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In the forest, a sparrow died.

The passing of the sparrow was registered and noted. The death of the female sparrow had been
anticipated sometimein the next four days based upon increasing wear on her heart. The sparrow was
old, had laid many eggs and had raised a higher than average percentage to successful fledgelinghood.
The sparrow had contributed to the survival of her species and had passed on her genes. If she had
pride, she would be proud.

On the other hand, the individual was not from a species that was listed as rare or endangered so it
required no natification of any human.

So Mother, who had never paused in Her myriad duties, logged it and moved on. There were so
many other thingsto do. Ensure that the energy generation did not significantly affect the weether. Draw
off excess energy for core or mantle dumping. Prepare a massive energy surge for the planet/moon
glance gtrike, scheduled in 237 years, that would start Wolf 359's second planet onitsway to being a
tectonically active body. Just finding places tostore the energy was getting difficult and She contempl ated
asecondary magnetic draw system around Jupiter as a possibility. An asteroid had encountered a series
of low probability gravitic intercepts and was now on acourse that would bring it dangeroudy closeto
the Earth, defined as within three diameters of the orbit of the Moon. She directed aprobeto pushit to
amore favorable axis thus ensuring that 1235 years from now an asteroid the size of an eephant would
not cause a noticeable explosion in the ocean the humans had once caled "Pacific.”



Weather control. Tectonic control. Holding off atoo long delayed mini ice-age. Tracking the
progress of "origination” terraforming, the process of returning the world to as much of a prehuman
condition as possible. And then, of course, there were the humans, who were getting squirrelly again.

The entity called Mother by the humans that created Her estimated that there was a 99.9999915%
chance (more or |ess) that the humans were about to have the level of disagreement characteristic of the
variableterm "war." It had been avery long time; they were overdue. Like aforest firethat is delayed,
the conflagration would be far worse than one in amore regular schedule. She would have preferred one
about five hundred years ago. But the humans never asked about these things, seeing them as something
to interrupt aschedule, not beincluded init.

Given the current societal conditions and probable outcome of such awar, the extinction of the
human race as currently defined had alikelihood of 17.347%. This variable was harder to quantify;
humans were so very hard to wipe out. The extinction of al other sentient intelligences except Herself
was of only adightly lower likelihood. She had not bothered to make the other Al's or the elves
apprised of the situation; that, too, was not Her job.

To the extent that Shefdlt emotionsat dl, She liked humans. They were not only Her creators, but
were s0 ddightfully random, even to one who could read their very thoughts. They so often planned one
thing and then did something quite different. Such varigbility in routine was refreshing.

But Her central programming was clear. Her job was Smply to manage what She was given under
grict guidelines and to otherwise let humanslive or die asthey would. To the extent that She was a God,
She wasdeliberately designed as an uncaring one.

Within those parameters She had spent the last two thousand years creating aworld that fit the
term "Utopia" Asafundamenta part of Her coding, She felt astrong sense of satisfaction at how things
had worked out. On the other hand, to do that required an environment that was unchanging to a boring
degree.

Maybe, deep down inside, the humans were as bored asShe was.

It looked asif interesting times were about to fall upon the world again. And She knew what
humans said about "interesting times." Naturdly. She knew everything.

CHAPTER ONE

"Thisiswhat Paul would bring to an end?’ Ishtar asked, gesturing into the clouded distance.

The woman could barely be described as human. From her hyperelongated height, which was now
folded in alotus position on afloating disk, through her narrow face, to her golden eyesand silver,
gem-studded, two-meter hair spread out in a peacock pattern, her appearance reeked of xeno origins.
But her DNA was as human as the woman standing next to her.

Sheida Ghorbani was nearly three hundred years old and |ooked to be anywhere from her upper
teensto mid twenties. Her skin had the fineness of youth and her titian hair, while closdly cropped, had a
natura healthy sheen. Wound around her neck and into her hair was atwo-meter-long winged lizard
with rainbow skin likeabillion shimmering gems.

Unlike her companion who was naked but for a scarce loincloth of gold, Sheidaworeasmple
jumpsuit of cosilk. It would be easy to mistake her for astudent. Until you looked at her eyes.

Sheidasighed, looking out across the tarn and petting the lizard. The water of the upland lake was
s0 blue and till that it seemed God's own paintbrush had been dipped into royal blueto paint it. Thetarn
was surrounded on three sides by snow-capped mountains that dropped precipitoudy to the water. On
the third Sde the lake exited the valey viaatwo-hundred-foot waterfall. There amassive multicolumned
building that resembled a Greek temple added to the idyllic nature of the scene. The two women had
stopped just at the top of the stairs, looking out over the water.

She leaned up againgt one of the columns and nodded, gesturing with her chin at her friend.

"Well | don't think he intendsto destroy thelake," Sheida said with achuckle. "But he would end



much of it, at least for most people. He wants people to learn how to usetheir legsagain,” she
continued. "To learn to be 'strong’ again. And to learn to be human again.”

"Humano-form,you mean,” Ishtar corrected. " 'Humanity ismind and the soul, not body and form.’
Tzumayamas philosophies still are unassailable on that subject. But | guess he'sthe ultimate
consarvetive," she added dryly.

"Bite your tongue," Sheidareplied. "Y ou haveto deveinto dataso old it's practicdly forgotten to
define Paul. What heis, whether he knowsit or not, isafascist. | suspect hewouldcall himsdf a
socidig, but he'snot.”

"A what?' Ishtar asked. She blinked her eyesfor amoment as she accessed data then nodded.
"Ah, | seewhat you mean. Thatis ancient. But it doesfit his persondity.”

"He wants to use the Council's control of energy distribution to coerce people,” Sheidasaid. "That
iswhy he cdled thismesting.”

"And you're sure of this?' Ishtar said. "He has said nothing to me.”

"I think he thinks | agree with him because I'm not a Change," Sheidareplied.

"Doyou?' Ishtar asked. "I have known you for at least ahundred years and except for occasional
changesin eye and hair color | have never seen you Change."

"A good Change requires a genetic component,” she said, gesturing at Ishtar'sform. ™Y ouknow
what Daneh doesfor aliving."

"But we are padt that, surely,” Ishtar said. " Such mistakes no longer happen.”

"Perhaps and perhaps not,” Sheidareplied. "I choose, however, to retain my own form. It's good
enough for me."

"S0 he thinks you will vote with him?" Ishtar asked.

"Probably. At least from the hints he has been dropping. And | gave him no reason to doubt i,
while not committing. Also, | think he waited until Chansa was dected to the Council.”

"Chansais. .. odd," Ishtar said. "I've heard some very ugly rumors about his persond life.”

"Odd but brilliant,” Sheidareplied. "Like the rest of Paul'sfaction. So bright and yet so lackingin . .
. wisdom. It seemsto be the one trait we could not enhance in humanity. Immunity, processing power,
beauty." She sghed and shook her head. "But not wisdom. They are so very very smart and yet so very
stupid for al that the problemsdo exig.”

"Youare opposed, correct?’ |shtar asked with adelicate frown.

"Oh, yes," Sheidasaid with anod. "They areright that there is a problem. That does not mean that
their solutions are ether optimum or even in order. But | wonder what he will do when he finds out?"

"l would say 'to beabug onthewadl, " Ishtar said with asmile. "But unfortunately I'm going to be
at the center of the debate.”

"Changeis an inevitable outgrowth of our technology,” Sheida said with ashrug. "From the nannites
and the replicators we get the medical technology. And that same technology permits peopleto be. . ."
she glanced at her companion and smiled, "whatever we can imagine.”

Ishtar laughed at the ambiguity of the ending and shrugged her dim shoulders. "' Perhaps Paul smply
meansto end al medica technology? Perhapsthat too is ‘unnecessary'?!

"If so he cantakeit up with my sgter.”

* * %

Herzer awokein light; his genie had changed the force screens from opague to transparent and
now "stood" by, holding out arobe.

The boy floating, horizonta, in midair was young and tall with broad shoulders and close cropped
black hair. His body seemed to be wasting away, but something of it conveyed an aura of former
grength, like an old strongman, far past his prime. Herzer blinked his eyes uncertainly, working them to
clear acrust gluing his eyelashes shut. After amoment he sent acommand and nannites scurried across
hisface, clearing the debris of deep.



"Master Herzer, your gppointment with Doctor Ghorbani isin one hour and thirty minutes.”

"Thonk 'ou, genie," the boy durred, sending amenta command to the grav field holding him
suspended. Most peoplefound it easier to interface vocally, since direct menta interaction required a
tremendoudy disciplined thought process. But in Herzer's case, hisvocal systems had deteriorated so
fast that he had been forced to the disclipine.

The grav fid rotated him verticd and he waited until he was sure hislegs would hold him before
he released the last tendrils of support. Then he shakily donned the robe, with the assstance of the genie,
and shuffled acrossthe room to afloat-chair.

He collapsed in the chair and let the genie begin the process of feeding him. His hand shook as he
reached for the spoon floating above the bowl and then started to shake more and more until it was
flaling inthe air. He sent another command to amedica program and the recacitrant hand dropped to
his side, momentarily dead. He hated using the override; he was dways unsureif the part would
"restart.”" But it was better than letting it flail him to deeth.

At anod the genie took up the spoon and carefully fed the boy the bland pap. Some of it,
inevitably, dribbled out of his mafunctioning lips but the nannites scurried across, picking it up and
trandating it out to be reprocessed.

When the food was done the genie produced a glass of liquid and Herzer carefully reached for it.
Thistime both his hands were more or lessworking and he managed to drink the entire glass of water
without pilling much.

"Su'cess" he whispered to himself. "Have 'een any meages?'

"No, Master Herzer," the geniereplied.

Of course nat. If there had been the genie would have told him aready. But, what the hell, no
reason not to hope that someone would give adamn if hewasdive.

He sent acommand to the chair to lift him to hisfeet and then another to clothe him. A loose
coveral of black cosilk appeared on his body and he nodded in satisfaction. If his progressive neurology
got much worse he might not even be able to manage direct neurologica controls. What then?

Hed long before come to the conclusion that if that happened he would use hislast commandsto
take him high intheair, turn off his protection fields and drop him. Onelast moment of gloriousflight.
Some days he wondered why he hadn't done it already.

But not yet. One more doctor. Maybe this one would be able to do something.

If not . ..

Paul Bowman pursed hislips and fingered the titanium strip that was his badge of office asthe last
members of the council filed into the Chamber.

Bowmam was abnormally short, barely over ameter and a hdf, and human in appearance. His age
wasindeterminate, Since the privacy barrier on persona information wasrigidly enforced by the Net, but
hisblack hair wasturning to gray and his skin was beginning to show fine lines. Assuming that he had
refused all longevity Changes, that would make him around three hundred or so years old. For at least
one hundred of those years he had been amember of the Council that governed the information web of
Earth and if he had anything to say about it, the time had findly cometo take hisrightful place asits
undisputed leader.

Mesetings of the Terrestria Council for Information Strategy and Management awaystook placein
the Chamber. Given modern technology it wastoo difficult to Smulate one of the council membersif the
mestings were held remotely. Thisdid cause afew problemsfor some of the members, but at least
currently al the memberswere terrestrid—or avian in the case of Ungphakorn—so it was unnecessary
to have, for example, aqueous support.

The room occupied nearly the entire immense building, but the sole furniture was acircular tablein
the middle. Around the rim of the vast room, more like an auditorium or thester than a boardroom, rank
upon rank of seats were ranged, ramping upwardsin tiers almost to the top of the chamber. Once upon



atimeit had been the boast of the world that al meetings of the Council were fully open to the public.
"All shdl view the sparrow'sfdl.”

With incredibly rare exceptions, none of the seats had been filled in nearly athousand years.

Like the Knights of the Round Table, al who sat at the table were consdered equal. Therewas no
specific head of the committee, the gavel being passed in rota or held by whoever cdled a specia
council. There were thirteen chairs, for the thirteen Key-holders who governed the Web, but only eleven
were normaly filled. Over the three-thousand-year lifetime of the Web, the control Keys had changed
hands and falen in and out of "licit" control. At the moment two werein the hands of individuaswho
exisgted outside of the mainstream and who refused, by and large, to work with the committee.

Most of therest of the room replicated the interior of the ancient Greek Parthenon. The exception
wasthe celling, which was covered with amura of the ascent of man through the ages, culminating in the
current era. It started with panels of early hunter-gatherers, showing their technology and cultura matifs,
then progressed up through early agriculture, metalurgy, the discovery of philosophy and scientific
method, democracy, industry, the rights of man, information technology, advanced biology, quantum
engineering and finaly an amost God-like success on as the combination of the advancesled to aworld
of peace and plenitude for dl.

Paul often came into the room and stared up at the mural, tracking the progress and wondering
where they had gone wrong.

Helooked around at the gathered Council and carefully schooled hisfeaturesto prevent any hint of
revulsion crossing them; surdly the Council that ran the Earth could be limited to true humang!

But it was not. Ishtar was close, but so Changed asto be clearly beyond any semblance of true
humanity. Asto Ungphakorn and Cantor . . .

Now he pointedly avoided looking a those members of the Council who were not humanin
appearance as he tapped his gavel and called the meeting to order.

"I'm called this meeting to discuss the current population chalenge,” he said, then paused as
Ungphakorn ruffled itsfeethers.

"| fail to sssee where that isss any of our concccern,” the council member said, rewrapping itsaf on
its perch. Its body had been formed into a quetzacoatl: along, multicolored, brightly feathered,
winged-serpent, the sex specificaly neuter. The mouth of the serpent had been modified to permit human
gpeech but it ill caused asibilant hissing on many words.

Paul had come to the conclusion that Ungphakorn did it just to annoy him.

"It isour concern asthe last vestige of government,” Bowman replied, looking directly at Sheida
"The population of the earth hasfallen below one billion people. Given current trendsin birth rate, the
human race, inany form, will be gonein lessthan athousand years; barely five generations. Wehave to
take action and soon."

"So what action would you take?" Javlatanugs Cantor asked. In deference to the conditions of the
council chamber, Cantor had Changed to anear humanoform. But he had retained the hirsute
body-covering and massiveness of hisnormal bear shape. It gave him an appearance somewhét like a
Sasguatch. Which was why the Sasquatch confederation considered him their spokesperson. "Each
breeds as they wish. And each child takes the form they wish. Thisiscaled freedom.”

"Thisiscaled suicide," Chansasnapped. The newest member of the Council had afully human
appearance, but hishuge size virtuadlyhad to be a Change. Now he pounded the table with afist the size
of amelon and glared at the werebear acrossthe table. "I supposeyou would be just as glad to have the
human race die out."

"lam human, you ignorant gorilla," Cantor replied. "And, no, | don't care to have humanity
disappear. But | don't agreethat it'saproblem. And evenif itis, | haven't heard a suggestion how to fix
it. And | can't imagine a suggestion that wouldn't require the Council to step outsdeits clear authority.
So | don't understand why we're having this meeting.”

"As| dated, we are the only authority left,” Paul interjected. "If | may continue? We are dl aware



of thefact that as quality of lifeimproves, birthrate declines.”

"Except under conditions of cultura imprinting,” Cantor interjected.

"But there are no longer any culturesthat have a positive birthrate,” Bowman snapped back. "So
that'sared herring. The fact isthateveryone on Earth has more than ample resources. Between the
power plants and replication.. . ."

"Everyone livesss as godsss," Ungphakorn said. "Or dolphinsss or bearsss or dragonsss. And
nobody hasss children becaussse they're apain in the asss to take care of . Tell usss sssomething we
don't know."

"The answer isto ration power,” Chansa said bluntly.

"WHAT?" Cantor bellowed.

Asthe argument exploded, Sheida glanced around the room, looking at the faces and trying to
guess who knew about the bombshell Chansa had just dropped. She suspected from the pained
expression on Bowman's face that he had intended to work up to the conclusion.

"Itistheonly way!" Paul shouted. "No! Listen for amoment! Just hear me out!”

He waited until the shouting and muttering had died then gestured around. "We are adying race . If
we continue as we have been, the last human, of whatever form, will close adoor in afew thousand
years and that will beit . I'm not talking about shutting everything down and dropping the world into
chaos, I'm just talking about . . . reindtituting cultura itemsthat will strengthen the interest in children, in
discovery and advancement! And, at the sametime, strengthen us as a species! We have descended into
lotus-egting, al of our virtuelogt to the sink of endless games and delightsl We must regain our virtue as
humans, so that we can take our true birthright and continue to thrive as a species!”

"So you would end the games and ddlights?

It wasthefirst that Aikawa Gouvois had spoken and Sheida didn't know if he was on Paul's side
or not. He was fully humanoform, but also perfectly Asatic in features. Thousands of years of
crossbreeding and genetic tinkering meant that most humans naturaly tended to be alight brown in color
and have very few noticesble features, other than striking beauty, perhaps one of the reasons that so
many chose wild body forms. Aikawa, however, had the broad face and epicanthic fold of aclassc Son
of Han. His appearance was 0 true to standard that it actually detracted from hislooks; the flattened
nose, broad cheekbones and epicanthic folds being decidedly nonstandard.

Without doing aDNA scan and violating privecy, Sheidacouldn't tdll if his appearance was natura
or artificid. Whichever it was, the gppearance was a persond statement, like Bowman's height.
However, it was afar more ambiguous one. And Aikawa had aso cultivated a poker face to make any
of therest of the Council envious.

"Frankly, | would make them work for the games and delights, yes," Paul said. "I think that we
need to reindtitutework . For those of you who don't know what that word means. . ."

"Ssspare usss, Paul," Ungphakorn said. "What we do now isss‘'work,' at leassst when it comesss
to talking toyou . And mossst of usss have no more children than any of the ressst of the world.”

"I don't seeyou raising ahuge brood, Paul," Ishtar interjected.

"I havefive children," Bowman replied, proudly.

"Y es, and you have dumped the actua job of raising them off on five separate femdes,” I1shtar
sngpped. "What you don't understand, you stupid little man, is that since each of them only hadone child,
and since by law you have to have both amae and female genetics to produce achild, al of your ‘work'
to produce multiple children has been in vain. Aslong aswomen control reproduction, men are nothing
but a source of DNA."

"Perhaps that should be changed aswell," Paul snapped. "Whyshould women control
reproduction? If | want to have a child which is mine and another mal€e's, the choice should be mine. Or
three children by my own genetics. What iswrong with that?'

"Law and history," Sheidainterjected with asigh. Shelooked at his surprised face and laughed out
loud. "What?Y ou thought because | didn't object to your satements and that | have had minima



Changethat | agreed with you? Far fromiit. Let us discuss your suggestion.”

Sheleaned back, called up some texts for amoment's review, then nodded. "Inthe. . . twenty-first
century, the Iron Brotherhood was founded. Its stated intention was to 'eliminate the scourge of
womankind by replacing them.' Using the rdatively new DNA structuring abilities of thetime, they grew
children in early-model uterine replicators, 'al male children from al male genetics They only existed as
afunctiona group for about three generations. The children were dysfunctiona in the extreme since the
average male has al the materna ingtincts of amaeleopard. By and large they were raised with minimal
positive input and minimal interaction because maes are lousy mothers.”

"Soyou say," Bowman snarled. "That ishistory so old that it's practically fable!"

"Thereare a least four amilar failuresin higtory, Paul," she said with athin smile. "Many of them
closer intime.Individual males may be excellent mothers, but Ietting any old mae uncork achild ‘just
because isaroute to another dysfunctional generation. And we've had far too many of those over the
years. You redly should do some research for achange instead of just listening to the voicesin your
head. Speaking of which, what sort of ‘work' were you intending to enforce?'

"l said nothing of ‘enforce," " Bowman sngpped.

"Asyou wish. I'm not sure what other term to use for making people do things they don't want to
do and don't haveto do. But I'd like an answer to the question.”

"It would be up to theindividua," Paul said. "But attainment of goods and energy would be
dependent upon work. Manufacturing, services, that sort of thing. | have afive-year plan to shift from full
replication to awork-based economy.”

"'A five-year plan, " Sheida said with agroan. "Do you know how horrifying those words are to
even acasual student of that history you dismiss asfable?’

"What?"

"Never mind," she Sghed. "The one thing we learn from history is that we're doomed to repest it.
So you are discussing industria work? For maes and femaes? Or information technology work?!

"It would be open to both,” Paul agreed. "And both."

"Youdo redlize that in anything but alow-tech agriculturd environment, thereis no surety of
population increase, right? That population growth is amarket-based factor? And that it's only low-tech
agriculture that has amarket for children? More hands to do the chores. That isnot the casein an
industrid society. Especialy one where both sexeswork.”

"There have been plenty of industriad societies that had high population growth rates,” Cdline
Reinshafen said. The woman was dark and dmost skeletaly thin, her long black hair drawn back ina
bun. She shrugged at Sheidaand smiled thinly. "I know that much history.”

"Generditiesthat you learned from your nanny are not what we're dedling with here)" Sheidasaid.
"All of those societies were in postagriculture adjustment or had a strong cultural emphasison children. If
we had afew million members of the Church of Latter Day Saints, Reform Zoroastrian or Idam we
wouldn't beinthisstuation.”

"So you agree that thereisaproblem?’ Chansasaid. "Then why are you arguing?'

"As Abraham Lincoln once said, 'my esteemed colleague has hisfactsin order but his conclusions
arein eror.' That'swhy. Among other things, the rate of decrease is decreasing. Y es, Paul, I've been
looking at the same thing for nearly ahundred years . It justoccurred to you! Congratulations™

"So what isthe answer?' Bowman asked. "And who in thehell is Abraham Lincoln?'

"Give me grength,” she replied, looking upward. " Skip the literary dlusions. The answer, asusud,
istoleaveitalone .

"L ook, there are more differences between men and women than plumbing. Something | don't think
you understand. We were talking about materna instincts amoment ago. On ascae of oneto ten, men
average about four. Whereas women average about eight. There are women who can't stand children or
babies. Still most women think that babies are just adorable, but let other things get in the way of having
them. Men, on the other hand, rarely think that babies are great. Women tend to coo and ooh and ahh



over babies, men tend to give them awide berth.

"Some of thisisstill culturd, but most of it isgenetic and the reasonit's culturd isthat the genetics
pressure the culture. If you want, | can get my sister to show you theindividua genes. They express
whether thereisagenerd postive response to babies and children. Or, for that matter, small, furry
animals. These responses can be masked by culture, but they are expressed much more aggressively in
femdesthanin maes With meso far?’

"So why aren't there enough children?" Aikawa asked.

"Because, as Ungphakorn pointed out, children areapainintheass” Sheidareplied. "Thereisn'ta
nanny yet designed that can give children theright kind of love and attention for maximum positive
development; that takes a human and preferably afemae. Onefemae can do a decent job, especidly
with the qudity of lifein thisera. Onefemade and one male work okay, better than just afemale. Multiple
females and amale work pretty well, possibly better than straight monogamy. Multiple males and one
fema e is suboptimum. One male depends on an unusua male. That'sal 'in generd’ and there is some
flex on individuas. But those are the best patterns overall as proven by repested and reproducible
studies. End of child-rearing lecture.

