd authority, I'l take them al and ride south to my own landsand
the GrandStrahteegos Thoheeks Pahvlos can take his bumboy and his crack-pate ideas about running
an army and march straight into the lowest, foulest, hottest pit of hell.”

Chapter VI

The cat-footed, silent servants presented basins of warm, sweet-scented water on which rose petas
floated to each of Thoheeks Sitheeros guests aswell asto their master himself, followed by soft, fluffy
cotton towels. Others came in to take away the trays which held the foodstuffs, but when they made to
bear away the dregs of the wine, thethoheeks spoke.

"Bring another decanter of that vintage. Thereés still the end of ataleI'd hear.”



Heturned, smiling, back to Captain-of-squadron Bralos and said, "Have you the time to indulge me, my
boy?’

Bralosreplied, "But ... but | would've thought that, as amember of Council, you surely would've heard it
al,longsince, my lord."

Thethoheeks nodded. "Most assuredly, in several versions, too, but I'd hear yoursaswdll, if | may."
Braos shrugged. "'l am, of course, at my lordThoheeks' command.”

ThoheeksSitheeros settled back in hischair, smil-ing. "Very well, now, how much rest was granted you
after your whirlwind campaign in the foothills?*

Bralos laughed once, aharsh bark. " Three whole days, my lord, then orders came down through cavary
brigade headquartersthat | and the other squadron captains should have our units ready for the road
within two weeks. In the interim, al common soldiers were to be restricted to the environs of the camp,
save only when on organized detailswithout it. Lancers and light infantry wereto regularly patrol the
perimeter and enforce this promulgation to the extreme of bare stedl, if necessary. Expressly forbidden to
enter the camp precincts were women of any description or hawk-ers of wine, beer or cider, although
thislast wasto not include any merchants or vintners supplying officers, of course.”

Upon announcement of thislast enormity of sense-lessness, two of Bralos troop-lieutenants sought
words with the captain upon behaf of married sergeants whose wives lived in the peripheries of the
camp, and after hearing them out, Bralos called for a horse and rode over to Senior CaptainThoheeks
Portos head-quarters.

But seeing the brigade commander took much more waiting than was at al usua, and when at last he
was ushered in and had stated his case, the harried-looking senior captain just shook his head, brusquely,
and barked, "Dammit, Bralos, we have to do it because the GrandStrahteegos sayswe haveto do it. If
the old man truly considers you and yours to be mercenaries, however, you just might be able to get by
with ignor-ing most of these insanities; Guhsz Hehluh intendsto do just that and o, too, do dl of the
Horseclansmen, the artificiers and theeeahtrohsee, | understand.”

"And you, my lord Senior CaptainThoheeks ?'asked Bralos. "Y our heavy cavary are as much on loan
to this gate and thisarmy as are the units commanded by Captains Guhsz Hehluh and Pawl of Vawn,
truth to be told. Have you the intention of submitting your offi-cers and troopers to such injustices?’

Portos squirmed hisbody uneasily. "Let's.... let usjust say that | intend to ook out for the welfare of my
subordinates wherever and whenever and in every con-ceivable way possible, CaptainVVahrohnos
Bralos, asawaysin times past has been my wont. Such isawaysagood practice for any officer of
rank—from the very highest to the lowest—to follow, | might add. How-ever, an astute officer, onewho
makes survival ahabit, will recognize superior forceand bow toiit ... if it al comesdown to that. Asin
battle, if faced with impossible odds and with maneuver impossible or point-less, you have but two
options, in redlity: withdrawa or suicide.

"And now, my good Braos, | have no more time for you, unless you have other, meaningful businessto
broach. Preparing both my own squadron and the brigade for the march would be more than enough to
occupy al my waking hours, without this other exer-cise in supidity, atop al dse.”

Bralosformally saluted, turned about and departed. He understood, he understood fully. 1t was but



an-other playing of the ancient military game: guard your arse and duck your head. He would just haveto
take to sending out the two married sergeants, the three other sergeants who maintained more or less
forma "arrangements’ with women and the lieutenant who had married the daughter of amerchant of the
lower town asa"detall” each evening and having Keemo-hsahbis, the vintner, bring in his carts enough
potablesfor the entire squadron; such was, he decided, the only sane courseto follow in this lunatic war
that the GrandStrahteegos seemingly had declared upon his own command. And thiswas just what he
told Captain-of-squadron Chief Pawl Vawn of VVawn when that worthy came riding over that night.

Soshing the brandied wine about in his cup, the spare, wiry chief remarked, "Y ou know, Bralos, |
liked—I redly liked—that old man on first meeting and for along time since, but after dl 1've seen and
heard since you and me and our men got back from this latest campaign up north, I'm beginning to
won-der if the old bastard hasn't traded in al of hisbrainsfor a peck of moldy owlshit or something.

"None of thislatest shit, not one particle of it, makes any sense at dl, you know. He's halved the pay of
them as are ftill getting paid, saysit's going to be saved againgt their retirements. He says, too, that all

loot taken in the future has to go to the army—him, in other words—and that helll see any man astriesto
hold out anything looted well striped thefirst time and hung the next time, no matter what hisrank. He has
offered an amnesty to any officer or common soldier who took loot and kept it for himsdlf in the past if he
now will turn what is|eft of the worth of that loot over to the GrandStrahteegos ."

Braosfdt acold chill run thelength of his spine, felt the hairs of hisngpe dl gprickle. "Where did you get
thisinformation, Pawl?" he demanded.

The Horseclans chief shrugged. "Part of the shit that was laid down while we was gone, isdl, Bralos.
Sub-chief Myk, who led the rest of my squadron while we were gone up north, told me about it, and |
hunted out the copy of the order from the pile; you've got a copy too, I'd guess, somewherein your
head-quarters. Y ou worried about that Y vuhz dagger you took off them bandits, man? Hell, damn few
knows about it, anyway, so just pry out the stones, cover the gold hilt with soft leather and brasswire
and forget about it, that'swhat I'd do.”

"Fuck that dagger!" snarled Bralos. "Werethat al of it, I'd give our overly acquisitive GrandStrahteegos
that deedly little baublein atrice and never again think about it."

"Then what?" asked Chief Pawl, looking puzzled.

Bralos sighed. " Strictly speaking—and I'm dead cer-tain that we had best expect everything to be
interpreted in the Strictest of terms by our commander in future—the windfal that has established my own
for-tune could be considered loot."

"No such thing," declared Paw! vehemently. "I wasn't there, then, but | heard about it dl from not afew
aswere. Y ou were given the effects of that dimebal Hahkmukos as suffering-price and loss-price. When
informed of how much more you'd found squirreled away in that campaign chest, I've been told, old
Thoheeks Grahvos had him agood belly-laugh and said that it was agood thing to have such lucky
offi-cersinany amy."

"Even s0," said Bralos soberly, "1 think that | had best consider that the GrandStrahteegos, who has
seemed to resent my affluence ever since | managed to buy a squadron, and maybe even before that, has
definite designs upon my gold and my lands. | think | had best seek audience with Sub-strahteegos
Tomaos. Maybe withThoheeks Grahvos, too, for that matter. Have you the time to ride dong with me,
Pawl?'



After conferring with Bralos and hearing out al hisworries and baleful presentiments, Sub-strahteegos
Thoheeks Tomos Gonsalos sent a galloper with a sealed message tube into Mehseepalis, to the paace
of Coun-cil. Braosfollowed shortly with Chief Pawl, their two sets of personal guards and aheavy
weight of golden Zenos.

ThoheeksGrahvos and Thoheeks Mahvros received the two cavalry officerswarmly in Grahvos
high-ceilinged, airy office, offering afine wine to wash the dust from their throats and even sending orders
that their guards be entertained in the quarters of the Coun-cil Guardsmen. Peatiently, the two
aways-busy noblemen listened with clear concentration and patent interest to al that Braos and Chief
Pawl had to tdl them. ThenThoheeks Grahvos spoke.

"Gentlemen, did | not know better, know just how much he has done for our Consolidated
Thoheek-seeahnee sncefirs he cameto us, | might think that Thoheeks Pahvlos hastaken it into his
head to truly destroy thisarmy of ours, drive the best ements from itsranks, certainly, and possibly
indgigatefull mutiny.

"Firgt, that very disturbing report, the other day, fromThoheeks Portos, and now this—it'sal enough to
give me more gray hairs at the very thought of what may very well be bubbling away in the minds of the
men he's abusing and denying the few smple plea-sures that they have certainly earned by way of
su-perlative service to Council's army, many times over.

"Asregards your good fortune, CaptainVVahrohnos Bralos, you must know that no man regjoiced more
than did I. However, while | and most other members of Council would consider your acquisitionsfrom
that Hahkmukos creature morein the nature of areward for services, it isindeed quite possible that this
newThoheeks Pahvlos might aso be of the opinion that the jewels you found within the cabinet are
indeed loat, if only because the previous owner must have looted them from somewhere, a sometime.
Our good Tomos advises us that you have a plan to broach to representatives of Council today. What is
it?'

Presently, Thoheeks Grahvos rang for a scribe and dictated two officid documents. Then, while the man
penned duplicates of each, Bralos set asmall chest of cour bouilli on the table and from it counted out
some twenty pounds of gold.

When the documents all had been sanded, signed, sedled and witnessed and the scribe was departed,
Thoheeks Grahvos smiled broadly and said, "All right, my boy, it'sall done. So far asThoheeks Pahvlos
or any of hisfaction are concerned, you have admitted taking loot, taken advantage of the broadcast
amnesty and conveyed to representatives of Council agolden-hilted dagger plus a certain measure of
gold. But between us, you have that document recognizing your generousloan to Council, it payableto
you or to your heirs at the end of ten years along with an interest of twenty-five percent the year, and
should you die with-out forma heirs or legitimate issue, it will be paid to your present overlord or his
hars™

"Please, my lordThoheeks," protested Braos, "twenty-five percent the year isfar too much. Redly

there should be none. Cannot my lord alow thisto be atrue gift to the Consolidated Thoheekseeahnee
?l

The big, brawny nobleman just stood and stared at the younger for amoment, then he addressed
Thoheeks Mahvraos, saying, "The next time that Pennendos or Vikos or another of that stripe launch
again into their incessant danders of our nobility in thisrealm, recal you this day and this most generous
minor nobleman. Thank God that we have good men like him gtill among usto cometo our aid in time of
need.



"No, my good Braos, your generosity is much gp-preciated, but no. Y our loan will be repaid with the
indicated interest asindicated in this document.”

"All right, CaptainVahrohnos," barked the white-haired GrandStrahteegos at Braos, sanding rigidly
before him, "I know that you prized ajeweled, gold-hiked and gold-cased Y vuhz dagger on that mission
to the north, so hand it over and | won't have you striped . . . thistime. Also, | want in my hands by
nightfall of thisday al of the gold or Slver remaining of the loot you took in times past. When we come
back from this campaign, we will seeto the slling of your uncon-firmedvahrohnoseeahn, in the south,
your squadron captaincy and al else you saw fit to squander army monies upon.”

"My lord ..." began Senior CaptainThoheeks Por-tos, who had been ordered to bring Bralos here.

But he was coldly, brusquely cut off in midsentence. " Shut your mouth, Portos! Y ap only when | tell you
to. My present businessiswith this posturing puppy.”

During the brief interruption, Bralos gaze flitted to the girlish Ilios, who lay stretched languidly ona
couch behind the old man, the long-lashed eydids dowly blinking, the too-pretty face blank. He
wondered whether the pegboy was using hemp or poppy-paste.

"Would my lord GrandStrahteegos Thoheeks deign to peruse an officid document of the Council of the
Consolidated Thoheekseeahnee ?' asked Braos, for-mally and very diffidently.

"Giveit to me" snarled the old man, adding, "And it had better have some bearing on your crimes
againg thisarmy of mine. I'vehad dl that | can ssomach of larcenous newly rich scum likeyou lording it
over your betters and buying lands and ranks you but ill deserve.”

Upon reading the document, his face darkened with rage. From between ditted eyelids he looked up at
Braloswith pure, digtilled hatred. "Y ou shoat, you thing of filth and dime, how dared you to commit so
infamous an enormity asthis? | should have you dowly whipped to desth or impaled, do you know that?
| hopethat | never again see 0 foul an ingtance of insubordination as you have herein committed, you
fatherless hound-pup! Are you aware, Portos, of what your favorite here has done? Are you? Wdll,
answer me, damn you!"

"No, my lord GrandStrahteegos, | am not. | have not yet seen the document,” replied the brigade
commander.

"Know you, then, Senior Captain, that thisinfa-mous malefactor turned the Y vuhz dagger and some
pounds of gold over toThoheeks Grahvos and Thoheeks Mahvros, and they then not only granted him a
full pardon for hismisdeedsin not turning dl hisloot over in the beginning, but recognized hislandholdings
and purchased titlein an officia Council document, of which thisisalegal, witnessed copy. Onthe basis
of this. . . this'—he waved the document about—"this piece of filth, thisthing who cals himsdf Braos
now is confirmed and recognized by Council astheVahrohnos of Y ohytltonpolis, and no matter that he
acquired lands and title with gold that was as good as stolen from thisarmy of mine. And not only that,
but that aged fool of a Grahvos so phrased thisthing that this puppy now is aso recognized by council as
a captain-of-squadron of mercenary light cavary/lancers.”

"But, my lord GrandStrahteegos Thoheeks," re-monstrated Portos, "ever since the CaptainVahrohnos
bought the entirety of respongbility for his squadron, you have been referring to him asamercenary.”



The old man glared a Portosfor along moment, then grated in afrigid tone, " Senior Captain, do not
ever again display such adegree of temerity asto feed me back my own words, not if you'd keep that
ugly head on those shoulders and the flesh on the bones of your back. Y ou and everyone else with two
bits of brain to rub together knew just what | meant when | called him a mercenary scoundrel, and it was
not adescription of hisrank or his statusin my army, either. If you don't—really don't—know just what |
meant, then you are an utter dunce and should not be com-manding a section, much lessabrigade, in any
kind of anarmy!”

Looking back at the still-rigid Braos, he growled, "All right, my lord CaptainVahrohnos, you and your
dy chicanery have solen amarchon me. . . thistime. But be you warned, | am long in forgetting and |
never forgive. | mean to see you dead for this, soon or late, | mean to see you die under circumstances
that will reflect no dightest shred of honor on either you or the misbegotten house that was responsible
for putting athing like you out into the world, of afflicting decent folk with the fox-shrewd stench of you.
Takeyour dimy document and get you out of my sight! Dismiss!"

Outside, Bralos mounted but sat his horse until Portos came out, his olive face black with suppressed
rage, hisbig hands clenching and unclenching, his movement iff, tightly controlled. But he spoke no
word to Bralos until they were both well clear of the army headquarters area.

"Braos, had it just been reported to me, | doubt that | would've, could've, believed it. But Iheard i,
heardit dl. | can only surmisethat the man is going— hell, has gone—stark, staring mad. Man, you just
don't talk to the senior officers of your army that way unlessin strictest privacy. He had some choice
dightsfor me, too, after he'd dismissed you, and hearing him | could not but think of how good it would
beto see him laid out on apyre, for dl that we have no officer capable of replacing him. He couldn't be
asvicious toward me as he could and was toward you, of course, because I'm hispeer in civil rank and |
could cal him out, force him to fight me breast to breast in aforma dud. But what he could get away
with saying, he said.

"| tell you, friend Bralos, immediately | get back to my place, I'm going to have to write out an account
of all that just happened. | couldn't put such ajob to aclerk or it would be over thewholearmy in an
eyeblink of time. . . and that we definitely do not want; there's trouble enough brewing aready, thanksto
that old man. Then I'm going to dispatch it toThoheeks Grahvos, at the palace; you can add a statement
toit, if youwishto so do."

But Bralos shook his head. "No, the more you stir shit, the more and worse it stinks. Besides, you can
say al that needsthe saying, Portos."

What with one seemingly unavoidable delay after another, the army was aweek latein leaving for the
old capitd, taking the circuitous northern route now used by traders over roads recently refurbished by
gangs of state-daves. Braos and his remaining men watched the army march out of the sprawling camp
and set foot to the eastern road, led by light cavalry— not afew of these their comrades, Bralos
troopers and officers—and with their supplies and baggage, their remudas and beef herds behind them.

It had been at the very next called meeting of senior officers after the explosive interview with the Grand
Strahteegos that this newest catapult boulder had been dropped upon Bralos. After covering the order
of the march column as regarded infantry, supply and bag-gage, speciaist units and remounts, each
category pre-ceded by the name of the officer to command it and be at dl timesrespongblefor it, the
GrandStrahteegos findly got around to the cavary.

"Senior CaptainThoheeks Portos as brigade com-mander will, of course, exercise overall command of



the horse, directly under me. He will aso be in com-mand of his own squadron of heavy horse. Captain
Chief Pawl Vawn of Vawn will bein command of his Horseclans medium-heavy horse.
Captain-of-war-el e-phantskomees Nathos of Pindlopoliswill bein overdl command of hissix bullsand
the three cow draught €l ephants, assisted by Captain-of-work-elephants Gil Djohnz.

"Lastly, asregardslight cavary, Captain-of-squadronOpokomees Ehrrikoswill, for this campaign,
com-mand his own three troops and an additional three troops which will be seconded to him from out of
the Wolf Squadron, with the senior lieutenants of both squadronsto assst him."

Braos could not move or speak for amoment. Helooked every bit as stunned as he felt, and, noticing
this, not afew of his peers and superiors began to mutter anongst themselves.

Raising hisvoice, old Pahvlios went on to say, " Captain-of-squadronVahrohnos Bra os of wherever,
having shown himsdlf treacherous and most didoyd to me and my army, will remain here with one troop
to maintain order in the camp, wherethose | can trust can keep an eye on him."

Bralos cameto hisfeet at that last, hisfury bubbling up in him, hishand clamping hard on the hilt of his
saber.

"Draw it!" hissed the GrandStrahteegos, cruel glee shining out of hiseyes. "Go ahead and draw that
stedl of yours, you young turd out of adiseased sow. Draw it before dl these witnesses; that will bedl |
need to put a hempen necklace around your scabby throat, sneak-thief, poseur, illegitimate puppy.”

Braloswas on the verge of doing just that, suicidal action or no, but a powerful hand clamped crudly
hard about his upper arm, and in awhisper, Thoheeks Portos voice said, "Let be, son Bralos, let be, |
say. Don't play directly into his hands. He's clearly, obvi-oudy trying in every way he knowsto provoke
you, making no dightest secret of that fact. He couldn't strip you of your gold, so now he would have
your blood, your honor and your life, so don't just hand him that satisfaction. Y ou outthought him before;
doit again. That will hurt him far more than a honed edge would."

When Braloslet go hiswell-worn hilt and sat down, there was a chorus of released breaths dl about the
crowded room.

Putting the best face he could upon his keen disap-pointment, the GrandStrahteegos crowed, "Y ou see,
gentlemen, you dl saw it, didn't you? The craven crimina will not even spesk to refute my words; he's
patently not only guilty of his crimes, then, but an honorless coward, to boot.”

Braosrose more dowly thistime, cameto rigid attention and said, dowly, clearly, very formdly,

" Captain-of -squadronVahrohnos Bralos of Y ohyl-tonpolis prays that he be alowed to appear before a
full panel of his peers, that they may hear al evidence for and against his guilt of the charges made by the
GrandStrahteegos Thoheeks Pahvlos and decide, there-from, his culpability or innocence. If found guilty
by them, he will leave the army. If found innocent, he will demand that his accusers meet him breast to
bread, fully armed, in aformal dud overseen by Ehleen gentlemen.”

The old man'sface darkened inire. " Shut your lying mouth and sit down, you thieving cur! No brave,
honest, honorabl e gentleman needs hear anymore of your nauseating misdeeds from anyone.l say you're
guilty—quilty asvery sn—and that's dl that's neces-sary, hear me?"