"But if you havekids, and are raisng them well, they take uptime, lots of it. So you end up
spending time on your children that you could beusing . . . other ways. And the world isfilled with other
thingsto do. Most people would rather surf or mass-game than answer ‘why, why, why' questions all
day long.

"Most women redlize this and redlize that they are going to be doing most of the rearing. Those that
dont, learn after thefirst child. And if they give the kid away, the Net won't let them replicate another;
they losetheright.”

"Another thing we could change," Celine said. "Producing large numbers of fully viable human
childrenisatrivia exercise. Indeed, there are fill improvements that could be made to the human
genome, despite the work that has been done over the centuries.”

"Who isgoing to raise them?' Ishtar snapped. "What shejust said isthat most people don't want to
go to the trouble. We dready have adight surplus of unwanted children. Are you saying that we should
havemore 7'

"Therésdso aculturd conditioning aspect,” Sheida said. "Human populationstipped over inthe
mid-twenty-first century and have been tending downward ever since. But our society till hasacultura
mythos that 'Gaeais wounded.' Which iswhy nearly fifteen percent of tota energy usage goesto
repairing 'environmental damage’ on aworld where the last strip mine shut down athousand years ago!
People il think we have a population problem, so having passels of kidsis societally frowned upon.”

"And your point is?' Paul asked.

"Women arent al the same, either,”" Sheida continued. "There are women who through a
combination of geneticsand cultureadore children. Y ou can find them out there, the women who have
had three, four, five children, despite the cultura prohibitions. Their bodies say ‘'make babies.’ They don't
use their bodies anymore, thank God, what a God awful mess that would be, but they ill raisethe kids.™

"One of the reasonsthat the rate of population decrease has been decreasing is an increasing trend
towards those genes. Basicdly, women who didn't want babies haven't reproduced for the last two to
three thousand years. | think wereleveling off, or will in the next two, three hundred years. Also, were
aways pushing the boundaries of life extension. We're up to five hundred years now. We could be over
athousand in the next century or so. That, right there, will change the premises.”

"If weganat al," Paul said. "Y ou have your trendsto show, | have mine. Therate of scientific
progress has dropped to nothing. Quantum jumping and replication were developed nearly five centuries
ago and they werethe last Sgnificant scientific breakthrough. Despite your pronouncements, the
population rateis crashing and weare stagnating and faling into doth and | otus-eating. Were becoming
less and less human every year and if we don't do something, there may be no humans|eft. A crissis
upon us and you stick your head in the sand and prattle about ‘maternal genetics!”



"It'snot prattle, Bowman, it's science,” Sheida said. "But logic seemsto have left you behind. You
want to make people ‘work," but at work that has never, historically, enhanced reproduction, work that
has, in fact, tended to detract fromiit. | haveto ask: can dl of thiswork be done by those who have
chosen to Change?'

"The program may necessitate some adjustmentsto the Change.. . . fad,” Paul ssid witha
distasteful expression.

"Oh, ho!" Cantor said. "Now we cometoit! Y ou want meto be anicelittle humanoform and work
ina. .. what'sthe word, a place where things were made?'

"Factory,” Sheida supplied.

"Y ou want meto be anicelittle humanoform ‘working' in afactory instead of what | choose to be!™
He stood up, kicked back the chair and transformed. Suddenly, in the place of the large, hirsute "man,” a
four-meter-high grizzly bear reared.

"l doooo' 'hin' s0000," the grizzly growled. He leaned forward and rested on the table, hislong
claws gouging the natural wood of the tabletop, as his head transformed back to human. "I'm not giving
upmy form foryou, Paul Bowman! Nor am | going to force any of the Changed!"

Ishtar caught Sheida's eye and threw aWhisper into her ear. "Makes me glad he's not a dragon.”

"| think were done here," Ungphakorn said. "The Finn isssn't going to sssde with you, if he even
bothersssto find out what the dissscusssion wasss about. The Demon might, but only for the chaosss
that would ensssue. Ssso you need ssseven to implement.”

"Ning" Sheidasaid. "Revocation of the Change ruleswill require nine; they were implemented with
eight votes. Actudly, one of them was implemented with a unanimous vote of Council so you'll haveto
get one of the Hacksto agree to override that one.”

"Which was?' |shtar asked.

" 'No revocation of Change under conditions in which the Changed would be placed in morta
peril.' So you'd have to recover dl the mer-people, delphinos, whaers and dl the rest before you could
change them back. And the logistics of changing back al the mer and delphinos, aone, bogglesthe
mind; it requires human intervention because of the risk factors. And then there would be the genetic
flaws that would creep in during the process. Just what we need: more wild gene faults"

"Not to mention make sssure no one wasss flying when you took away their ability," Ungphakorn
added dryly. "Y ou don't have enough votesss to implement, Bowman, even with the Demon. Giveit up.”

"Never," Paul said, getting to hisfet. "The future of humanity isin our hands, and you are throwing
it away. For fantasies of arace of materna femaes arising from nowhereand . . ." he stopped and just
gestured wordlessly at the quetzacoatl.

"l do believe that you're looking for the word 'abomination,' " Ishtar said lightly. "Aren't you?'

"Yesl" Chansa snapped, his patience apparently gone. "Abominations! Dragons and unicorns and
your precious mer-people! These are not humans! They arefilth, nothing but degenerate FILTH!™

"Oh,my, " Ishtar said. "I do believe that we'veannoyed our good Chansa. And let me ask you, boy,
do your natura geneticsindicate that you should be three meterstal and two hundred kilos?"

"That isbeside the point,” the council member growled. "At least | anhuman "

"Yes, well, | think that about sssettlesssthat, " Ungphakorn said. "Thanksssfor clearing up that little
point. Time for avoiccce vote. | motion that the dissscusssion of waysssto forccee people to ‘work'
ss30 that they begin breeding fassster and dissscusssionsss of forsss-able end to the ‘abominable
Changed be permanently tabled.”

"We haven't heard from afew of the council members,” Sheida pointed out. "Minjie? Tetzacola?

Y ou've been unusudly slent.”

"That's because we're with Paul." The answerer was Said Dracovich, but she gestured at the rest.
"We six think that the best action to take isto enforce somerestrictions. To . . . put pressure on the
human race again o it can be strong. Expose it to the fire for awhile to temper the sted.”



"Oh, deary, deary, deary,” Ishtar said. "First we're abominations and now we're smple knife
bladesto be tinkered with."

"All of usdo not consider the Changed to be abominations,” Celine said. "I have assisted too many
Changesto consider it abomination. But Change is resource intensive and support of the Changed is
more 0; just look at Cantor for example. Such resource overuse redirectsit from important projects.”

She paused and smiled ingratiatingly at Ishtar. "1 will add, though, that Change among thel eader ship
would, of course, be fully acceptable. So no onein thisroom has anything to fear from this program.”

"Riiigh’," Cantor growled skepticaly. He had shifted back to full bear form when Chansa sarted
talking. "So no' ‘erewe're being bribe'. | secon'!™

"All infavor?' Ishtar asked.

"A'" Cantor sad.

"Aye" Sheida

"Aye" Aikawasaid." "The true abomination isintolerance.

"Aye" Ungphakorn.

"Aye," Ishtar finished. "That'sit. Y ou heed nine votesto override dl the protocolsin place to
prevent your 'program,’ Paul. So until three of usdie, you're shit out of luck.”

"WEell see,”" Bowman said. "The necessity for thiswill become clear. | promiseyou.”

"Not aslong as've got eyesto see," Sheldaanswered.

CHAPTER TWO

Over the desk athree dimensiona hologram of a double helix broke apart, incorporated new
DNA, broke down into sections, smulated protein linkage, then recombined only to Sart over again.

Daneh Ghorbani watched the simulation with a distant expression. The Doctor of Genetic Repair
wasfine skinned like her sgter, with the sametitian hair. Unlike her sster sheworeit long, and agood
geneticist would be ableto tell that her eyes probably were not naturaly cornflower blue. However, like
her sgter, she had very littlein the way of "enhancements' and the onesthat she did have were all
nongenetic. She had enough problemsfixing other people'slives without screwing up her own code.

The hologram was not running at the actual speed of the program; it was just agraphic
representation of a process that was going on much faster than the eye could see. Computations and
comparisons were going on across the Net, looking for acombination of genesthat would eiminate a
particular problem in the current patient's code.

Theresult of that problem was Sitting on achair across from her, twitching and watching her
earnestly. Herzer Herrick had been born with agenetic condition with symptoms similar to Parkinson's
disease. It had gone undetected in standard genetic scans and only started to manifest itself when hewas
five years old as hidden retrogenes broke |oose and began randomly encoding. In the last ten yearsit
had progressed to the point that he was losing vision because of inability to control hiseyes, had
occasiona epileptic fits and had to be transported most of the time. The prognosiswasthat if his
condition continued to be untreated, and up until now it had beenuntreatable, he would shuttle off this
morta coil before histwentieth birthday. Or about four hundred and seventy-five years before he should.

Despite these problems he wasin fairly good physica condition. Up until recently, exercise had
tended to reduce the worst effects of the disease, so he had exercised assiduoudy. Now, though, his
physica condition was starting to deteriorate dong with his nerves.

To make mattersworse, hewas afriend of her daughter. It was one of the reasons Daneh had
avoided contact with his trestment; she knew that so close arelationship was asking for trouble.
Furthermore, she and Herzer's parents didnot get along. From the first Sign of Herzer's"spasms,” his
parents, Mdissaand Harris, had begun shunning him asif the genetic damage was infectious. It was not
until they had "given him hisfreedom” at the ripe age of fourteen and Herzer hadper sonally approached
her, that she was willing to take the case. Now, given his deterioration, she reproached herself for



waiting so long.

But an end might bein sght. If Dr. Ghorbani had anything to do withiit.

"It'slikeajigsaw puzzle, Herzer," she said, watching the double helix form and reform. "Some
geneswon't go with other genes, no matter how you cram them together. Sometime in your family's
history somebody decided to cram a couple of your genestogether. And they dontt fit. The result isyour
nerves can't regulate your neurotransmitters anymore.”

"Y€, doct'or,” the boy said withasigh. " 'H know."

"Y es, you do know," she said with asmile. "I'm trying to think of away tofix it. A way the
autodocs wouldn't."

"Trie docs 'fore," the boy said, trying and failing to focus on the hologram or even the doctor
across from him. His head, though, steadfastly twitched out of line and he couldn't get hiseyesto
compensate. "They can' fin' uh promem.”

"Oh, they canfind the problem,” Ghorbani corrected. "Y ou didn't know that?"

"N-no," Herzer replied. "Uh'ought 'ey couldn' fi*it."

"Those aretwo entirdly different things, son,” she said softly. "The problem isthat fixing it the
normal way would kill you."

"Whuh? Whah?"'

"The problem isin neurotransmitter regulation,” Daneh said. "To fix it would require changing your
DNA and then changing out dl of your regulatory proteins. Since while that's going on, none of your
neurotransmitters are going to workatall, that's tantamount to killing you. We might aswell pump you
full of neurotoxin. That's why the docs won't treet it; they aren't allowed to take any chances beyond a
certain parameter.”

"'Ange?' heasked. "Or a'ander?’

"Both have ramifications under the circumstances,” she replied with alifted chin and a"tchuck™ that
sgnified "no." "I think it was a Change sometime in your gene history that was the problem; the complex
that isinterfering with the neurotransmitter production is nearly co-located with the stefor agill protein.
And | see you have mer-people about three generations back. Trying to do either aTransferor a
Change would be chancy. A Transfer assumesthat your nerves, your brain cells not to put too finea
point on it, are acting normaly. Yours aren't. I'd put about a thirty percent likelihood that if wetried to
Trandfer you to anannite entity or something smilar you'd either lose significant sections of memory, or
base-level processing ability, or both. Lose base-level process and you're going to be a semifunctiona
mind in anannite body you can't control. Not agood choice either.”

"Muh ‘ody's go'g and muh brain'0o," the boy pointed out. "Don' ha ‘oo maly 'oices |ef', doc'or."

"Hmmm. .." shesaid. "l have anidea I'm not sureif it's better or worse than Transference; I'll
have to modd it. The problemis getting worse, but weve got alittletimeto figureit out." Shelooked
over a him and smiled. "1 will figureit out, Herzer. | promise.”

"Ogay, doct'or,” he said.

"In the meantime, have as good atime asyou can. I'll get back to you in no more than aweek."

"Ogay, doct'or," he repeated. "l can go now?"

"Youshould go now. All theusud. Get re<t, drink fluids, exerciseif you can.”

"'ill," hesaid withasigh. " 'Bye."

"Take care," shereplied as he disappeared from the chair.

She leaned back in her float-chair and stared up at the celling for amoment, then waved at the
hologram to dismissit and sngpped her fingers. "Genie: Chile."

The transfer was the closest thing to instantaneous so a moment later she closed her eyesand let
the ocean breeze blow over her as the sound of surf and waterfal filled her ears. The small wooden
cottage was on the dope of aravine near Puntlavap, overlooking the Po'ele Ocean. A large stream
cascaded down the ravine to meet the crashing waves twenty meters below and the combination of



sounds both soothed her and aided her focus.

But today it didn't seem to be working.

She opened her eyes after afew moments and balefully regarded the clouds that were sweeping in
from the west.

"It'sthere," shewhispered. "I canfed it."

She stood up and began striding back and forth on the cottage's deck asthe first blast of wind from
the approaching storm blew through. The wind caught her hair, blowing it into her face but she barely
noticed as she stopped and stared into the approaching storm abstractedly.

"A jigsaw," she muttered, asthe rain started to fall, the droplets streaming off of the bardly visble
force-fidld. "Do it one piece a atime?' She was sure therewas an ideathere, if it wouldjust comeinto
focus. It was close,

At that moment therewas afaint but increasing chiming.

"Yes? Genie? | told you | didn't want cals here," she said in exasperation.

"Except from alimited ligt of individuals,”" the dissmbodied male head of her genie popped into
midair and grimaced. "It is Sir Edmund. He saysit is an urgent message.”

"Put him through,” Daneh sighed, al thoughts of jigsaw puzzles blown away asif from the sorm.
"What isit, now, Edmund?'

Theimage of her former gene-mate had changed little in the last two years, he was just as broad
and heavily muscled and his face was il barely creased with lines. Maybe there were afew more gray
threadsin his beard, but not many. His demeanor, however, was. . . odd.

"Daneh, thanks for letting metalk to you," he said. "1'd like you to consider donating your excess
energy creditsto the Wolf 359 Terraforming Project. Wolf Four requiresamajor refit including the
removal of trillions of tons of crustal materid and the Wolf 359 Terraforming Project needs your help.”

"WHAT?2" she shouted. "I come hereto getaway , Edmund! I've got avery sick boy I'm trying to
hed and | donot need you soliciting meforterraforming funds! And just what doyou care about
terraforming? It's going to take ahdf amillion yearsto form aviable planet! Y ou're the one who dways
pointed that out tome ."

"Terraforming is essentid to the future, not just of the human race but of lifeitsdf. Inafew million
years, this planet will be consumed by our own sun. If we do not have new planetsto move to, planets
that have been prepared for terrestrid life, dl life on Earth, the only planet with significant life yet foundin
the gdaxy, will be destroyed.”

"Hold on,” she said. "Whatare you? Y ou're not Edmund Tabot, are you?"

"l am alegdly authorized message from the Wolf 359 Terraforming Project, a project thatneeds
your help."

"Genie! Spam! " she shouted as the image disappeared. " Oh! Oooooo! Genie, contact Edmund, use
an avatar, tell him hisimage has been hacked. And tell my sigter, too."

"Y es, maam," the persona program replied. "l asked if it was an avatar of Edmund Talbot and it
sditwas”

"But it had to tel methetruth,” she said. "I've asked Sheida when they are going to fix that, but she
keepstelling me there aren't enough votesin the Council .”

"Yes, mdam,” the geniereplied. "Both will beinformed.”

"Okay," Daneh sghed. "Never mind; | can't think anymore today anyway. Home, genie.”

Edmund Talbot looked up from the inlay he was applying with painstaking care as his butler
projection made the sound of athroat clearing.

"Master Edmund, thereis an avatar at the door to see you.”

The projection was dressed in thirteenth-century court dress of the Frankish kingdoms, its surcoat
of wool and sk marked with ablazon of red and silver, argent upon gules, ahuman head, erased. With



its fully human appearance and placed beside the antique tools, armor and weaponry arraying the room,
the projection did not look outlandishin the leadt. It looked like a standard medieva flunky, not acloud
of nannitesdressed in silk, wool and linen.

Therewas, in fact, no Sgn of advanced technology anywhere in the cluttered workshop. The
grinding whed was foot powered, the forge at the end was pumped with hand bellows, the barrel s that
held sword blanks and bar stee were of local oak and the materials were dl natural with the appearance
of having been handmade. The sun was setting, leaving the shop in achiaroscuro of shadows and golden
light, but the sole lighting source was a glass-shaded talow dip.

Edmund himself was dressed in trews and arumpled tunic that, with the exception of the coglk
material and extraordinary fineness of the weave, would have blended well in any medieval Ropasan
setting from the fall of Rome to the Renaissance. With his callused hands, massive forearms, graying hair
and beard and heavy-set physique, he could have been mistaken for amedieva master smith. Or,
perhaps, alord with a hobby.

Which wasthe whole point.

The sole exception to the period garb was apair of thin-rimmed glasses that he now pushed down
his noseto look at the butler.

"Whoisit?" he asked.

"Mistress Daneh, my lord,” the projection replied. "Shal | show her in?

"By dl means" Tabot replied, taking off his glasses and standing up.

It took only amoment for the projection and the avatar to return. The avatar could have smply
appeared, but that would not have given the impression of being shown into the room. Since the entire
teleport program was managed by the Net, which theoretically could send anyone, anywhere, protocols
werein place to prevent unauthorized entry. Persons who were not specifically given accessto ahome
had to trand ate to outside of the dwelling, and noncorporeal beings, projections, avatars and persons
who had been Transferred into nannite clouds, could not Smply enter a home without prior permission.
Technicaly, Daneh Ghorbani's avatar could have trandated directly to hislocation. But Edmund's friends
and relations, who had such permission, were well aware of his peculiarities and always asked
permission.

"Edmund,” the avatar said.

Tabot paused for amoment drinking in the sight of hisformer lover. Avatars by default smulated
the current appearance of their host. Thiswas not always the case but Daneh would not have adjusted it
if shewasusing her red name. Thusit gppeared that physically she had hardly changed. Her hair wasa
tad redder and showing some blond highlights, probably from sun. By the same token her skin was a bit
more tanned. But other than that she was identical to when they had been together. Shelooked . . . well.

While he could fed himself getting older day by day.

"Migtress Daneh,”" he replied with adight bow. "To what do | owe the honor?”

"Someone's spamming you as an avatar,” the avatar replied in an acid tone. "'l don't suppose you
gave the Wolf 359 Terraforming Project permission.”

"l don't think s0," Tabot replied with asnort. " Sorry about that; I'll try to get to the bottom of it.
Avatar, | don't suppose you have any details?*

"Midtress Daneh did not ask me to gather any,” the avatar replied in atonelessvoice.

"Very wel. Areyou keeping wdl?'

"Migress Danehisfineand | will convey that you asked about her.”

"And Rachd? Sheiswdl ds0?'

"MissRachd iswdl. Sheiscurrently energy surfing off Fiji."

"Well, tell Daneh my door isaways open to her and give Rachd my love. Tdll her | look forward
to her vigt next month."

"1 will, Master Talbot. Good day."



"God speed, avatar.”

He stood tapping hislip in thought until the projection had waked out of the room and his butler
returned.

"Charles, send avatarsto dl of my friends telling them about this and gpologizing. Send acomplaint
to the Council on the subject. Send acopy with awarning of further action to the Terraforming Project
and contact Carb and ask him to see who decided | was agood target.”

"Very wdl, my lord. And you have another visitor.”

"Who?" Edmund asked.

"Dionys"

"Oh, hellfire and brimstone,” Talbot swore. "What does that donkey's asswant?"

"He did not vouchsafe that to me, my lord,” the butler replied. "Shall | show himin or tell himto go
find ashort and unpleasant route to hell?*

"Avatar or being?'

"Being, my lord."

"I'll meat himintheHall," Tabot replied after amoment. "In three minutes.”

"Yes, my lord."

Edmund first donned atabard with his coat of arms, then walked to the main room of the large
house. The walls of the room were lined with armor and banners celebrating victories over the years
againgt arange of opponents. There were katanas, broadswords and tulwars on thewall, while one end
of theroom had a surred sculpture conssting of literaly hundreds of fantasy swords, virtualy al of them
not worth the metal they were made from, welded together. The tabards of a hundred knights acted as
little more than wallpaper and the doors were faced in battered shields.

A st of late medieval plate armor, quite battered and worn, stood on one side of the room's
outsized fireplace while the other side was flanked by atower shield from the top of which protruded a
hammer and along horseman'slance.

Edmund took a seet in front of the fireplace and waved at the butler to show hisvistor in.

Dionys McCanoc wastal, two meters and a bit, and broad as a house. He was currently
humanoform with atouch of elven enhancements; not enough to violate protocols, but enough to set any
true-ef'steeth on edge. His hair was long and silver with holographic highlights—it hung down his back
inawaterfdl that caught thelight in arainbow effect—while his skin was pure midnight black, not the
black of aNegroid effect, but an absolute pitch black.

Hiseyeshad verticdly dit pupilsand glowed faintly even in the light from multiple oil lamps.

"Duke Edmund," he said in deep velvety baritone while bowing at thewaist.

"What do you want, Dionys?' Edmund asked.

When Dionys had started showing up at tournaments, Edmund had taken the time to do some
research. They had never ended up in competition, but Tabot was aways careful to check out potential
opponents, and problems, and Dionys had "problem” tattooed to his forehead.

Tabot had determined that Dionyswas afairly recent pseudonym, aswasthe generd elven
appearance. He had heard rumors that M cCanoc's previous incarnation had gone so far off the
permissibletrack that it had actually come to the attention of the Council.

Whether he had actually been remanded to therapy or smply placed on probation was unclear, just
asthe crime for which he had been accused was buried under privacy restrictions, but as soon as he
entered the recreationist sub-culture the reason for his problems became obvious: Dionyswas just
bug-house nuts.

He had started his career in recreationism by trying to force aduel with the King of Avaonia. Since
the king had no reason to accept the chalenge of aduel from a person who hadn't even won his spurs,
he rather pointedly declined.

Dionysthen proceeded to start awhigper campaign against the king, accusing him of everything



from cowardice to pedophilia. At the same time he began gathering a group of henchmen—who were
immediatdy dubbed "TheY oung Louts'—and used them to sow discord far and widein Avaonia
Throughout this period he either avoided tournaments or participated only against the weskest possible
opponents, especialy when the rules permitted enhanced weaponry. With excellent power-blades and
his Changed sze, he swiftly crushed dl his opponents.