"No it isnot, my lord GrandStrahteegos Thoheeks' spoke up Sub-strahteegosTomaos Gonsalos,
adding, "According to the traditions of this and every other Ehleen army—past or present—of which |
have heard or had dealings, anoble officer accused of cowardice or of any felonious conduct by another



officer hastheright to demand that apand of officersto include al who heard the dlegations spoken or
read them written be met as soon as expedient to hear or view al evi-dence and thereby judge his guilt or
hisinnocence. It would pain me to have to report to the High Lord Milo Morai that so tradition-minded
an officer asyou refused to abide, in this one instance, by the tradi-tional method and see justice done,

therehy."

Glaring hatred at the sub-strahteegos, old Pahvlos made to speak twice but produced only wordless
growls of insensate rage, then findly stalked out and left his staff to conclude the briefing as best they
could. These men's efforts were not helped by the loud sounds of crashings and hangings emanating up
the halway from the direction of the GrandStrahteegos 'private quar-ters. That the old man had at last
found his voice was clear to dl; the shouted curses, obscenities and shock-ing blasphemies were proof of
it.

When the meeting had been adjourned and the offi-cers had silently filed out of the building, they al—
seemingly of but asingle mind and regardless of the crush of preparations till awaiting themin their own
units—made directly for the officers mess, chivvied out the cooks and servants, then commenced their
own mesting.

"I liked that old man, | did," commented Captain-of-pikes Guhsz Hehluh. "1 respected him, too, but after
today, hdl, | don't know if | want a man like that over me and my Keebai boys anymore. He carried on
like aspoiled brat throwing atemper tantrum, there at the end of everything. What the hell would happen
to the fucking army was the old bugger to do that in battle sometime?”

"Something's changed him, altered his character dras-tically, and certainly for theworse," said
Captain-of-foot Bizahros, commander of the infantry brigade. "When first he cameto lead us here, it was
asif | fill were serving under him inthe old royd army, and | rgjoiced, asdid right many other officers
and men of theold army. But now . . . it'samost asif another person were inhabiting hismind. He
aways averred in the past that the commoner soldiers must be treated well by all officers, from the
highest to the lowliest, must be always shown that officers have the best inter-ests of their men at heart at
al times. Butnow . . ."

"Yes," nodded Senior CaptainThoheeks Portos, grim-faced, "but in the present state of affairs, well be
very fortunate do we not have to put down amutiny or two during thiscampaign . . . and if not then, then
surely when we get back and our units once more go under these ridiculous, divisive camp srictures of
no women, no acohol save the thoroughly watered issue and no movement outside the perimeter save on
or-ganized details."

"It ssemsto me, and God grant that I'm wrong, in thisingtance," opined Captain of Light Infantry
Ahzprinos, "that our esteemed GrandStrahteegos is dead set upon splitting up our army—destroying any
rapport between the officers and the common soldiers of their units, fomenting dissension of dl sorts
be-tween the units and the officers, firg playing foot againgt horse, then playing mercenary againgt regular
unitsand so on.

"Take the beginning of this businesstoday, for in-stance. He knew damned good and well that Captain
Opokomees Ehrrikos and CaptainVahrohnos Braos have had differences and are not on the best of
terms even yet, and it seemed he could not rest but had to pick at that scab.”

"What was or is between Braosand meis our persond affair,” said Captain Ehrrikos bluntly, "and | did
not at al like him using or trying to useit asafoil to make more bad blood between me and amilitary
peer. Bralos, | didn't and don't want the responsibility of a double-sze squadron thrust willy-nilly upon
me, but as you must know, | had, have and will have damn-al choice in the matter, not so long as|



con-tinue to serve under thisincreasingly strange, new-moded GrandStrahteegos Pahvilos.

"But Bralos, comrade, you have my word of honor before dl of these gentleman-comrades that your
troops and officerswill in no way be made to suffer while under my command. They'll be asked to
perform noth-ing that my own troops are not asked. | will ded with them at al possible times through
their senior lieuten-ant or troop-lieutenants and they will be stinted on neither remounts nor supplies. Our
GrandStrahteegos is both my military and my civil superior and | am sworn to obey his orders, where
such orders do not impinge upon my persona honor, but I'll be damned if I'll serve him asarod with
which he can punish an officer to whom he hastaken adidike or that officer's subordinates, either.”

Sub-strahteegos ThoheeksTomos Gonsalos said, " That is agood and amost noble gesture, Captain
Ehrrikos. Y ou other gentlemen should take it to heart, recall it when next that old man makesto set two
of you to fighting, tearing a each other like dley curs. Remember that the continued cohesion and
exigence of thisarmy isvita to the continued power of Council and to the very surviva of these
Consolidated Thoheek-seeahnee. If you don't want, to see areturn to condi-tions of anarchy and chaos
in these lands, then you must all cooperate to defeat whatever schemes this once-great man'smind is
apparently concocting. For all | know, he wantsto be king, but if he does, it would seem to me held be
trying to bind the army to him, not erodeits discipline, fracture its cohesion and driveits best officersand
common soldiersaway fromit."

The army was gone for six weeks. Immediately it had marched back into the camp, while till thetrains
were making their dusty way to their depot, with acracking of stock-whips and the shouts and foul
curses of drivers and drovers, Captain-of-squadronOpokomees Ehrrikos of Panther Squadron and
Senior Lieutenant Hymos of Rahnpalisreined up and dismounted before the building housing the camp
headquarters of Wolf Squadron. After dgpping as much dust asthey could from their swest-stained
clothing, they entered to con-front Bralos.

Thefirst look at the officers facestold Braos that something was amiss, and he suffered another cold
chill of presentiment. Even s0, he saw both the tired, sweating men served cool, watered wine and waited
dlently for the bad newsfor aslong as he could beer it before findly demanding, "All right, how many
men were lost from my squadron, Ehrrikos?

"Onekilled, neck snapped when his horse fdl at the gallop; the horse had to be put down, too. Three
injured; one stabbed in the thigh with a spear, one knifed in some sensdless, pointless brawl of anight—
theeeahtrohsee give him aforty-sixty chance of living— one with his clavicle broken by afractious
remount horse."

"Then why the long faces, gentlemen?' demanded Braos, till more than certain that something was
terribly wrong.

The senior lieutenant opened his mouth to spesk, then, but kept slent when Captain Ehrrikos spoke first.
"Almost to the old roya capita, there was asmal hit of action on the road, you see.”

"Bandits?' said Braoswith incredulity. "They must've been mad to nibble at a column so large and
srong."

"No, not bandits, but certainly mad, nonetheless, Bralos. There was agang of state-davesat work at a
crossroads, not working on the main road, but on the one crossing it there. A troop of your boyswas
riding back down the column to relieve another troop—one of mine—that had been riding rearguard for



some hours. When some damned farmboy wight of an infan-tryman dropped a spear, one of the daves
grabbed it up, used it to day two dave guards, and then two more daves were armed. The other guards
happened to be on the other side of the road with the marching column between them and the action, so
your Lieuten-ant-of-troop Gahndos of Rohthakeenonpolis bade his men encircle the murderous daves
and disarm or kill them. He'sagood officer, that one, Braos, but of course his early trainingwas under
me

"Thetroopers had to findly kill &l three of the daves—that's where your trooper got the spear wound in
histhigh, he came in under your man'slance only to get another in his whip-whealed, scabby back before
he could withdraw the point of the spear. At the very end of the action, the GrandStrahteegos and his
guards came pounding back from the head of the main column.

"Now in that ruckus, one other of your common soldiers, a sergeant, had been thrust in the armpit by
one of the daves hewastrying to hit with theflat of his saber; in the withdrawa, the hooked blade of the
dave-guard spear caught in and tore loose agood part of the upper deeve of the sergeant's arming-shirt.”

"Uh-oh!" said Braos, shaking his head. "Pahvlos saw themail lining?*

"No, not at first. Infact, he was reining about to go back when his damned 1liosPooeesos saw and
pointed it out to him," replied Captain Ehrrikos sourly. "But he just stared, then rode on back up to his
placein the column, and the march resumed from there.

"That evening, however, when we were barely done with the horses and the cooks were minding the
ra-tions, the old man rode in with his guards and atroop of heavy horse, fully armed and with Senior
Captain Portos along for good measure, though he had | eft his pegboy in his pavilion, Stting on his peg, |
SUppose.

"He ordered meto fall out dl of your troops— officers, sergeants and troopers. | did, what else could |
do, Bralos? He ordered that they be assembled in ranks unarmed but carrying their arming-shirts, and
thiswas obeyed. Then he and severd of his guards dismounted and stalked up and down the ranks, using
knivesto cut the deeves from off every arming-shirt save only those of the officers, throwing the deeves
out on the ground before the formation.

"That dl done, he preached your three troops along homily that concerned mostly hisbdlief that an
excess of usaless armor dowed down troopers and needlessdy overweighted their mounts. Nor could he
say afew stabs at you, it seems, telling them that they would not be punished unlessthey should try to
reeffix the deeves without first removing the forbidden mail inserts from them. He chided them for
continuing to serve under a base, thieving, forsworn, arrogant, im-pudent, insubordinate.. . . havel

forgotten any, Hymos, my boy?"

"Only some of the more colorful referencesto Cap-tain Bralos ancestry and persona habits, my lord
Captain,” replied the senior lieutenant wryly.

"Well, Braos, you get the generd drift of the old man'sdanders,” concluded Ehrrikos.

"How did my men takeall this, Hymos?' asked the commander of Wolf Squadron. "Do they seem to
think the worse of me?

The youngest officer smiled grimly. "Sir, they con-sidered, first and foremost, the source and thought of
al the hardshipsthat he hastried to inflict upon them and al the other soldiers, and they recdled the
officer who has so generoudy cared for them, indulged them, even paid them out of his own purse when



his accuser would not. No officer or sergeant needsto tell the troopers of your squadron who istheir
champion, their benefactor and their truest friend, my lord Cap-tainVahrohnos Bralos, nor can the
fevered rantings of even so high-ranking an officer of thisarmy asthe GrandStrahteegos Thoheeks
Pahvlos the Warlike con-vince the squadron that white is suddenly become black and black, white.

"And CaptainOpokomees Ehrrikos holds high re-gard for you, aswel, my lord. The GrandStrahteegos
ordered the mail be buried, but the captain instead saw it hidden and scattered around the officers

baggage wagons, instead.”

But when Bra os would have thanked his military peer, Ehrrikos shrugged and said, "Hell, comrade,
I'd've done the same for any other whom I happened to fedl was being wronged and robbed through no
red fault of hisown. That kind of mail is damnably expen-sive stuff, | know; | once priced ashirt of it and
walked around in astate of shock for two weeks afterwards.”

"But therisk you took for me. . ." Bralos pro-tested, hiswords cut off by Ehrrikos.

"Damntherisk, my friend, it'syouwho isat risk, terrible risk, every day and every night while Pahvlosis
in this camp. For whatever reason, he truly hates you, he meansto have your gutsfor garters, and no
doubt about it. Were | you, I'd keep my blankets rolled and my baggage packed constantly. Be ready to
take your squadron and ride a a moment's notice, comrade, for you know that if you flee alone, that
monster we now servewill, at his best, send Wolf Squadron on your trail with written ordersto bring
back your head. At worst, helll force them to bring you back dive to be dowly tortured to degath, or
maimed, then impaed or crucified.”

"No, | talked dl of everything over with Sub-strahteegos ThoheeksTomos Gonsaloswhile the army
was gone," said Braos soberly. "I have decided that the very next persond insult or public accusation of
wrongdoing of any nature or attempt to get at me through the officers or common troopers of Wolf
Squad-ron will be thetimewhen | sall back my rank, demand , the long-overdue pay of my troopers,
sergeants and officers, mount us al up and set out for myvahrohnoh-seeahn, in the south. As Tomaos
says, Pahvlosisavery old man and isleading avery strenuous life and can-not therefore be expected to
live much longer, even does he not so far overreach himsalf that the Council findsit must put paid to his
long-overdue account lest hefindly redly wreck thisarmy of theirsfor good and all.

"In normd times, | like soldiering, but I cannot do it longer under such aman, so | will leaveit until heno
longer commands.”

"| pray that you not wait just alittle too long, my friend,” said Ehrrikos earnestly . . . and prophetically,
though he knew it not.

Chapter V1|

Sergeant Tahntos was seated astraddle a contrivance of wood, the sharp edges of two dovetailed
boards cutting like adull knifeblade into his naked crotch. Hisarmswere trussed brutdly tight behind his
back, elbowsto wrigts, the hands become a uniform bluish grey from lack of circulation, the muscles of
his upper torso looking fit to burst through the skin with the strain. A brace of heavy shiddswas
suspended from each ankle. His eyes were closed, though the lids fluttered from time to time, and save
for trickles of blood from each corner of his mouth, his face was pale asfresh curds, hisjaws
tight-clenched in hisagony.



Three spearmen of the GrandStrahteegos' foot-guards squatted nearby, watching and occasiondly
taunting the suffering sergeant in acrud, childish way.

"Hey, big man, has them boards cracked yore bals, yet? Heheheh," shouted one of them.

"It was onefdler, out of Asshole Ahzprinos bunch of ssump-jumpers, hewas," another put in, "he
scrooched him around wrong and the damn boards cut his pecker plumb in two, he bled like afuckin’
stuck pig, too, died in five minits. Don't thet beat all”? Hey, Sergeant, you hear me?"

"Aw, hell, heain't no fun atall," remarked the third disgustedly. "He ain't screamed or begged or nuthin',
ain't made hardly a sound abody could hear lest they wasright up there with him. Maybe we oughta ask
for to hang another couple of shiedldson hislaigs, | bet you his moneythat would start himinto
screechin’, boys. What you think, you want to do it?"

The nude, tortured man jerked reflexively as adeerfly bit his cheek, and the movement dmost made him
lose his precarious ba ance. Righting himself brought alow groan of pure agony from behind his chewed

and bloodly lips.

"Here he starts, boys, here he starts," said one of the foot-guards with excitement and evident relish.
"Firstest thing you know he gone be a-howlin' like adog and a-cryin' like ababy at the sametime.”

"No, heisnot.” The cold, hard voice came from behind them, and they all whirled about to seeafully
armed lancer officer itting afine horse, his hedmet and breastplate winking in the sunlight, a bared saber
at rest againgt his spauldron. Behind him were ranged a dozen or more officers and sergeants of lancers,
al armed, dl with cold menace shining from their eyes, but none of their Sares o icy, so intimidating as
that of the officer who led them.

Dropping the reins on the pommel-knob of his war-saddle, the officer waved asigna to those behind
him, saying, "' Get Sergeant Tahntos from off that hellish contraption before it unmans him or he dies of
pain. If these sadistic swine maketo hat or hinder you in the least, you have my leave to put them up
therein hisplace.”

After removing the shields from the sufferer's an-kles, strong, gentle hands joined to lift histormented
body from off the sharp-edged boards, then the flash-ing blade of a dagger severed the cords binding his
wrists and elbows. While four men carried their com-rade back to the horsesto lay him facedown across
the withers of yet another's horse, two troopers batted and cuffed the three foot-guards about until they
had surrendered dl of the clothing and the money and persona effects of Sergeant Tahntos.

Finding a store of cords and other things beneath the contrivance, certain of the troopers and sergeants

took time to bind the arms of the foot-guards, hoist them &l up on the sharp boards, weight their ankles,
and leave them, dready shrieking piteoudly.

"No dightest doubt but that they'll be coming after me quite shortly, Hymos," said Braos.

"They'll play merry hdll getting you, my lord Cap-tain,” averred Senior Lieutenant Hymaosfirmly. "Not
one officer or man in Wolf Squadron but won't fight to the very death for you. Comes to that, we can
hack our way out of camp and ..."

"And you'd al be daughtered, darted out of the saddle by the light infantry or shot full of arrows by the



foot-archers, and | could not live with the knowl-edge that 1'd been responsible for that kind of a
mas-sacre,” said Bralosjust asfirmly. "No, what you will do isfirgt send officer-galopersto the
sub-strahteegos, to Portos and to Captain Ehrrikos of Panther Squad-ron . . . oh, and to Captain Chief
Pawl Vawn, too. Most of the senior officersare my friends, and, too, | have friends on Council. The only
way that that old bastard could kill me unopposed would beto do it in private, and that's not what he
wants at dl; for some reason, he wants a public execution complete with al theritua humiliations and
tortures and maimings and awell-witnessed death. No, in custody or not, I'll be safe for the nonce.

"But after you've dispatched those gallopers, | want you and dl the rest of the squadron to start getting
ready for amarch of about two weeks. If we ever come back here at all, it won't be for sometime, like
as not, so pack up everything. The cooks and theeeahtrohsee have been paid for thirty more days, so
bring them and the other specidistisdong, dso. Tl the amith to pack everything that he can squeeze into
that traveling forge | bought him, and the cooks are to strip the kitchens and snag any ediblesthey can
beg, borrow or stedl from wherever.

"Y ou'd better send over adetail now to cut our horses out of the permanent herd and another detail to
the depot to harness teams and hitch them to our wagons, then drive them back here to be loaded. Set
my servantsto packing my own effects, and if thesub-strahteegos sends over asmdll, heavy chest, put it

inmy largest trunk.”

He might have said more, but a pounding of ap-proaching hoofbegts heraded the arrival of
Captain-of-squadronOpokomees Ehrrikos, hisface streaming st sweat and twisted by afrown of
worry. FHlinging himsdf from the saddle of the heaving horse, he ran up the steps and burst into the room,
gasping, "Braos, the old man iseven now on hisway to arrest you for inciting to mutiny. One of my boys
was on an errand to army headquarters and saw and heard them forming up a strong party of both
horse- and foot-guards, plus a company of foot-archers. Chief Pawl was there and was ordered to add a
troop of his Horseclansmen to the party, but he politely told them to do their own dirty work, that he was
not down here nor his men either to help overweening dotards con-duct vendettas against their own
officers. My boy saysthat at that, some of the old man's own horse-guard officers had to physicdly keep
him from drawing sted and going after Chief Pawil. It'sacrying shamethey did it, too; Pawl wouldve
minced hislightsnicdly.

"Wll, good God, man, what are you dawdling for, get your arsein asaddle, I'll delay them for aslong
aslcan..."

"Hymos," said Bralos camly, "send out those gd-lopers, now, to the sub-strahteegosand Senior
CaptainThoheeks Portos; you need not now send to the other two, since they obvioudy have been
otherwise gpprised. Set al of the other wheelsin motion, if you please. I'll stay here and chat with my
comrade until it is necessary for meto go esewhere.”

Sub- strahteegos ThoheeksTomos Gonsalos staked into the army headquarters building, hisface
fire-red and streaming swest, his brick-colored beard and mous-taches bristling. Just behind him came
Captain-of-squadron Chief Pawl Vawn of Vawn and severd of his sub-chiefs, Senior
Captain-of-brigade Thoheeks Por-tos, Captain-of-pikes Guhsz Hehluh and Captain-of-foot Ahzprinos.
No guardsman till in his right mind would have essayed to try to stop or even to dow such an
aggregation of grim-faced senior officers. And none did.

Before their dogged ondaught, members of the head-quarters staff scattered like a covey of quall.
Beforethey al could flit away, Portos reached out a big, hard hand and snagged ajunior lieutenant by his



flabby biceps, terrified him with alook that smacked of aquick, bloody desth, then put him to the
question.

"Where is Captain-of-squadronVVahrohnos Braos?"

“In...in...outintherear court, See. .. See. .. Senior C-Captain,” the unfortunate quavered, hisvoice
cracking severd times.

"And where isthe GrandStrahteegos ?'demanded Portos.

"He... heis... heisthere, t-too. To overseethe ... thefirst f-flogging, and it p-please your grace." The
man sniffled, and when Portos hurled him into a heap in a corner, he wet his crotch and began to shudder
and sob, then, suddenly, retch up hislast medl. Sub-chief Myk Vawn, as he passed the wretched officer,
wrinkled up hisnose, suspecting that the next-to-last meal had found another means of egressfrom the
gaff officer.

Before the party had reached the back of the building, they heard the drums begin to roll, and before
they dl were outside, they heard the regular, whistling cracks of the whip commence. But these last
contin-ued only until Portos grabbed the weighted tip of the lash on the backswing and jerked the
surprised wielder from off hisfeet.

The GrandStrahteegos Thoheeks Pahvlos jumped up from his chair, upsetting it, the small table and the
bowl of fresh grapes he had been sharing with the boy, 1lios, who himsdlf voiced ashrill shriek, though
not leaving the cushioned chair.

"What isthis, Mutiny Day, gentlemen?" burst out Pahvlos. "Y ou, Captain Portos, give that man back his
whip and let's get on with the punishment. Thiswill be but thefirst of many, of course, but I mean to have
that pig singing nicely before this day be done. Next week, when everything has been arranged, | meanto
see the bastard's spine and shoulder blades and ribs, before | see histraitorous neck stretched.”

Disgustedly, Tomos Gonsa os snatched the whip from Portos and flung it high atop the roof of the
building. "You old fool," he said to Pahvlos. 'Don't you know your kind of senseless super-discipline and
sadismiswell on the way to tearing Council's army apart at the seams? Do you even care? Or it that
redly your am, to dissolve the army firg, then the Consolidated Tho-heekseeahnee? Would you be king,
isthat it?Or . . ." Hefrowned for amoment, trying to recall just how the High Lord had phrased it in his
most recent, most secret |etter, then he had it. "Or do you serve other, more sinister interests, my lord?
Arethey per-haps far-southern interests?’

The GrandStrahteegos continued to stare hisindig-nation and rage at the group, but from out the corner
of hiseye, Tomos Gonsalos saw the cryptic verba barb find lodging in the bumboy, Ilios, who started as
if touched with ared-hot iron.

But now Portos stalked forward and faced his furi-ous commander, stating flatly, "Y ou had no right to
do any more than arrest CaptainVVahrohnos Braos and hold him in custody until he was brought to face
the officers pand, and you know it full well, my lordThoheeks. Y ou are, by thisheinous act, yoursdlf
guilty of crimina activity . . . and you know that, too, my lordThoheeks."

"Thisman," declared the GrandStrahteegos, "freed a common sergeant who had tried to crossthe
perime-ter contrary to my promulgated orders, had fought with and grievoudy injured some of the
obedient men who stopped him, and was therefore undergoing pun-ishment on the wooden horse. This
man not only freed the malefactor, but he had three of my fine foot-guards beaten severely by histroops,



then bound them and placed them, most unjustly, on the punishment horse, leaving them there to scream
and writhe in agony until someone decided that no one man aone could make so much noise and came

findly to their rescue”

"I knew you'd bring that up," said Pawl Vawn, "and | investigated the matter early on. The sergeant's
wife was near death of the fever, and word was sent to him that she was calling for him. What elsewasa

loving husband to do, stupid rules or no stupid rules?'

"My rulesarein no way stupid,” declared the old man. "At least, in no way that acivilized, cultured
Ehleen gentleman could understand. Of course, you barbarians are a crude, rude, uncultured and often
quite obnoxious race at your best. | possibly should not expect men of your limited intellectua capacities
to ever comprehend, but | will, nonetheless, try onelast timeto explain to you.

"Three primary things are the utter ruination of your old-fashioned common soldier. These are
un-wonted luxuries such as hot baths, too much armor and too little work; an overabundance of drink;
and women. | sincerely hope that that insubordinate ser-geant's wife is dead, for he will be the better man

and soldier without her.
"Women rob aman of hisvitdity, and often by sucking the life clear out of him. They ..."

"And what, pray tell," muttered one of the Horseclans sub-chiefs from somewhere within the crowd,
"doesthat overpretty pooeesos of yours suck out of you, lordy boy?"

The old man turned crimson and clapped hand to his swordhilt. He stepped forward and demanded,
"What creature of dime said that? Dare you to show your face to me, you ill-bred pig?’

"Enough and more than enough!" snapped Tomos Gonsalos. "We are come to free Captains Bralos and
Ehrrikos. They will be held for a hearing, my lordThoheeks, but until and if the officers pand saysthem
guilty of some crime, they are not going to be further punished. Pawl, would you and yours kindly seeto

Braosand Ehrrikos? Thank you.”

"Guards, stop them!" the old man half-shouted at the quintet of hisfoot-guards, who had wisdly kept still
and slent through it al.

Old Guhsz Hehluh douched forward, hitching his swordbelt around for quicker, easier accessto the
weapon, and Captain Ahzprinos was not far to hisrear. "Tell me, boys," asked the captain of mercenary
pikemen, in tones of friendly conversation, "isdl thishere redly worth you dying for?"

The Horseclansmen freed Captain Ehrrikos—seized for "aiding and abetting the attempted escape of the
notorious malefactor and mutineer who callshimsdlf Bralos of Y ohyltonpolis' and promised three
dozens of lashes after Bralos had had his share—while others |oosened the deep-biting ropes from
Bralos wrists and ankles, then eased him to the ground and flung historn shirt over his bloody back and

shoulders.

Walking to hisfriend's sde, Ehrrikos squatted and asked—a bit stupidly, as he later admitted to all and
sundry—"Does it hurt much, Bralos?'

Through tight-clenched and bloody teeth, the flogged man gritted, "Only when | laugh, Ehrrikos™



While the officers were being chosen for the trid panel—they would act as both jury and judges, could
find guilt or innocence, set punishments or rewards for anyone connected with thetrid, not just the
accused officers, and had the power during their tenure to call anyone they wanted to hear, military or
civilian, noble or commoner, man or woman, and could demand to peruse any documents save only State
secrets—Braoswas cared for in histightly guarded quarters by his servants, his officers and the senior
among hiseeah-trohsee. His own bodyguards—save only for the con-valescing Sergeant Tahntos, who
was being nursed in the settlement beyond the perimeter by his newly dead wife's S ster—took
watch-on-watch so that there never were fewer than two of them outside his door. His officers haunted
the outer rooms, both by day and by night, and a constant cordon of troopers and sergeants surrounded
the headquarters building, brusquely dis-arming any officer or man not of their own who made to enter,
assured that the officersjust inside would back them up with authority should anyonetry to pull rank on
them.

Of aday, Sub-strahteegos ThoheeksTomaos Gonsalos and Senior Captain-of-brigadeThoheeks Portos
of Athahpolis, willingly, smilingly handed over their cut-lery to the zedl ous troopers, then passed into find
Bralos seeted in abackless chair, hiswedsal shiny with unguents, conferring with his senior lieutenant,
Hymoas.

Drawing up diray chairs, the two visiting officers asked for wine, and Hymos himsalf went to fetchiit, for
the two bodyguards still were close to their squad-ron commander and the two visitors were, after all,
unarmed and presumably friendly, besides.

"How isthe empanement going?"' asked Bralos.

Portos snorted. "Sowly, thanks to that obtuse old man, thank you. He wants it packed with histoadies,
naturdly, and we arejust as dead st that it will be packed in no such way, but afair, honest aggregation
of honorable gentleman-officers. It helps us mightily that you hold the ranks—civil and military—that you
do, for the most of the old man's proven toadies are untitled and low-ranking young men, and we can all
thank aso the narrow-arsed Ilios for much of that, for he didn't like Pahvlos old staff, said thet they al
were aged and ugly and, for al their experience and exper-tise, not at al the kind of men that should be
aways around. Of course, the infatuated Pahvlosindulged the whims of the littlepooeesos, and now he
shortly will be hoist up by hisown catapuilt.

"Y ou see, the pand may consst of any number of officers above the minimum of eight for hearing of a
case againgt any captain-of-squadron or -battalion; how-ever, the pand must be entirely composed of
officers of your rank or higher. In order to be even consid-ered, aman of lower than your military rank
must be your superior in hiscivil rank."

"So the GrandStrahteegos,” put in Tomos Gonsa os, "has found himsdlf to be lodged between arock
and ahard place, to hisdistress. Almost every officer of your rank or higher has recently cometo fear or
hate and despise the GrandStrahteegos, and we have stoutly fought off his every attempt to ingnuate
officers not technically qudified for incluson. We have received, today, earlier, atentativerall of the
pand. Of the ten, saven are men well known to you: me, to head it; Portos, here; Biszahros and
Ahzprinos, Nathos, the € ephant-man; Pintos, the senior quartermaster since Pahvlos booted him from off
his staff because hislooks didn't please sweet Ilios; and yet another former staff officer, Lahreeos.

"And the other three?' queried Bralos. "What of them, Tomos?'
Tomos grimaced asif he had just tasted something abit rotten. "Until three days ago, Captain-of-staff

Gaios of Thehameeyee was amere lieutenant, not even asenior lieutenant, hed not been in the army long
enough to have earned a senior lieutenancy; he's one of Pahvlos and no mistaking it ... but we may be



ableto find away of disqudifying the bugger yet. We can't be sure of the other two—they could be his,
they could be ours, they could be drictly neutrd, too, men who'll make a decision based solely upon
testimonies and evidence heard and seen.”

"Why not Guhsz Hehluh, or Pawl Vawn?' asked Bralos. "Therésthe captain of the artificiers, too, for
that matter; Nikosisagood man."

Tomos sighed. "Because thefirst two are not Ehleenohee, and because Pahvlos declaresthat all three
are mercenaries, not hisregular troops, and are there-fore completely unqudified to sit on the pand and
try aregular officer."

"Now, wait adamned minute," protested Bralos heatedly. "Thelast | heard from that old bastard was
that | was amercenary who had had regular foot-guards assaulted by other mercenaries. If you need a
witness, just go ask Ehrrikos, he wasthere."

Tomos flashed aglance at Portos, and then both nodded. Tomos said to Bralos, "Bethat asit may, for
the nonce, the GrandStrahteegos has declared and avowed before us both that at no time did he truly
condder you and Wolf Squadron to be anything save regular Ehleen light cavdry. He statesthat it was
you and you only he tagged with the name 'mercenary scoundrel’ and that if that gppellation was not
prop-erly understood by you and others, he now regretsit.”

"Isit then s0?7" said Bralos. "Then, pray tell me why the old bugger has not paid this squadron'swagesin
going on six months? | and Wolf Squadron seem to be and have been mercenary troops when it pleases
thislying, conniving GrandStrahteegos, but regular Ehleen troops when it does not so please him.”

"Wadl," put in Portos, "there's precious little we can do about that matter at this juncture. But who knows
what the futures of any of us may hold? Rest well and long and recover quickly asyou can, son Bralos,
for by thistime next week, we just may have agreed upon an officers pand to settle everything. . . |

hope and pray."

Tomos shrugged. "Hopes and prayersare al well and good, my friends, but judging only upon what has
happened, and not happened, recently, | must be pes-smistic and conclude that the firm choice of afull
panel may take longer than merely one more week."

However, before any pand of officers could be for-mdly invested, the most displeased Grand
Strahteegos played one of his hole cards, ordering almost dll of Council'sarmy on the road to
Sahvahnahspalis, far and far to the east of the Consolidated Thoheekseeahnee. It was amarch that no
sngle officer or manin hiscommand was at al anxiousto undertake, caling asit did for sometwo or
three days and nights of marching through and camping in swamps and sdt fens which happened to be
theterritory of huge, scaly, predaceous monsters, deadly snakes, strange and hideous fevers, bot-tomless
concedled pits of quicksand and, by far the worst of dl the terrors awaiting them, the barbarian
swamp-dwellers or fen-men.

Not afew of the officers and soldiers were terrified at thoughts of even entering that dim, damp,
death-crawling realm of the sinister fen-men, who were sdl-dom seen and who killed from a distance with
blowgun darts steeped in poi sons—estimates of the actua dis-tance, accuracy and lethdity of the
poisons varied greetly, dependent mostly upon just how close was the individual speaker to fear-induced
hygeriaat thetime of theteling.



But it was cold, hard, incontestable fact that entire companies and battalions of well-armed and -led
troops had marched into those fens that bordered most of the eastern and southern coasts and never
returned, their bodies not even being found, nor any traces of their weapons and equipment. Such
incidents as this had most recently occurred during the infamous "March of Roya Conquest” of the late,
unlamented and last king of the Kingdom of the Southern Ehleenohee, which land was now
metamorphosed into the Consolidated Thoheekseeahnee of Southern Ehleenohee. Leading hisvast host
of hundreds of thousands, High King Zastros | had marched into the southernmost lands of the Kingdom
of Kardeenos on anill-starred, poorly planned military operation that had ended in disaster and the
deaths of him and his queen on the banks of the Lumbuh River.*

On the march north, however, when harassed on hisright flank by fen-men, he had sent unitsinto the
swamps after theraiders. Smaller units had been lost entirely; of larger ones, ten to fifteen percent of the
origina units had returned, sumbling from out the swamps al bearded and filthy and starved, &fflicted
with strange fevers, skin diseases never before seen by theeeahtrohsee, bloody dysentery and degrees
of mad-nessthat bred deeping and waking nightmares. When he once had debriefed afew of the
officer-survivors of thelargest unit to come out of the swamps more or less dive, High King Zastros had
never again sent

* SeeSwords of the Horseclans (HORSECLANS #2) by Robert Adams, Signet Books, 1981.

troopsinto the deadly swamps and had, indeed, seen that the march-route of his columns was narrowed
s0 asto bewell to the westward of the peripheries of the sdt fens and the barbarians who dwelt therein,
for dl that it dowed the progress of his horde considerably.

That the GrandStrahteegos Thoheeks Pahvloswas now clearly intent on forcing hisentire army into
another patch of these brooding places of death was, in the eyes of his already more or less disaffected
men, but more evidence that their once-revered commander had changed, dragtically and for the worse,
and now meant them al no dightest good. Even so, they had taken their oaths, sacred oaths, and so they
al, per-force, felt that they must obey . . . dl, that is, savefor the individuals who found or made thetime
and the opportunity to take hopefully-permanent leave of their insane commander, thearmy and dl.

The traditiona Ehleen punishment for gpprehended deserters was smply death—by hanging or
decapita-tion, usualy. But despite hiswell-earned reputation as an army traditiondit, there was nothing
traditional about the mannersin which the GrandStrahteegos dealt with deserters or with any other
common sol-diers who chanced to break one of his new plethora of rules and edicts—which seemed to
ever expand in quantity, even asthe earlier ones became ever dricter.

In thelittle cleared space behind army headquar-ters, wherein he and Ilios, his catamite, lived in asuite
of ground-floor rooms, he had had erected two whipping-frames of heavy lumber, arack and amassve
table fitted with straps and manacles. There, shaded by an awning, he and Ilioswould sit and drink
cooled wine and nibble at fruits and bits of cheese or crisp biscuits while men were dowly whipped to
death or perma-nently crippled on the rack or blinded with sharp stakes or otherwise mutilated while
chained and strapped to the bloodstai ned table. And the men used so atrocioudy for his enjoyment were
not deserters, but mere troopers who had tried to visit women beyond the perimeters of the sprawling
camp, had been caught bringing women into the camp, had been apprehended with unwatered wine or
any other potable than wine, had been caught with pipes, tobacco or hemp in their possession or had
transgressed in any way againg the hordes of near-senseless rules and regulations that his brain continued



to invent and his staff continued to churn out for distribution to his command.

For deserters and those guilty of crimes of atruly capital nature, the old commander had had the officia
army execution Site adjacent to the drill field enlarged to include four permanent poles for crosses, two
dou-ble galows, and araised platform fitted for either awhipping-frame or an impalement stake; another
plat-form held the frame of arack and atable that was the mate of the one behind his headquarters
building. Beneath each of the platforms were low sheds wherein were kept the smdller but necessary
implements— braziers, whips, pincers, branding-irons, manacles, straps, ropes, prepared oaken
impalement stakes, an assortment of sharp knives of various sizes and shapes, hand-bellows for making
coas burn hotter, iron bars for breaking bones, maulsfor pulping hands or feet, differing szesof pliers
for drawing or breaking off teeth or for tearing out tongues.

Now the common soldiers drilled benegth the shad-ows of whedling buzzards and of flocks of black
car-rion crowswinging swiftly to the gridy feast which awaited them, dangling from galows-beams or
roped to crosses, pretenderized by floggings and savage tortures.

At two mestings of senior officers of the army with their GrandStrahteegos, old Pahvlos had blamed the
increasingly high incidences of sdll-back of rank among officers and desertions of common soldierson a
generd breskdown in discipline engendered by excessive coddling of the troops. A prime and flagrant
example of thisdistressing trend was, he noted, that of the thief and mutineer CaptainVVahrohnos Bralos,
onetime com-mander of the lancers of the Wolf Squadron. He had then harangued his captive audience
for dmost an hour, each time, on the deadly dangersto discipline and order of tregting the common
soldier like more than the dumb, unfedling, seldom thinking brute that he actualy was. Such dangerous
and larcenous officers asVahrohnos Bra os, he noted, who frittered away ill-gotten monies on such
things as expendve clothing, extra—and completely unauthorized by traditiona practices—items of
armor, food as good as some ju-nior officer messes, better wines than the army could afford and even
tobacco, were underminers of morale among the unindulged soldiers and the very bane of an overal
commander's existence.

The senior officers heard him out—what else could they do>—but the few who took his diatribesto
heart had been of his persond clique before he had begun. Most of the officers recognized just what he
wastrying to accomplish and knew full well just why he wastrying to accomplish it. Unimpressed by him,
they al knew exactly why their soldiers were deserting or trying to desert or purposefully injuring
themsalves; they were doing so for the same reasons that so many junior officers were either trying to sdll
back their ranks or just resigning and riding off to their homes the poorer. The combination of old
Pahvlos dogged determination to convert the entire army to total absti-nence from women, unwatered
wine, and the use of either hemp or tobacco if he had to flog, maim, muti-late or kill half of themto do it
would have been enough, but with a usaless, sensaless march into the swamps and sdt fenslooming in
the near futures of them dll, it did not take an intellectua giant to perceive that Council'sarmy, now
commanded by an obvious madman, was become adistinctly unhedthy place in which to remain longer.
Indeed, not afew of the senior officers were thinking serioudy of early and quick retirement to their lands
or cities, had the old man but known.

Far-flung expeditionary forces had been summoned to return to the base camp under the walls of
Mehsee-palis, and asthese smdler unitstrickled in to be confronted with the hosts of new rulesand list
of now-forbidden activities—each one, to the minds of the average man, more nonsensica and stupid
than the one preceding it—and the halved pay and the frenetic activity in preparation for an extremely
dan-gerous expedition that, were truth known, no one but him responsible for itsinception reglly
anticipated with any emotions save fear and horror, whole bodies of not only common soldiers but
sergeants and specidists began to desert. They went over the perimeter by dark of night, or they did not
come back from errands or details outside the heavily guarded military enclave. Members of units sent



out in pursuit of deserterstook to not returning, and it was found that punishing the officersin charge of
these units did nothing but to increase the rate at which junior officers departed the army.

At length, the mess had begun to stink so foully that Council was moved to calling asfull an assembly as
possible and hearing amove to force the retirement of its GrandStrahteegos. But old Pahvlos owned
vehe-ment supporters on the Council and, as athoheeks in civil life, was himself amember. He had, of
course, hotly defended his methods of discipline and punish-ment, refusing to retire, regardiess of hisage,
which was gpproaching eighty years, and his supporters on Council had spoken so forcefully inhis
defense that Council Guardsmen had had to be summoned three timesto break up brawls between
noblemen. Severa duelsand at least one attempted assass nation had been the eventua and only result of
the session, and the disgusted chairman, Thoheeks Grahvos, had ended by dismissing everyone with
nothing in theway of business settled.