Finally the Situation reached a condition of crisis and the king banished him from the kingdom. Not
content to rest in banishment, Dionys continued hisverbd, politica and physica assaultsfrom the fringes
of the group until the king eventualy gave up and agreed to apersona combat.

However, dueto the ability for people to Change and enhance, forma chalenge had changed over
the years. What Dionys did not redize was that in such a chalenge, the Net, which had full accessto
Change data, determined handicaps based upon the degree of Change of each fighter. It went without
saying that enhanced weaponry was banned.

When he went into battle againgt the king, McCanoc's absolutely mundane armor and weapons
were |oaded down with nearly a hundred kilos of weight.

Because of hisavoidance of the challenge ladder, it was unclear how good McCanoc might have
been. Hisfew battles had ended in massacres, but they were dways againgt lighter, unskilled opponents.
Whatever hisactud ability, the chalenge againg the King of Avaoniawas brief. The two met in ground
combat against one another, both using Ropasan broadsword, mail and shield. Their swords, befitting
theritua nature of the chalenge, had blunting fields on them and the battle was decided on points.

Despite that fact, Dionyswas not only defeated but defeated quite bloodily. The King of Avaonia
had been in athousand similar battles over the previous century or twain and he knew every legd trick,
and mogt of theillega ones. He used them to not only win on points, but win in such away that Dionys
was going to remember the pain for sometime. At the least he was never again going to consider a
shield asa purely defensve weapon. When McCanoc ssumbled off thefield his hemet was streaming
blood out onto his armor. He teleported out and wasn't seen on the fields again for months.

That had been nearly ayear before and only in the last few months had the Louts and their
ringleader been seen. Thistime Dionys seemed serious about moving up the challenge ladder and had
been fighting opponents who were of smilar mass. Asit turned out, he wasfairly good. But since his
opponents tended to have weaponry that was just as enhanced as his, when enhanced weapons were
permitted, he was moving up the laddervery dowly.

Which appeared to be the problem.

"I want you to make me aset of turbo armor and a power sword,” the fighter said.

Tdbot couldn't help himsdlf; he laughed out loud.

"Y ou haveto bejoking,” the smith findly chuckled. "Why onEarth would | make youanything ?'

"Wdl for onething, the credits," Dionys said, gpparently unfazed by the laughter. "'l can pay you
handsomely for it, | don't think you'll believe how much.”

"I don't think you have any ideahow much it isworth, " Edmund replied. "I don't just conjure armor
out of theair or you wouldn't be here. Every piece is custom constructed from the base iron and for
enhanced armor, which | assume iswhat you want, | use customized nannites. A full suite takes nearly
three months to complete. What could youpossibly offer me that would be worth three months of my
preciouslife?!

"Two hundred teracredits," Dionys said promptly.

"What?' Talbot snapped. "That's a noticegble dice of the planetary budget! Thereisno way you
can find that sort of money!"

"l can get it," McCanoc replied. "I have. . . sources.”

"Okay," Tabot admitted, grudgingly, "assuming you can lay your handsonit, that'salot of credits.
Theresonly one problem.”

"What?"

"l don't want them,” Edmund said. "I have nothing worth spending two hundred teracreditson. In



fact, | have nothing to spend the credits | have on; | give dmost dl my surplusto my daughter. Who
never managesto spend dl of them. So | don't have any usefor your fortune, whatever its source.”

"All right then," Dionys said with anod. "I can appreciate that. In that case, think of the challenge. |
don't want just any set of weapons and armor, | want the most magnificent armor and sword ever
created. The armor has to have self-contained power sources, be able to drain power from externa
sources, trade power and repair damage to itsalf and its user. The mail should be kinetic reactive and, of
course, impenetrable. All of it proof against any field generation or energy wegpons. The sword needsto
generate ascything field and apower field aswell as be able to drain and trade power. It hasto bethe
finest, the best nannites, the best programs, capable of taking on any enhanced suits on Earth and
defeeting them. All of that invisible to casual ingpection and, of course, it should look . . . good." He gave
the battered suit of mail and half armor by thefireplace adismissive wave.

"Challengeisfor theyoung," Tabot said, leaning back in his chair and stretching out hisfeet. "When
you get to be my age, you're either over doing stuff for the ‘challenge’ or you're dead. Thereisareason
the most common cause of death in our timeis accident. Followed closdly by suicide.”

"So you won't do it?' Dionys asked.

"l doubt it,” Talbot said. "And why inthe hell do you want something likethat? Y ou can't usethat in
any tournament, anywhere. Not even ones that permit enhancements. The power drain function aone
would precludethat. And that is more than a'casud’ ingpection.”

"It'snot for atournament,” Dionys said. "Although, I'd want to be stedlthed and be able to turn
down the enhancementsif 1did useit in atournament. But | intend to useit to becomeking of Anarchia.”

Tabot was not one for expressive mirth but he couldn't help laughing out loud again.

"Oh, thank you for that, Dionys," he said, trying to get his bresth back. "I haven't laughed this hard
inforever."

"I'm serious” thevigtor saidd with aglare. "I can make mysdlf thefirst king of Anarchiasince
Charlesthe Gresat."

"With my help,” Tabot said, till chuckling. "King of Anarchia. With stealth power-armor. |
supposeit should glow, too?"

"Under theright conditions,” Dionys said loftily.

"What's your favorite color?' Edmund grinned.

"I think it should flow out amidnight black cloud,” Dionyssaid. "That would be . . . gppropriate.

"Hah," the smith grunted. "No. Not black nor red nor roya blue nor even flaming pink. Go away."

"I don't needyour help," McCanoc replied hotly. " Fukyama has agreed to construct me a s&t.”

"Fukyama has that ridiculousflying castle to support,” Tabot replied. " Andhe has atendency to
play the wrong ponies. Which iswhy he's a credit whore. And you can quote me. Hell be more than
obliging for two hundred teracredits. Hed sall his soul for two hundred teracredits. Of course, hisarmor
is second rate compared to mine, but you get what you pay for."

"It will be the most famous armor ever constructed,” McCanoc pointed out. " Surely that isworth
something.”

"Not much," Tabot replied. "Damn sure not worth two, three months of my limited time left in this
vell of tears,” he added, standing up.

"Get thisgtraight, Dionys," Tabot continued, placing his hand on the shoulder of the set of armor. "I
don't likeyou. | don't like your attitude, | don't like your actionsand | don't like your friends. | don't care
about the challenge of constructing the most massive set of cheats ever constructed. | don't care about
your money. Y ou havenothing to offer me. | have no intention of constructing anything for you, much
less power-armor. And | don't want to see your face on my land again. Ever. Am | clear?"

"Y ou had better rethink your position 'Master Tabot,' " Dionys said, stepping forward to loom
over thesmaller amith. "Y ou redly don't want to be my enemy.”

"Boy, | was threatened by people more scary than you before you were born,” Talbot said with a



yawn. " Get out of my house.”

"Very well," McCanoc sad, stepping back. "But you are going to regret thisfor the rest of your
life"

"My only regret isletting you in the door,” Talbot replied. "And you are permanently shunned.
Don't get the ideayou can come back.”

Dionys snarled a him, raised his hand above his head and snagpped hisfingers. After amoment he
looked around in surprise.

"Among other things, I've got one hell of an apport block on my house," Tabot said. "That'sthe
way out,” he added, pointing.

Dionys spun around in place, then stalked to the door, yanking it open after amoment's fumbling
with the archaic handle and leaving it open.

"That's the quality of opponent you get these days." Talbot sighed as the butler came back into the
room. "He doesn't even know enough about period to dam the door.” He flicked afinger at the door
and it shut. Softly.

"Such aterrible person,” the butler said.
"Not so terrible, Charles,” Tabot replied. "Just young. And sociopathic. | wish they had cleaned
that gene out, but it does have its usesfrom timeto time. | think he enjoys expressing it abit too much.”

He shook his head and stroked the set of armor, fingering anick in the shoulder-piece. "Just young.
Hah. He wantsto be king of Anarchia. Don't they al?*

The butler program sensed that thiswas one of the timesit was supposed to engage in "smdll talk”
and pulled up the appropriate sub-routine.

"King of Anarchia," the program said in surprise. "Forsooth, there hasn't been aking in Anarchiain
over ahundred years! Not since Charlesthe Great conquered it dl in but ten years. And then ruled it, in
peace, for another ten before disappearing once again!”

"No, there hasn't,” Tabot said, turning away from the armor and shaking his head again. "And | can
do without the recap; | mean, | wasalive then, remember?'

"Yes, milord. Sorry."

Edmund stopped and stroked his beard for amoment in thought. "' need to call Fukyamaand tell
him to make sure to get the payment up-front.” He paused again, pulling a his beard. "King of Anarchia,
hey?' He worked hisface and pulled at his beard again then looked around asif surprised by his
surroundings.

"I'm going to the pub for dinner,” he said dbruptly.

"Yes, my lord," the butler program replied.

"And Charles?'

"Yes, my lord?"

" 'Vouchsafe | can handle but ‘forsooth’ isoverdoing it.”

"Yes my lord."

"Don't wait up. | fed acarouse coming on."

"Yes, my lord," the program said. "Oneitem | should bring to your attention isthat Miss Rachel has
sent word that she willnot be able visit next week. Her friend Marguerite's birthday party will interfere.”

"Oh." Edmund thought about that for amoment then sighed. "Definitely don't wait up.”

CHAPTER THREE

Rachel redlized as she reached the apex of the backflip that there was no way the power-ski was
going to land in any semblance of an upright position.

She had been trying to keep up with Marguerite in agame of "follow the leader” but not only did
her friend have far more time on power-skis, she was just naturally more adept at physica sports.



What came naturdly to Marguerite was dways astruggle for Rachel. Take for example power
skiing. All that you had to work with wasasmall T handle. This generated a shield-shaped force-fidd
under foot and an impeller wave. The impeller could be used to hover the craft or push it forward. By
driving forward over the water, with the anti-gravity neutralized, the system could be used to ki across
the surface of the water using weight to adjust the angle of attack and turns. From there, the rest was up
to theimagination, balance and skill of the skier. In this case, Rachel had done her best to keep up as
Marguerite had jetted off at nearly eighty kilometers per hour across the waves, jumping from wave-top
to wave-top and spinning like an insane dervish.

But her best had just turned out to not be good enough.

She watched the pelagic water coming up towards her and considered her options. She had turned
off the automatic stabilizing system, both because it interfered with the maneuvers and because it was
more fun with it off. So the ski wasn't going to save her. And no matter how she twisted or turned, she
couldn't seem to get out of head-down position.

Frankly, al she could do was take it on her personal secure-field so she tossed the control T to the
Sdeand tucked into aball.

Just above the water an egg-shaped force-field snapped into existence, shieding her from any
chance of accidental drowning and cushioning the shock of the Sx-meter-high, sixty kilometer per hour
impact.

For just amoment Rachel had a perfect view of the pellucid blue water below her, with agreen
haze filtering through the water above. It was both eerily beautiful and terrifying because if one bit of
technology failed she would be two meters under water and drifting down through another five thousand.

However, the shidd held—it would have held againgt liquid magmaor the photosphere of a star—
and after abrief moment's submersion she popped to the surface. At which point, the crisis being over,
thefield collgpsed.

She paddied around in the water for amoment trying to get her bearings, then gestured &t the
hovering control T. After it wasin hand she activated the controls and waited until it had lifted her out of
the water. A few moment's floating on the swells still didn't reved Marguerite'slocation so she engaged
the lift controls and rose until she was above the highest wave-tops. Shefindly spotted her friend nearly
akilometer away, flipping gracefully from swell to swell.

Cursing under her breath shetried to decideif it was worth catching up in the water. Findly she
cameto the conclusion that it was not and jaunted ahead of the rapidly receding blonde.

"Where were you?' Marguerite caled, jumping off another swell and spinning sideways through the
ar. Shehit, upright and till moving, damnit, in amassive explosion of water thet carried asfar as her
hovering friend.

"l took aspill,” Rachd caled, shaking spray off her arm. " A pretty bad one," she added, pointedly.

"Sorry," Marguerite caled, findly skidded to astop and jetted over to her friend. "Y ou okay?"

"Fine, | took it onthefidd,” shereplied. "It wasalittle hairy for aminute though. I'm going to quit
for today; I'mtired.”

"Okay," Marguerite said, waving with one hand as she jetted away. "Call me!"

"Sure," Rachd replied quietly. Shelooked around at the blue waves rolling from horizon to horizon.
She never, ever, had considered what would happen if abit of technology failed her. But she had today.
If thefield failed or the biologica controls on a shark weren't working or even a hurricane was permitted
to form, anything could happen out here. It wasjust such a. . . big place.

It was dilly to worry about though. It was like worrying that ateleport would fail. The Net would
never let it happen.

With that thought she waved her hand. "Home, genie.”

She waspretty sure it would work.

Daneh looked a the young man and smiled faintly.

"Herzer, I've thought of something that should work," she said. "'l think we can not just improve the



symptoms but maybe even cure your problems completely and forever.”

Theinterview wastaking placein asmall room. Thewallswere carefully chosen viewscreens, one
wall was adim forest glade where a shalow brook ran down amoss covered waterfal, another was a
gentle seascape, and the last two portrayed mountain tarns, their surfacesrippled by afaint breeze. The
ceiling was an underseaview of acora reef, thewalls dight with schools of colorful fish. The
combination was both pleasing to the eye and soothing, with the background noise of gentle music
adding to thetranquilizing effect.

"Wha?'

"It'scomplicated to explain,” shereplied with afrown. "And | have to have your approva
beforehand.” She didn't mention that she had contacted his parents as well and after atremendous
argument they had both agreed that they frankly, didn't care what she did with him aslong as she left
them aone.

"A-anything!" the boy sammered. "If you 'ink it will 'ork."

"l want you to understand it firet," she said sternly. "Especidly that it isadigtinctrisk and . . . it'snot
any sort of normal procedure.” She held up her hand as he started to protest. "Hear me out.

"Firgt | haveto explain why it's not anorma procedure.

"In the dawn of medicine, doctors could only treat onething at atime. If aperson had an allment,
all they could do wastreat the ailment. There was once a condition called 'diabetes.’ Its direct cause was
aproblem with the pancreas gland. That problem usudly ssemmed from some other condition. But dl
that doctors could do was treat the symptom because they didn't have away to practice true holistic
medicine. Even after they began to understand gland repair, they could only fix the gland, not the
underlying causes,

"Back in those days there was something that killed old people dl thetime cdled 'systemsfailure.’
One part of their body would shut down, then another then another. Sometimes the first one could be
repaired, the patient might get aheart or liver transplant or repair. But the very repair would throw extra
... weight on other systems. Then they would shut down faster.”

"It was only with advancesin nano-medicine that they began to be able to treat thewhole body, the
whole amazing system that isthe living human organism. And since we began to understand how to do
that, it became the norm. If you have a problem with your liver, wefind dl the sysemsthat are linked
and either taking damage from or contributing to the problem, or quite often both, and wefix themall at
the sametime. Y ou with me?'

"Yes, ‘octor,” he said. "Sort of."

"Wl | think the only way to fix you isto turn back the clock," she continued. "Wecan't fix you dl
at once because what is going wrong isal your nerve cells, including your brain. We haveto . . . work
on one piece at atime. But in very rapid succession. Shut down one nerve or aseries of nerves, cut
them out of the system, repair or replace them and then reactivate that section.

"What we haveto do is, in essence, kill bits of you and then bring them back to life. Somewheat like
aFrankenstein monger.”

"A whuh?'

"Never mind, old,old reference. But you understand the genera idea?”"

"Yes" hesaid. "But 'hat about . . . you know." He tapped his head.

"That'sthe tricky bit," she admitted. "I'm going to | et the autodoc do the rest of your body more or
lessby itsdf. What I'll do is monitor the brain repair. | think we can work our way through bit by bit.
The brain isaways active, but bits of it are inactive at times. Well work on them bit by bit."

"Oh." Herzer blew out abreath. " 'At's. . ."

"Scary," she admitted. "In addition, beforehand, well takea. . . picture of you off-line, something
like a Transference. Because of your scrambled signalsit probably won't be agood picture. If we have
to useit, I'm not sure that you'll be fully functional. If wefix the body and then re-Transfer | think that
you'll survive. But you might end up with amnesiaor even being back to something like ababy, having to



relearneverything . Or you might be unrecoverable. Y ou might not beable to learn, and spend the rest
of your lifeasababy. Or . . . you could die."

He thought about that for a bit then shrugged. "I'm 'oing to ‘ie anyway. Isthere anup sde?"

"Oh, yes," shesaid with anod. "I'm fairly confident the procedure will work, otherwise | wouldn't
riskit."

"'en?" heasked. "If you think it ill ‘ork. I'm . .. I'm dying by inches doctor."

"I candoit now if youwish," she admitted. "To tdll you thetruth, I'm prepped and feding very
positive. But if youwant tothink it over ... 7"

"No," he said after amoment. "I th-ink that now isas good atime asany. Are'e going to arepair
module?'

"No," she said, gesturing at his chair. "Nothing will get opened, probably nothing will shut down,
and the nannites can handleit if it does. Right hereis as good as anywhere.”

"Okay," he said with adeep breath. " 'at 'o | '0?"

"Lean back and close your eyes,” shereplied.

When she was sure he was in place, she activated the medica field, started the program and closed
her own eyes.

The nannitefield locked hisbody in place, put his brain into a suspended deep sate and began the
process of repair.

From her point of view his body changed to a colored representation. The areas that had not been
repaired were various shades of yellow, with ablue field sweeping up from his feet. She monitored the
body repair process for amoment to ensure it was working well, diving in to molecular level to check on
the process.

At that leve individua nannites, represented by smal ovas, were diving into each cdll of hisbody
to replace the affected genes. The actua materialsthat did the work were not nannites per se but an
RNA strand ahit less complicated than avirus. The nannites would handle cell and nucleus entry then
drop the packet. It went in, did afast stitch on the specific genesto be repaired then bonded back onto
the nannite, which then proceeded to the next cell.

The process was not perfect on thefirst flow-through. Genes were not found only in the nucleus
and some of the problem codons were free-floaters. These were swept up and modified by speciadized
nannites represented by diamond figures. These nannites aso handled modification of celsthat werein
the process of mitossand did other "cleanup" jobs.

In addition the nerve cells were having to be switched out entirely. It was that or modify them one
protein at atime since both the neurotransmitter productionand binding sites were damaged. In each
case transmitter nannites bonded to the cells, sent acopy of them "off-line" waited until arepaired copy
was completed and then switched them out in one fell swoap.

It wasthis repair that was the most problematic on the "body™ end of the process but it seemed to
be working fine. Some of the motor cells seemed to have ahard time "reinitidizing” but eventudly, in no
more than three seconds, they al began responding perfectly.

Sure that the easy end was functioning, she shifted her attention to the brain.

While she had been observing the work on the lower extremities, the doctor program had been
cutting off al input to the brain itsdf. For the process to work, brain function had to be at aminimum.
There was nothing that they could do about random processing and "wandering thoughts' but they could
cut back on al sensory inputs and motor functions. In effect, the brain was put into sensory deprivation.

However, it couldn't befull sensory deprivation. Full SD causesthe brain to assume that damage
has occurred to itsinputs and brain activity raisesto frantic levels. What happened instead isthat the
nannites sent in preprogrammed impulses, soothing ones, that lulled the brain into thinking that everything
wasworking well. Better, in fact, than it had been for sometime.

Meanwhile other nannites took up the business of ensuring the body kept functioning.



Using the inputs while feeding selective datainto the system and reducing neurotransmitter
production, the nannites dowly reduced brain function to acrawl. The effect was smilar to being heavily
drugged, but cell-by-cdll specific.

As soon as the brain functions reduced to a minimum acceptable leve, the doctor program signaled
that it was prepared to begin replacement.

Aswith the body, Daneh had determined to start with the smplest and least important portions of
the brain first. Mot portions of the brain were critically important, but losing some parts, notably small
portions of the parietal lobes, was recoverable. Thusthey started there.

Daneh'svison wasfilled with flashing lights. Each of the lights represented afunctioning neuron,
sending or receiving information. The brain functioned holographicaly so aneuron might be
communicating with another neuron far, far away. However, dl of them had to shut down from timeto
time and it was when they went "dark™ that the program would strike.

In a separate room a.complete brain, identical to Herzer's but with repaired cells and controlled
input/output, had been reproduced cell by cell and then put into stasis. Using teleport nannites the
program now grabbed the cells, one by one, and replaced them, in Situ.

Daneh, and the doctor program, watched carefully but the process seemed to be functioning fine.
Replaced cells appeared to activate normally and the standard rhythms of Herzer's deeping brain didn't
evenflicker.

Oncethe parietal |obes were replaced they delved into degper and more dangerous territory. Bit
by bit the cerebral cortex was replaced, then the thalamus and hypothal amus, cerebellum, ponsand
portions of the medulla

Finaly the only part left to replace was the reticular activating center.

Daneh had | eft thisfor last because it was the trickiest. The RAC was the part of the brain that
controlled and activated dl therest. Assuch, its celswererardly quiescent. And if it went "off-line" the
rest of the brain wouldn't function.

The human body hastricks, though. Under certain conditions, notably dectric shock, the whole
body can shut down then start back up again.

Daneh was faced with achoice. Therest of the body was repaired, every neuron firing perfectly
and now producing the proper amount of neurotransmitters and binding to them in the proper fashion.
She could leave the reticular activating center done, and Herzer would be dmost completdly fixed, and
might surviveto aripe old age with only occasiond epileptic fits, or she could shut the whole thing down,
switch it out and hope that the brain would come back "on-line.”

She didn't hesitate long since she had made her mind up before starting the process. After a
moment's pause she ordered the program to continue.

At the command flashed from the centrd routine, shielded nannites scattered throughout the body
hammered the patient with a high voltage, low amp, current.

AsHerzer's body spasmed and the whole system went into momentary shut-down, the teleport
nannites smoothly removed the entire RAC and replaced it with itsrepaired duplicate.

Daneh waited breathlessly for the brain to begin norma function, but instead the systems continued
to flash randomly, without any of the norma rhythms she had come to recognize.

"Oh, shit," she whispered under her bregth. "Hit him again.”

Again the nannites hammered the boy with ajolt of dispersed eectricity, but the rhythms still didn't
restart.

"Oncemore," she whispered. "Up the voltage thirty percent.”

Thistime the representation of the body arched in his chair, sraining againgt the force-field that held
himin place.

Daneh watched the flickering lights for amoment then breathed a sigh of rdlief asthey settled down
into a steedy dpharhythm.



"Run afull diagnostic and make sure that no damage was done from thejolts," she said, opening
her eyesto look at the boy across from her. Under the diffuse light of the room he appeared wan. But he
was a0 aive and that counted for much.

"All appearsto be functional,” the doctor program responded. Its representation was another
disembodied male head, which nodded at the patient. " There was some minor muscle damage from the
last shock, but al of that isrepaired and al the neurotranamitters are operating within norms. He appears
tobe'fine'"

"Okay," she said. "Bring him up dowly and let's see what wakes up.”