With the captains of both lancer squadrons under arrest, confined to their respective quartersand
await-ing hearings by anot yet formed board of officers, the GrandStrahteegos dispatched ordersto
Senior Captain and Commander of the Cavalry BrigadeThoheeks Por-tos to appoint the senior
lieutenant of each squadron acting-captai n-of -squadron and have them take over command during the
campaign, wherein the lancers would as usud ride point, flanks and rearguard, back up the scouts
whenever necessary and, themselves, scout out from the perimeters of nightly camps. This order resulted
in both senior lieutenantsimmediately sdlling back their ranks and in one departing the camp soon
thereafter. Nor would any of the troop-lieutenants deign to take over their function even when offered
them at no cost.

That had been when the GrandStrahteegos had decided to merge the seven troops of lancersinto a
new "great squadron™ and place it under the com-mand of one of his favorite saff officers, Captain Gaios
of Thehameeyee. Thissgnd honor thetall, willowy officer sought to decline, first pointing out that he was
more than fulfilled in his present function, then mentioning at some length his unworthinessfor such an
honor and his patent inexperience in com-mand of combat troops. These points being al poo-pooed by
old Pahvlos, the staff officer had first offered to sall back his rank, then begged the army com-mander to
alow himto forfeit hisinvestment and revert to lower rank. He was brusquely refused and ordered to
pack his gear, mount his horse and ride over to the heavy cavary enclave, present himsdlf to the
commander of the brigade of cavary and tell him that he was to henceforth be captain of the greet
squadron of lancers.

Seemingly dutifully, Captain Gaios mounted his horse and rode off, leaving his servants to pack his
effects, but he did not ride into the cavalry enclave; rather was he last seen headed west onthe main
trade road, having left a hagtily scrawled letter of resignation on hiswriting desk.

The GrandStrahteegos till was fulminating againg the cowardly and backbiting Captain Gaioswhen
Captain-of-brigadeThoheeks Portos—outwardly grave, but secretly gleeful—dropped the next bit of
bad news.

"My lordStrahteegos, Captain Chief Pawl Vawn of Vawn says that no one of his Horseclansmen or
prairiecatswill be on the Sahvahnahspolis operation; rather are they all preparing to return to
Kehnooryos Ehlahs, saying that they have been absent long enough from their wives and families. Before
they go, Captain Chief Pawl demandsthat he be paid the seven months pay now due them. He adds that
he must have the full amount agreed upon in hisorigina contract with Coun-cil, not the haf-pay that now
isbeing given other units"

The old man's face darkened perceptibly and veins began to bulge ominoudy in hisforehead, but before
he could commence an outburst, CaptainThoheeks Portos, with skillful cunning, dropped the other shoe.



"Moreover, my lordStrahteegos, Captain Guhsz Hehluh refuses to go anywhere for any purpose until
the month's pay owed his pikemen is paid dong with Sx more monthsin advance, their beer rationis
re-stored to replace the watered wine, they are given back the right to come and go asthey wish, on and
off the campgrounds, on their off-duty hours and are no longer hindered or harassed in their bringing
back, possessing and enjoying hwiskee, brandy, winter wine, honey wine, double beer, aes, hemp and
tobacco. Captain Hehluh gtatesthat if your paymeaster does not pay him al that he wantsin full and to the
last half-copper, then he will march hisfull unit into Mehseepolis under arms and demand the money of
Coundl."

"Hewouldn't dare!" hissed Pahvlos. "Likedl bar-barians, heisonly moving hislips and tongue to hear
himsdlf talk."

"My lord should not be so certain that Captain Hehluh will not do just what he threatens,” cautioned
Portos solemnly. "Remember, he and his men were proven veterans of forma warfare long before they
came down to serve the Consolidated Thoheekseeahnee. They terribly resent the unaccustomed
gtrictures put upon their lives by my lord's modes of army discipline, and the reduction of their pay by haf
and the ddlaysin giving them even that have infuriated them.”

"Wel," snarled Pahvlos, "if the unwashed swine of barbarian, dien sowsdon't careto servemeina
drictly organized army, let them just march back to their sties and thus remove their hateful stink from
under the noses of decent, cultured Ehleenohed!”

"They probably will do just that, in the end, doesmy lord not indulge them," said Portos. "But they want
all monies now due them, and my lord can be assured that they can be expected to take whatever steps
they fedl necessary to receiveit, no matter how drastic or embarrassing to my lord."

Chapter VIII

While the GrandStrahteegos spent histime planning for the march to Sahvahnahspolis, fuming at the
pre-vioudy unsuspected depths of treachery and outright cowardice of soldiers and trusted officers alike,
daw-dling of afternoons and early eveningsin that dice of very hdl behind his headquarters watching and
listen-ing to sights and sounds of horror and protracted desth with the boy, 1lios, Council's once-fine,
once-large, once-effective army went about disintegrating.

Asalast step before actualy doing as he had threat-ened, old Guhsz Hehluh, the grizzled captain of the
Keeba pikemen, sent down to aid the new govern-ment of the lands that had been akingdom by Milo
Moral, High Lord of Kehnooryaos Ehlahs, rodeinto Mehseepoliswith afew of hisofficersand drew rein
before the Council paace.

When, after many ddlays, he actudly found himsdlf closeted withThoheeks Grahvos, he spoke very
bluntly, aswas hiswont. "It's damn good brandy, my lord Duke, but | ain't here to drink your brandy. |
come because | got a contract was signed by you and a couple other dukes away back when. | think me
and my Keeba boys has given you good service.”

Grahvos nodded. "That you and they most assuredly have, old friend. Y ou were and are the very
backbone of our army.”

"Well," said Hehluh, "wewon't be for much longer, not unlessthat old fart of a GrandStrahteegos



Council wished off on us dacks off his crazy ideas some and starts paying usin full and regular. Our next
six months pay isadready moren thirty days overdue now, and added to thisloony plan of histo march
the whole fucking army into the frigging sdt fens to no other purpose than to pick afight with the damn
frigging fen-men—and you know damn good and well how many of them men hetakesinislikely to
come out, you know, you was with Zastros army—plus his cock-eyed new-mode rulesthat soldiers
can't go out of the camp nightsto dip their wick, shouldn't have wives or females of any kinds, can't drink
nothing ‘cept of that pukey watered wine, can't smoke hemp or even to-bacco and gets flogged for even
owning afucking pipe, | ain't at al surejust how long my sergeants and officers and me can keep the
boysin the line thisfeather-brain bastard has done drawn.”

Grahvosjugt sat, motionless and silent, for long moments after the middle-aged professional soldier had
finished. When at last he spoke, it wasto say contritely and with utter sincerity, "Guhsz, my dear old
friend, | have been for long aware that Pahvlos has been changing in strange ways for the last couple of
years, and | and some others of us have made effortsto first persuade him, then compel him to give up
his military rank and retire. But Council conssts of men, and dl men arefdlible, so Council isdivided into
cliques, some of them in favor of retiring Pahvlos, some of them very violently opposed, regardless of his
mishandling of the army, its officers and its men. Those of uswho recognize what heisdoing to our army
have, al dse having been foiled by hisfanatic partisans on Council—and | tell you thisnext in strict-est
confidence and then only because | know you of old, know you for the sort of man you are and,
there-fore, trust you implicitly—even tried to have him as-sassinated, no less than three times, but heis
aways heavily guarded and, obvioudy, very lucky, so our hirdingsdl havefailed us.

"Unfortunately, he was appointed GrandStrahteegos of Council'sarmy for life or until he saw fit to
retire. No provision was made to remove him for cause, because, based on his previous reputation, no
one of us could just then suspect that ever there would be any causeto forcibly remove him; as| said, all
men arefdlible, das. Therefore, until Pahvlos dies, from what-ever agent—illness, mishap, battle wound
or murder—or until certain cretins on Council learn what brains are for and begin to make use of them,
we are suck with the old man and al hismany faults.

"Now | doubt that | can do much to protect the bulk of the army from their nomina commander, but |
can damned well take you and your va uable men from under hisinsanities. When you leave here, you
will have been paid every copper owed you according to your contract with Council and you will be
bearing adocument stipulating that your pikemen are, until further notice, a part of the Mehseepolis city
garrison, under direct command of the city castellan. There are some acres just outside Tomos Gonsalos
enclave, near to the road between there and the lower city, as| recdl; | own thisland and will giveit to
Council's use, thisday. Move your camp there as soon as possible, and between now and autumn,
sate-daves and mate-rials will be diverted there to build you and your force snug, permanent quarters,
stables, wash-houses, priv-ies, cook-houses, storehouses and whatnot.

"That should take care of you and your lot. Now, what is the case with Chief Pawl—more of the same?"

"Worse, in severd ways," replied Hehluh. "He and his have not been paid anything for over seven
months now. He has been borrowing from poor Captain Baron Bralos, generous man that heis, in order
to give his Horseclansmen just enough for to keep body and soul together. But he's done had enough and
he's remem-bered he's got ahome and family, up north, and that's just where he and hiskin are dl set to
head for."

Grahvos frowned worriedly. "Soon?"!

"Not tomorrer, but while the weather's still warm and good,” was Hehluh'sreply. | tried to talk him
around to coming here to see you today, but he al-lowed as how he'd been down here more'n long



enough anyhow, and it wastime he and hisfolks al went back home and let the High Lord send some
more Horse-clansmen down here to take his place. | couldn't fault him for thinking that way; in his place,
| guess as how | would too, Duke Grahvos. Not every man jack of them isriding north, of course, but
then you know about that aready, since you're the one talked them into staying down here and taking up
vacant lands and raising stock on them."

Grahvosfdt disappointed, however, for he had strongly hoped that, in the end, he could convince even
more of the northern horsemen to remain in the Consolidated Thoheekseeahnee, and given abit more
time, he believed that he might have accomplished it. Y et another black mark to be charged to Grand
Strahteegos Thoheeks Pahvlos.

The next blow to fall for old Pahvlos was the plague that struck the elephants, not just one or two, as
was usud, but al of them, both the war-trained bulls and the three draught cows; only the young,
immature and untrained bull seemed to have not contracted the pest. Neither of the captains-of-elephants
and none of thefeel ahksee seemed to have any inkling of just what was wrong with the huge beasts,
much less know how to doctor them. The symptoms were recurrent at odd intervasrather than constant,
but serious and terrify-ing, dl the same. At one minute, an eephant bull or cow would beits normd,
well-behaved, obedient sdif, and then, in amere eyeblink of time, it would become wild, uncontrollable
and amost murderous, often need-ing to be chained to solid objects until the symptoms had abated,
which might take minutes or hours or awhole day.

The GrandStrahteegos felt compelled to count out the elephantsin his plansfor the march to
Sahvah-nahpolis. But just then he had more than that to trouble and infuriate him.

With the loss of the medium-cavary Horseclansmen and their greet cats, which latter had proven so
useful at scouting and patrolling, he knew that he smply had to have the lancers and gifted veteran senior
officersto lead and command them. The only two of these now available and close to hand were under
arrest, stripped of their commands and awaiting trid.

Hetalked the maiter over with Ilios, now hismost trusted confidant, then—gritting histeeth in
suppressed rage—he dropped all charges against Captain-of-squadronVahrohnos Bralos and
Captain-of-squadronOpokomees Ehrrikos. . . only to watch helplesdy as the wretched Bral os packed
his wagons, mounted up his squadron and led them out of the camp, headed southwest.

A week |ater, after Pahvlos had watched an artificier's hands maimed for the heinous offense of having
sneaked both awoman of easy virtueand aquantity of cheap barley hwiskee into the camp, the entire
company of artificiers had packed up their wagons and marched away, too, on the northern trade road.

The old man knew, then, that his eyes never would see the ancient city of Sahvahnahspolis. For, lacking
artificiersto lay out camps and build temporary brid-ges and mend damaged roads, with only a scant
hand-ful of scouts and three lousy troops of lancers under an officer he no longer trusted, with no
elephants at dl, he knew that it might well be worth hisvery lifeto try to push what waseft of the army
into those swamps and their very red terrors. Thisreverse deeply disap-pointed him, made him begin to
wonder if al of the many changesthat he and Ilios had promulgated might have been too much, too soon,

perhaps.

Asdways, these days, intime of trouble or anger or distress of any nature, he went to llios—sultry,
dark-eyed Ilios, dways seductive, willing and pleasing, the most satisfying lover, mae or femae, he ever
had enjoyed. But after he had poured it all out, 1lios had not seemed at all displeased or disappointed;



rather had the nearly beardless boy nodded his small head of blue-black curls.

"Don't consder these thingsaloss, love, rather have you done awinnowing of your army—yours, not
theirs, thearmy of Pahvlos, not the army of those silly, deluded creatures who make up the Council—
you have driven out the dien barbarians who would have aided the Council in submission of dl these
landsto rule and domination by that devil-gpawn thing Milo Morai. Y ou have beaten the chaff from off
the pure grain so that your army, though now smdller, isbe-comedl yours and il isbig enough, more
than strong enough, to allow you to take over thisland whenever you fed ready to so do.

"So be not so glum, my own. I'll tel you, let us order honey wine and cheese and biscuits, then go out
and watch that personal guardsman of yourswho tried to desert punished. He isto be executed anyway,
soindulge me ... please? | dways have wondered how long it would take aman to die after boiling pitch
had been poured down histhroat.

"After that, we can come back here and makelove, love. It's dways so very much more exciting after
we've watched punishments.... at least, itisfor me."

Old Pahvlosindulged hisllios, of course; he could not but indulge the dear, sweet boy.

* * *

Mostly through Sub-strahteegos ThoheeksTomos Gonsal os and Captain-of-brigade Thoheeks Portos,
Thoheeks Grahvos was able to keep his clique of the Council of the Consolidated Thoheekseeahnee up
to date on the sad state into which their painfully ac-quired army had sunk and was continuing to sink
under the baleful aegis of their once-revered GrandStrahteegos.

"Let usal hope. . . and pray, too," said Portos during the course of another clandestine and tightly
guarded mesting at Tomos headquarters, of anight, "that thereis no large-scale disturbance at any time
soon, out in thethoheekseeahnee or, worse, on the borders, for to al intents and purposes our army
might aswell be chained in place here, unable to move any meaningful numbers of troops anywhere for

any purpose.”
"Isit so bad, then, Portos?' Thoheeks Bahos had rumbled in aworried tone.

Thetdl horseman nodded. "That bad and far worse than that, my friend. Cavary Brigadeis become a
digtinct misnomer, avery sick and very grim joke. My own heavy horseis down by over athird of its
former full-strength numbers, and in addition to them, there are only three understrength troops of lancers
and the elephants. Captain-of-squadronOpokomees Ehrrikosflatly refusesto lead hislight horse out of
garrison for any reason until heisin receipt of afull, forma and public gpology for the many wrongs done
him by the GrandStrahteegos, and he and we, here, and the rest of the army all know that hell will have
frozen over solidly before old Pahvlos so humbles himself.”

"What of the other squadron of lancers, the Wolf Squadron,Vahrohnos Bralos men?' asked Thoheeks
Pahlios, who had but recently returned to Mehseepolisfrom his distant lands.

Portos shrugged. "He and they are gone, gone south to his holdings, | presume. He was treated far
worse by Pahvlos than wasOpokomees Ehrrikos and for far longer atime; immediately the old man was
congtrained to drop dl his pending charges against those two offi-cers and thus release them from arrest,
Bra os packed up and mounted up and left with his men, their fami-lies and anything movable that any of
them owned. Hisvahrohneeseeahn lies many leagues away, close to two weeks of marching time, I'd

sy.



ThoheeksBahos knew better than that, but he kept sllent and just listened, even in this gathering of
noblemen who al were, they averred, of like mindsets. Y oung Bralos and his effectives were actudly
camped in aseldom-visited area of Bahosthoheekseeahn, much closer to the capita than anyonedse
thought, and they there congtituted Bahos ace in the hole. Should the dragtically changed old man who
once had been loved and deeply respected by them dl try anything like forcing Council out of
Mehseepolis with his shrunken army, Portos and his heavy horse would know what to do and the
elephants and remaining lancers most likely would back them. They, combined with Tomos training
brigade and Captain Guhsz Hehluh's mercenaries, the Council Guardsmen, the city garrison and Bahos
ace should be more than enough to put down any coup dreamed up by Pahvlos, thought the big, silent
nobleman to himsdf.

"Wheat of the foot and the specidists, my lord Por-tos?' Thoheeks Pahliosinquired further. "And Lord
Pawl of VVawn and his beautiful, fearsome-toothed panthers?’

But it was Tomaos Gonsalos who answered thistime. " Captain Guhsz Hehluh's mercenary Keebal
pikemen are camped just south of the perimeter of my enclave, officially because Grahvos ordered them
to be trans-ferred to duties with the city garrison, unofficidly because it was either something of that sort
or see them march north, out of the Consolidated Thoheek-seeahnee entirdly, probably looting along
their way in revenge for getting only half-pay for sx months by old Pahvlos harebrained order. That was
just the way that Chief Pawl and dmost al of his squadron left, and for the same basic reasons. half-pay
or nonea al and dwaysvery late at that, being stringently forbidden such soldierly solaces as strong
drink, hemp, tobacco and the company of females within the camp, while at the same time being most
strongly forbidden to |leave the camp to seek out such pleasure under enforced penalties of flogging,
hideous torture, maiming, muiti-lation, even death.”

"But ... but why, my lord Sub-strahteegos Tho-heeks?'demanded the newly rearrivedthoheeks in
stunned astonishment. "'I've spent more of my own life than | would've preferred in armor in armies and
I've never before even heard of such stupidities; why, every commander worth his salt knows that
withhold-ing of acommon soldier's smple pleasuresfor reasons other than announced punishment isthe
surest way to breed discontent and desertions. Why was the GrandStrahteegos punishing our
mercenaries and underpay-ing them?1s Council so low on fluid funds, then”?”"

Portos took over the sorry recountal at that point. "Lord Pahlios, it isnot and was not, then, only the
mercenaries who were being so crudly and stupidly abused by Pahvlos. No, his strictures apply and
ap-plied to the entire army, officers excluded, of course. He claimed that in the old roya armies, it had
been determined that congress with femal es decreased the vitality of common soldiers, and | suppose
that he hoped that if he kept them all pent up for long enough, they would end up takingpooeesosee ashe
did some two years ago, just before dl of thisinsanity com-menced.”

" Rubbish!"snapped Thoheeks Pahlios scornfully. "A man isaman, common or noble; I've futtered more
femdesin my lifetimethan | can begin to count, but never asingle man or boy, and I've fought and won
some damned hard battles, too."

"That Pahvlos, even at hisrather advanced years, has taken ayoung man to camp-wifeisnot at al
surprising or outside his nature, you know," remarked Thoheeks Bahos, spesking to them dl. "If you'll
re-cdl, | wasintheroya army for astretch mysdf. Even then, Pahvlos kept hiswife and children at his
hold, far away, and a handsome young ensign or three in the army enclave, hard by the capital. Everyone
knew him as a carrot-grabber, back then, not that he was the only one of exated rank in the roya army,
of course; | think that that practice, especidly amongst noble officers, was much more common in the
days before the rebdlions and civil warsthan it hasbeen since.”



"And I, for one, am just asglad for it, too," saidThoheeks Grahvas gravely. "For in my own roya army
days, | saw more outright murders and sensaless duels rise out of the bitchinesses and jedl ousies that
seem to proliferate out of man-on-man sexud liaisonslike fliesfrom out a cesspit than | could recount if |
lived twice my present age. Indeed, | was most pleased when | noted so little of it in Council'sown

amy."

"Asfor therest of it," Portoswent on, still speaking toThoheeks Pahlios, "smoke of any sort seemsto
upset the nose of the ddlicate Ilios—that's Pahvlos love-boy, my lord. It makes him sneeze, makes his
eyesto water, S0 everyoneis dead sure that that's why the ban on smoking either hemp or tobacco in the
army. And, incidentaly, our GrandStrahteegos hastaken it solidly into his head that the army, what's
now left of it, at least, isnot Council's, but ratherhis, and he so refersto it. Asregards the proscription of
any acohol save only the well-watered mess-wine, | and those with whom I've discussed it are dl utterly
in the dark, for widespread misuse of acohol was never any sort of redl, recurrent problem in our units.
And thislast does not sound to have come from the ddlicate llios, for he does drink; in fact, he and
Pahvlosregu-larly st in the shade behind the headquarters building, Sip wine and eet fruit and dainties
while they watch common soldiers flogged and tortured and, occasion-dly, killed.”

"Theywhat ?' burst out Thoheeks Pahlios, horror and incredulity reflected on hisface and in hisbrown
eyes.

"Just so, my lord,” drawled Tomos Gonsalosin his Karaleenos accent, "and then, or so | am told, they
both retire to his quarters and make love."

"It's nothing less than mongtrous!" Pahlios remon-grated. "How isit that such an animad till commands
our a'my, Grahvos? Though it does sound a bit to me asif this catamite has twisted him about afinger
and adversdly influenced him, robbed him of most of hiswitsinsofar asrunning an army is concerned.
Hasthere been any thought of having thisboy, Ilios, quietly . . . ahh, diminated?’

ThoheeksMahvros, new chairman of Council and for long Grahvos protégé’, sighed. "Of course weve
tried, Pahlios, weve hired certain men to kill both of them on occasions, no less than three attempts on
the old man, but he's got more guards than you could shake astick at, not to mention a seemingly
charmed life. Hisfood is prepared in his private kitchen by cookswho have been given to know that they
will assuredly be praying for death long before it is granted to them if anything that even might be poison
gckensor killshim.”

"But back to your question about the regular foot and the corps of specialists, my lordThoheeks
Pahlios," said Tomos Gonsalos. "He did hisusua number on the artificiers—denying them women, strong
tipples, hemp, tobacco, redtricting them al to the confines of the camp asif he commanded some
dave-army, paying them only haf of the contracted monthly stipend— but, oddly enough, they stayed on
and merely grum-bled until he had both the hands of one of their sergeants mangled and crippled for
sometrifling of-fense againgt hisnew rules. It wasthen that the entire unit of artificiers, officersand men
alike, packed up and marched out of camp. And my lord must know that without a corps of artificiers,
the remnants of our army might aswell be sunk four feet deep in the sand for al of the moving any large
number of them can do, for only some of the roads and bridges are pass-able for heavy transport, even
yet." Responding to the beginnings of a contrabasso growl, he added, "Thislast, through no dightest fault
of Thoheeks Bahos and his committee, but simply through a dearth of state-daves, suitable materiason
hand where and when needed and difficulty of transporting said materias e sewhere quickly.”

"And asregards your earlier question about the finances of our government, Pahlios," put inThoheeks
Grahvos, "we are sounder now than we ever have been before, and sufficient monies were transferred to



Pahvlosto meet dl of the army's expenses, in full, and regularly. He smply choseto not pay histroops
more than haf the money they had coming."

"So where'stherest of it, Grahvos, or does any-body know? Where does old Pahvlos say it is?' asked
Pahlios. "And does anybody believe his assertions?”

"Never you fear, it isall safe and fully accounted for," he was assured by Thoheeks Mahvros. "For dl his
other and heinous faults, the GrandStrahteegos isno thief or embezzler of army funds. The army
pay-master, who recently retired, tells me that he had afull accounting done before he turned everything
over to his successor and every last haf-copper could be seen or traced to fully justified usage.”

"All well and good, then,” saidThoheeks Pahlios, "but till | must pose the question: What are we going
to do about Pahvlos? When and how and how soon are we going to put him out to pasture or put him
down?—which last is more aong the lines of what he deservesfor al the harm he has done usand so

many others."

No one had an answer to his questions, however, not then and not there, but less than two weeks |ater,
the GrandStrahteegos Thoheeks Pahvlos the Warlike lay dead upon the floor of the Council Chamber,
the hilt of adender dagger standing up from his back, he having been killed by Thoheeks Portos, but only
after he had run up to the weapons racks, grabbed out his sword and a dirk, threatened to sword
Thoheeks Grahvos and others, dirked Thoheeks Mahvrosin the shoulder and called on his adherentsto
come and join him in what would have amounted to civil war. And such awar would have dmost
certainly rent the new-made nation apart, destroyed al that so many had labored so long and hard to
erect.

Two hours after the necessary murder, newly ap-pointedSub-strahteegos Thoheeks Portos rode into
the enclave of the army headquarters at the head of his sometime brigade of cavary, fully armed for war.
Leaving his officers and troopersto round up al of the late GrandStrahteegos' people and explain to
them the new, hard facts of what was now to be, Portos dismounted and stalked through the main
building, back to the private quarters of hislate victim in search of his next chosen victim.

The brace of persona guardsmen in the corridor outside the door had been chosen more for their good
looks and youth and grace than for any attainments of combativeness or fighting skills, so they were but a
momentary hindrance to the tall, thick-muscled vet-eran warrior. He left one of them stark dead and the
other crawling dowly up the empty corridor, sobbing weskly, in great agony and leaving abroad smear
of gore behind him. Portos doubted the guardsman would make it far. He stooped, wiped his blade clean
on the fancy cape of the dead one, sheathed it, then pushed open the door to the suite and entered.

Ilios was sitting on the edge of abed, dark eyes still heavy-lidded, when Portos stalked in. "Wha. . .
what are you doing here, and unannounced, Captain Por-tos? Those damned dothful guardswill be well
gtriped for this"

Portos grinned coldly. "No they won't, boy. One of them lies dead out there and the other will be dead
soon enough. If it's protection you want, you should put scarred, ugly warriors on guard, not pretty

pop-injays”

Ilios paled, put one hand to a cheek, hiseyeswide. "Y ou mean youkilled them, both of them? Pahvlos
will likely seeyou hang for such ..."

Caldly, contemptuously, Portos stepped closer to the bedside and dapped the boy on the other cheek.
"Pahvloswill never again do anything for or to another living soul. HE's dead too. | drove adagger into



him less than three hours agone. The new Strahteegos isThoheeks Tomos Gonsalos, and he'salogt
cause for such asyou, boy; he and hiswife live together in thiscamp and are, | am informed, most
congenia and contented, one to the other.”

Seating himsalf unbidden beside the shocked boy, he gripped one of the bare, dimpled kneeswith abig,
hard hand and said, "On the other hand, boy, thereisme. I am now sub-strahteegos,and | dways have
been most susceptible to such treasures as you.”

Iliosredlized that, objectively speaking, he had no other options there and then. Turning his head to look
up into the hard, black eyes of Pahvlos admitted murderer, the boy smiled shyly, then puckered hislips
for akiss, |etting the merest trace of atongue-tip show behind those lips, enticingly. Such had dways
worked well on Pahvlos, Ilios first and only lover. . . .

lios gasped when he saw Portos body stripped of his wegpons, armor and clothing—extremely hairy,
seamed with scars from head to feet, tal, of adarker than Ehleen average and muscle-corded—but
those features were not what brought the gasp. Nature had endowed the man hugely.

Portos padded over to an opened chest of toiletries, rooting through it, then turning with a flagonette of
sweset-scented oil. Rubbing asmall measure of the stuff onto both hands, he sat back down on the
rum-pled satin sheets and drew the boy's dight body nearer.

Ilios gagped when the big, oily hand commenced to work in his crotch. Later, lying in the glowing
after-math of hisblissful fulfillment, it took him agood minute to redize that the man, his new protector
and lover, was speaking to him.

"What did my love say?" he purred.

"Y our body isincredibly small and narrow, | said,” declared Portos, adding, "But then, as| recal,
Pahvlos never was able to effect penetration of me.”

To the boy'slook of astonished surprise, the man nodded. "Oh, yes. Did you think to be thefirst?1, too,
was one of Pahvlos boys, when | was but anew ensign of barely fourteen years of age and hewasa
fortyish brigade commander, asub-strahteegos dready. But | serioudy doubt that he remembered mein
more recent years, for he had so many like me, keeping precious few around for any greeat length of time.

"But enough of reminiscing now, llios. | am not yet done with you.”

llios quickly assumed a sitting posture, shaking his head with vehemence and saying firmly, "No. Oh, no.
| can't. .. won' let you do that, not yet, no. You're so ... sohuge, love. You. . . you'll hurt meterribly,
probably injureme. No, | ..."

And that was asfar as he got before Portos big, hard, oily pam smashed against the sde of hissmall
head, stunning him for amoment. However, he recov-ered enough to try to resst when he felt those
horny hands begin to start rearranging his body and legs. He discovered to hisimmediate sorrow that
such resstance was not only invain, it was a serious mistake.

Portos fist struck his hairless chest like the kick of awarhorse, forcing al the air from Ilios lungs, and
before he could once more breathe normally, if pain-fully, the brutal man had shredded ashest, tied him
to the bedstead by wrists and ankles and was returning to the bedside with awaist-belt in one hand and a
look of grim anticipation on hisface.



"I understand that you enjoy watching men flogged, Ilios. I've heard that it excitesyou. If so, your own
flogging should arouse you even more. And evenif it doesnt, it will be asdutary lesson to you that you
must never deny memy desires. . . ever.”

"No ... oh, please,please, no. Don't do it to me, oh, don't!" llioswhimpered, straining at his bonds, tears
of terror stregking his pretty face. "I ... | can't. . . cannotabide pain, don't you see?1t ... it ... 1 ... my
heart will .. .NONONO !"

Ilios had never gained any red friends among Pahvlos officers, guardsmen and servants, having ways
been aullen, doof, demanding and often downright bitchy, tolerated and catered to only through the
underlings fear of Pahvlos. Astheloud whacks of hard-swung lesther impacting upon flesh and the
shrieks of pain and shrill pleas for surcease, for mercy, penetrated easily out beyond dead Pahvlos
private suite, dl of the assembled officers and lesser men exchanged grins and nods. The spoiled,
overindulged little piece of pig dung wasfindly getting part of what was, in his case, long overdue.

Portos was no novice at delivering bestings of al sorts, and he tried not to draw blood from the tender,
pampered flesh, but he did not stop, to stand, panting, until the entire expanse from Ilios neck to his
kneeswas but asingle, raised welt and shrieks and pleas and shouts were become moaning sobs.

Hel€ft hisvictim long enough to track down aewer of wine, splash out acupful and drink it off before
going back to the bed, loosing the ankles momentar-ily, then retying them to the ornate posts at the foot
of the overwide bed, thus splaying the dender legswidely.

Portostook histime, knowing hisvictim to be com-pletely helpless, enjoying himsdlf to the fullest and
beginning to half wonder if, after dl, he might not be well advised to keep the boy about until he had had
the pleasure of completely breaking him ... or he found awife with afat dowry, whichever camefirgt.
But, as he spent finaly within the boy's quivering, agonized body, he came back to his senses. It was
most imperative to Council that thisllios be " per-suaded” to immediately quit the environs of
Mehsee-palis, for Pahvlos, in hisbemused dotage, had named hislover his heir, and such asllios was not
at dl what the Council envisoned as afittingthoheeks and mem-ber of the ruling nohility.

After scrubbing himsdlf well with the sponge and toweling dry, he went to his pile of clothes and gear
and began to dress while whistling the tune of a merry harvest-dance popular when he had been a boy,
more than forty years now pagt, virtualy unmindful of the steedy, low moan and occasiond gasps, sobs
and whim-pers from the brutalized boy till secured to the bed with strips of satin sheet, his smal hands
and feet beginning to discolor from the biting tightness of the makeshift bonds.

[lioslay in certainty that he had been injured, possi-bly fataly injured, in the course of the rape, and he
wondered if hiswounded body could stay aive for long enough to reach an outpost of his people, far to
the south, in time. Moreover, he was amost as certain that he had one or more cracked ribs, thinking that
the sharp stabs that breathing spawned in his chest could come from no other source.

But terror took over histhoughts again when he saw the redressed, armored man approaching the bed

with adender, sharp-glittering dagger in his hand. The very dagger with which old Pahvlos had been dain
L2

"No, please," the boy croaked weakly, histear-filled eyes unable seemingly to leave those six inches of
bluish stedl blade. "Haven't you hurt me enough?”

Portossmiledicily. "Oh, no, little llios. Today was only our beginning, yours and mine."



Extending the dagger, he diced through the strips of satin that held Ilios wrists to the headboard, did the
same for the ankles, then said, conversationally, "VWhen once you've washed and dressed, pack up your
things and come to my quarters. Y ou'll not be welcome at any other place in the camp, city or
thoheekseeahn, you know. Tonight, I'll fit you with anice, thick peg and sart stretching you to my size
and tastes, en?”

Then heturned on his hedl and |eft the suite, ep-ping over the two dead guardsmen as he strolled up
the corridor, hisweapons and armor clanking, clashing and ringing.

Chapter 1X

"Y ou mugt understand, Tomos," saidThoheeks Grahvos bluntly, "that | consder mysdf to be only a
figureheadstrahteegos, holding arank-of-honor, asit were; you and only you will command, savefor
those functions you choose to delegate to your sub-strah-teegohee. | accepted in Council only becausel
thought it just then impolitic to further upset those few who might've been leery of aforeigner taking over
com-mand of our army. Asyou surely know, things might've been much stickier than they redlly werein
the wake of old Pahvlos . . . ahh, demise.

"Have you made any decison asto who will take over the training command?’

Tomos nodded once. " Sub-strahteegoheePortos and Guhsz Hehluh will share that function, for once
we get thearmy built up again it will be just too much for one man to handle done—beieve me, my lord,
| know of hard experience. Hehluh will aso, however, command al of the unmounted troops, and Portos
al of the mounted."

"How of Hehluh's Keebai mercenaries—will he be expected to wear three hats, then?' asked Grahvos
dubioudy.

"Oh, no," replied Tomos, with achuckle. "He wasthefirst to point out that did | want anything done
right, 1 had best not give him too many jobsto do at once. No, one of his senior lieutenants, aman
named Steev Stuhbz, will be taking over fiddd command of the mercenary foot, although for contract
purposes, it will till be Hehluh's unit, of course.™

"And the heavy horse that Portos hasled for so long?' demanded Grahvos.

Tomos shook his head. "Now that presented me something of a problem, my lord. The man | wanted to
captain the heavy horse, Captain Bralos, refused the posting, preferring to stay with hisown light horse.
He recommended Captain Ehrrikos, however. | talked with Ehrrikos, but he declined, saying that he'd
takeit only if | couldn't get another quaified officer to com-mand it, strongly urging meto gpproach
Captain Bralos. And | did, not quite knowing just what €l se to do under the circumstances, regpproach
Captain Braos, but he was most adamant in hisrefusa. However, he did point out asomething to me
that | had forgotten: Captain Ehrrikos has held his squadron command longer than any other officer till
with thearmy. When | flatly ordered him to assume command of the heavy horse squadron, giving him no
other option but to leave the army, he obeyed. Yes, it was arisky gamble, for we canill afford to lose
even one more experi-enced man or officer, at this sad juncture, but Bralos was certain that the gambit
would work on Ehrrikos, and he was proven right, it did.”

Noting the low leve of wineinThoheeks Grahvos goblet, Tomosrefilled it and hisown. "1 takeit then



that my lord will continue to make hisresidencein the city?* At Grahvos wordless nod, he went on to
say, "Then | must resolve another problem of asort, my lord. Y ou see, Hehluh is going to take over my
old bachelor quartersin the training-command headquar-ters, Portosis planning to move into the other
senior officer house near to mine, | mean to Say just where my wifeand | are now, so that will leave
Pahvlos suite completdy untenanted, vacant.”

"You can't haveit converted to other uses?' asked Grahvos.

"Certainly, my lord, | could, but it would be adamned shame, in my way of thinking, to do it over. Inthe
yearsthat helived in that suite, Pahvlosin-vested thousands—maybe tens of thousands—of
thrah-kmehee in renovations and furnishings. It covers the whole northeast quarter of the main
headquarters build-ing, my lord, on the ground level, with acommodious wine cellar under that.

"Therésalong, narrow foyer that opens from the central hallway, alarge stting-room with a hearth for
heating, ashort corridor from there to the master bedroom with an attiring-room on one side of it and a
combination closet and persona armory on the other; beyond that bedroom, the corridor runson to let to
severa guest bedrooms. On the other side of the foyer are avery spacious bathing-room with asmall
pool and piping to aroof tank for sun-warmed water in good wesather, aswell asto the detached kitchen
for heated water in cold seasons. The remainder of the space istaken up by servants cubbies and
Storage rooms.”

ThoheeksGrahvos shrugged, then suddenly bright-ened. "1 know, Tomos, just lock up those rooms and
keep them asisfor housing very important guests, heh? That suite sounds to be far more comfortable
than anything Council can provide visitors of rank in that crowded city, up there. Also, theré'sthe
incontro-vertible and unvarnished fact that anyone would be far safer from nsinthe middle of this
army's camp than lodged up therein that unheathy warren behind the walls of M ehseepalis”

"Too," added Tomos, "in asuite so capacious, alarge retinue can mostly stay hard by their lord, rather
than being lodged here and there, wherever they can be squeezed into the palace complex. | tel you, my
lord, sometimes when I'm walking those endless, twist-ing and turning corridors of the paace, | would
not be at al surprised to round a corner and find mysdlf face to face with a snorting, man-esting
minotaur.”

ThoheeksGrahvos amiled. "Yes, | too know that feding, my friend, and | freely admit that the addi-tions
to the onetime ducal palace were donein arather dipshod manner, but it was a thetime a crash-ing
necessity to provide more room yesterday, if not sooner. Aproposthat, are you aware that for sometime
Mahvrosand | have been looking over architec-turd and layout plansfor anew capitd city, aroomy city
with acreage dlotted for eventua expansion at every hand?'

Tomos shook his head, and Grahvos went on, "Well, we have, down there on the plain, just the other
gdeof theriver."

Tomoswrinkled up his brows, visualizing the an-nounced location, then commented dubioudy, "Even if
you moet it, my lord, you'l play hell and pay high to make acity therein any way really defensible. And,
if moat it you chooseto do, it will end asthe centerpiece of alake or abog during flood season, you
know. That is, unless you build so far from the present rivercourse asto make it easy for abesieger to
inter-dict the cand that will haveto supply your moat."

Grahvos smiled again, nodding. "There speaks the trained military mind. Man, have faith in the beautiful
world that your own new High Lord envisons. aworld wherein cities need not be built primarily with
defensein mind, al cramped into too-small areas and basically unhedthy placesinwhichtolive. A world



wherein country nobility may exchange their strong but cold and draughty and devilishly uncomfortable
holdsfor spacious, luxurious halls set amongst their croplands and pastures. Have faith that your children
and theirswill live happily in asunny, productive land of peace and law and order, with no single bandit
lurking along the roads and no armed bands riding about to trample crops and stedl livestock and burn

villages

"Havefaith in this glorious dream, man; | do. | know that | will scarceliveto seeit, but you most likely
will, and Mahvras, too. Thisisthe dream, in-cluded in the High Lord's first letter to me, that has
sustained me through al the vicissitudes of the last few years, that when | am only ahandful of ashesand
no living man can even recal what | looked like, | still will be remembered for being one of the men who
helped to finally bring peace and progperity to theland wherein | was born, aland that | saw suffer so
much and for so long."

ToThoheeks Sitheeros—who, savefor the rare hunt or hell-ride or the rarer mountain interlude to visit
with Chief Ritchud or others of his barbarian friends, had been virtualy deskbound for years—it was akin
in many waysto hisearly years as ayoungthoheeks, riding out with his picked guards or warband, this
riding along sun-dappled roadway's bes de CaptainVahrohnos Braos, trailed by their two bannermen,
bodyguards and the twenty-four lancers, these led by ayoung lieutenant, one Pilos of Aptahpolis, with
the small pack-train and spare horses and single cart trail-ing behind in charge of the handful of military
and civilian servants and a brace of muleskinners.