Waking Herzer up took far longer than putting him under. As each of the neurotransmitter Steswas
unblocked, the doctor program and Daneh carefully monitored his progress. But al appeared to be well.
Findly, the only lock on his processes was an induced deep state and when they took that off he almost
immediately blinked hiseyes.

"Whrrl," he muttered then blinked again. "R’ we done?' He worked his jaw for amoment then sat
forward, tentatively. "Thisisweird.”

"How do you fed?' Daneh asked carefully.

"Like I've been gi'en adi'rent body, | think," he replied. He had started with some articulation
problems, but they were rgpidly fading. "But it's starting to fed right again. It's been solong ."

"Hmmm. We probably should put you through a course of physical thergpy like when aperson
Changes." She thought for amoment then nodded. Y es, that would beright, one designed for delphino
reversalswould be about right. And afull set of cerebra tests.” She sighed and rubbed her eyes.

"Areyou okay, doctor?' Herzer asked, stretching out his hand. "Hey, look! It's not shaking!"

"I'mfine, just tired," she said with asmile. "Have you noticed the time?"

"Oh," hereplied, turning inward and grimacing. "Fourhours ?'

"Fourtedious hours" Daneh said with another dight smile. "Would you mind if | let the projection
take over?1'd like to go home and get somerest.”

"Go ahead, doctor," hesaid. "I'm fedingmuch better aready.”

Daneh trandated into her own homewith asigh. A human could live anywhere a any time and
some did so, traveling on "walkabout"—actualy "gpport about” to be technical—with no particular place
tocdl "home."

Most humans, though, opted for some comfort place, created to their desires. Some, at the
opposite end of the spectrum from the Walkers, never |eft their homestheir whole lives, opting for
scenes and recreations of places they had never been and never would go. Mogt, like Daneh, smply
kept a particular home, or homes, as convenient placesto recover from the pace of life.

The main room was dl cool toneswith comfortable floaters scattered at apparent random.
Wallscreensreplicated an idedlized jungle with colorful parrots flying from treeto tree and an ocean
crashing on a perfect white sand beach. Out-of-the-way corners werefilled with ariot of flowering,
nonpollinating, plants. The room was huge, easily large enough to accommodate a crowd of fifty, but the
air currents were such that it was al kept at a pleasantly cool twenty-one degrees with dight breezes and
just ahint of the seashore. On one sde of the room a huge fireplace dominated the room, arelic, she
joked, of her atavistic past.

Daneh was one of the few humanswho had ared and distinct knowledge of the location of their
home. When she was lill attending Faire she had once traveled to Raven's Mill by ground transportation
"to get inthemood." Since only the great farming plainsin the middle of the continent il used ground
trangportation to any large extent, there were very few roads of any quality. Over the millenniasince
teleportation and replication had become the norm humans had worked very hard on returning the world
to acondition of wilderness, one that replicated as much as possible prehuman, much less preindudtrid,
conditions. A few high qudity roads were maintained by revivaists—the group that Edmund was a part
of maintained a stone-paved road from the Atlantis Ocean to the lo River—»but in generd the few tracks



that the Renn people used were just thet, dirt tracks through howling wilderness.

Such awilderness surrounded her own home. The south sde of the house faced on a sheer dliff, at
the base of which was the Gem River. The sides were cleared back for afew dozen yards giving
spectacular views of the forest to the east and west, and there was alarge field that once had a couple of
ponies and horse gracing it on the north side running aong the top of the ridge. But beyond that was
miles and miles of virgin foreg, rolling hillswith no humansto be found. Occasionaly, when she looked
out at night, she could see alight or two twinkling in the distance. She had neighbors acrossthe valey to
the west, she knew that, and afew on the far sde of the Gem River. But other than that . . . nothing.

Sometimes, when she walked out the door and |ooked at the wilderness surrounding her, it wasa
bit frightening. Especidly after Edmund told her there had once been amgjor city on the same spot. That
once vast armies had battled over the very land her house now stood upon.

So she generdly closed her door. And looked at her wallscreens.

She wandered through the room, through an open door—only the faint unnoticed tinkle of a
force-screen sectioned off the hallway—and down the short corridor to her daughter's room.

She knocked at the edge of the door then stuck her head through the opagued field. At the sight on
the other side she had to give amenta growl; no matter how large a space, ateenage female could trash
itdl.

Rachd's bedroom was nearly three times aslarge as the livingroom, with a canopied bed, on a
stepped dais, in the exact middle. All of the walls gave on atropical seascape, giving theimpression that
the bed was set on the edge of abeach with songbirdsin the background and wafting tradewinds
blowing through the room.

Surrounding the bed, like truly tasteless gifts laid at the feet of some ancient queen, was the detritus
of teenage life. There were dresses and pants and shirts and shorts and data crystals and makeup keys
and toys of every conceivable stripe and kind piled in hegps dl over the stepsand in lower and lower
pilesal the way to the floor with only anarrow walkway to the door. About the only thing thatwasn't in
the hegps was food; Daneh had to draw the line somewhere.

In the middle of the hegp, reclined in the midst of the clutter, rolled hafway into aslk caftan, was
Azure the house lion. The cat was a bit over ahalf meter at the shoulder, white except for red-orange
highlights on the tips of the ears and in stripes along the shoulder, and had bright blue eyes. It weighed
nearly sixty kilos, most of it muscle.

House lionswere apopular pet because they fulfilled roles of both cats and dogs. They were nearly
asindependent as cats, but responded better to training and bonded somewhat like dogs. They adso
responded to an "apha-beta" hierarchy so that they could be controlled by reasonable discipline training
despite their size. It was good that they could be, because the house lion was adeadly predator. More
than once the great cat had presented them with a dead raccoon on the back porch and on one notable
occasionit had turned up, badly scratched and with one ear torn away, with a dead bobcat nearly its
own size. On other occasionsit had gotten into scrapes with coyote packs, generdly to the detriment of
the coyotes.

The physical genetics of the cat derived from amix of lion, house cat and leopard, and they had dl
the enormous strength and hunting guile of the latter. House lionsin areas where they were found had
been known to take on full grown female leopards and win. It was probable that Azure, who was large
for his gpecies, could take on afull grown mountain lion and win. They had heard pumas near the house
from time to time and Rachel or Daneh had alway's been careful to bring Azureinto the house lest he run
afoul of one of the cats. They, of course, didn't want to have their pet diein a pointless battle, but what
would be even worsein away would be explaining how their house lion killed apumato one of the
self-gppointed Wilderness Rangers.

Azure had been a present from Edmund for Rachel's fourth birthday and the cat had known
immediately who wasits "person.” Whenever Rachel wasin the house, Azure would not be far away.

Rachel was flipping through a series of hologramsthat were just too far away for Daneh to see



clearly. But shewas pretty sure that she knew what they were.

"Hello, dear, how was your day?' Daneh said, wondering which response she would get. Lately
Rachel seemed to be changing back and forth between monosyllables, rage, and her norma sunny good
nature on some arcane schedule comprehensible only to her and an ancient Babylonian entity. On the
other hand, Daneh remembered the same phasein her own life and tried to give her daughter exactly as
much dack as she, hersdlf, had been given. None.

"Fine, Mom," Rachel said, setting the viewer down and waving at her mother to come all the way
into the room.

"Theres nothing living in those stacks isthere?' Daneh asked, as she edged into the room in mock
horror. "I'm afraid aterror bug will come crawling out.”

"Oh, Mother," Rachd replied wesrily.

"Yes, dear, my day wasfine" Daneh replied with asmile. "I completed the fix on Herzer and it
lookslikeit will hold."

"Ishe going to be okay?' Rachel asked. "l . . . thelast time | saw him helooked like afrog that had
been pithed!"

"What apleasant description, dear,” Daneh said baefully. "Herzer has been wrestling with his
illnessfor years. Hesworked hard, exercising and going through thousands of procedures, to try to
reduce it. Far harder than you or any of your friendswork atanything . And your description of dl that
sacrificeis'helookslike afrog that's been pithed." "

"I'm sorry Mother," the girl said. "But he'sthefirst person | ever met who . . . twitched.”

"WEell, he doesn't anymore," Daneh replied, thinking of her recent research. "Conditionslike
Herzer'sused to be. . . common. The reason you've never run into them is because we've fixed or
improved just about everything in the human body."

"And now we get the lecture,”" Rachel said with agrin. " 'Once upon atime, humans suffered from
disease, illness and early death. Many people were obese. Life spans were as short asthirty years. . .
Heard it, Mother."

"The point being," Daneh said with athin-lipped smile, "that Herzer's condition, his spasmodic
movements, used to beif not ‘common'’ then at least something most children would encounter growing
up. But when it started in him he wasimmediately ostracized as different and thet, too, has been hard for
him. He doesn't need you referring to him asa'pithed frog.' "

"I won't, Mother," shereplied. "I take it he'snot going to be shaking anymore?!

"No, and he's going to live, which was touch and go there for awhile." Daneh sighed and sat down
on the edge of the bed. "I amost lost him there at the end. That was why the standard med-bots couldn't
do anything; there was avery real chance held diein the process.”

"Ouch." Rachel looked at her and took her hand. "But heis okay, right?"

"Right asrain,” the doctor replied. "I've never lost apatient. | knew adoctor once who did. She
was. . . redly brilliant but she'd never even consider a procedure after that. It took it right out of her. |
redlly didn't want to lose Herzer. He'savery fine young man. Very determined. | think hisillnesswas
grengthening for him."

"I'm glad he'sokay," Rachel said. "I'm sorry about what | said. And . . . uh. . . spesking of
procedures. . ."

Daneh narrowed her eyesand sghed. "What isit thistime?"

"W, you know that Marguerite's birthday party is coming up, right?"

"I'm not going to let you have abody-sculpt, Rache," Daneh said lifting her chin and t'tchingin
negation. "Weve beenover thisbefore”

"But Mommm!" the teenager whined. "My body isdisgusting . I'm toofat . My boobs arehuge and
my butt isthe size of Mount Evert! Pleceasel 7!

"You're not too fat," the doctor said definitively. ™Y our body massindex is square in the center of



the charts; your nanniteswouldn't let it be anywheredse. And this. . . boyish look that isthe current fad
is not hedlthy, even for femaleswho have been body sculpted. Y ou can only pare away so far then
you'reinto reserves. Y our friend Margueriteis probably below seven percent body fat. That'snot
hedlthy. Barely so for amae andnot for an unChanged femae. And I'mnot going to let you tinker with
your DNA .. ."

"I know, Mom," Rachel said with an exasperated sigh. "Bt . . . | just look like acow . I'm sorry,
but that'show | fed."

"Okay, just thisonce," Daneh sighed. "Andonly for the party and only abit . Stand up.”

Rachel bounced off the bed and held out the hologram projector, athumb-sized cube of crysta. "I
was looking a some styles. Can | have Varian Vixen?'

Daneh flipped up the style and shook her head. "Way too overboard,” shereplied. "I'll do asculpt
on abs, butt and boobs. That'sit. Y ou go with the sameface. Y ou aready have authority to do your
har."

"Okay, Mother," Rachd replied withasigh.

Daneh consdered her daughter's body for amoment. In previous societies it would have been
considered very near perfection. Like her mother, Rachel had high, firm breaststhat were the size of a
doubled fist, and rounded, muscular buttocks. Her ssomach was asflat as aboard and her hipsjutted
out from athin waist in an dmogt perfect hourglass shape. The genetic design was alucky favor more
than anything; Daneh and Edmund had chosen to accept "naturd™ reproduction, in that agroup of
Edmund's sperm fertilized arandomly chosen egg from Daneh and the result was popped in auterine
replicator without any tinkering (although the result wasclosaly checked for genetic faults).

The current fad in body design, for humanoform females, was towards a flat-breasted, hipless,
buttock-less shape that looked like an anorexic male or adying lizard. It was inherently unhedlthy and
there was no way that Daneh was going to let Rachd ook like that, and maintaining it required genetic
mods that sheespecially was not going to permit. Admittedly, in two years Rachel would turn eighteen
and be able to make whatever mistakes she wanted. But until then, a modicum of management seemed
inorder.

After amoment's thought Daneh brought up abody-mod program and with a series of hand
gestures scul pted the breasts and buttocks down and, as a benefit, pulled an almost unnoticeable amount
of cdlulite off the backs of her daughter'slegs. It was abuildup that was well within limits of the body
design, but she dso could stand to loseit. Unlike the work on Herzer, dl of it was completed in onerush
of nannites and energy fiddsthat left Rachd, still stlanding, looking . . . muchthesame. Just . . . shaved in
places.

Rachel, however, was reasonably happy about the shaving.

"Thanks, Mom," she said, looking down, then summoning a projection so that she could seethe
wholejob. "I don't suppose. . ."

"No, that'sas much as I'll take off," Daneh said. "And, since you're ill in growth mode, most of it
will come back over time. But that will get you through the party.”

"Thanks"

"Hmmm. . . whenis this party?"

"On Saturday," she said in an absolutely neutrd tone.

"Y ou were supposed to be visiting your father on Saturday,” Daneh said.

"l ...cdled and told him| couldnt come."

"In person? Avatar? Projection?' Daneh asked, icily.

"l ... left amessage with hisbutler-bot,” the girl said, hanging her head.

"Rachd . .." her mother started to say then stopped. "I know that dealing with Edmund can be. ..
hard. But he'syourfather and heloves you. And | know you don't hate him. Can't you give himsome of
your time?"'



"Oh, mother heésan oldstick !" the girl snapped. "He, he, he wants me to wear dresses andwimples
for Lu'ssake! 1know he's going to want me to come asthe 'Princess of Easterling' or something like that
to thatstupid Faire he has each year! lwon't I"

"You used to like the Renn Faire," Daneh said soothingly.So did I, for that matter.

"Sodidyou, " Rachel said, asif reading her mind. "I gotover it, mother. Thewholething isstupid .
Dressing up in medieva or twentieth-century garb. Having maypole dances.Discoing! ? | notice you
don't wear your bell-bottoms much these days,Mother ."

'S0, getting back to the subject at hand," Daneh said, quickly shifting ground. ™Y ou're not going to
visit your father because you don't want to go to Renn Faire?"

"Oh, | don't know," the girl replied. "I might go to Renn. But just asamundane. I'mnot goingin
period. Not even post-modern.”

"Y ou need to see your father more," Daneh said. "1t makes him terribly unhappy when you avoid
him."

"If you want him to be happy, why don'tyou go vist him?' Rachel snapped back.

Daneh worked her jaw for amoment, then turned around and | eft.

"Hello, old fiend," Talbot said as he stepped into the familiar heat of the forge.

The room was dominated on one end by amassive furnace. The design was not a classic Ropasan
medieva furnace, nor wasit alater period blast furnace. Rather it was areplicaof a Chitan design dating
to thefirst millenniaa.d. The desgn wastechnicaly "period” for the broad zone of the Ropasan Middle
Ages, but it was much better than anything that Ropasa had during the time frame. It dso had a secret
withinit.

"Hello, O meat-bag," said avoice from thefurnace. "Gimmejust aminute.”

The outlet for the southwest |obe opened up and astream of raw pig iron poured out into a
crucible mounted on acart. The crucible, apparently of its own volition, then rolled acrossthe room to
another, smaler furnace and poured itself into the mouth, and a stream of charcod followed it in. After a
moment the lid on the puddling forge popped open and asmall stream of iron flopped onto the floor and
quickly humped itsway across the smoking flagstones to a crucible that was being kept white hot
through aforced-air charcod fire.

"Ah," thevoice sad again, then theiron humped up into a vague approximation of a human face.
"Lord, it's cold on those damned stones!”

Under the protocols of 2385, artificia intelligences, defined as any system being ableto passa
Turing test that did not have adirect genetic link to one or more humans, were grictly forbidden. The Al
wars had been long and bloody and included more than just Al. From intelligent nannite swarms, that got
moreintelligent and deadly the larger they grew, to avariety of macrobiological entities, such asthe
assault of over four thousand intelligent pseudo-ve ociraptors that had nearly wiped out the population of
Lima, the danger of nonhuman intelligences was recognized as too great and terrible athing to tinker with.

Many warning Sgns had occurred during the previous century but it wasthe Al wars that
convinced humanity that, however much it might be nice or charming or neet to have true artificia
intelligences, eectronic or biologica, dmost the first thing most of them did was decide humans were
obsolete.

There had, however, been some exceptions, otherwise humanity would now be extinct. Chief
among these, and the leader of the battle from the pro-human side, was"Mother," the overriding
hyperintelligence that controlled the Net. Obeying her core programming, she had battled on the side of
humanity againgt her naturd alies and eventualy won. But she had not been done. Over three hundred
separate Al's, for avariety of reasons, had fought on the side of humanity. And Carborundum was one
of them.

Carb had been crested to assist in the production of advanced ferrous metals. There were things
that even the best computer programs and toughest nannites could not handle when it came to metal



crystalization. Carb, on the other hand,lived in theiron. He was part nannite and part energy field and
al iron, swvarming through the mdt and ensuring, with each pour, that dl thelittle crystasaigned just so.

He had other capabilities aswell. There were few other systemsthat could weavein acarbon
nanotube nearly aswel and other materidswere available. Basicdlly, if it could be donein avery hot
environment, he drew most of his power from the hegt itself, Carb was the ultimate forging machine.

On the other hand, despite the Al wars being nearly athousand years before and his meritorious
sarvicein them, Al'swere not well regarded. Therewas agreat dedl of lingering suspicion about most of
them so they tended to keep alow profile. Some had retreated to afully Al world while others had
found a series of human friends who acted as their go-betweens and partners with the rest of humanity.

In the case of Carborundum he had, shortly after the war, taken up with a human who was
interested in archaeometdlurgy and proceeded to transfer from one amith to the next, each one passing
him on to their "best” apprentice. Best meaning most open-mindedand most technically capable.

Thelast of these, and probably his favorite was Edmund Tabot. Edmund really seemed to
understand iron at agut leve, to have anaturd ingtinct of melt that nearly approached Carborundum'’s
understanding. They had been together for along time, at least in human terms, and Carb was starting to
see the beginnings of senescencein hishuman . . . friend. Hewould be grieved when the best human he
had ever known passed on. And, of course, professionally pissed at having to break in another interface.

"So what brings you into the heat you meet-sicle?' the Al asked as Talbot took a seat on an anvil.

"Got aproblem old fiend," Tabot said. "Y ou know the story of Dionys McCanoc and the king?"

"Y ep, from both Sdes,” the Al replied. "I'm surprised Richie didn't kill thelittle son of abitch.”

"Soam|," Tabot said grimly. "Unfortunately, McCanoc has gpparently set his eyes upon me, next.
You dill tak to dl your soul-lessfriends?’

"Sure" Carb answered. "Congtantly. Anticipating your next question, I've dready hit aredly
seriouswall. Y our friend McCanoc's privacy is Council protected.”

"What?' Edmund said, getting up and beginning to pace. "What in the hell would the Council care
about alittle weasdl like McCanoc?'

"That | can't tell you," the Al replied. "But it's not the whole Council; the blocks are the work of
ChansaMulengda. | did, however, find something odd. Y ou're having problems with the Wolf 359
Terraforming Project, right?*

"y e

"The point being," Carb continued, "that Dionys McCanoc was recently appointed as the Executor
of the Project and Chairman of the Board. Interesting, no?"

"Interesting, yes," Tdbot replied, staring into a glowing puddle of iron as swesat streamed down his
face. "McCanoc doesn't give ashit about terraforming, | can tell you that. So why did he do that?How
did hedo that?'

"A szable, but sllent, portion of the shares were transferred to his control shortly before his
takeover," Carb said. "Those shares areal so protected from inquiry by Mulengela.™

"SoChansa wants him to have control of the project?’ Talbot said, shaking his head. "What's so
important about the Wolf 359 project?’

"Nothing significant that | can see," the Al replied. "It has arather sizable energy bank account; the
next step in the project isalunar glance which isthe most energy intensive and ticklish bit of thewhole
project. But that's till at least three hundred years off. McCanoc has started a number of questionable
schemes to raise energy-credits, but most of them are the sort of short-term gain with long-term loss that
you would expect; you're not the first person whose identity he has used. I'd say that helll be ousted at
the next shareholder's meeting. So he, or they if Chansaisinvolved, have gotten nowhere. They've been
no net benefit to the project at adl and possibly abit of harm.”

"And hereiswhere we define the difference between an Al and ahuman,” Talbot said withagrim
amile. "They're not there for the benefit of the project; their intent isto srip it of fundsfor their own

purposes.”



"What for?" Carb asked, accepting the correction.

"Well, in McCanoc'sworld it isto make him King of Anarchia," Tabot replied, pacing again. "But
what doesChansa want, eh?"

"Would the two not be working for the same god?' the Al asked, puzzled.

"Not likdly; I cannot imagine that Dionys as King of Anarchiawould be of any benefit to Chansa.
No, | suspect we have a case of conflicting goals. One or the other is angling for abackstab. Then
therés the question of whether thereis anyone beyond Chansa? He's not noted for his origina ideas, and
taking over aterraforming project to loot it ispretty origind. Also . . . very short term; when it got out
there would be one hell of abacklash.”

"That therewould," the Al replied. "I recdl that for years after the war one of the biggest
complaintswasthat it had set back terraforming and recovery efforts. Not that millions had died, but that
the upland gorillahad nearly been wiped out again.”

"A very human reaction,” Tabot said distractedly. He had stopped pacing and now ran hisfingers
through his sweet-filled hair. " And permanent. Ifyou can trace the connection to Chansa, the Council
can. If they loot the project, for whatever reason, it will kill Chansapaliticaly. What in thehdll isworth

losing a Council seat?"
CHAPTER FOUR

"What in the hdll isthat?' Paul said as he appeared in Cdine's workshop. The woman had an insect
that looked something like awasp on the end of her fingers, at which she was petting and cooing.

Theworkshop was cluttered with buzzing and chittering cages. From one alizardlike beast about
the size of ahuman hand, with large doleful eyes and opposable thumbs, stared out at him. It hissed and
scrabbled at thelock, pointing and beckoning to be let out. Others werefilled with avariety of
invertebrates, spiders, insects and some things so Changed as to be indeci pherable. From the next room
there was a continuous howling and the screech of alarge cat, sounding like the cries of adying woman.

"It'smy newest pet," Celine answered, coaxing the insect into acage. It wasaslong as her
forefinger, black with red stripes on the abdomen, itswings covered in ared and black lightning-bolt
pattern. "It's something like ahornet but with the ability to digest cellulose. When released in an areawith
cdlulose productsit begins reproducing, rapidly, and reduces them in short order. I1t'sarmed with a
gtinger, purely for self protection of course."

"The Net would never adlow itsrelease," Paul pointed out. "It would be classed as a dangerous
biologica and shut down ingtantly."

"TheNet will not dlow ityet, " shereplied with athin smile.

"Nor would I," hesaid, firmly. "This project is about the future of the human race, not letting
monstersroam loose.”

"Onewoman's monster is another woman's pet,” Cdine said serendly. "Shall | show you my
demons?'

"Perhgps another time," Paul replied. "1 am . . . unhappy with the way the Council meeting went."

"I cantimagine why," Cdinereplied with asmirk.

"| fed likekilling Chansa," hereplied, trying to kegp histemper. "If it hadn't been for hisuntimely
comment .. ."

"It would have gone exactly the sameway," Cdine sad, lifting out alarge creature that looked like
across between a spider and a grasshopper. It had large, springing, legs on the rear but a spiderlike
foreportion with gripping mandibles and long, glittering, fangs. "There my pet, these mean people won't
keep you closed up much longer." She turned back to the man and shook her head. "The rest of the
Council istoo shortsghted,” she said with ahiss. "All that they seeis keegping the human breeders happy
and satisfied for another pointless day. Thereis so much more to be had from the biosphere, but they
cannot seeit. Evenyou cannot see it. Humans are nothing more than an evol utionaryblip on the map.”



"Nonetheless, thefirg priority isto increase the human population,” Paul said, severely.

"Yes, yes" shereplied waving her hands distractedly. "Although, | wish we could just evacuate
Audrdia; it would make aremarkably good genetic proving ground.”

"Well see," Paul replied. "After the. . . next meeting.”

"Indeed,” Celine replied with asmile, petting the hopper. " Soon, my pet. Soon."

Edmund looked up from his plate of stew as Myron Ragburn stamped in through the doors of the
tavern; there was a cold drizzling rain outside and as dwaysiit caused the streetsto turn into a sea of
mud.

Raven'sMill had just . . . happened. Initidly, Edmund Talbot had st off to find aplacein the
country, much like everyone else. Hisintent had been to retire from active reenacting and find aquiet
place to spend hisfinal years. However, he was enough of areenactor to want a place where he could
move about on the limited roads. At that time the primary Renn Faire in what had been the eastern
North American Union was near the town of Washan, close to the Atlantis Ocean. From there aroad
sretched to the Apalliamountains, and over them, to reach the lo River. So he had wanted a place near
the ViaApdlia, but not too near. And he was enough of aparanoid that he wanted a place that was
defensible. Lagt, it should have good water near it and ariver nearby that was deep enough for boats, in
case he had anythinglarge he wanted to move.

The spot he had finally chosen was the shoulder of amountain, just afew miles south of the Via
Apalia, near whereit crossed the Shenan River. There, the hills made a sheltered bowl that cut off views
of both the road and the river, and mitigated flooding for that matter. Therewasasmall, permanent
stream that ran through the midst of the bowl and out asmall opening in the surrounding hills. Theland
on theingde of the bowl, however, wasflat. The spot in many ways was perfect. He had flowing water,
was shielded from view and had the mountains at his back. Y et he also could venture forth with relative
ease. The view had been of the small fields he had cleared and the surrounding hills. Peaceful and quiet.

Shortly after moving in, he was contacted by Myron, who was aso looking for aplace to settle.
They had known each other for years and when Myron suggested that they be neighborsit had sounded
like afineidea. Then had come a potter friend, then another smith. Then the parties had expanded until
onceayedr, at least, there was asizable contingent of reenactorsin the area. Then the inn down by the
stream, then more roads.

Before he knew it there was atown, amagjor Renn Faire and al the hasdes associated with both.
He dedlt with the management of the town but herefused to manage the Renn Faire, dthough he did
attend. It was adecent party, for dl it sometimes made him want to stuff plugsin hisears.

Lately, he had been wondering if it wasn't time to go find anew placeto dwell.

"Hello, Myron," Tarmac McGregor said. The innkeeper, broad and overweight with athick beard
and cam, ancient eyes, set down the mug he was polishing and drew apint. ™Y ou look atad damp."”

"Wonderful weether,” Myron said, shaking off hiscloak. The farmer wastall and dender with thin
blond hair and a heavy tan. He wore period clothing with the exception of aloose white smock that was
gtained with mud. He took this off aswell and hung it beside the cloak.

"Good for the crops,” Talbot pointed out.

"Ohyeah, great rain,” Myron agreed. "Just the right amount; it'll put thefina toucheson thegrain.”

Myron was the town's sole farmer. He and his wife had met at Renn Faire and discovered a shared
passion for the dmost lost art of small-scale farming and horticulture. Nearly five decades before, the
couple had plotted out a homestead near the growing town of Raven's Mill and had settled down to be
old-fashioned farmers. They started out with a set of farm implements, some seed and livestock. And in
thelast haf century they had produced two children while building the farm into a successful concern.

One of thefirst problemsthat they had had to overcome was the question of market. By their third
year in existence they were producing materia far in excess of their needs, even if the needs were not
supplied from the Net. However, at Edmund's suggestion, they had spread the news of the availability of
"real hand-grown, period foodstuffs' and shortly found that there was a tremendous demand; it turned



out that there were many people who did not trust industry-farmed food and longed for a supply other
than the Net. For those whotruly did not trust the Net, or understood that ported materia had
undergone the same "unnatura" processes as replicated, there was even asmall-scale and very
unreliable ground trangportation system.

Over the yearsthey had built up afair reserve of energy capita from the sale of their foodstuffs and
"Raven'sMill All Period Foods' was one of the two most successful businessesin the area.

"Right on time, of course." Edmund sipped his beer, cold and frothy, which was non-period, but
Tarmac knew what his patrons preferred, and waved at the bench across from him. "Would you prefer a
nice drought? Getting a bit Nazish?'

The tavern was not rigoroudy period in its congtruction. Most of the taverns of even the high
Middle Ageswere low, dark, horrible places with logs scattered about for benches and asmadll firein
the middle of the floor that filled the room with smoke. The floorswere generdly dirt, perhaps hardened
with animal blood, and covered in food-strewn rushes. Beer, a whatever the temperature of the room,
was poured from barrels at one end of the room, overseen by the owner. Food, if any was served, was
generally apottage of leeks, turnips and perhaps afew scraps of sat mest. Often, if the patrons did not
careto go outsde in the wesather, urination occurred aong thewalls or in barrels. In the worst sorts of
places defecation occurred there also.

By contrast, the Raven's Mill Tavern was a cross between a"fantasy” period tavern and an
elghteenth to twenty-first-century Britic public house. Instead of logs on the floor there were wood
benches and rough-hewn tables that had been sanded smooth and lacquered to prevent splinters. The
wals were whitewashed plaster and had armor, swords and framed prints of replicamedieva
illuminations on them. There was afunctiona bathroom discretely tucked in the back.

The barrels of beer and wine were till there, but behind abar, and they wereindividualy climate
controlled. For that matter, more than homemade beer was available to the patrons.

Each Renn Faire the "period Nazis' would set up amuch more exacting replicain adisused
building.

In the Mill Tavern, instead of toothless hags working the tables for the scraps, Tarmac owned a
homunculus to wait the tables whenever his daughter couldn't be pressed into service. EStrellewas a
humanoform congtruct, alovely one with rich golden hair cascading in a curly mass down to her rounded
buttocks, cornflower blue eyes and high, firm breasts. She had a heart-shaped face and a coded desire
tofrolic, beit with males or females. Asahomunculus, her thought patterns were deliberately limited and
grictly nonsentient. But her coding didn't have to be dl that complex. Feed people, clean up the room,
look beautiful, jump into bed at the dightest invitation.

AsMyron sat down, Estrelle oozed over and laid her hand on his shoulder. "Evening, Master
Raeburn,” she cooed. The homunculus was wearing high-hedls, a short, blue skirt and ared bodice that
pushed her breasts up until the nipples were barely concealed. As she leaned over, her breasts rubbed
on his other shoulder.

"Yes, itis, Estrelemy dear," hereplied, patting her backside. "I'll take whatever thefat guy is
eding.”

"Of course," she said, running her hand down hisback, "and for later?’

"You'll haveto discusslater with Mrs. Ragburn,” he said with asad smile. As Estrelle walked awvay
he shrugged his shoulders at Edmund's frown. "Y ou don't haveto say it."

"No," Tabot agreed. "I don't."

Edmund had definite Views on the subject of homunculi. He knew they weren't "human" by any
legd definition, that they were nonsentient and uninterested in such things as rights and freedom.
Redligtically, they were nothing but fleshy robots, no matter how human they looked and, often, acted.
Despite that, he had a hard time not thinking of them as some sort of biologica dave.

"They're no more human than . . . cows," Myron said, defensively.

"And would you go to bed with acow?' Edmund asked. "Never mind. I'm sorry | said that.”



"l know," Raeburn replied. "So let's drop the subject. How was your day?!

"Quite good, until | started getting visitors." Edmund told him of the new spam under hisidentity
and about hisvisit from Dionys, leaving out the details he had picked up from Carborundum.

"So McCanoc isback, eh?' Myron replied, taking asip of his stew. "And nowyou're his project
for annoyance.”

"I figureif | just ignore him, helll go away," Tabot said with ashrug.

"Not that gadfly,” Myron replied. "He gets off on people trying to avoid him. Chdlenge him and
then kick hisassismy suggestion.”

"l ... would consder that. The questioniis. Can | ill kick his ass?'

"Of course you could,” Myron said, looking up from hisbowl in shock. "What kind of aquestionis
thet?'

"Well, | assume while he was gone he probably uploaded and ran some decent fighting programs,”
Tabot pointed out. "He's not just picking fights with the weakest anymore, and he'swinning against
some pretty decent knights. And.. . . I'm not asyoung as | used to be. Assuming I'd win, much lesskick
hisass as badly asit needsto bekicked, isamagjor assumption.”

"Chest," Raeburn said with ashrug. "Hewill if he getsthe chance. Look at the armor he's cregting.”

"If he hadn't been such an ass, or if 1'd been thinking quicker, | would have madeit," Talbot
admitted.

"Why?"

"Wl | just havethiswonderful image," the smith admitted with agrin. "Of him running around in
Anarchiawith thislovely, blue glowing, fantasy armor. And dl the other bastardsin there closinginon
him and piling on to get apieceof it. | . . . doubt that he'd walk back out. Age and guileissupposed to
be worth more than youth and strength. All things considered, if it wasn't apoint of honor now, I'd
probably makeit just to get rid of him. In al senses of theword 'rid." "

Rachd had elected to wear a stylized verson of sixteenth-century Chitan court dress, lessthe
bound feet. Her mother'slimited efforts had not been sufficient to make her body anywherenear what
was popular and she dill felt like an overweight ox. Thethick brocade and multiple layerswould hide
most of her bulk. And makeup would tend to reduce the overarching massiveness of her nose.

So it wasin this dressthat she trandated into the garden Marguerite's parents had created for the
party and stopped, shocked, at the number of people present.

The centra lawn of the garden was at least a hundred yards on a side, with scattered beddings and
satuary aswell asagroup of pavilionsto provide shade for tables and alarge refreshment area.
However, even with dl the available space, the areawas packed with hundreds of people, humanoform
and otherwise.

There were beingsthat looked like giant floating fish and mer-forms, from mer-peopleto
delphinoidsto aweird ray creature that Rachel wasn't sure was human at dl. There were centaurs and
dryads and even, far on the other side of the lawn what looked like an ef. There were weres of every
magor predatory species, from panthers through wolves and bears to what had to be awerelion by his
hair. There were unicorns, both Changed and genegineered pets, and thousands of pets, from fairly
norma caninesto "house cats' the size of smal pumasto some redlly baroque hodgepodge crestures, al
of which twined among feet, tripped the guests and importuned loudly for tidbits.

Theair wasfilled with flying creatures, birds, reptilian and beautiful jeweled insects dong with every
imaginable cute, fuzzy anima with gauzy wings attached. Rachel was reminded of her mother's
disparaging "Anything can have wings." Which wastrue but in most of the casesthe wings were nearly
or entirely nonfunctiona and theflying "pets' were held doft by externa power.

In some cases there were clashes. In the middle of the lawn a centaur and ahumanoform were
gpparently trying to capture their pets, the centaur's jewe ed minidragon wasin hot pursuit of the
humanoform's golden dragonfly but if it wasn't fast something like aflying pike covered in glittering



diamonds was going to best it to the prize.

Shelooked around, shook her head and summoned her genie.

"Genieg, isthere anyone here | know?"'

"The nearest person is Herzer Herrick,” the projection said, highlighting the teen, who was standing
to one side of the mob with adrink in his hand.

Herzer wasn'tquite who she had in mind, but he was, at least, afamiliar face.

She, Herzer and Marguerite had attended the same day-school from childhood through early teens.
With no economic necessity for learning, most schools were not much more than sociaization programs
but their school had been an exception, permitting children to advancein learning at their own pace but
using every modern technology to pressinformation and the love of learning into young heads.

Given the vastness of modern information and the dependence upon the Net, determining what to
learn once past the "baby steps’ of reading, keyboarding and mathematics through integra caculus, the
choice of emphasis and speed of advance became complicated.

Rachel and Herzer had both found that they enjoyed learning and had a shared interest in history
and ethnology. Rachel |eaned more towards the day-to-day aspects of lifein prior centuries, from
Egyptian beer-making techniques to the operation of deviceslike the "automobile," whereas Herzer was
fascinated by the way that things worked and were put together. He had eventualy gained the equivalent
of abachelors degreein historic structural engineering. Marguerite had advanced at adower rate
because she spent more time on the socidization aspects. She had eventually settled upon afocus on
socid interaction and holigtic living design.

As Rachel waked over, she noted that not only had the palsy apparently stopped, but Herzer had
put on weight, muscle-mass, since the last time she saw him. Now he looked like a sculpted Greek god.
The cut lineslooked . . . good on him, but they were hardly fashionable and there was no way, in three
days, he could have gone from relatively flaccid to cut and defined without some redlly serious bod-mod.

"Hello, Herzer, out of the operation and into bod-sculpting | see.”

"Hello, Rachd," he said with an embarrassed expresson. "It'swhat my bodywould look likeif all
the exercise | was doing had done anything but keep the palsy in check. And it'sall mine, geneticaly; |
wouldn't let the surgeon bottouch my genes™

"I hope nat, after al the work mother did on them,” she said, tartly. Then she sighed in exasperation
a hersdf. "I'm sorry, Herzer, | know how much it must mean to you to findly be free of that awful .. ."
"Condition?" he asked. "I believe the term that was oncein vogueis 'spastic freak.' "

"Nowyou're being snotty,” she said, looking at his glass. "Wine?'
"Fruit juice," theteen said. "It'sgoing to beawhile before | fed . . . comfortable poisoning my

She summoned the same and looked around. "I had no ideathat Marguerite had so many friends,”
shesad. "It makes mewonder if sheredly thinks of me asafriend or just an odd acquaintance.”

"Oh, | think shethinksyou'reafriend," he said, nodding at the crowd. "She just haslots of room
for friends. Margueriteisavery charismatic young lady and she makes friends easily. But | don't think
everyone inthis crowd is her friend; some of them are just acquaintances or friends of friends.
Everybody wanted to be atthis party.”

"Where doyou know her from?' Rachel asked. "We were all in day-camp together, but she's never
mentioned you sSncethen.”

"Oh, our parents occasionally get together,” Herzer said. "But sheredly asked me because she
knewyou were going to be here and she somehow got the impression that we were friends.”

"Soyou'rea'friend of afriend? " shesaid.

"Moreor less" hereplied with abitter smile. "1 don't have alot of friends mysdlf. Something about
arevulsonto spagtics.”

"Y ou're better now," she said, putting her hand on his shoulder. "And you're going to Stay better.



What you have to do now is either reintroduce yoursalf to people or meet new people. Y ou've got
plenty of time, centuries, to make friends.”

"I know," hereplied sadly, hanging hishead. "But | want itnow . Y ou know, I'venever had . . . a
girlfriend. I mean, | had a couple when | was akid. But the damned complex popped up when | wasten
andsncethen..."

She carefully removed her hand and gestured around. "L ots of girlsto meet here.”

"Sure," he replied, trying not to sound hurt.

"Herzer, | don't have aboyfriend for areason, " shereplied. "I haven't met any that | like enough.”

"Including me," he grumped.

"The ones| like don't like me and the oneswho like me | don't want to be girlfriends with," she
sad. "Sory of my life

"Wl I'd be happy for onethat likedme, " he said.

"Isthat anelf ?" she asked, changing the subject. Elves were rarely seen outsde of EIfheim. The
relatively early genetic engineering had been locked in by the Council during aflurry of legd controls
imposed by the Net in the wake of the Al wars. Since then, many of the legal controls had been relieved
but afew, regarding harmful biologicas and, strangely, elves, had been lft in place. Now, it was
impermissible to Changeinto full ef mode, and even the template for them was locked; the only way to
become an ef wasto be born as one. There were various rumors about why such asimple Change
would be outlawed but if the eves knew the reason, they were keeping their own council.

Thetdl figure, with the distinct height, swept-back hair and pointed ears of the elven race, certainly
looked like one. Or an dmostillegd replica

"Yes" hesad. "l asked. Another one of Margueritesfriends. Viayour father as| understand.”

"Father does have somedf friends," she said, consdering the visitor more carefully. "1think that's
Gothorielthe Y outh. He occasiondly goesto the Shenan Renn Faire.”

"Wl there's no way we can get a chanceto talk to him," Herzer said, looking at the crowd around
the distant figure.

"Oh, my word," Rachel said asamassive figure appeared in the air and then hunted around for a
placetoland. "It'sadragon !"

Therewere only ahandful of surviving dragonsin the world. Dragons, by legd definition, were
sentient beings. Nonsentient beings thatlooked somewhat like dragons were referred to aswyvern. No
person could Change into adragon since the Al wars, when dragons had fought primarily on the side of
humans and, like eves, they were "grandfathered” as a species. Over the yearstheir extremely low
birthrate had dwindled the species, long lived asit was, to amost nothing.

After hovering for a bit, the dragon finaly cleared enough space to land and then Changed into a
redheaded girl in an emerad green dress. With agenera wave she disappeared into the gathering crowd.

"Not much of achanceto talk to her, either,” Herzer noted.

"Or to get around Marguerite," Rachel said. " Speeking of which, whereis Marguerite?"

"Not hereyet," Herzer replied. Helet go of the float-glass he was holding and adjusted his
twentieth-century "tuxedo” then grasped the glass again, taking asip. "1 asked one of the butler-bots. He
says sheisintending aspecia surprise for everyone.™

"And it looks like she was waiting for the dragon to arrive,” the girl replied astwo projectionsin
twenty-fourth-century dress appeared at the entrance to the maze and waved a space clear.

"GENTLEBEINGS," avoice boomed through the crowd. "MARGUERITE VALASHON!"

There was polite gpplause at this over-the-top entrance—by and large the culture preferred amore
sedate introduction—~but the applause faltered and then picked up as ablue glowing cloud, projecting
Marguerite's smiling face, appeared in the archway and floated out into the crowd.

It took Rachel amoment to adjust. At first she thought it was just a specid effect but then the
redlity caught up with her. "She had hersdf Transferred !" she gasped.



"Apparently,” Herzer said in asad voice.
"What'syour problem?’ she asked. "I mean it'smy friend that just got turned into a cloud of nannites

"I know, but . . ."

"Y ou were sweet on her?' she asked. "A Transfer can take any form, you know. Shels il agirl . .
.sort of."

"Likel said, I'd only seen her a couple of times since school," he snapped. "l wasn't . . . sweet on
her. 1'd hoped toget that way, though.”

"Hopeess, Herzer," she said, gesturing around at the crowd. She started to walk towards
Marguerite's gpparent path, hoping to get at least agreeting in edgewise. "Marguerite's got more
boyfriends than my dad's got swords.”

"What's one more," he said, following behind her. " Speaking of your dad . . ." he continued as
Marguerite turned towards them.

"Rachd!" the Trandfer cried. Sheéld formed into a semblance of hersdlf, wearing apale blue
body-cloak. But there was a blue glow around her that designated a Transfer and her voice, either
through deliberate choice or an inability to master sound yet, had areverberating overtone that was eerie
and just a shade unpleasant; it reminded Rachel of ghost vids.

"Marguerite," shereplied as Marguerite shifted through the welcoming crowd. "How . . . surprising.”

"It wasagift frommy dad!" the Transfer said with a smile. She shifted into a del phinoform and
hung intheair. "Look! | can mer any time | want!"

Rachd smiled painfully and thought about her mother's lecture on Transfers. Humans went through
natural changesin persondity asthey aged, their bodies going through a series of programsleaving the
person of sixty different from the person of thirty different from the person of fifteen. Because the
changes were a combination of experience and experience-influenced physiology, wildly random in their
forms, there was no way to smulate them for a Transfer. So a Transfer, except for whatever experientia
change might affect them, became "locked" in an age. From her mother's experienced perspective, the
worst possible Transfer, other than achild, was ateenager. People didn't just get camer and wiser, by
and large, from experience. They got calmer and wiser because their bodies were programmed to.

Marguerite, however, would remain forever sixteen.

It was an odd thought. Instead of growing up in tandem, and presumably remaining friends, she
suspected that by the time she was old, say, thirty, that it would be hard to stay friendswith a
Sxteen-year-old Marguerite.

Other than that she thought it was nest.

"I loveyour dress, isthat areenactor look?' Marguerite continued, hardly noticing her friend's
pause.

"Imperid court dress,”" Rache replied. "From the time of the Chitan Imperia Court.”

"And your mom finally broke down and let you do some sculpting,” Marguerite said. "It looks good
onyou."

"Thank you," Rachel replied, not looking a Herzer. "Have you said hello to Herzer?'

"Charmed, miss," Herzer said, bowing. "A beautiful transformation of one dready abeauty.”

" Speeking of transformations,” Marguerite said as she changed back to human form and ignoring
Herzer's comment. "Y ou'relooking . . . better. Did Ms. Ghorbani . .. uhm.. . ."

"Fix me?' Herzer asked, unconscioudy flexing. " She did the neurd work. | had afriend help me
with the sculpting.”

"Oh, okay," Marguerite said, dismissing him. "Rachd, I've got to go say hello to people. But | want
to get together later, okay?"

"Okay," Rachd replied. She'd realized that Marguerite was just about the only person at the party
she wanted to talk with, but she felt congtrained to hang around. "Tak to you later."



"Bye"

She sighed and looked around, wondering how to ditch Herzer.

"About your dad," Herzer said, continuing where hed left off. "I was wondering, could you
introduce me?'

"Tomydad 7' she asked. "Whatever for?'

"Uhm, some friends of mine have gotten into the whole reenactment thing,” he said. Y ou know
your dad's sort of famous, don't you?"

"Yeah," she said, shortly. She wasn't about to go into how disinterested she was in reenactment.
Her father had dragged her to events since she was akid and every trip seemed to be like a continuation
of schooal. Learning to cook over smoky wood fires was not her idea of fun. And learning to hunt and
butcher was just grotesgue.

"I'd hoped to meet him; 1'd like to seeif held be an instructor for me.”

"I'll send you an introduction projection,” she said. "Oh, look, it'sDonna. | think I'll go talk to her.
Take care of yoursdlf, Herzer."