Asthey usudly camped near villages or holds, they made scant inroads on their supplies, instead buying
fresh foods and grain from farmers and petty nobles along the way, folk who were overjoyed to see and
accept and who gave good vaue for hard slverthrahkmehee and bright copper pehnahee with ther
sheaves of barley on their one side and the stylized head of aram which the Council of these new
Consolidated Thoheekseeahnee had adopted asits symbol on the other.

Asamost all of the once extensive olive orchards had been destroyed by the roving combatants during
thelong years of revolt and counterrevolt and minor skirmishings and settlements of persond vendettas
by the nobility, the bread they bought—fresh and hot from village ovens—was perforce topped with
dathers of new-churned butter or savory, oniony goose grease. Most vineyards had met the same sad
fates asthe olive groves, so they bought and drank barley beer, ciders of apple and pear, fermented
juices of peach and apricot, honey meads or aes flavored with wild herbs.

The land was good and under the hands of caring man was once more producing the richesit had for all

of the centuriesthat had preceded the awful two de-cades so recently past. Herds and flocks once more
grazed upon the meadows and leas and uplands. Fields of green, immature grains rippled to soft breezes
that also set rows of tall maize arustle.

Small boys came running to roadsides to watch the lines of ridersdl gingle on their tal chargers, the
pennons fluttering at the sparkling sted! tips of the long, polished lances of ashwood, sunbeams flashing
from plumed helmets, cuirasses and hilts of sabersand dirks. Their elders might il fed the urgeto
hurriedly gather up small vauables and then run to hide in the woods, but these children had not in their
short life-timeslearned to equate soldiers and riders of Coun-cil's army with desth and destruction, with
lootings, rapine and burnings. The passage of the smal column of lancers was, to the young, smply a
welcome break in their own, endless, wearisome war fought with sticks and stones against the
vermin—insect, anima and avian—that haunted the fields of melons, squashes, aubergines and cabbages.

In one domain that did not yet have afull-time resdent lord to hunt out the larger, more dangerous



beasts, Sitheeros, Bralos, Lieutenant Pllos and afew carefully picked lancers exchanged their troop
horses for hunters and spent the best part of two daysin the destruction of a sounder of feral swinewhich
had been despoiling the country around and about, then spent another two days a helping the
farm-villagers butcher and cook and eat therich, fresh pork, it being avery raretreat in summer for their
hogts.

In another domain, Thoheeks Sitheeros earned great and universa admiration when he rode his blooded
hunter in &t the gallop and, with hislong, heavy Pitzburk sword, hamsirung aferociouswild bull, so that
lancers could finish it off infar less danger to man or horse. Everyone gorged that night on fresh, spicy,
spit-broiled beef, abit tough and stringy, but still satisfying with black bread, brown de, sweet maize and
boiled cabbage.

When he had wiped the grease and sauce from hislips and beard, then swallowed agood half-leetrahof
the fine country ae, Braosremarked to his noble dining companion, "My lord, that wasindeed a
beau-tiful piece of work you did out there today, and | will for long remember it and tell of it. But, please,
my lord, you must think of meif not yoursalf and not so risk your life. Hasmy lord any ideajust how
much trouble it would cause meif | had to ddliver back his ashesto Council at Mehseepolis?!

Sitheeros chuckled. "Not haf the trouble you're going to be in with me, here and now, if you don't cut
out that disgustingly forma military manner of speak-ing and addressme as | have advised you to
address me, Bralos.

"Asregardsthe bull, well, chances are that had it been any one of ahundred or so other bulls, I'd've just
sat back with the rest of the party and tried to hold him where he was until someone had got back with
that crossbow, or at least some dogs. But, hell, man, you know how hunting is. | justknew that | could
doit with that particular beast, for adl that it's been agood twenty years or more sincelast | did anything
gmilar onahunt. | justknew that | could cripple him without seriousinjury to either me or my horse.

"Don't you worry about me taking insanerisks, Bralos, for | mean to make old bones. My days of active
warring are over and done. | intend to die at the age of one hundred years or more, in a soft bed of
overexertions with ayoung and willing doxie, not with agutful of sharp stedl or on the horns of somewild
bull, thank you."

On the next day's march, Sitheeros remarked, "Y ou know, Bralos, this ride has been atonic for mein
more than oneway, but | also think that it has given me an ideafor killing severd birdswith but asingle
stone. No army can be dlowed to just it in camp, drilling ceaselessly and doing make-work chores,
with-out suffering for it; any man who has commanded knows that. But neither isthe army or Council or
our peopleto be properly served by marching that army hither and yon to no real purpose or with the
an-nounced purpose of picking fights along the borders, as old Pahvlos did and tried to do.

"Yes, light and medium cavalry can be put to good use chasing stray bands of outlaw bandit raiders, but
what of infantry, en? Dueto their survival necessity to move fast, bandits are dways mounted, and even
our light foot would play merry hell trying to catch them were any featherbrained senior officer to order
themtoit. So, must it bethe fate of al our foot to St and vegetate between drilling and endlessly
repolishing un-used weapons? No, there is better work for them and for the good folk of our
Consolidated Thoheekseeahnee, | think.

"Asof thetimethat wetwo left Mehseepalis, dl save one of thethoheekseeahnee hadthoheeksee and
all of the border marches had anopokomees, but as we have seen on this march, right many of these
interior lands aretotdly lacking minor nobility—komee-seeandvahr ohnoee —and the common people
are work-ing the land without the help or the supervision of any resident lord, given what little aid or



advice asthey do receive by agents of thethoheeks when they ride through each year to collect taxes or
to gather men for sea-sona work on river levees and other civic projects of alocal nature.

"Moreover, many of these lands are quite likely to stay devoid of petty lords until such atime asthereis
more hard money about for purchase of thetitles and holdings of extinct houses, for no one can expect a
thoheeks who ishimsdlf often living on gruel and wild herbs and spring water between harveststo just
give vauable assets away to the first promising landless nobleman-born who chances down the road; our
world just does not work that way nor will it ever.

"Therefore, we have the current problem: willing, striving folk who could produce far more from lands
that even now are showing traces of their old fruitful-ness did they but have steady, intelligent guidance
and set goals toward which to labor, did they but have access to extra hands during those, seasons when
they most are needful, did they but have men armed and trained to armsto keep large, baneful wild
beastsin check, until these lands each have again their own resident lord with hisfamily and retainersto
do al these needful thingsfor them. And thisiswhere our idle soldiery comesinto the scenario, Bralos.
Thisisthe plan that | mean to put to the High Lord of the Confederation on our ride back with him."

"Andwhat, my lor ... ahh, Sitheeros," said Braos uneaslly, "if thisgreat ruler has other plansfor our and
now hisarmy?'

Thoheeks Sitheeros just smiled. "My boy, we will just have to see how best to crossthat stream when
we are up on its banks."

"From dl that | have been told and the little that | have seen,” said the High Lord, "you have donea
stupendousjob in so short an amount of time, Tho-heeksee."

Despite the best efforts of Grahvos, Mahvros, Bahos, Vikos and severa others, they had been able to
as-semble only twenty-two of the thirty-three in Mehsee-polis by the time Sitheeros and the escort came
riding in from the east with the notable visitor and the new squadron of Horseclansmen.

"We sincerely thank our High Lord Milos of Morai," saidThoheeks Grahvos with grave solemnity. "We
regret that many of those who have strived so hard for and contributed so much to the rebirth of what
was, and not too long since, a smitten, blighted land of chaos and disorder could not be on hand to
welcome our overlord and to hear his generous words of praise; but few of the lands are even asyet on a
firm, paying bass—be theythoheekseeahnee, komeeseeahnee, vah-rohnohseeahnee or
opokomeeseeahnee —and some of our peers Smply could not absent themselves from their lands and
gtill be assured that al their folk will be able to eat through the winter coming.”

Which was, thought Grahvosto himsdlf, as good away as any other of which he could think of putting
the powerful man on notice that affairs within these Consolidated Thoheekseeahnee were just not as yet
to apoint a which any meaningful amounts of repara-tions could be paid to the sometime Kingdom of
Karadeenosor to anyone else.

He had, of course, heard that Milo was tel epathic, as too were agood many Horseclansmen, but even
s0 he was shocked when the tall man nodded his head of black hair stippled with grey and said,
"Thoheeks Grahvos, gentlemen, | fully redize that that which you al have so vaiantly set out to do will
assuredly take time, much more time than hasthus far passed. My reasonsfor making thisinitia vigt to
your land has nothing to do with the collection of any monies. | an cometo offer help rather than
hindrance, you see.



"That which | have learned from the regular reports of Thoheeks Tomos Gonsalos, added to the
information fredy imparted me by your ownThoheeks Sitheeros andVahrohnos Bra os of

Y ohylténpoalis, has con-firmed my earlier thoughts of just where | and the might of our Confederation of
Eastern Peoples can best be of aid to you, our newest member-state.

"Y our northern marches are, | am assured by all, secure and at peace. Y our southern marches are as
secure as ever they will be with the Witch Kingdom abutting them—and I'll be spesking more of them at
alater date.

"Y our eastern marches, too, are about as safe and as peaceful as anyone who knows the fen-men could
expect them to be. These fen-men are treacherouskillers, al seemingly at anever-ending war with al the
world and al peoples. They make precious few trea-ties and they keep or abide by the terms of even
fewer. If human vermin truly exist, they are of the race of the fen-men. The one good thing thet | can say
about them isthat, at least in Kehnooryohs Ehlahs and northern Karaleenos, they appear tobe a
grad-ualy dying race. It isto be hoped—and | sincerely do so hope! —that these scum dwelling on the
periphery of your landswill register smilar declinesin numbers, for only thus can you, will you, ever be
free of their unsavory ilk.

"In the west, however, you have avery red problem confronting fledgling nava forces. Consdering the
degree of destruction that the available seaborne effectives of the late High King Zastros suffered at the
hands of Lord Alexandras and hisfleet, some years back, it isindubitably to your credit that you have
managed to raise any nava force at dl within so short aspace of time, and that they have proven
ineffective in dealing successfully with the existing menace of these maraudersis perhapsto be expected.

"Nonetheless, herein isaplace and time that the Confederation can prove its worth to you and your
people. Even as| speak to you dl here, dementsof Lord Alexandras fleet are assembling in and around
one of the rivermouth ports of southern Karaleenos, awaiting only the word from one of my galopersto
st sall for Neos Kolpos. If he and his pack of recently reformed pirates cannot catch and put paid to
these sea-raiders afflicting your westernthoheekseeahnee, then be certain that no mortal man can do o,

gentlemen.

"During thisfirg part of my stay in your land, | would prefer to bidein your army camp, for | must
quickly learn of that army's best and worst features, that | may choose wisely those who will set out with
me for the west, those who will make up the landward jaw of the nutcracker with which we will strive to
crush and crumble those who now so sorely plague thisland of the Consolidated Thoheekseeahnee.

"Condgdering the pressing need, | think that the civil Side of affairs here must await the outcome of the
military—the naval, to speak with more exactitude. But never you fear, any of you gentlemen; before |
depart again for the north, | will appoint asurrogate, asatrapos whosetitlewill bepriehkips or, inthe
Merikan tongue, prince. Thisman will have four sub-ordinatesimmediately under him and their title will
beahrkeethoheeks. My surrogate may or may not be one of you gathered here today, but all four of the
ahrkeethoheeksee will, | solemnly assure you, be one of your own."

Milo'sfirgt private meeting with Tomos Gonsa s was conducted in the spacious, comfortably furnished
and tastefully appointed parlor of those quartersthat had been Pahvlos the Warlike's. Immediately
Tomos had spoken hislatest and highly candid report to the High Lord, he arose and said, "Lord Milo,
please come with meto the other Sde of this suite'sfoyer. We found while inventorying the contents of
this suite that one of the storerooms had afase rear wall, and behind it was found something I think will



interest your High Lordship.”

When the section of wall shelving had siwung aside and alamp had been positioned properly, Milo
hissed between histeeth at sight of what lay revealed within the secret recess. But he kept a blank face
nonetheless and asked Tomos camly, "What made you suppose that these artifacts would be of interest
to me, in particular?'

"Because, Lord Milo," wasthe reply, "they so re-semble those somewhat larger and more ornate ones
that were in the compartment of High King Zastros great mobile yurt, usng which, you spoke to the king
of the Witchmen."

Milo smiled. "Yes, | had clean forgotten, you were there that day up on the Lumbuh, weren't you,
Tomos? All right, who lived in this suite besides the now-dead GrandStrahteegos ?Never mind, just see
that every one of them on whom you can lay handsis put under lock and key until | can get around to
examining and questioning them. For now, let's seeif thisdevilish deviceisworking.”

When he had connected the male plugs of athick insulated cable to the matching femal e receptacles on
the two meta boxes, heraised thelid of the smdler of them, then searched vainly for something, before
no-ticing that on this particular modd, something was built into one front corner. Slowly, variousthingsin
the metdl chest started to glow and a humming sound— first very low-pitched, but gradualy getting
louder— emanated fromiit.

After he had fingered aswitch to adifferent pos-tion from that in which he had found it, he located a
large slvery knob and began to turn it dowly and carefully, at the same time saying what sounded to
Tomos vaguely like Merikan words, but in an incom-prehensible didect of that tongue that he only had
heard once before—up on the Lumbuh River in south-ern Karaleenos, years ago, when this samelord
had used that larger but smilar device to talk with the Witch King, who had spoken that same obscure
dialect, too.

"Isanyone recelving my transmisson?"' asked Milo yet again, hoping that he was, after so long, spesking
atwentieth-century brand of English. Movethe did another tiny incremental distance. "Isanyone
recaiv-ing my transmisson?"

When he was just about to pack it in for that day, had decided to try later, adistant voicereplied, ... is
the ... dy Center Base Communications. Who is calling, please?’

"Where's Sternheimer?’ demanded Milo coldly.

"l say again,” said the voice, "who iscdling?| cannot summon Dr. Sternheimer without telling himwho is
cdling

"All right, boyo, tdl himit'sMilo Moray. Tell him I'vefdlen har to another of hisinferna transcaivers,
and with any luck, I'll shortly have the vampire that goeswith it, too."

Placing theflat of his pam over the face of the condenser microphone, he said in current Merikan,
"Tomos, be agood lad and fetch our winein here. This may take awhile, and talking is often dry work."

But by the time he had the goblet in his hand, the same voice came back on, saying, "Mr. Moray? Mr.
Moray, areyou gill onthear?'



"I'm here," growled Milo. "Wherés Sternheimer?

"Dr. Sternheimer is &t ... another location, just now, but he will be back within the week. Dr. von
Sandlandt, his deputy, ison hand here, however; would you spesk with her?!

Milo shrugged. "Why not? Put the lady on.”

Dr. Ingebord von Sandlandt proved, once Milo had shrewdly brought her to a sufficient pitch of anger, a
virtua gold mine of information. Hundreds of years of dedling with men and woman had imparted to him
the skills necessary to play her like agame fish and extract nugget after precious nugget before he was
done. Af-ter refusing her offer of "hospitaity” asflatly and profanely as he had refused Sternheimer's
smilar offer years before, he had promised imminent destruction of the transceiver and power unit, then
had abruptly broken off the connection, turned off the radio and disconnected the power cable for fear
that the Center might be till in possession of arcane equipment caparble of tracking back aong the beam
and locating his position, about which he had been both nebulous and mideading.

"Tomos," he said to his companion, "please send arider into the city to summon Grahvos and Mahvros.
.. oh, and Sitheeros, too. And send for Portos, aswell. | have learned some things from that woman
down in the so-caled Witch Kingdom that | think you &l should hear."

"Gentlemen," said Milo to the assembledthoheeksee he had had summoned, "that which thefolk of this
land and others call the Witch Kingdom isno such thing. It is, rather, an unnatural surviva of agroup of
men and women from the world of more than seven centuries ago. Men and women who, just prior to
the death of that elder world, had learned how to transfer their minds from their own, aging bodiesto
younger, vibrant, healthy bodies and thus prolong their minds lives through what is, in essence, human
sacrifice. In avery red sense, they are an aggregation of vampires.

"Armed with devices and knowledge of that older, much more sophiticated civilization, they havefor
long centuries preyed upon the descendants of true survivors of the long-ago holocausts and plagues that
50 nearly wiped the races of mankind from off the face of this earth, but there is nothing of the occult or
of true magic in their bags of tricks, only mechanica devices and knowledge of how to make use of those
devices and use some of them to help in making more of them.

"It isthelr aspiration to own and drictly ruledl of the continent of which their svamps and thisland are
parts, and they are aware that in order to fulfill this aspiration, they must somehow, in some manner, keep
theland divided into tiny, weak, warring states. What you have donein your homeland and what | am
doing frustrates their snister plans. Therefore, something over two years ago, one of these creatures
forced her ancient, evil mind into the body of avery atractive young Ehleen and, using the name of llios,
formed an attachment with your GrandStrahteegos Thoheeks Pahvlos, who then, as you know, was one
of themost powerful menin al of your Consolidated Thoheek-seeahnee, bothinacivil and amilitary
sense.

"Being fully aware that, was she to destroy the adhesion of thethoheekseeahnee and thus the state, she
first must wreck the strong army, she set to work with her centuries of wiles upon an aged man in the
beginning of hisdotage. And you al know far better than could | just what horrors she used him to
accom-plish. It was atruly devilish scheme, and had he not died when he did, she might well have gained
acom-plete success. Also, she might just have managed to latch on to some other relatively powerful
man and tried to continue her dangerous mischief, had she not chanced to be so injured asto fed that she
must abruptly leave Mehseepolis and hurriedly seek out things like hersdlf, lest the body she inhabited die
and shewithit."



That had not been exactly how Dr. Inge von Sandlandt had said it to Milo, of course. " That damned
motherfucker of a Greek bastard, that one called Por-tos, he'samongter, an anima—»big asafrigging
house, strong as an ox and hairy as agoddam ape! Mr. Moray, that boy was fourteen when | took over,
and though the body was nearly seventeen when all this happened, | doubt that it weighed more than
fifty-five kilos. There was absolutely no reason for that pig to beet that little body so badly that he
knocked |loose teeth, cracked the left ramus, broke three ribs and penetrated alung, and lashed it so
ferocioudy with afucking sword-belt that it could hardly walk.

"Had it not been for my radio, that body would have been dead with me il trgpped within it long
before | could have reached our most northerly per-manent outpost. Even asit was, with one of the
cop-terswaiting for me a arendezvous point at the limit of its round-trip range, it was avery near thing.
Bare seconds after | had transferred into anew body, that of that boy was dead of peritonitis resulting
from aruptured rectum.

"Mr. Moray, | was. . . am ... amedica doctor, but in my more than seven centuries of lifeand train-ing
and practice, | never before had seen a natural endowment like that bastard has. Penises that size should,
inthe natura course of things, be hung on horses bellies, not the crotches of humans.™

"Portos buggered your then-body, en?' said Milo, laughter clear in hisvoice.
"Gefuihlloser idiot!" thewoman had raged a him. "Y ou think it amusing, do you,du Zotig ?'

"Well," Milo had chuckled then, "within that body, you had been playing the part of apooeesos, a
Schwuler, for two years, by that time, had you not?' He had chuckled again and, with laughter clear in
hisvoice, had added, "Y ou knew that Portos was an Ehleen, you vampire bitch, yet you choseto turn
your back on him. Now you know precisely why it isbad policy to turn your back on an Ehleen.

"You did at least remember to relax and enjoy it, | hope?”’
And then, her scream of pure rage had nearly deaf-ened him.

Chapter X

Rikos Laskos was ushered into the mam room of the suite by one of Milo's persona guardsmen. When
the door had closed firmly behind him, he said doud,” Guten Tag, Milo Moray. | parted from you last in
Nebraska ... or was it Kansas?Ach, dasist schon lang her 'Were my notebooks of any valueto you
and our people, then?"

Milo arose, then, to just stand for along moment, wide-eyed. "Isit redly you, then, Dr. Clarence
Bookerman?' he asked in English of seven centuries before. "Where have you been dl these hundreds of
yeas?'