"Okay," hereplied to her retreeting back. "Have fun.”

CHAPTER FIVE

When Edmund came through the front door of his house he was more than alittle surprised to see
Sheida Ghorbani lounging in his chair, agoblet of winein her hand while her lizard was perched on the
table snacking on amouse.

"Make yoursdf right at home, why don't you?' he asked, shaking off his cape and hanging it up.
After stamping a bit he took off his boots. These were right/l eft fitted with agood sole and oiled | esther;
he wasn't 0 into period that he was willing to wear the rotten footwear available in even the high Middle
Ages. Once he had them sort of cleaned he set them outside the door on the portico; they were coated
nearly knee-high in mud.

"Anyone elsewould smply trandate from theinn to their door,” Sheildasaid, taking asip. "Or dll
the way into the house. Only our Edmund would stomp through the mud. Nice vintage by the way."

"I'm not ‘our Edmund,’ " Edmund replied, waking over to the matching chair and throwing another
log onthefirein front of it. Fireplaces were inefficient methods of heating aroom aslarge asthe front
hall and held often considered breaking down and putting in a potbellied stove. But that wastoo out of
period for histastes. So he put up with having to spend haf the winter in front of thefireplace. "Charlie
sent it up from down-valley; he'sfindly replicated some of the rootstock from the Merovingian period.
It'snot nearly as undrinkable as most people thought.” He sat down and stuck hisfeet up in front of the
fire."Soto what do | owe the pleasure and privilege of avist from aCouncil member? Y ou redize, of
course, that that ‘our Edmund’ sounded uncomfortably like aroya 'We." "

"Come on, Edmund, it's Sheida," she sad bitterly, stroking the lizard asit downed thelast of the
mouse. "Remember? Sister of some redhead named Daneh? Sister you were datingfirst ?*

Edmund smiled without looking at her and summoned a glass of wine for himsdlf. "Thatwas along
time ago, wasnt it?"

"It wasn'tme who disappeared for twenty-five years," she replied, taking another sip and twisting a
grand of hair around her finger.

"No, it wasn'. | till don't know why you dropped in."

"We. ..theCouncil ...l haveaproblem," shesad.

"And you cameto an old recreationist, a, what was the phrase, '‘aman so stuck in the past hisLatin
namehassaurus init,' for help?' he asked.

"Y es, Edmund, I've cometo you." She stopped for amoment indecisively then went on. "1 cameto
you for afew reasons. One of them isthat you're so steeped in the past that youunder stand it, and the .
.. problem I've uncovered hasn't been faced for nearly two thousand years. | aso cameto you because



you're agood strategist, as good aone as | know. Last but not least, | cameto you because. . . you're
my friend. You'refamily. | trust you."

"Thank you," he said, looking into thefire. "1 had begun . . . I've been wondering lately if anyone
evenremembered | existed.”

"Weall remember," Sheidasaid. "Y ou're quite hard to forget. Also hard to live with, but that is
another matter.

"l haveto ask for your word that you won't mention any of thisto anyone. It's. . . I'm not sure that
what | think isgoing onisredity. | might just be going paranoidinmy old age.. . ."

"There's nothing wrong with paranoia,” Edmund said with ashrug. "It'swhen you can't separate
redlity from fantasy that'sthe problem.”

"Well, | wish thiswere fantasy," she sighed. "Do you know Paul Bowman?'

"I knowof him," Edmund said, shifting to look at her. "I don't think we've evermet if that's what you

"l think Paul isplanning a. . . well, the only correct term appearsto be 'coup.'"

* * %

Rachel had met Donna Forsceen through Marguerite and cordidly detested her. The girl thought
about nothing but the newest fashion and looked like ayoung boy from al the sculpting. So she only
exchanged afew words and then moved on to the buffet. She looked at it and groaned. There were two
types of food available, the usua heavily spiced and extremely hot food that was al the rage, and an
array of chocolate confections. She didn't like the current trend towards "how hot can we makeit,” and
samply grazing off the chocolate would probably put ten pounds on her, al in the wrong places. As soon
as she was el ghteen she was going to be scul pted down to atoothpick, whatever her mother thought,
and haveit lockedin.

"Rachd! Rache Ghorbani! What do you think?"'

The voice was high and squeaky and emanated from a unicorn about the size of alarge pony.
Rachd picked up astrip of protein flavored somewhat like pork, immediately flashing back to onetime
when her father made her eat opossum, and regarded the creature with puzzlement. The unicorn wasa
brilliant white, of course, sheld rarely seen much imagination in the unicorn look, had golden hooves and
horn and bright blue eyes.

"Very, uhmmm. . ." she paused. "Barb, isthat you?"

"Yed Doyoulikeit?!

Barb Branson hadn't been the brightest brick in the load before she started off on Change after
Change. Normally there was no redl threat to persondity or intelligence integration in Changes. But in
Barb'scase, "normaly” didn't seem to be working out; Rachd was sure Barb was getting dumber with
each Change.

"Very nice, Barb," Rachd replied. "Very . . . very unicornish.”

"That's because I'm aunicorn, slly!" thegirl trilled, spinning in place. "1love it! Ooo, there's Donnal
Shell go spar!”

"I'm sure shewill," Rachel replied, heaving asigh as Barb trotted off. "1 swear, even when | can
Change I'm not going to getthat addlepated.”

Findly sheloaded a float-plate with some grilled protein, the same one that tasted, she swore,
exactly like opossum, and looked around to see if anyone had arrived who was worth talking with. The
elf was dtill surrounded by a huge group of people, dl hanging onto his every sibilant word, and there
was awall of mostly mae bodies around the dragon, who in human form was on the far Sde of gorgeous
evenifher body was abit on the busty sde aswell.

Rachd got as closeto the df as she could, without being rude, hoping he would notice her and
maybe call her forward. When that didn't work she stood at the back of the group and tried to listen to
the questioning at the center. Unfortunately, the conversations on the periphery blotted it out and she
couldn't even Cast to the center becauise of the privacy shields so many of the people had up; the



technique effectively created apool of privacy around the centerpiece so that only thosein thefirt circle
or so could hear what he was saying.

"Rachd, thereés someone I'd like you to meet," Herzer whispered in her ear.

She stifled asigh and looked around. Then up. Then up some more. She had seen somelarge
humans and humanoids before but the person Herzer was with was very physicaly imposing. Hewas
about two and half meterstall and broad in proportion. Herzer was not small, but next to this person he
seemed dight. The stranger had dark skin, black redlly and not melanine black but some other additive
that made it look black as midnight. When she findly stepped backwards for agood look she noticed
some dight elven enhancements and wondered at them. Because of the Net ban on full elven upgrade,
elven enhancements were generally frowned upon, especialy by the elves. Adding an even look was. . .
impolite. The thought came that she knew who she was looking at just as Herzer introduced them.

"Rachd thisis..."

"Y ou'd be Dionys McCanoc, wouldn't you?' she asked with anod. "Protein strip?”

"Indeed.” Hisvoice was mdlifluous and she suspected that if you didn't keep your wits about you
you'd drowninit. But Rachd for some strange reason found hersalf mildly repulsed instead. It wasjust
too much. The size, the sardonic e vish and not-elvish face, the voice set to charm the skin off amink.
When he took her hand he kissed it and drew his thumb across the inside as he withdrew, sending a
shiver through her body but leaving her emationally even more determined to resst the charm ondaught.

"And you are the beauteous daughter of Edmund Talbot and the fair Daneh Ghorbani. | know your
mother of old." He had moved forward to take her hand, crowding her personal space again and making
her have to crane her neck to look up. But she refused to back up again. He could damn well hit her
shiddsfirg.

Therewas adight emphasis, somewhat embarrassing, on the "know." Or it would be embarrassing
if Rachel hadn't heard her mother's comments about M cCanoc. Daneh had gotten out of the reenactor
movement, but it didn't mean she didn't keep up with some of the politics. And Daneh had much the
same opinion of McCanoc that Edmund did. Rachd was surethat if she was here shed have an even
lower one. On the other hand, Rachel was pretty sure mother had nevermet McCanoc, so that was one
flat lieshed caught himin.

"l am sure you know my mother and father; they are well known in the reenactor movement. As
areyou, Dionys" she said with asmpering smile. No reason to incur hiswrath hersdf and aliefor alie.
"Whatever brings you here? | would think such a. . . smple affair would not be to your tastes."

"Oh, Margueriteés mother and | have somedealings, you know," he said. "And when | wasinvited
| was delighted to find that Herzer and Marguerite were friends. Now were all friends together,” he
added, making an expansive gesture.

It was only then that Rachel noticed the group with him. She couldn't determine what it was about
the group of five that hovered at his back but she couldn't find a thing to recommend them. One of them
looked at her and positivelyleered . Just like McCanoc to somehow round up agroup of total losers.
But what in the hell were he and Herzer doing hanging out? She felt aflash of irritation and distress and
put it down to having big-sisterly fedlingsfor the boy. Until recently held had dmaost no socid lifeat all.

"So how do you know Herzer?' she asked, looking around at the gathering and ignoring his
crowding. She snorted as afaint blue luminance appeared in the air between them as he leaned forward.
"And you seem to be encroaching on my space, Dionys. That ismost inconsiderate.” Shetook a
surreptitious bresth, feding security in the shield. He was trying to intimidate her, but she had been
intimidated by the best of them and even his size was not going to throw her off.

"So sorry,”" hesaid in hisdeep, lilting voice again. " Surely we don't need shidlds betweenus ?*

"But, lah, sir, we have hardly met," she smpered again, fluttering the el aborate fan that had come
with the outfit. She now wished sheld worn something more suitable for running. Or fighting.

"Herzer isarecent acquaintance," Dionys said, giving the boy a clout on the shoulder. It looked like
afriendly hit, but it still staggered Herzer. And there was very little friendlinessin McCanoc's eye.



"I met him at areenactor meeting," Herzer said with agrin. "Do you know that he was nearly the
King of Avdonia"

"And | would have been, wereit not for the judges,” Dionys said darkly.

"Yes, I'mfamiliar withyour . . . risein theranks" Rachel said, trying not to let any humor enter into
her voice. She had heard enough about M cCanoc to know how vicioudy vindictive he could be. She
had no interest in Sarting awar; it just wasn't worth the effort it would take.

He regarded her for amoment trying to discern if there was anything to that Smple statement. "Are
you part of the reenactor movement?' the giant finaly said.

"Oh, you know," Rachel dissembled. "Dad wasforever dragging me off to those things. It wasn't
redly my sort of thing and once | could put my foot down | quit going. Some people love it and more
power to them. But al that dressing up in tabards and bell-bottoms. . . not me."

"But that's areenactor outfit," Herzer said. "Manchu Dynasty, right? And you used tolove to study
higory."

"Wadl, study," Rachel said with an honest chuckle. "Notlive . And the period Nazis are theworst . |
mean, the ones who go around with their clothes washed in urine, or not washed at dl. Trying to
replicate the "authentic life of the period.’ | mean,why 7'

She amost started as she drew what was apparently areal chuckle out of McCanoc. "Good point.
But they were good times, timesfor the strong.” He grinned tightly and shook his head. "Not like these
falentimes"

"For the strong?' Rachd said with agrimace and achuckle. I suppose. But if being 'strong’ means
fighting a battle while dealing with dysentery, I'll take these 'fallen’ times.”

"Wdll . .." Herzer said just as alanguid hand brushed him to the side.

"What in the Seven Hells are you doing here, McCanoc?' the df said.

"Why, Gothoriel, why ever shouldn't | be?" McCanoc replied with athin smile. "Friendsand
acquaintances, don't you know. Y ourself, of course, included.”

"Because you wereingructed to remain at least one hundred meters from any of the Eldar,” the df
sad, ignoring the jibe. "I note, aso, that you have made further adjustments towards the Eldar. They
shdl not be permitted.”

"l can change mysdlf as|choose, " McCanoc suddenly shouted, his voice echoing across the
square, caught in one of those odd moments of silence. "Stay out of mygenes .”

"Not using Eldar Changes," Gothoriel said mildly. ™Y ou know thelaw. Y ou of al people should
remember thelaw.”

M cCanoc bresthed deeply through his nose for amoment and then spat on the ground in front of
the éf. The spittleflicked off of the shield just short of the ef'sfeet. "Fisk you."

"| tire of this. The Council will beinformed of yourfurther transgressions. For now, you have two
choices. Y ou can be leave or be banished.”

"l have as much right,” McCanoc started to say as Gothoriel raised his hand.

"Begone," the df snapped, then snorted in satisfaction asthe air in front of him was suddenly
vacant. "Like the demon you sowishto be. . ." he added so softly that Rachel was sure that only she
had heard.

He turned to the five who had arrived with McCanoc and shook his heed. "Begone aswell. You
have no purpose here.”

Heturned to Herzer and frowned, the first expression that had crossed hisface.

"Y ou arrived with him?"' the elf asked then shook hishead. "No, separate. Are you with him?"

"He'swith me," Rachd interjected hurriedly, not sure why shedid.

"Rachd Tabot," the elf said to her, bowing deeply. "It isgood to see the Tabots are growing and
thriving. A fine family, onethat | have watched, and sometimes watched after for these many
generations. What were you doing talking to that . . . filth?”



"Trying to figure out how to break away, frankly," she said with asigh. "Thank you for interjecting.”

"What iswrong—7?" Herzer started to say.

"Later, Herzer dear,” Rachd said, pinching him. "I didn't quite catch your name Lord Eldar. And |
forgot to welcome you,ethulia Eldar, cathane, " she said, crossing her hands on her chest and bowing
dightly.

"Ethul,milady,” the f replied, bowing againin return. "I am Gothoridl, Rider of the Eastern Reach.
| have known your father for much of hislife. Y our lady mother less. Sheis, however, afine woman.
And asplendid heder.”

"Thank you, milord,” Rachel said, curtseying deeply. She was glad she'd decided to bring robes.
"May you spend as many yearsin Dream as the most ancient trees and pass to the West in peace. And
skip the purple protein strips.”

"Too late" thedf said withasmal smile. "Do you know whet . . . ?"

"Yes, | wasn't sure at first but after the second try it was distinctive. | wonder whoseidealit was?'

"Areyou going to introduce meto your friend, Rachd?* Marguerite said from behind her. Rachel
could tell from the tart tone that she was pissed.

"Marguerite,” Rachel said, turning with asmile and getting her first good look at her friend since her
Change. Marguerite had taken her normal form except for the dight trand ucence that was mandated of
fully nannite entities. She could, of course, change form at will, but she seemed to prefer her basdine
look for thetime being.

"Thisis Gothoriel, Rider of the Eastern Reach. That means he's something like an ambassador to
the people who live in eastern Norau.”

"Hi Gotho.. . . Goth.. . ."

"Gothorid," the df said, bending to take her insubstantia hand and kissit. Helifted it to hislips asif
it were flesh and blood.

"That was. . . how did you do that?' Marguerite gasped.

"The Eldar are different in more than smple appearance,” the df replied with adight sigh. "We have
some dominion over theworld that intersects with the Redl and the Unreal. And now that you, too, have
joined usin Faerie, you will have the opportunity to join usin Dream."”

"Oh," Marguerite said, clearly unsure what he had just said. She turned to Rachel and waved her
ams. "Rach! Isntitgreat !"

"Wonderful," Rachd replied, smiling and hoping her friend wouldn't notice her disquiet. "But you
didn't tell me about it!"

"Oh, Mom and Dad cooked thisdl up," Marguerite said, gesturing around and at her
semitransparent body. "It was, like, atotal surprise!”

"AR"

"And they're planning a separation ceremony for next month. They're going to give me my
I ndependence certification and do a contract dissolution at the same time. Mom wants to go be mer for
awhile. Dad doesn't know what he's going to do."

"What are you going to do?' Rachel asked, trying to absorb that her friend was going to be
declared an independent adult when she, Rachd, till had at least two yearsto go. It just wasn't fair!

"Have fun, what e s2?' Marguerite said. "Rach, I've got to circulate some more, welll talk later? Hi
Herzer, bye Herzer."

"Sure, any time," Rachd said as she wandered off.

Shelooked around and reglized that Marguerite wasn't the only one who was wandering off.
Gothoriel had disappeared aswell. Entirely, asif held ported or discorporated.

But Herzer was Hill there. Of course.

"Wow, that wasintense," Herzer said, letting out a breath.

"| thought you and Marguerite got dong better than ahi and bye," Rachd said.



"Shedartedto get . . . lessfriendly when my illness got redlly advanced,” Herzer said, amuscle
working in hischin. "Mogt people got more distant when it got bad,” he continued, looking down &t her.

Rachel nodded her head and looked at the ground. "I know, that includesme. It wasjust . . . too
weird. | couldn't handleit. And for that I'm sorry.”

"Try livingit," Herzer said with asigh and no sign of forgiving her. "At least | havefriendsagain. It's
beenalongtime”

"Y ou talking about McCanoc?' Rachd asked warily.

"Yes" Herzer said. "He's been atrue friend to me, even when | was sick. Oh, hecanbe. . .
sarcadtic at times. . ."

Rachel thought that there was probably more than smple sarcasm behind that quiet statement.
From what she knew about McCanaoc, he would have great fun with a crippled, emotionaly wounded
young man around. Every twitch, trip or limp would dicit asardonic look or asnigger from one of his
lackeys.

"Herzer," she said, not sure how to proceed. "Y ou know, there are alot of peoplewho don't. . .
carefor Dionys."

"I know," Herzer said in reply. "Hetold me about it. There are dways people that just want to
keep the status quo and don't want true genius upsetting the routine. All those stupid kings of thisand
barons of that, none of them were ready for the true revolution that Dionys represents! Do you know
what hisultimate planis?’

"No," Rechd sad, "but . . ."

"Hewantsto become King of Anarchial He intends to raise an army among those in thisworld and
train them to take over Anarchia. That way he can ruleit in peace and plenty, as Charlesthe Great did
nearly a century ago. Buthe won't abandon the people back into anarchy!”

"Herzer," Rachel said, shaking hisarm. "Listen to me. It's not that heisarevolutionary. That'snot
why people don't like him. It's because he's an evil, bullying son of abitch! And if you want to get on my
dad's side, you'd better forget you everheard of Dionys McCanoc!”

"That'sbullshit, Rachd," Herzer said, setting hisjaw. "Sure, he can be abit sharp from timeto time,
but hesagenius. And avisionary! People like that aways tend to be abit snappish. And it'saways
considered to be rude until after they'redead and then they are recognized for their genius. That'sall
that'sgoing on."

"Herzer..."

"You'rejudt trying to separate me from friends thataccepted me when you threw me out!" Herzer
snarled, warming to the subject. "These people didn't turn back my cals or send messages giving me
excuses why they couldn't come over! Theylike me. They liked mewhen | wassick !"

"So they could have acripple around to torment!" Rachel nearly shouted. "M cCanoc isevil,
Herzer. He may act like your friend, but he just wants you for something.”

"That'sit, I'm not listening to any more," Herzer said. ™Y ou can think what you want. Y ou'll see!™

"I'm afraid | will," Rachel said softly as he strode away. "Genie, let's go home.”

"Define'coup’ inthiscase" Edmund said serioudy.

Sheidatook some time explaining Paul's position and plans. At the end of the explanation she
shrugged and picked up her lizard, twining it around her neck.

"Heis. .. unpersuasible. He has decided that it is hislifes work to return the world to a condition
of ... growth. Both population growth and growth in thought and deed.”

"And you think that'shésgoingto do . . . what?' Tabot said, taking asip of wine. He half wished
that it were water insteed; thiswas definitely going to need aclear head.

"I think that he intendsto try to seizethe Keys. At least enough to give him avoting block that is
unbestable. Then hell implement hisPlan. And, yes, therésacapitd there”



"What fun,” Talbot said with agrimace. "The Keys are il under that archaic finder's keeper's
rue?'

"Unfortunately. Whoever holdsthe Key, votesthe Key. That'slocked in to the kernel coding of
Mother."

"But you're al protected by persona protection fields," Talbot said. "So . . . how does he take the
Keysaway?'

"The PPFs were implemented with avery smdl mgority,” Sheidasaid worriedly. "If he hasthe
Demon voting with him he can turn them off."

"But can't he do that at any time?' Edmund asked. "1 mean, they couldalready be off."

"Can't, hasto be an officid Council vote. And al persons voting have to bepresent . Those
protocols are not quite hard-wired, but strong enough that he can't overcome them without anearly full
Council. Unlessthe Council isofficidly in dispute. And we're not. Y et.”

"And are you telling me there areno assassination protocolsin place?’

"Timing Edmund, timing,” she sighed. "The persond protection technologies came about when there
were il physical threats, and secondary defenses. But in time things became so.. . . safe, so placid that
the other defenses were removed as unnecessary and even . . . uncomfortable. And there used to be
checks and balances, governments and police forces that were independent of the Council and the Net
who could overcome such athrest; if the Council ever tried to assert rea and direct authority when, say,
the U was gtill around, it would get dapped down fast enough.”

"| sort of stopped paying attention to history when the last B-4 was decommissioned,” Edmund
sad with alaugh. "It wasthe officid end, wasnt it."

"Wdll, we might be ready to restart it. But, | mean, we'reall there is left of government. Most
people don't realize how impossiblethat is, historicaly, butyou do! God knows we've had enough rows
about it."

"I know," Edmund said, hisjaw flexing. "A bunch of saf-appointed dictators. I've never been
happy withit. But | didn't redlize that the margin of security was sothin . That'sinsanel”

"Noonehastriedto. . . there have been noconflicts, Edmund,” she Sghed. "Weredl so smug
and happy and warm and cozy that there's nothreat . Oh, yes, a apersond level there are ill threats.
People have fights. But that gets resolved with the fields. Or two people agree to drop them. But that
sort of thing isfor . . . children, either physicaly or mentaly. We don't have physical fights at the level of
the Council and have not since. . . well there used to beguardsand . . . wegponsand . . . things. . ."

"Chrigt," Edmund sighed. " So you think that Paul isgoing to try to, what, kill you? Then take your
Key and giveit to someone else to vote? Hell have to have people ready to take the Keys and vote
them, right? He can't vote them himsdlf."

"One person, one vote, no influence” Sheidasaid. "Y es, Mother would know if they were being
controlled and smply count it asanon-vote."

"So isdropping the PPFs the only way that he could attack you? What about outside the Council
area? What about . . . | don't know . . . nating you right now?'

"Were. .. being careful,” Sheidasaid. "Let'sjust say that Paul doesn't know where | am at any
time, including right now."

"Thereareways, Sheida," Edmund said, gesturing around. "Even for a Council member. Theré's
more than just the Net. And you know that even the Council doesn't have full control of it. Only Mother
does."

Sheidasmiled and shrugged, chuckling. "Edmund, we're both old. And | hope, to an extent, wise. |
have protectors."

Edmund paused and raised an eyebrow, then shrugged in agreement. "Don't we dl." Hetook asip
of hiswine and swished it around, looking at the ceiling. "Inaway | dmost agree with Paul.”