L askos walked across to the sideboard and, after sniffing of the contents of severd decanters, chose
and poured for himself asmall goblet of apowerful brandy. Warming the goblet between histwo pams
and sniff-ing appreciatively a the bouquet of the liquor thus freed, he answered, "Why, where our kind
arefor too much of the time: on the move, of course, putting as much distance as possible between the
spot wherein we dwelt happily for afew, short years and the spot wherein we next will try to carve
ourselves out anew, hopefully happy, nichefor afew moreyears. . . until people begin to take too much
notice of the bald fact that we do not age as do normd folk."



"Where did you go when you left ustherein centra Kansas?' Milo demanded. "Most of the people who
had been yoursfinally decided that you had felt death approaching and either had ridden off to dieaone
or to die near to the grave of your wife."

"It surprises me that you remember so much and so clearly from so very long ago, my friend,” said

L askos-Bookerman, taking a seat, till cradling his brandy goblet. "My own recdl isno longer so good;
too many, many newer memories superimposed over the older ones must tend to cloud them, block
them, make them of difficulty to drag up from the depths into which they have been pushed and immured.

"] cannot remember just where| went after | left you and those would-be nomads. | do remember that
at sometime during that period | dwelt for along time aonein awell-preserved, well-stocked and till
emi-nently livable complex | found carved into amoun-tain, out therein the Rockies. So long did | there
remain that al of my beasts either died of old age or wandered off, and when to move on and find the
humans for whose living companionship | hungered | did, it had to be on foot until at last | was ableto
acquire ascrubby little mount.

"Across the continent, dowly | wandered for years, seeing the natural increase of the survivors of near
extirpation, Milo, and aso observing the genesis of new societies, civilizations, cultures arising,
phoenix-like, out of the dust and ashes of the old. Then, at last, | arrived upon the shore of the Atlantic
Ocean. Through great good fortune, the rare kindness of fickle fate, | found abeautiful and incredibly
well-preserved miniature version of adeek ocean-racing boat. She was so beautifully designed and fitted
that but asingle man, if knowledgeable and active and strong, could easily sail her. In addition to her
sals, she was equipped with an auxiliary diesel engine, one of sufficient power to give her decent
headway in dmost any circumstance.

"I now disrecal what her previous owner had called her, but | rechristened herWoge Sute after | had
completely refurbished her for along voyage. | cher-ished adesire to once more, after so very many long
years, see again myHeimat, theland of my long-ago birth, and | had faith that thisfine, friendly vessd
would safely bear me to my longed-for destination.

"Of course, in thosetimes, it took me actua yearsto hunt out or make al that was needful, but then the
onething for which our rare kind never lacksistime.Nicht wahr ? Let it sufficeto say that at last | felt
everything to bein readinessand | put my treasure of aboat back into the water. But of course,
contemplat-ing avoyage of such length, the mere fact that she floated and seemed sound could not be
enough, so0 | undertook severd triad voyages of lesser and greater distances, each of them teaching and
reteaching me thingswhich | had forgotten over the years and centu-ries | had been dmost landbound.

"Finaly, on alate-April day, | l€ft the coast of what had once been caled the State of Maine behind me
and pointed my darling's prow northeast, toward the continent of Europe. At last | was bound for
heiligen Deutschland, mein Heimatland ."

"My God, Clarence," exclaimed Milo, "weren't you at least daunted to consider such arisk? Y ou can
drown, you know. My original coruler of Kehnooryos Ehlahs, Demetrios, died in just that way some
years back; was pushed off abridge in the middle of abattle, in full armor, and with a death-wounded
war-horse on top of him, to boot. We found his helm on the bed of theriver and nearby a cracked skull
that might or might not've been his, too. But no man has ever seen or heard of him, since.”

"Naturdly, | wasafraid, Milo," replied the guest, "just as | was dways afraid when the air raids took
place during the Second World War, in Berlin. Thereis at least that much of true, norma humanity in my
makeup. But just as beasts and birds and edls and sdlmon must return to their natal grounds or waters,



regardless of obstacles or distances or swarming preda-tors, | was consumed with anirresistible urge to
once more see as many of the sghts of my ancient youth as still remained in the hills and deep, slent
valeysand dark forests that nurtured me of old. Cannot you understand that, my old friend, Milo?"

The High Lord of the Confederation of Eastern Peoples sighed. "Of course | do, Clarence. | know the
fedling, believe me. Although I've never been able to remember any of my life prior to about 1937 A.D.,
il do | often desire to return to places where once | was happy for some years. For ingtance, although |
have been only something like a century removed from the plains and prairies, | often must suppress an
itching urge to just saddle a horse and ride west until | once more am where | lived for so very long. So,
yes, | do understand, fully, just what drove you to take such hellish risks on the open sea, done.”

"It was aterrible voyage, Milo," said Bookerman-Laskos. "I had, | discovered, chosen abad time of
year for that northerly route, for it was spawning-time for icebergs. After not afew very near-disasters, |
reset my course farther south, only to suffer through storm after slorm, raising wavesthat often
overtopped my masthead and cost me much of my precious diesel fuel to maintain headway and to keep
the bilge pumps going that | not be swamped.

"Those sormsit was drove me so far south that my first landfal wasnot Irdland or England as | had
expected but, rather, France, in the Bay of Biscay | was standing in to sometiny, nameless Gascon port,
when three craft about the size of wha eboats came rowing out toward me, fast asthe crews could row.

"Some sixth or seventh sense gave me warning, and | fixed my set of big binoculars upon those boats
while gill they werefairly far distant. What | saw through the glasseswas not at al reassuringto a
sea-weary mariner. All of the men were armed to the teeth, though mostly with avast assortment of
edge-wegpons. Nor were their physical appearances an improvement— all looking to be hairy, dirty and
mogt brutish, though strong. So | threw over the rudder and retrimmed the sails, determined to put as
many nautical miles aswas possible between me and such an aggregation, and | was doing just that
when, abruptly, the wind died to dmost nothing and, with ahoarse, bellowing chorus of triumph, the
rowers came onward, increasing their aready-fast best.

"That waswhen | repaired briefly belowdeck and returned with my Mannlicher rifle and its carefully
hoarded store of cartridges, aMaschinenpistole for closer-range work, and two pistols, a saber and a
hefty dirk for hand-to-hand, if it cameto that.

"l was lucky enough to drop al three steersmen with five shots of therifle. The next five dropped two
replacement steersmen and two oarsmen, these last from out the lead boat, but the boat with till a
steersman came on nonetheless, despite my deadly marksmanship, until it wasless than twenty-five
me-ters distant. At that, | laid aside the Mannlicher, took up theAutomatisch and dew them al—rowers,
steers-man and passengers, dike. At the sound of the weapon, the sight of what | had doneto the menin
the lead boat, the other two swung about as one and rowed back toward their distant port at some

Speed.

"| kept watch lest they return until, just alittle before sunset, | was blessed with afresh breeze and was
ableto sall far upon it before heaving out the anchors and going below for badly needed deep.

"While searching for other things, mostly things of anautical naturein Maine, | had lucked across astore
of smokeless powders, primers and even some boxes of unprimed brass cases and factory-cast bulletsin
the exact cdiber of my Mannlicher—8 x 57mm. In late morn-ing of the next day, once more becalmed
off the south-ern coast of Brittany, | was engaged in reloading the rifle cartridgesthat | had had to fire at
the Gascons when | once more heard the distinctive creak and thump of oarlocks approaching.



"] emerged, well armed you must believe, Milo, onto the deck to see with surprise that a double-masted
schooner lay rocking in the swell some two hundred meters out from my vessdl, and between us, asmall
boat was being rowed toward me—six oarsmen and a steersman, plus two other men. The glasses
showed me that none of the men, neither in the boat nor on the deck of the schooner, looked so scruffy
as had thelot off the coast of Gascony. Their clothing looked to be at least clean, and their dresswas
close enough dikethat it might be auniform of sometype, | thought.

"Two of the men in the boat wore sidearms—heavy cutlasses and short daggers or dirks—but none of
the others bore anything of a more threatening nature than belt knives of fifteen centimetersor sointhe
blades. Looking at the schooner, | could see at least adozen of what |ooked amazingly like swivel-guns
mounted aong her rails, men standing bes de them with coils of smoking dowmatch in their hands. Her
flag was unclear, despite my binoculars, being mostly of afaded red and rusty black, insofar as| could
determine.

"Some thirty meters off my port bow, the small boat heaved to and one of the men stood up in the stern
and began to bespeak me through aleather trumpet! | was expecting the Breton dialect of French, and it
took me amoment to realize that the language he was using was avery atrocious and thoroughly
ungrammaticd form of Russian. Recognizing histhick accent after afew seconds, | took up my own
trumpet and asked him how long he was out from Hamburg. He was obvioudy startled to hear the good,
Frisan didect, but he be-came much friendlier, and, after exchanging afew morewords, | agreed to
allow him and one more to come aboard, but the boat to stand well out from my vessel when once those
two had been put aboard, and they al complied with my orders.

"Milo, my friend, fortune assuredly was sailing with me on that day. The schooner,Erika, was an armed
merchantman out of the Independent Aristocratic Re-public of Hamburg. Hamburg was, | was soon to
learn, one of the very few large German cities not serioudy damaged in the brief exchange of misslesor
the drive of Russian forces across Western Europe which followed.

"After breaking afew fangs on Switzerland, the forces of the Bear had bypassed it to sweep on into and
through the vaunted but not at al effective French forces, then up through the Low Countries, whosetiny
armiesdid not even try to resst. The German Federd Republic, however, though beset on every hand,
gtill was not only holding its own but had, in certain sec-tors, begun to actualy push the Russansand
their satdllite armies back, when the Great Dyings began to more than decimate both aggressors and
defenders, impartidly. The sole missile that came down in Ham-burg was launched, surely from beneath
the North Sea, very latein the game and in any case failed to explode, Gott sei dank.

"The great Russian-led invasion had ebbed asit had flowed, but if any of them returned to Russia, it must
have been amiracle, so fast did they drop aong the way to die. For some reason, agoodly number of
Russiansremained in the coastal departments of France, eventually taking Frenchwomen as spouses or
concu-bines, and, therefore, France had become, by the time of my arriva inits coastal waters, a
bilingud land, for al that it was as splintered and paliticaly fragmented as any other European nation of
that period, perhaps alittle more than mogt, though, redlly, since the French have never had astable,
central government for any long period since they murdered their king and butch-ered their nobility at the
close of the eighteenth century.

"By thetime of my arriva, Milo, afew generations of breeding had brought the population of Western
Europe back up to afraction of its earlier Size, but at least such progress had encouraged the people, had
made them to think that perhaps mankind was not irrevocably doomed as a species. Asthe largest
re-maining port city in dl of northwestern Europe, Ham-burg was becoming something of a power, and
itsshipssailed out in every direction, just asitsland merchants traveled the roads and byways of the
conti-nent with their heavily armed and pugnacious escorts.



"Of course, intimes of such uncertainty, ships needs must sail well armed and, often, in convoy, shipping
aong larger crews than would have been necessary smply for working the vessdl.Erika was such aship,
standing up from one of the Basgue kingdoms with amixed cargo and bound for home, Hamburg.

"My greatest good fortune wasto be able to sail to Hamburg under Erika 'sstrong protection through the
waters of the Dutch and English pirates, aswell as up the Elbe, where had | not been in company with
her | would likely have been blown out of the water by the line of powerful cannon-and catapult-armed
forts or boarded in force by the river patrols and either killed or endaved.

"After so many long years of ether total solitude or companionship of only afew, pitiful survivorsof all
of mankind's disasters, | found that new Hamburg to be most stimulating in al conceivable ways, Milo. It
was, of course, as aways, abooming, bustling center of commerce, but now much, much more than just
that.

" Some twentythousands of men and women and children were resident within the earth-and-wooden
perimeter walls that were fast being replaced with dressed stone. Protected by well-armed guard ships,
the fishers salled out and came back up the Elbe, bearing heavy catches of stockfish to be smoked or
sdted or pickled; others of them brought in barrel on precious barrdl of whale oil. Other ships brought in
lumber for the flourishing shipbuilders, or sailed in laden with broken pieces of old statuary, bellsand
other bronze or brass scrap, copper, tin and zinc for the cannon foundry, sulphur and niter and charcoa
for the powder mills. All of the rest of the world might be sinking into adough of despair and barbarism,
but Hamburg was keeping lit the lamp of true culture and civilization.

"The master of Erika, Kapitan KlausHauer, and his son and first mate—the fine young man who had
rowed over to my vessel—Fritz Hauer, escorted me to the new seat of government and introduced me to
him who just then was serving asPrésident of theAristo-kratisch Sammlung of Hamburger stadt, Herr
Hubert Klapp-Panzerttt, whose surname was derived of his grandfather, who had been agreat hero of
the stand againsgt the Eastern European hordes that had invaded Germany.

"When once Hubert learned just how much | in my mind held of the old, near-forgotten technol ogies of
the world of amost, by then, three full generations before, he saw me declared an aristocrat and we two
worked together for years until his death, a which time | moved on, traveling with merchants asfar as
Westphdia. | lived there for some years, aclient of the Graf, to whose retainers | taught refinements of
swordplay and oriental martial arts. After some yearsthere, | moved on; of course, you know how and
why it must be so, Milo.

"For longer or shorter times, | lived dl over the German lands, in France, Switzerland, Spain, Italy,
Hungary, Poland, Sovakia, Rumania, the Bdtic States, the Russian princedoms, al of Scandinavia, the
King-dom of Ukrainia, Bulgaria, Serbia, Croatia, Albania, Macedoniaand, finally the Peloponnese.

"By then, nearly two hundred years after the Great Dyings, the Greeks were once more getting abit
crowded on their poor and rocky holdings; despite their idio-syncratic perversions, no one ever has been
ableto fault Greeks at the act of breeding. Unable to feed themselves by way of farming or fishing, many
of the men of Greece were become pirates of shipping and consummete raiders of other lands, and my
own fleet was one of the largest, strongest and most feared, incorporating asit did techniques and relics
of times past which gave it adistinctive edge over its opponents.

"However, asthe fleets got larger and more numer-ous, not just Greek but Itaian, Sicilian, Turkish,
Syr-ian, Spanish, southern French and others too numerous to recount, we too often found ourselves
fighting each other, bleeding and dying and losing shipsto no red account or gain. Thefield was



becoming over-crowded, you see, friend Milo. That was when the great idea occurred to me.

"Following actua years of careful plannings and negotiations, | was able to organize ardatively peace-ful
mesting of al the leaders of al the larger fleets of Mediterranean pirates and shore-raiders. So successful
in many wayswere our parleys that some began to take to heart my contention that were they to not all
die by way of bloody violence and find astheir only grave the belly of some sea-beast, then they had best
find arable land somewhere, that they could hold and which would easily nurture them and their get.

"All knew that such was smply not availablein most of the seacoast Mediterranean lands, and whét little
still was would be so hotly defended by present inhabitants asto demand a cost far greater than any
possible gain, could it betaken at dl. So | told them of the vast, almost-empty spaces of the sparsaly
inhab-ited North Americathat | recalled from before | had sailed back to Europe. | spoke of the fertility
of the earth there, of the rich ruinsto be stripped, of the thick forests, the abundance of clear water, the
sad, huddled, dl but helpless knots of survivors, the plentitudes of wild and fera beasts to be eaten and
skinned or captured and retamed to the uses of man.

"Two decades of my sermonsthey heard, and fol-lowing two deadly caamitiesthat struck dmost as
one—avery powerful man ascended to the sultancy of the Turks and began to not only put down pirates
with his numerous and intrepid fleet, but actualy to mount bloody seaborne raids on the bases of the
raiders, then a succession of terrible earthquakes and resultant tsu-namis devastated the Peloponnese,
Crete and many other idands—a large percentage of the sea-robbers of Greece, southern Italy, Syria,
Sicily and even far-off Spain made indication that they would favorably con-sider setting sail acrossthe
ocean to anew land where the Turks could not so easily hunt them out.”

Milo just stared." You ?It is you who was responsible for the conquest of most of the East Coast by the
ancestors of the Ehleenohee, Clarence?'

Bookerman-Laskos shrugged, sdlf-deprecatingly. "1t wasn't dl that easy, Milo. Shipsthat were finefor
sailing or rowing on the tidel ess M editerranean would never have made it acrossthe Atlantic, and | knew
thisfact even if othersdid not know it or think of it. | had dl of the bases moved from Crete and Cyprus,
Sicily and Madlta, Sardiniaand Corsicaand the Balearicsto asingle point, a huge, sprawling base, on the
coast of Portugal, abit south of the vast ruins of Lisbon. We were compelled to conquer the people of
that land in a succession of wars. Only then could we go about utiliz-ing their labor, their wood and their
shipyardsto build for us an oceangoing fleet.

"| like to think that we were good rulers and protec-tors of the people, Milo. We drove off countless
rads by sea-rovers, defeated utterly two in-force raiding fleets of Moors and one of Basques. In answer
to repeated provocations, we sailed up to Bilbao, scut-tled or burnt al of their ships and even boats,
went ashore and defeated their forces, then looted and fired the town that squatted among the ancient
ruins. No, | had forgotten, we did not destroy all of their ships; those that looked usable to our purposes,
we sailed or towed back to our base to add to our burgeoning flctilla, and, having learned from this
episode, we began to do the same to other Atlantic-coast Spanish, French, English, Irish and other ports.
We carefully scouted out objectives, struck with overpowering forces, fought hard, but then most often
sailed away with only usable ships and easily come-by bits of loot, ships stores and perhaps afew new
women.

"Even s0, doing the best that we could, doing it as carefully but till asfast aswe could, it took usthe
best part of eight yearsto make ready for the great adventure. Using ancient maps and charts, | laid out
our course for North America, and, latein August of that year, we set sail out of our jam-packed
harbor— nearly twelve thousand men aboard seventy-eight ships, leaving dmost as many men to follow
in a second wave whenever enough bottoms were built or taken from othersto bear them. And even as



we sailed out into the Atlantic, more of our kind were sailing in from the Mediterranean, fleeing the wrath
of the savage Turks.

"The voyage, unlike my terrifying solitary one two centuries past, wasrelatively easy and dmost serene.
We did not begin to lose ships until we had sailed into the coastal waters and begun to run up againgt
un-marked shoals and other dangers that were not, of course, shown on the two-hundred-year-old
charts. But, recadl, please, Milo, thisal occurred more than two and ahalf centuries prior to that horrible
gpate of seismic disturbances, volcanism, tsunamis and land sub-sidences, so the coast was basically
unchanged, with few swampsworthy of the name aong them, so land-ings were effected with afair
degree of ease and we began to acquire afew mounts and send out some parties of scoutsto see what
lay before usand dlow usto carefully chooseinitid objectives, for it was plain that the lands were not
deserted as| had recaled them from so long in the past, but that certain numbers of folk were living on
them, exploiting them in various ways.

"We had landed on the Atlantic coast of that area once known as the State of Georgia. There were
many ruined places, yes, but there were also quite afew agricultural settlements, two of theselarge
enough to be considered small cities, by then-current Mediterra-nean standards, and these were called
Savannah and Brunswick. We knew that both must fal quickly were we to gain uncontested possession
of therich crop-lands between them; also, we needed harborage for our flest, lest the autumna and
winter sormswreck it.

"| decided to first attack the larger, stronger of theselittle cities. | personaly reconnoitered, lying hid-den
and gill inmany placesfor days, but finaly emerg-ing with asound plan of action.

"With the wegpons and equipment then available to us, Savannah sat impregnable atop its bl uff,
impregna-ble by river, that is. But dtill | sent dements of the fleet up the river, where they created anoisy
distur-bance just beyond the ranges of the defensive engines mounted atop the bluffs. All but a handful of
the foolish, painfully naive Savannanans rushed to the walls atop the bluffs, and that waswhen | led my
men against the landward walls. We swarmed up them on our assault-ladders, flung open the gates and
let the rest of our men in to begin abloody massacre of the inhabitants. Understand, Milo, | did try to
control my men, but asingle man cannot be everywhere at the one time, you see. Some few escaped the
city, natu-raly, such things happen in warfare, so we well knew that the other city, to the south,
Brunswick, would be warned and very watchful.