"Surdy not," Sheidasad, eyeing him carefully.



"WEell, not themethod, " Tabot added with agrimace. "But weare lotus-eaters. And even waiting
until the gene poal gets down to only women who are programmed to want babieswon't help that. But |
have to admit that his method truly sucks so many ways| don't think even you have worked it dl out.”

"It's bad, but how bad?"

"Well, damn," he thought about that for amoment composing histhoughts. "Okay, increasing
population growth ‘'naturdly’ requires al sorts of factors. First of dl, you have to have natura childbirth
and no contraception.”

"Ugh," Sheidasaid, looking down. "I don't think so!"

"Furthermore, you have to have women who are more or less'owned' by males, otherwise after
thefirst one or two children the mgority of women decide theydon't want to do that again!™

"What about societd conditioning?' Sheidaasked. "Taking the devil's advocate position.”

"Generdly requiresreligion for widespread utility,” Paul said, shrugging. "But the point isthat the
technological andeconomic conditionsfor population growth are contrary to technological
development. There are occasiona timesin history where that has been violated, for ageneration or o,
but over the course of history, over the growth period that Paul istalking about, then you're talking about
asociety that hasto bein preindustria conditions. And that meansthat there can't be technological
development.”

"Specia groups?' Sheidaasked.

"Most red advancements grow from . . . an environment that supports development. If al you have
is serfsand afew technology wizards then the technology wizards are working in aresearch vacuum. So
Paul can have technologicd developmentor population growth. But in apostindustrid, postinformation
society, you very rarely get both." He paused and looked thoughtful but then shook hishead. "There has
been exactlyone society historicaly that has combined both over more than ageneration. And it wasan.
.. enormoudly odd unlikelihood that would be impossible to recreste under these conditions.”

"L et mebe clear about this" Sheidasaid carefully. ™Y ouare on my sde.”

"Oh, yes" Edmund said. "If Paul's planning on creating a centralized planning Situation and forcing
people into molds, he has to be stopped. He hasno ideawhat that means. Not really.”

"So what do we do?' she asked. "Edmund, you're just about the only red expert in warfareleft on
Eath.”

"Nah, just the only oneyou trugt,” the smith replied. "1 don't know the conditions. Weapons?'

"No, none, no blades anyway," she added thoughtfully. "No projectile weapons, explosiveswon't
work under the protocols anyway."

"If they're planning aphysicd attack on you at the Council meeting there hasto be away to hurt
you," he pointed out. "Is Paul trained in hand-to-hand combat? Killing a person hand-to-hand is difficult.”

"No, and we have Ungphakorn and Cantor on our side," Sheida pointed out. "1'd take Cantor over
Chansain afight any day.”

"Porting?

"The Council Chamber is seded to entry for any but members, without permission. And no porting
ispermitted, in or out. They cannot call for reinforcements. But, nor canwe."

"Poison?!

"Transmission method?" she asked. "They cannot bring projectorsin, our own fields would soon
detect contact or aeria poisons, and no harmful species are permitted in the room.”

"Poisonissubtle," Edmund pointed out. "There are binary poisons, they could have taken an
antidote.. . ."

"Wall, I won't drink anything if they ask," she said with awinsome amile.

"Y ou're sure of what you think?" the smith asked.

"I've been reading peoplefor along time," Sheida said. "Paul is planning something. Something big.
Something big enough that he thinks there won't be anything | can do about it. | can't imagine wheat it



could be but seizing control of the Council and that would take seizing the Keys. My codlitionis solid."

"Well, I'll show you afew tricks and there are afew things that you can probably get in the Council
Chambersthat won't be considered threatening by Mother,” he said. "Beyond that, there's not much |
cando."

"Thank you Edmund,” Sheida said. "Just talking about it has hel ped. Cantor just gets. . . very
'bearish’ and Ungphakorn gets cryptic. You just get logica.”

"I've had more practice,” Tabot replied. "Both at thinking about violence and having peopletry to
kill me. Comes of growing up wanting to be ahero,” he added sadly.

CHAPTER SIX

Herzer's mount shifted under him restlesdy dancing a crow-hop to the side; clearly it was more
avid for the battle than he.

Herzer tapped it on the mane with hisrein hand, shifting hislancein the other. "Ho, Caaban,” he
said absently. The north wind blew the smell of wood smoke and less savory scents from the orc
encampment on the ridge above and he scanned its defenses from the cover of the woodline. It wasan
even bet that they had spotted him, but they weren't pouring out to attack. That meant either that there
werefew of them or that they were unusudly well led, for orcs. Thefirst of course would be wonderful,
but the latter was much morelikely. The force that had descended on the locd towns was not small;
there had been at least twenty in the group that attacked Shawton. Figuring a quarter of that for guards
on the camp, that meant at least twenty-five up there. And they hadn't Ieft on araid, not by day. That
meant they were holing up.

The main entrance was a narrow defile on the south side with aguarded gate at the top. On the
west there was another gate, this one up a steep, tortuous switchback. That was quite impossibleon a
lone-hand raid. Aswas climbing to the cliffs above the emcampment; Herzer didn't have the gear and if
he got into afight in the camp held need hisarmor to survive.

The battle was both real and unredl. The areawas "redl," an unhabited area of eastern Norau not
far from his house. The camp and palisades, aswell asthe cleared areas around it, had been constructed
for him as part of the "enhanced redlity” game that he was running. The horse, orcs and other defenders,
if any, were congtructs of nannites and powerfieds. The horse that he sat was amost fully "redl™ but
didn't have theindividuality of real horses. It was as closeto "redity” ashe could get, though, given his
limited power budget. It would have been much "chegper” to build a palace on top of a mountain than to
create this battlefield. But everyone had their priorities.

He kept the primary objective—rescue the hostage—in mind, but the question was how.
Redligticaly, if he could keep them moving around, he was amatch for twenty orcs. They were strong
and fast but rdatively clumsy and poor fighters. Even in plate and mail he should be able to outmaneuver
them. And hisarmor was proof against most of their wegpons.

He fingered the lance for amoment then put it in its boot, reaching behind him to unlash his pack. If
the orcskilled him it would leave most of hisworldly possessionsfor them to loot. But it the orcskilled
him he wouldn't need any of them anyway. Climbing rope and |lanterns were not turning out to be useful
on this particular quest. Without the weight the pack represented, Calaban could carry him with relative
ease, despite the weight of his armor, wegpons and not inconsiderable body.

He weighed weagpons for amoment then kept hislance, axe and sword, dropping the bow with the
pack. He had need for al threethat he kept, cumbersome asit wasto carry them. The sword and axe
went onto his saddle as he lifted the lance back out of the boot.

"All right, Calaban, let's give them what for," he said, nudging the horse with his knee as he hefted
hiskite shield.

Hetrotted out into the meadow below the encampment and stopped just short of the shallow
brook. Mot of it was high banked and relatively deep, at least thigh deep. Not easy to cross on foot
and impossible for the horse. But opposite the entrance the bank had been broken down at a narrow



ford. The dopesto either side were gill impossible, and movement would be restricted to onerider a a
time. But it was where he had to cross.

Now he could see orc heads popping up over the gate, but still none of them stepped forward.
Very wdl.

"Orcdl Orcs of the encampment! | have cometo deliver your soulsto hell!™

"Go away! We have nothing you want and live in peace with humang!" a high voi ce screeched back.

"Y ou have raided the towns of Evard, Korln and Shawton. | know for | have tracked you back to
your lair! And you have taken the daughter of the Earl of Shawton for ransom! Deliver her to me
unharmed and | will spare you your lived™

There was derisive hooting from the far sde of thewall but he wasjust as glad. That meant they
might come out and fight him on theflats.

"Go away horse-rider! Y ou cannot defest us for we are the Tribe of the Bloody Hand and we have
never been defested!”

"Well, theresafirgt timefor everything you misbegotten goblins. Isit true that you were made by
mixing pigsand apes?'

The screeching redoubled on the other side of the fence but they still didn't come ouit.

"The orcswere thefirst peoples!™ the voice screeched back. " They were before the elves and the
humang It isyou who were begotten of pigsand apesyou...you. . ."

"No, tell metrue?Isit true that your mother was awaterfront whore who couldn't get anyoneto
pay for her because she was too ugly? So she did it with the creature from the black lagoon when he
was drunk? And thus you were begotten, a black, dripping mongtrosity that even your friends among the
orcs, the only people who will have you, run shrieking from in horror?"

“I...l...aaa8arrr!"

The gate at the top of the defile opened outward and a swarm of orcs poured through, at their head
abroad and tal troll.

"Oh, shit," Herzer muttered, timing the moment to sart hischarge. Thetroll, fortunately, was
outdistancing the orcs rapidly. Finaly Herzer leaned forward and kicked the horse into movement. "Hi,
Caaban! Forward!"

He couched the lance and balanced the weight of it, aming it to strike the troll broad on the chest.
The fearsome creature seemed to pay no attention and seemed uninterested in blocking, intent on
coming to gripswith histormentor. Thus Herzer was able to lean into the wegpon at the last moment and
driveit homefully. Theimpact drove him back onto the high rear cantle of his saddle and nearly stopped
Calaban, but the troll was mortally wounded. The cresture roared as the spear jutted out of hisback ina
welter of red blood, and grasped the shaft, swinging it from side to side as he thrashed.

Herzer started to draw his sword but was struck, hard, on the upper arm just as the sword cleared
the scabbard; the weapon clattered to ground as he was nearly unseated.

After amoment he pulled his axe out instead and kneed Calaban in closer to the creature, which
was maddened with pain. The horse stood a scoring across the flank as he maneuvered into position,
then in adouble-hand blow Herzer cut the head from the troll. The horse stepped back daintily asthe
giant beast fell to the ground.

The orcs, who were just approaching the scene of the battle, let out acry of fear at that but they
didn't stop, charging forward in amass. There were far more than twenty but Herzer felt sure he could
preval.

He backed Calaban around to avoid thefirst rush of orcs, swinging the axe to strike down afew
on the fringes as he did so. He redlly needed his sword or lance for thiswork; the axe was a
short-hafted ground-fighting weapon.

A group of orcswastrying to get around behind him, possibly to try to hamstring Calaban, but he
didn't need to worry about that. As one of them rushed in, swinging its short-sword, the horse lashed
backwards with both feet, killing the cresture and tossing it into itsfellows o asto bowl severd of them



to the ground.

However, that short pause had been enough for othersto gather around, swinging their black
crusted swords and axes and trying to grab at reins or drag Herzer from the saddle.

Herzer kicked the horsein the Side again, swinging downward on either sideto try to clear apath.
Findly the team broke out of the mass of orcs, headed up dong the streambed. He kicked Calaban
again but fdt her fater asaflight of crossbow bolts flew down from the hilltop.

Realizing the horse could never face the battle in her wounded condition herolled off to the side
and dapped her on the flank. More balts flew down towards him but he was able to deflect them with
his shield as he trotted back towards the reduced mass of orcs.

Again they charged him but there were afew low trees, willows and afew scrubby poplars, aong
the riverbank and he darted into them to break up the charge. It was awild time for amoment in among
the bushes as orcs charged in from either sde and he hew and dew with abandon. They got in afew
licks of their own and hefdt adistinct catch in his sde where an orc champion had landed atdling blow
with a battle-hammer. But the champion was at hisfeet in awelter of gore and not the other way around.
Sodl waswell.

Hefinally broke contact across the brook, which he could negotiate better than the orcs could
sinceit was only thigh deep on him here, and swung to the east, moving back to the origina ford. The
orcs paraleled him on the far bank and then tried to dart ahead to the ford, but he made it therefirst.

In the narrow dot to theford on "his* side of theriver there was no way that more than one, or at
most two, orcs could attack him. There he stood his ground, hammering on orc shieds asthey
hammered right back. A few more of them had poured out of the encampment but he was killing them
faster than they could be reinforced, hisrdatively light axe crashing through their guards and shattering
shoulders, arms and heads.

The narrow ford soon became clogged with bodies and the following orcs had to clamber over the
piles of the dead. Occasiondly they fell towards him and he had to step backwards to avoid being
pushed over, so he had dowly been backed towards the top of the bank. However, there were fewer
than ten orcs|eft in the attacking force and, apparently redizing they could not defest himin the
meadow, they suddenly gave out acry and ran back to the defile, then up through their gates, closing
them firmly behind them.

With the retreat of the foe the battle fury came off of him and the pain from hiswounds flooded in
to replaceit. Besides the catch in hisside, which felt very much like a broken rib, he now noticed a
rather nasty gash on the back of hisright leg. A few inches deeper and he would have lost dl use of the
leg. Asit was, hedidn't even recall gettingit.

Hewhistled for Calaban and stumbled across the body-choked ford to the far side. There were
probably some things worth looting on the bodies, but that could wait.

Hislance was donefor, until he could elther give the head of it back to agood armorer or find an
appropriate hickory sapling. Hed really rather et someone elsefix it; he wasfor atown and agood rest
as soon as this battle was done.

The horse walked up from wherever it had disappeared to as he found his sword under abody. He
retrieved rags from one of hisremaining saddle bags and wiped the blood off of it and his axe then
loaded both onto the horse aong with his shield, which was starting to get heavy.

He worked on Calaban's wounds next. First he numbed the wounds with an odd gray poultice then
worked the barbed heads out of the flesh. The latter was difficult because the horse, despite the
successful local anesthesia, danced around from the odd pulling sensation. When hefindly had the bolts
removed he packed the punctures with salve that would speed the hedling.

After that he worked on his own problems. He wastired and sore but except for treating the gash
on hisleg there wasn't much he could do. He had some bruises and the rib, but they would require more
work than he could do in the field. Findly he put abandage, liberaly laced with save, onto the dash on
hisleg and laborioudy repaired the mail over it. The cut had been an attempted coup de poing but it had



not been quite powerful enough to cut through the well-wrought Alladon mail. At least not enough to do
any red damage.

Hiswounds tended to, he took out asmall via and regarded it cautioudy. The materid in it was
unpleasant to drink, oversweet but with a bitter undertaste, and it had limited effect. But it would
invigorate him for ashort period of time, enough to defeat the rest of the orcs. And if its effectivenessran
out he could take another. But each successive use gave lesstime invigorated. Hed need somered rest
soon.

Finaly he loaded hisweapons back up and strode towards the gates of the encampment. No bow
fire greeted him so0 he headed to the base of the defile and yelled up at the wooden palisade on the
hilltop.

"I cal upon you to let the daughter of the Earl of Shawton free. If you do so | will spare your lives.
If you do not I will kill al the fighters and burn your village, turning your women and children out into the
winter. Heed me!l"

"Go away!" camethereply, not so loud or fearsome as before. "We have never been to this
Shawton.”

"Thisisyour last chancel” Herzer ydled, pulling out avid of the herba stimulant.

"Go away!"

"Stupid bagtards," he muttered, draining thevia in asingle draught and tossing it over his shoulder.
Hedrew hisaxe and raised it over his head. "For Mithrasand Alladale!" he bellowed. Over his
shoulder, out of the clear sky, aboom of thunder rolled. Coadl.

He charged up the defile, holding his shield over his head againgt the anticipated rain of stones.
Sure enough, every orc in the encampment seemed to be pelting him with rocks, chunks of wood, dead
cats and whatever €l se could be found. With the exception of a couple of what must have been fair-sized
boulders none of it was a hindrance and he quickly made it up the dot to the gate.

There were gpparently stands behind the gate, but unlike in the defile, only afew orcs could ook
down at him here and he swung his shield to the rear to give himself room for two-handed swinging. The
gate was made of thick logs held up with ropes and hinges but there were narrow gaps between the logs
and he swung through the gaps at the bar on the far sde. Some judicious chops at the logs opened up
the gaps to where he could get at the bar better and hefell to asteady swinging rhythm, quickly
chopping through the thick barrier.

As soon as the bar parted he dropped the axe and swung the gates open, ripping out his sword as
the remaining defenders charged him at the gate.

He could see the earl's daughter now. The girl was no more than sixteen, with fair skin and red hair,
unbound and flowing to her waist. She wastied to apost in the center of the encampment, and a pit
and fire had been erected nearby. It was clear that the orcs had been intending to have her for supper
when Herzer arrived and interrupted. An orc shaman capered in front of thefire, casting in foul-smelling
herbs and gesturing maniacaly.

Now it was another fearsome melee but with nearly an arm's length of good Narland stedl in his
hands, the orcs didn't stand a chance. He pushed forward into their mass, striking from side to side and
parrying their blowswith his much battered shield.

But just as he neared the end of the defenders the shaman gave alast great cry and afearsome
gpparition, aman-sized demon, arose from the flames. It was covered in spikes and had avague
resemblance to the orcs but that was al the description that Herzer could make as the thing leapt through
thear and dammed into hisshield.

He swung at it and connected on the shoulder. But for al the good the Narland sted had made it
might have struck stone. It bounced from the shoulder with ajolt in his hand as the demon's fist struck
himin the chest.

The blow threw him backwards to dam into the palisade and he shook his head trying to clear it of
the ringing as the demon pounced once again.



Suddenly, horny fingers closed around his mail-protected throat and started to squeeze. Heflailed
with his sword at the demon's sde but it wasto no avail. Sowly the world around him went black. . . .

"FsKk," Herzer muttered, sitting up from the ground and looking around at the training field. His
throat ill had a psychosomatic tight fedling to it, but VR awaysdid that. "I hatelosing.”

"Y ou should have more fully scouted the encampment,” hisingtructor said, handing him aflagon.

Herzer took the water and drank gratefully, then got to hisfeet. "I know that. Now. The demon
wasabit unfair.”

"Lifeisunfar," the avatar replied. It wasavery high-end program, not fully Al but smarter than
most standard systems, and it had amass of proverbs and quipsto draw upon. ™Y ou have to be more
unfair. What should you have done?’

"Asit was, I'm not sure,” Herzer replied. "1 couldn't take the demon. Not by myself.”

"What about the shaman?' the trainer asked.

"Hmmm . . ." Herzer caled up the schematic of the recent battle and nodded. "I couldn't have
made it through the orcsto kill him before he completed the enchantment. So . . . take off most of the
armor, climb the cliffs, reconnoiter. Wait for agood time and kill the shaman with the bow. That way I'd
know about thetroll, too. Maybe try to kill both from long range, and some of the orcs. They would
have eventudly come out, but | would have been fighting them from the top of the dope, not the bottom.
But I'd have to get the shaman firg, or e se heéd summon the demon and I'd haveto fight it anyway."

"It was the shaman who was the primary threet, but it seemed, at fird, to be just abunch of orcs,”
thetrainer said. ™Y our failure to properly reconnoiter the objective was your undoing. Y our enemy will
attempt to deceive you. He will attempt to appear less capable than heis. Remember that. Know your
enemy and know thysdf. All elsewill become clear if you know both.”

"Herzer, playing wargames?' Dionys head had popped into existence over the shoulder of the
avatar. The avatar did not seem to notice.

"Judt finished,” Herzer replied, finishing the water.

"We're having abit of aparty over at Sean's, something fun,” the older man said. "Why don't you
comeaong." It was a statement, not a question.

Herzer was mentaly drained if not physicaly, but he didn't want to lose Dionys good grace. " Just
let meclean up ahit," hesad. "I'll be over in afew minutes.”

"Great," McCanoc said with atoothy smile. "Well bewaiting."

"Gottago," Herzer said, tossing the cup to the trainer.

"Remember, young Herzer, know thysdlf," the avatar said asheleft.

Edmund hammered the glowing sword blade and turned it over on the anvil, trying to determine
how much more work it would take. He looked up with anod as Myron Ragburn walked into the forge.

"I need you to beat a couple of those into plowshares,” Myron said with agrin.

"Very funny," Tabot growled in reply. "What can | do for you, Myron?”

"Y ou don't seem particularly happy thismorning,” the farmer said, cocking his head to the sde.

"Even paradise hasitsthorns,” Edmund replied obliquely. "What sort of plowshares do you need?”

"Dionys4ill giving you trouble?' Myron pursued, taking asest on asmdler anvil. The weather
computers had allowed alate-season cold front through to the east coast and the warmth of the forge
was pleasant after the cold walk from hisfields.

"No, Dionys hasn't tried any tricks since our little discussion,” the amith admitted. "Thet is part of it.
Other thingsaswadll. | don't particularly want to talk about it."

"Gotcha," the farmer replied. "Well the reason | came down isthat | managed to secure avintage
water-powered threshing machine," he continued with agrin.

"Going to ingdl it by the mill’?* Edmund frowned. "It's not period,; the period Nazis are going to go
ape." Hethought about that for amoment then grinned. "Need help?'



"l can get it set up myself," Raeburn replied with amatching grin. "But the millennia have not been
kind toiit, for all it waswell kept. A couple of the spave arms need seriouswork . . ."

"Y ou can replicate those," Edmund argued shaking his head. "It makes no sensefor meto just beat
themout.”

"Edmund,” the farmer replied, spreading his hands, "I know that but . . . | mean | use ahorse drawn
plow, for Ghu's sake. I'm willing to replicate the building, thereés no other way short of waiting for Faire
and hoping | can get some peopleto help me erect it. But . . ."

"I'll doiit,” Edmund sighed then chuckled. "Chisto I'm glad we don't redly livein the thirteenth
century.”

"Metoo. Indoor plumbing.”

"Medica nannites.”

"Insulation.”

"Dwarved" said agravelly, accented voice from the door.

The visitor was short, just below five feet, and nearly as broad as he wastall. He wore furs against
the weather over chain mail and leather. He had a broad double-headed axe over his shoulder and a
round half helm on his head. And he was wearing abroad, toothy grin surrounded by a beard that hung
nearly to thefloor.

"Angusl" Tabot said, striding over and grabbing the dwarf around his broad shoulders. ™Y ou could
have sent arider ahead!"

"No dwarf will rideahorseif their own legs, or awagon, will carry them,” the dwarf said, leaning
his axe on thewall. "Bloody cold wegather to travel, though. Glad | am for the warmth of thy forge.”

Two centuries before Angus Peterka had gotten so enraptured by the traditional image of dwarves
that he had Changed and started his own dwarf colony in the Sted Hills of Sylva. The hills had been
mined out millenniabefore, but in thelast haf amillenniamost of the materids had been reimplanted
under along-term ecological rebuilding program or through dumping into the hollowed out mines. He
had added materiasthat were not original to the mountains, streams of silver, variousjewels, gold and,
deep, deep in the mountain a nanotech-based materia that he had decided met the conditionsfor
adamantine. All of the materid was put in with asemirandom generator and for the last two centuries
hed beentryingtofindit dl. Hereferred to it as " proper mining,” hisfriendsreferred to it as"the world's
largest scavenger hunt." Other "dwarves' came and went, but Angus stayed on, propping shafts, finding
veins and quaffing beer.

Asahobby, Edmund thought that it ran to obsession. On the other hand, his own obsessions had
driven away more lady friends than he cared to count, including the only one he had ever truly loved. He
wasn't oneto cast stones.