"The river harbor below Savannah was roomy enough for our fleethaven for the season of storms, sowe
moored the most of the ships therein and let Brunswick wait and watch and worry while we spent the
autumn and winter and early spring in consolidating our gains and moving by both land and water against
the smaller centers between us and the other city. | had managed to convince my bloodthirsty minions
that live daves were far to be preferred to decomposing bodies, so we oversaw our new-won lands
planted in the spring, then the most of us marched off southward and westward to win more land and
davesand loot.

"With dl of the countrysides surrounding it in our handsand al of its vessals sunk or driven off seaand
river, besieged Brunswick fell to our amsayear d-most to the day after Savannah had falen. Therefore,
with afirm foothold established on that coast, | took four ships and set sail back to the east to fetch back
the second wave of Mediterraneans to conquer yet another part of the lands,

"On my return from Portuga, Milo, my starting fleet of some fifty-three ships was storm-scattered, and
only forty-one still were With me when welaid over, briefly, on the coast of New England. We were
bound for the landsjust north of the originaly invaded area, but another terrible storm drove usinto the
southern end of the Bay of Chesapeake, and so we made our base among the shattered ruins of that



huge complex of ancient cities and commenced to fan out south, west and north.

"However, after two signd defeats of my Mediter-raneansin the north and northwest, | ordered that dl
expans on head south and southwest, directionsin which the indigeneous res stance seemed both weaker
and lesswdll organized, while| took thirty-two ships and set sall for Portuga and more men.

"| arrived back at the Portuguese base to find that thousands more folk, both pirate-raiders and more
peaceful ones, had come to the base just in timeto swell the ranks of the defendersin awar against
invad-ing Spaniards from the southeast and swarms of sea-raiders sailing up from Morocco and other
points dong the west coast of Africa.

"Leaving my fleet and that of the base to combat the Moors, | led out the army and, after alengthy
campaign of maneuver, caught, cornered and virtualy exterminated the Spaniards, for dl that their force
was larger and stronger than my own. My victorious forces came back just in time to meet and drive
back into the seaan invading army of Moorswhaose fleet had cun-ningly led mine off on awild goose
chase and thus | eft the base vulnerable and thinly defended. The one fortunate result of al thiswas,
however, that we man-aged to capture agood two-thirds of the Moors ships, more or less undamaged,
S0 some ten months after | had returned to Portugal for the second time, | sailed back toward North
Americawith amost ahundred ships.

"The Chesgpeake base lay empty of life, and through the tales of the survivors, by then holding lands
along the coast of what isnow called Karaleenos, | learned that a huge, well-armed army had marched
down from centra Virginiato join with another army of indigenesin southern Virginiaand move againgt
the base, crush-ing it and daying al who were unable to crowd aboard the few ships | had left behind.

"The hearing of these tales bred arage of ven-geance in the men | just had brought over the sea.
Therefore, deciding that such combative rage should not be wasted, | once more passed over the more
southerly landsand led al of my fleet and forces up the rivers and into the heart of the Commonwedlth
and Kingdom of Virginia

"Milo, that was along, grueling war, the conquest of Virginia. Y es, we had cannon, but then o, too, did
they. Asyou no doubt recal, small arms had become very rare by then, repesting firearms almost
nonexis-tent, because of the lack of self-contained cartridges. Most guns as did exist by then were
flintlock-muzzle-loaders. The King of Virginiahad a corps of two hundred gunmen, perhaps eight
hundred bowmen and crossbowmen, athousand horsemen—about half of whom had at least one
flintlock horsepistol—and sev-era thousands more infantry armed with pikes, spears, swords, poleaxes
and suchlike. A strong army, well and innovatively led, good moraein the beginning, hard fighters, most
of them. But we defeated them, in the end. Wetook very few male daves, though, for those men were of
the sort who will fight to the very deeth rather than surrender while gill adrop of blood remainswithin
their veins, you have to admire such men . . . but, o, you haveto kill them, dl of them, areyou to retain
that which you have won from them.

"Asindl of the other lands we conquered, the few unitsthat did run fled to the mountains or took refuge
in states not yet conquered by our arms, to the north or the western parts of the south. Again leaving men
employed at cleaning out pockets of resi stance and otherwise consolidating their conquest, | took some
ships and bore back to Europe for yet another wave of my new-style immigrants.

"The base in Portugd wasfilled to overflowing; so crowded was it become in the three years | had been
absent that folk were living perforce in tents and hov-els outside the walls on every hand or aboard ships
in the harbor.



"The Turkish sultan, stung to the point of maicious rage by Greek coastal-raiding, had first taken most of
theidands, one at the time, then had launched an invasion of the mainland of Greeceitsdf, and
refugees—whole families of them—were pouring into any place or land that might give them permisson
to makelandfall.

"Awareas| wasthat, even by that time, the states that had been known collectively as New England il
owned only sparse populations and so would likely not be long or difficult in the conquering, | assembled
the leaders of the Greek horde and, after extolling the beauty and richness of the lands, put forth my plans
for helping them acquire anew home over the sea. Their dtraitsin Portugal were no less than desperate,
and s0 | had no difficulty infilling dl of my then-available shipswith displaced Greek families”

"Hmmph!" grunted Milo. " So that's why K ehnooryos Mahkehdonya has not only a different culture but
even adifferent didect, a Greek purer than the tongues of al the other Ehleenohee-settled lands.

"Since you were mostly responsible for settling the distant ancestors of these Ehleenchee here,
Clar-ence, do you have any sense of ... say, paternity, of beingpater familias toward these, their very
distant descendants?'

Bookerman-Laskos smiled lazily. "Why, of course | do, Milo. Just which of your schemesareyou trying
to luremeinto, eh?"

"Refill your goblet and I'll tdll you, Clarence," Milo replied.

Epilogue

Perforce, the onetime pirates of the Pirate Idesknew every inch of the till-sinking coastlines of the
former kingdoms of Karaleenos and that now of the Consolidated Thoheekseeahnee in some detail, so
lo-cating safe anchoragesin which to lie up and await the summons of the High Lord had presented no
dightest difficulty to Lord Alexandros or any of the captains.

Referring to the maps and charts they and their predecessors had drawn over the recent years, they had
decided in advance just how many of their ships each place could comfortably hold, assigned certain
vessalsto each of the ones farthest south, then worked out methods of staying in good contact, that none
might be left behind when thetime cameto sall.

Of aday, ahalf-dozen of the long, low, lean raiders, lashed one to the other at port and stern boards,
their masts al unstepped, were rocking gently in asheltered cove well hidden behind treacherous shoas
and aspit of swampy, much overgrown land, more than afathom of brackish water benegath their kedls
and a steady Seabreeze sweeping most of the noxiousinsectsinland, aswell as helping to dispd the
muggy heat.

Aboard the flagship, some seamen-raiders performed necessary cleaning and maintenance tasks—one
detail being hard a work roving fresh ropesinto the small but powerful catapult mounted just behind the
fore-peak of the vessdl, another using asmall boat to ferry garbage and sewage ashore to be dumped for
the delectation of the huge crocodilians and other, lesser scavengers, lest dumping it in the waters of the
cove attract the unwelcome company of sharks. With adeafening din of meta on metal, amuscular smith
worked at asmall forge on deck, straightening blades of swords, cutlasses, boarding pikes and the like,
re-storing proper curve to the hooks of grapnels and boathooks and speedily fashioning odds and ends
of needed hardware from bits of scrap metal.



Nearby to the smith, using the heat of hisforge-fireto keep fluid apot of reeking fishglue, afletcher with
asack of feathers, anumber of small and very sharp knives and a stack of dowels went about histask of
feathering new shaftsfor arrow and hand-dart, ignor-ing the bright, hot sparks that often flew around him
from the blows of the smith's hammers. Within easy reach of the fishglue pot, a pointer fitted carefully
chosen and smoothed sharks teeth of arange of sizesto the dart or arrow shafts; with practiced skill, he
wrapped the threads of soaked sinew just tightly enough about shafts and glued headsto dry to optimum
tight-ness without cracking or warping the wood. Those destined to become fire-arrows he mounted with
min-uscule chips of shark tooth sunk into tiny ditsin thewood just behind the heads and secured them
with droplets of the fishglue.

Also sharing the heat of the forge-fire was another seaman-specidist who squatted with along-handled
ladle, aset of molds, asmall axe and a couple of big ingots of lead; histask wasthat of melting the soft
metal and cagting ding-bullets.

Underlying the clang-clang-clanging of the activities of the smith, a constant soft ragping, were the sounds
of edges of steel and bronze blades being whetted. And, in the lee of the steersman’s deck, under ascrap
of awning that stopped the rays of the torrid sun, two persons sharpened their persond armamentswith
handstones and light ail.

One of these was adender but very wiry man of early middle years, clearly akath'ahrohs Ehleen of
pure or reasonably pure lineage—his skin much dark-ened by sun and wesather, seamed with the
cicatrices of old wounds. A faded strip of cotton cloth was lapped around his head to keep the salt sweat
from out hisdark eyes; otherwise—like the most of the ships crews—he was naked save for hisrings,
armlets and a blob of amber—encasing afly—set in ruddy gold that hung from the lobe of hisoneintact
ear. Squatting with his back leaned againgt the wooden bulkhead behind him, hewas using avery fine
stone to bring the blade of a heavy dirk to razor keenness.

Beside him, using a coarser stone to smooth out nicks aong the cursive edge of a heavy-bladed
two-foot cutlass, lounged awoman bearing an unmistak-able racia resemblance to him, though their two
sets of features were dissmilar in numerous other ways. To see her long, lithe, flat-muscled body with its
proud, upthrusting breests, flat belly and unlined face, one unknowing would have taken her to bea
young woman of certainly lessthan twenty-five years; in actudity, Aldora Linsee Treesh-Potohmahs
Pahpahs, wife of the Lord of the Sealdes, was easly old enough to have been her husband's
grandmother.

Of asudden, she stopped her whetting of the blade, closed her dark eyes and just sat, motionless. Then
she opened her lids again, turned to her companion and said, "Lehkos, Milo isfarcaling me. Thismay be
our cal to action. I'm going back to our cabin and lie down, relax enough to more easily receive his
beam-ingsfully.”

In far-distant Mehseepalis, relaxed on the bed in his suite, two long-fanged prairiecats flanking him, his
handsin contact with their furry headsin order that their powerful telepathic abilities might meld with and
strengthen the range of hisown, lay Milo Morai, High Lord of the Confederation of Eastern Peoples. He
looked to be adeep, but he was actudly in silent converse with the High Lady Aldora, who at that
moment was lying on abed aboard her husband's warship, Pard, some four hundred miles distant.

"Aldora," he beamed, "the present fleet anchorage of what navy thethoheeksee have been able to patch
together in the past few yearsis a the mouth of theriver they call Ahrbahkootchee and is capacious



enough for al of Alexandras shipsaswell astheirs. Tell himthat | said to sail through the Florida Straits
... o, he'd cdll that the Dragon Passage. Tl him to main-tain atight formation and maximum safe speed
and not to let his corsairs go gdlivanting off on any sideforays. He should keep his eyes peeled for one
or more smdll fleets of low, rakish, feluccarrigged ships, with permanently fixed masts, most of them
painted adull brownish grey with random patterns of dull green.

"Heis not to fight them unless attacked, but if push comesto shove, I'd like to have afew prisonersin
relaively sound condition. Stay well clear of the coasts of that long idand to the south of the Dragon
Passage, the one called Koobah; I've learned that the Witchmen have severa stations there with offshore
defensesthat not even the Ehleen pirates could overcome without losses of more shipsand livesthan I'd
careto see"

"How much time do we have to get there, Milo?' the woman beamed, her unbedievably powerful
telepa-thy never having needed bolstering of any kind for either receiving or sending, no matter how greeat
the distances involved. "The ships are scattered in a num-ber of coves stretching southward along the
Atlantic coast, and it will no doubt take alittletimeto collect them dl."

"Don't worry, my dear,” Milo assured her, "theréslittle rush involved, here. I'm setting out with selected
units of their army on the morrow, leaving othersto follow after. Those who know the country that lies
between here and the westernthoheekseeahnee esti-mate that it will requiretwo or, morelikely, three
weeks for cavary to get there and as much as six weeksfor the dower unitsto arrivein place.

"Thenwhy in hell did you cal me so soon?" she demanded.

"Because, Aldora," he patiently beamed, well fa-miliar with her impatience and intemperance, "l want to
be certain that our fleet iswithin quick sailing-time of the Neos Kolpos. Thelast thing | want to seeisthe
bastards getting out of thelittle trap I'm setting for them and us having to assault their basesin order to
put paid to them, once and for al. Besides, knowing Alexandras and his captainsas| do, | am certain
that they'll want to sneak in and take soundingsin the areas of intended combat well ahead of having to
sal their fleet in, so time must be dlowed for that, you see”

"All right, Milo," thewoman replied. "I'm sorry, | should have known after al these yearsthat you had it
all planned out. WE'l st sail as soon asthe tide rises enough to allow us deep water over the bar and the
shods. How far isit from the southern coast of Karaleenosto where you want usto be, do you know?'

"Roughly twelve hundred nautical miles," he an-swered. "Unlessyou follow the coast, which I'd prefer
you not do."

"W, Milo, with favorable winds, we should be standing into this fleet-anchorage in Six or seven days. .
. maybe even less. Will that be good enough to your purposes? And we wouldn't coast-hug, anyway, not
asfrequently as sand shoals form and disappear along that coast.”

"Fing," was Milo'sreply beaming. "In seven days, wherever | am on the march, I'll try to farspeak you,
probably in late afternoon or early evening.”

At aninforma meeting held later that day in the headquarters of the army, Milo told hisaudience, "1 ride
at dawn, gentlemen, dong with my guards, two hundred Horseclansmen and Captain Bralos squadron of
lancers. Thoheeksee Grahvos, Sitheeros and Vikos have dl indicated adesire to ride with me, aswell,
and they and their guards are more than welcome. . . just so long asthey all understand that | makeit a



usual practiceto trave light—no wheeled transport, nothing that amule's back can't carry easly.
Every-thing e se will haveto follow with the army and baggage-trains.

"The army will march west in three or four days under command of Strahteegos Thoheeks Tomaos
Gon-saos. It will cons st of the scouts, the remainder of the brigade of cavary under sub-strahteegos
Thoheeks Por-tos, the Keebal pikemen, the light infantry, the foot-bowmen, the dart-men and the
dingers, the artificiersand al other specidigtsthat the commander thinkswill be of need.”

"How many dephants, my lords?" asked Captain Nathos respectfully.

"What point in taking dong any?" asked Captain Ahzprinos, adding, "After dl, well be marching into the
very Land of Elephants.”

"Quite s0," agreed Nathos, "but you gtill had best have afew of mine on the march for emergencies.
Else, how are you going to get awagonload of grain out of amudhole without unloading it, en?”

Tomos Gonsalos nodded. "Thereisthat, of course; you've agood head, Nathos. How many would you
recommend?'

"For the projected numbers of troops and baggage, my lordStrahteegos ,"replied the € ephant-captain,
"aminimum of four, but Sx would be better, that there dways be one available in need and that they none
of them be worked too hard or for too long."

Gonsdos nodded again. "So beit, Nathos. Six ee-phantswill go with me and the army. Will you
com-mand, or will one of your lieutenants?"

Captain Nathos grinned. "Turn down afree vist home? Not me. Yes, I'll command the contingent that
accompaniesyour force, my lord."

"All right, gentlemen,” said Milo, "now that that isal settled, we come back down to another reason we
are met here thisday. Soon, your army will be meld-ing with the Army of the Confederation. Before it
can, we must standardize your systems of ranks—which isarchaic, clumsy, repetitive and most unwieldy
in practice.

"The lowest and the highest and two median ranks in your current usage will be retained, but otherswill
be added between them. Y our lowest rank of officer, ensign, will stay just whereitisand keep its

present meaning and function. Junior and senior grades of the rank of lieutenant will be diminated and the
onerank of smply lieutenant substituted for them; furthermore, lieutenants will no longer command troops
of horse or companies of foot, only platoons or sections. Captain will henceforth be the rank of
commanders of troop or company.

"Above that, there will be no more senior captains, captains-of-squadron, captains-of-battalion,
captains-of-regiment, captains-of-brigade and the like. Command-ers of squadrons of horse and
battalions of foot will bear the rank of mgjor, and regimental commanderswill bear that of colond.
Brigade commanderswill be called brigadiers. As| earlier said, the two grades of strahteegos will gay in
both name and responghility.

"When once acomplete blending of the armies has been accomplished, there will never again be any
sl-ing of rankswithin it. Promotions, thenceforth, will be predicated upon each officer's ability, not upon
hisindividua or family wedth and aspirations, nor even upon hiscivil rank. Thus, you will not be
burdened with the risk of valuable troops to the command of some wellborn, wesdlthy, titled ninny who



looks very good on parade but who lacks the brains that God gave a boar-hog and cannot find hisarse
with both hands and a pack of dogs.

"Amongst what you now call the common soldiers, you are going to witness and hear of even more
changes, gentlemen. In thisarmy of yours, your rankers are designated only as soldier or trooper,
sergeant and afew ambiguous specididt titles. Within the Army of the Confederation, on the other hand,
there are no less than some fourteen gradations of soldiers ranks, running from recruit up to army
sergeant-magjor, each higher one denoting increased respongbilities, increased privileges and higher pay.
Thisiswhat the future holds for your army, too, likeit or not. It has worked well for me, sincel
reorgani zed the army of Kehnooryos Ehlahs, haf a century ago, and it will work just aswell for you.

"Y ou see, gentlemen, when well and properly led, after being well and thoroughly trained, your so-called
common Ehleen soldier iseasily the match of any Middle Kingdoms professiona soldier extant, as|
dis-covered a haf-century and more ago in the north. The two main reasons that he has served you and
other Ehleen states so poorly in times past have not been hisfault in any way. One of these has been a
stubborn gpplication of hidebound, pigheaded traditiona prac-tices—crowded, inflexible battle
formations; officers reflexive assumption that al common soldiers are thick-headed and childish and
respect only raw force; an amost totd lack of care for the common soldiers, asillustrated best by failure
to provide more than the bare rudiments of protective clothing or armor for them or to provide them and
to train them in the use of auxiliary weapons. The other principa reason has been their leadership, their
officers, notably on the leve of junior officers.

"Gentlemen, ssimply because aman happensto be nobly born, trained from boyhood in arms and the
hunt, has never meant that he istherefore automeati-cally aborn leader of fighting men, tactician and
srat-egist dl rolled into one. Such men have existed, do exist at present, but they are and aways have,
been exceedingly rare. An army cannot expect to have good units without good officers, and in order to
have good officers, candidates must be very carefully sdected, well trained in the beginning and
subjected to contin-ud training and periodic qudity evaluation throughout their active careers with the

amy.

"Immediately this current campaign isdone, dl of these changeswill gradually be put into effect in your
army. Y ou know, many of the changes | have outlined were a so thought of and serioudy contemplated
by your late GrandStrahteegos Pahvlos, too."

"Pahvlos the Warlike?' chorused Grahvos, Portos and not afew more.

Milo nodded. "I've read that old man'sjournds, you see. Shortly after he took over your army and saw
the strengths of Guhsz Hehluh's pikemen, the Confederation-style cavalry of Portos and Pawl Vawn's
Horseclansmen, he began to first question, then strin-gently criticize blind Ehleen traditionalismin hisown
mind, think things through, then set down conclusions and work out solutionsto existing problems. Had
he gone further along those lines of thought, had that satanic Witchmen's agent Ilios not appeared and
be-gun to twist his mind, then you might be very much farther dong the way to atruly effective,
well-organized, redlly modern army. It'sapity.”
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