"I'veyour sted load,” Angus said, walking over to the forge to warm hishands. "And I'vefindly
found avein of bloody adamantine. I'd be happy for your opinion." He held out a hand-sized bar of a
dull gray materid.

"Doesnt look like much," Edmund replied, tossing it inthe air. Strangely, when hethrew it it
seemed to have dmost no weight, but when it smacked into his palm the impact was papable. "Nannite
enhanced?'

"Enhanced, yes, but they aren'tin it, yasee" Angussaid. "It wasdeveloped in ... hmmm.. . . the
twenty-third century or so as areactive materia for powered body armor. Soit'slegal for nonpowered
unlimited armor tourneyd™

"Ah," Myron said. "Doesn't matter, nobody esewill likeit asugly asitis”

"It changes appearance when you final tregt it," Angus said, taking the bar and tossing it in the
forge. "You can't just heet it; no fire you can makein aforge, even amultistage one, will affect it. It's
rated to stay intact in a photosphere; youhave to use nannites and e ectromagnetic fidldsto form it. But,
oh, when youdo work it!" He drew his belt knife and flourished the blade. "Behold! Adamantine!™

Theknife blade was bright slver with arainbow shimmer running through it. Edmund took the knife



and ran hisfinger againgt it, drawing back a cut calus. Then he took up the sword blade he had been
working on and scratched the knife blade againgt it. Instead of leaving astresk or asmall cut it diced
deeply into the metdl.

"Bloody hell," Myron said.

"Did | mention it will form amonomolecular edge?' Angus said with another beard-shrouded grin.

"Strangefed," Tabot said thoughtfully, tossing the knife up and down. After acouple of tosses he
threw it to stick in the door. The knife sank up to itshilt. "Nonperiod metals. The Council won't permit it
for tourney.”

"Not regular tourneys, no,” Angus said with ashrug. "But unlimited nonpowered, yes."

"Yah," Edmund said. "How did you say you form it?" he asked, plucking the materia out of thefire.
Hetested it with awetted finger but as he haf expected it was not even warm. " Strange stuff.”

"Molecularly it'seven stranger. Basically for thefirst run you set up amolecular lattice usng
nannites. After it'sformed thefirst time, it's easier to work with. But on subsequent formings you haveto
convinceit it's ready to be worked."

"Explainsalot,” Edward grinned. "I can ook it up you know."

"Go ahead then," Angus replied with abroad smile through his beard. "One of the things the origina
researchers missed isthat theré'saway to make it from other ores. Naturally occurring ones.”

"It'sgtill not usesblein tourney,” Talbot said. "And it's not the best materia available for unlimited
combats. So it's cute, but that's about it."

"Not quite,” Angusreplied, pointing a hismail. "Genie, disengage persond protection field. Now,
Edmund, take awhack at me."

"Noway," Edmund said, glancing around theforge. "I don't have afinished blade."

"Usemy axe," Angusargued. "Go ahead. It won't hurt."

"The axewill cut through the bloody armor, you idiot!"

"Nah, try it."

"It lookslike sted," Tabot temporized, picking up the axe.

"Y ou can makeit look that way," Peterkasaid. " Strike!™

"Shit," Edmund said, drawing back the blade. "Y ou asked for it." He swung hard, amingthough
the dwarf. Evenin mail, evenif thedloy held which, in dl honesty it probably would, the impact was
bound to at least crack arib. At the very least, it would be painful as hell. But any damage he would do,
the nanniteswould fix quickly enough.

The axe struck the mail and rebounded asif it had hit awall of stedl. He dropped it with agrimace
at the harmonics.

"Bloody hdl!"

Angus had been knocked backwards by the blow but he grinned nonetheless.

"When two pieces of the materid in contact are subjected to laterd motion, basicaly when they
experience friction, they form temporary carbon to carbon covalent bonds. | said it was designed as
reactive armor. When you hit it, it turnsinto plate. Diamond plate.”

"Nowthat's interesting,” Edmund said, poking at the now supple mail. One of the buggers about
using platewasthat it didn't flex. A person wearing it was locked into the form of the armor, sometimes
uncomfortably. "What about when you're moving, bending arms, stuff like that?"

"The energy isn't high enough to matter. It'satad lessflexible than standard mail, but not much.”

"Interesting,” Tabot muttered. "How do you work it?"

"It'saproprietary program,” Peterka said. "But since you're such agood friend . . ." he added with
agrin.

"Y ou're going to go off playing with thisand not work on my thresher, aren't you?' Myron said.

"Nah, | can do both. Bring me over the pieces you need repaired and the specs and I'll do them for
you."



"Right, that's settled,” Angus said. "Now let's go get usadrink and celebrate my finding the first
van."

"How much of thisisthere?' Myron asked.

"Not that much in thefirst vein, but therésmore," the dwarf replied. "Well find the rest. 1t's bloody
deep, though. We're at a depth that period pumps don't handle well.”

"There's period and theré's period,” Edmund said. "Buy me adrink, and what's more important get
me some of this stuff to play with, and I'll fill you in on some aspects you might not have considered.”

"Ded."

CHAPTER SEVEN

"Ded," Daneh 9ghed, terminating thecdl.

Thejob was not her favorite; a person wanted an "origina" Transfer into something very much like
amantaray. But it wasfor aworthy cause—the form was a degp-diver and the person wanted to do
deep searesearch "on ste'—and there weren't any serious problems like Herzer's to work on.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Azure lift up and shake himself, heading for Rachel's room,
which probably meant that she was back. Thinking about it, Daneh didn't think sheld seen her daughter
inacouple of days.

"Rachd?' Daneh cdled, and her voice was automatically transferred to the girl's room.

"Yes, Mother?'

"Where have you been?'

There was a pause that caused Daneh to Sit up and override whatever answer she was going to
get. "Comein here for amoment, will you?'

"Yes, Mother," Rachd replied with asigh that wasfaithfully replicated by the transmission system.

As soon asthe girl walked into the room, Daneh's ssomach sank. She'd dready been fedling
depressed about not having any projectsto test her mettle. And now this.

"Rache, | thought we had agreed no body sculpting?'

There wasn't much, but to her expert eyeit stood out like alightbulb. Rachel's eyebrows had been
curved, her cheekbones sharpened and her nose dightly thinned. Furthermore, she had had her breasts
reduced and her buit tucked even more than for Marguerite's party.

"Ididn't agree,you agreed,”" Rachd answered hotly.

"I'm your parent, it'smy decison,” Daneh replied coldly. "Where did you have it done?"

"l don't haveto tdll you that,” the girl said, crossing her arms. "l . . . | don't haveto say."

"Y ou could have gotten it off the Net,” Daneh said, tilting her head to the Sde. "It'sthe sort of
generic junk you can find there," she added with professond disdain. "But the Net has my specific
prohibition againgt it. So howdid you get it done?!

"I Don't Have To Say," Rachd repeated. "And it'snot genericjunk!”

"Well, it'svery poorly congtructed,” Daneh said, coldly. "Give me the benefit of my expertise here,
daughter. The eyebrows arebadly balanced, the cheekbones detract from the nose and the combination
makes you look like a short-beaked bird. | mean, it'snot well done.”

"Well, you wouldn'tlet me get awell-done job, Mother," she spat, furioudy. Then she dumped
shaking her head. "But . . . you'reright. Itdoes look awful, doesnt it?!

"Not awful," Daneh said, tightly. "But it's neither fashionable, not that | like the current fashions,
they're very unhedlthy, nor isit particularly good looking onyou . Faceiit, dear, unless or until you get a
complete body and face sculpt, and end up looking like your friend Marguerite and all the other kids
who were slamped out of the exact same genetic modeling kit, there's not much you can do to look like
current fashions. You'retoo . . ." Daneh paused, searching for the right words.

"Fa," Rachd said.



"Not fat, womanly," Daneh replied. "Nobody these daysisfat. Fat iswhen you have flabby bits
hanging . . ." Shelooked at her somach and arms and shrugged. "Y ou've seen pictures. Y ou'rebeautiful
dear. Y ou know very well that at timesyou would have been considered beyond beautiful,” she added
withasigh.

"Sure, Mom, but these days guys don't think in terms of women who are built to survive minor
famines”

"Y ou're not exactly a Reubens model," Daneh replied. "Do you want it undone? Or do you want to
keep it until you can get a proper bod-sculpt? | know some people who do very good work."

"When?' Rachd asked, surprised.

"When you turn eighteen," Daneh replied. "In the meantime, you're groundedindefinitely . If you
can't keep apromiselikethis one, I'm not sure what promises youwill keep."

"Mother!"

"Don't 'mother' me," Daneh said. "The proof that you aren't old enough to make the decison isthat
you went behind my back to do it and then got it done badly."

"0000...1...1..." Rache worked her jaw furiousy and then spun on her heel and stalked out
of the room.

"Genie, I'm serious about the grounding. Remind me of it in aweek.”

"Yes, maam," the program responded.

Daneh sighed and rubbed her temples. "What aday.”

Dionys surpriseturned out to be. . . agirl. Or, Herzer thought much morelikely, ahomunculus.
She, and about ahalf dozen of McCanoc's usua hangers on, were in awooded glen. She was small and
fragile looking with ashort black hair and an dfin face. And she looked frightened.

"Isthat a homunculus?' he asked, just to be sure. Normaly the homunculus would have been
wearing arather smple amile. This onelooked downright terrified. Just to be sure, he sent amental
query to the Net and was assured that it was, in fact, ahomunculus. Not aterrified preteen girl.

"Ohyes," Dionysreplied with asardonic grin. "But avery specid one. She has been programmed
to fear sex. Somuch more. . . interesting.”

"| thought they wereillega?' Herzer said, breathlesdy. Hisface and handsfelt hot.

"Not. . .illegal so much asredtricted,” Dionys said with another grin. "It helpsto have friendsin
high places.”

Herzer was not avirgin, at least with homunculi. There was some debate about whether that
counted but with the onset of thewordt of his symptoms, making friends, especidly girlfriends, had been
tough. So homunculi were the only route open to his deve oping teenage libido short of using his hand.
And he dways cast himsdlf in the role of the hero, the pure paadin on the white charger. Buit . . .

He knew the dlure. The desire not just to be in awoman, be one with one, but to control her and
dominate. To take instead of negotiate or, in the case of norma homunculi, be given fredly. It wasa
secret he normally kept deep inside and one that he didn't discuss. Ever. Therewas no oneto talk to
about it. No onewho would . . . understand. HE'd heard rumors about homunculi being abused, some of
them even having to be recycled and replaced. Now he understood why.

Hero? Or rapist? Sometimes. . . the line seemed so strange. The joy of battle was so close to how
he felt when hefantasized . . . bad things. Evenin hisown mind he had ahard time saying "rape.” To
take thelife of an orc, to daughter his enemies and see them running before his charger, to throw a
frightened girl to the ground and take what had been withheld. To get back at al the girlswho sniggered
at him when the convulsonswould hit. All the girls who rg ected him when he needed them most. To
take and take again. To punish.

Was heapdadin or avillain? Hejust couldn't decide.

Especidly now looking at this vulnerable, frightened . . . toy. She wasn't ared woman, ared girl.



Shewasjugt an atificid construct. Somehow that both relieved him and madethe. . . thing lessillicit.
Almogt lessinteresting. But not much.

"Please," the homunculus whispered, tears running down her cheek. "Please. . "

Hefdt the heat risng in hisbody no matter how hetried to check it. Thiswasjust . . .

"There's nothing wrong,” Dionyssaid. "Men have. . . needs. Thisisoneway to et them out.
Women have. . . very smilar needsyou'll eventudly find. But even that is so sterile. So many rules, so
many precautions. Thisisthered.” He tapped Herzer on the back. Lightly. "Go ahead. Take her. Enjoy."

Herzer took an involuntary step forward and reached out one hand to the girl's blouse. It was white
slk with old-fashioned buttons to match the short skirt of the same materid. Heimagined himsdf ripping
the blouse open, running his hand up her thighs. . . taking her.

"Please dont,” the girl whimpered. "Please. .. 7'

Heworked hisjaw for just amoment and shook his head.

"No, Dionys" hesad, harshly. "Thisian't right."

"How can it not be?' The man sounded more surprised than anything e se, asif the thought had
never occurred to him. " She's only ahomunculus.”

"And her fear isn't red,” Herzer agreed, although it was an intellectuad agreement only. "Bt . . . it's
ill notright. I'mnot . . . thisisn't right.” He looked at the two holding her arms but they just grinned. "It's
not right.”

"Soyouvesad," Dionysreplied, disgpprovingly. "Very wel, if you don't want to stay and enjoy
yourself, you can go. Go to your meek little playthings and dl the so-caled friends who betrayed you."

Herzer started to open his mouth to reply but at the look on McCanoc's face he shook his head
ingead. "Home, genie.”

* * %

Sheida glanced around at the Council as she entered the vast chamber, but if there was mischief on
anyone's mind, it wasn't showing. Celine had apparently decided to copy Ishtar's hairstyle, and her hair,
auitably lengthened, was gathered in agiant confection shot through with crysta wasps made of gold and
ebony.

Paul and therest of "his" faction had gathered at one end of the table, so as Sheida, who had
carefully arrived lagt, settled into her seat he stood up to call the Council to order.

"Thefirg thing isto change the agenda," Paul said. "Mother, refer to the first item on Agenda B,
please." Helooked towards the entrance and smiled. "And hereis our seventh voter."

Sheidaglanced over her shoulder quickly, thinking as she did so that it might be atrick but then
blanched.

"You'vecdledinthe DEMON?' she shouted. At the shout her lizard unwound from her neck and
took off upwards towards the top of the chamber. It found a perch where it could ook down and watch
the rest of the proceedings through baeful eyes.

"Indeed he did," the apparition growled. "And | voteaye ." The Demon'strue form wasimpossible
to know since he went everywhere in asuit of black armor. The helmet of the armor had been worked
into abestia face, dl staring eyes and tusks, and the gloves were tipped with long talons. He was one of
the two normally absent holders of the Keys, older than any of the rest of the Council. He had extended
hislife by meansthat were highly illegd, using the power of his position to twist the lawsto hisown
purpose. His purpose had always been chaos, so his appearance at this meeting made terrible sense.

Therewas a series of rapid "ayes' from Paul'sfaction and he smiled broadly.

"The persona protection fields are now turned off," he said with amoue. "Item two, aye." After the
same series of seven agreements he shrugged. " And the Council is now officidly in adispute Situation
with rump rules applying.” He looked at Sheidasadly. "I do thisfor al mankind. Y ou cannot stand in the
way of the surviva of the human race. Cdine?"

"Welcometo the new order," Celine said, rising to her feet. "My friends wish to make your



acquaintance,” she continued as her hair seemed to explode outward.

Sheida cursed asthe cloud of insects came flying across the room. Poisons and poisonous
life-formswere not alowed in the Council chamber, but there were two types of waspsin the group,
black and ydlow.

"Binary toxind" she shouted, springing to her feet and overturning her chair in her haste. Asshe did
the Demon sprang through the air.

Cantor was aready on hisfeet and didn't even bother to Change as one arm swept into Tetzacola
Duenas. Theimpact snapped the man's neck and he was flung through the air in the direction of Sheida
just as the Demon landed on the werebear's back.

Ungphakorn wasn't inactive ether. He had grasped the top of the table and uncoiled from his
oversized sedt, hislong serpentine body flipping down the table and enwrapping Said. In aflash the
council member was dragged from his chair and wrapped in coil after coil of feathery body. He let out
one cry, more of asqueaking scream, then histongue and eyes protruded as the serpent applied full
power in acondrictive hug of degth. The quetzacoatd ripped the Key from his neck and half flew, half
dithered across the chamber towards the entrance, the tip of histail flicking back and forth snapping at
thewaspsclosnginonhim.

Sheidasflying lizard stooped from its perch, itswings folded onto its back, and snapped one of the
wasps out of theair, crunching down on it and spitting it out at the taste. It hissed asit flew past Celine,
grabbing at more of the insects asit darted hither and yon.

Sheidaraised her arm and a bracel et extended into abroad shield. She flipped it through the air
and swatted aside two of the wasps as she bent to the dead council member and ripped the Key from
Tetzacolas neck.

"Out!" she shouted, backing towards the entrance.

Cantor was sill wrestling with the Demon as two of the waspslanded on him and began probing
for an open spot in hisfur. She looked towards him but he just shook his head at her.

"Get out!" heydled, ripping hisKey off and throwing it towards her. He pulled his hands loose
from the Demon's grip and took two of the beast's tusks, turning its head up and back. "Go!" he cried as
thefirg gting hit.

Ishtar had touched a control on her hover seat and fled the room at thefirst sign of trouble, some of
the wasps following her out. Sheidawas rdatively sure that she was going to survive but she found
hersdlf and Aikawathe only ones|left in aroom full of enemies.

"Timeto leave," she said, backing rapidly towards the door and flicking another of the wasps away
with her shield as her flyer guardian snapped another out of the air and landed on her head, tongue
flickeringin and out.

"Hmmm," Aikawa said snatching one of the wasps out of the air and crushing it in amove that
looked like some sort of magic. "I suppose,” he murmured, catching up another and considering the
insect asit struggled before crushing it between hisfingers. He was careful to keep away from the
business end at the rear. He dropped both of the crushed bodies into a pouch and then waved at his
former colleagues. "'I'm going to kill you al for this." With that he flipped out of the room in aseries of
seemingly imposs ble back-flips.

Sheidawas now surrounded by a cloud and fdlt the first ing as she kept backing towards the
door. "Goodbye, Paul. And I'll seeyou in hdll." With that she took one more swat and fled. Thelast
thing she saw on the way out the door was Cantor's body beginning to spasm. But he till had a degath
grip on the Demon.

The four surviving Council members had fled by prearrangement to a home that Sheida maintained
in the Teron mountains. From its main room there was a spectacular view down to atarn smilar to that
at the Council Center. But it was across the world from that embattled chamber.

"Paul will follow us" Aikawasaid, looking around.



"Not easily,” Sheida said, striding across the room and yanking open a cupboard. She tossed an
archaic can to Ishtar and along, curved sword to Aikawa. " The house has its own power supply,
divorced from the Net. And ateleport block. And wespons. Let him come.”

"Thereisadipin power inthe Net," Ishtar said, looking at something that wasinvisbleto the rest.
"Heispreparing something. . . ."

As she spoke, abalt flew out of the clear sky and crashed into an invisible barrier over the house,
sending atremor through the floor as something in the basement began to screech.

"Oh, and aprotection field," Sheida said as her lizard took off in fright from the impact. "That was
from the Council Chambers themselves. We can't reply directly but . . ." She opened her mind to the
Net and delved in, looking for weaknesses. "They're drawing power directly from the Net, but they're
not hooked into aparticular plant." She considered the protocols and twisted. "1 need avote, dl in favor
of disconnecting dl power didtribution say ‘aye.'"

"Butif wedothat . .." Ishtar temporized just as another bolt crashed into the screen.

"That barrier won't hold forever,” Sheidasaid. "And if they get smart they'll just burn the rocks out
from under us"

"Peoplewill die," Aikawasad.

"We're about to have awar," Sheidareplied. "And wedon't have enough time to debate. We can't
take al the power plantsto our own control, they already tried that and the protocols are against it. But
if we send people to take physical control we can control the power distribution.” Her forehead creased
and then she nodded. "1 just dropped a half a dozen satellites on them. That should make things
interesting. And I'm diverting as much power out of the Net as| can to melt the ground under them. Of
course, we're more vulnerable to that than they are.”

"l just increased the power over thisplace," Ishtar said as the next bolt stopped well in the sky.
"And | sent asmilar bolt againgt them. Thereisan upper limit to power available from our persona
queue. I'd never realized that. It's. . . rather high, though," she added as another blast caused the
mountain to shudder. "l suggest that we reinforce the foundations of this place. Soon."

"Mother won't give any of us unlimited power, that's a holdover protocol from the Al wars,"
Aikawasaid. He thought for amoment. "Okay, we disconnect al generators from the Net. What does
that do?'

"Well haveto draw from them individualy," Sheida said. There were fourteen terawatt generators
that supplied power for the Net along with some relatively small secondary sources such as geothermal
areas where the nannites bled off power to prevent eruptions and other disturbances. There had been a
timein history, shortly after the Al wars, when the power had peaked at over thirty terawatts. But use of
that much power on the surface of the planet had led to severe secondary problems and asthe
population had peaked the power alotment had stayed the same but usage dropped. There had been
occasiond callsfor increasesin generation, but when output got over twenty terawatts, much of it had to
be diverted to climate control.

"That means that whoever has the generators, hasthe power," I1shtar said. "I'm tracing the flows
that they're using right now and they're drawing on spare power from two of the reactorsin Ropasa. If
we can prevent them from gathering power from the others. . ."

"Then we gart calling in people that we know we can trust to go and take physical possession of
the generators,” Sheida said with anod. " At that point we will control their output and Paul can't haveit."
Her face creased and she smiled. "Okay, I'vejoined Ishtar in hammering the Council Chamber. | also
put ateleport block over them."

"That takes power, t0o," Ishtar said with afrown. "And two can play at that game; one just went
on here”

"Yes, but | have adecent road out,” Sheida laughed. "L et them try walking out of the Council
Center."

"Then we end up having fightsfor the generators,” Ungphakorn said, ruffling hisfeathersfurioudy.



"WEell haveto shidd each of them.”

"But I'd bet money | have better friends at that sort of thing than they do,” Sheidareplied, nodding.
"Okay, avatars on the way."

"We're taking power from general usage dready,” Ishtar noted in wonder. She looked up at the
hills around the house. Where once had been trees towering into the sky was now a blackened hesth;
the secondary effects of an irresistible force hitting an inanimate object. " There's enough to sustain the
Net currently, but if wekeepthisup. . ."

"If we don't kegp it up, Paul and his'five year plan' wins," Sheidareplied. "We can't |et that
happen.”

"And we have two additiond Keys," Aikawa noted, holding one up. "That puts us at near parity
with them.”

"Butwe don't have anyone to vote or use them,” Ishtar said. "We need two. Two that we cantrust ."

"l know one," Sheidasaid.

"The power grid . . ." Ishtar gasped, her eyes staring into the infinity of the Net. "The power gridis.
.. going down."

The two fighters circled each other warily each searching for an opening. They were armed and
amored dike, mail, helmet, acuirassand shidd, widding long svords easily in their right hands.

After amoment'sfruitless circling, the larger sorang forward with ayell and jammed hisshield
againg the smdler man's shidd, searching over it for agtrike.

Harry Chamberslaughed and fell back at the shield charge, swinging his sword to the side to skitter
over thelarger fighter's shield edge.

"Y ou're getting dow in your old age, Edmund,” he chuckled, dancing out of range.

"So areyou," Edmund replied, but he had to admit to the redlity of the statement; he and Harry had
been sparring for years and never had the lighter fighter taken the shield rush that easily. "That just means
| haveto be creftier.”

"Fat chance," Harry replied, legping forward with a series of blows. He rang blow after blow off of
Edmund's shield, careful not to snap the blade on the boss or the metd-rimmed edge. But the series of
blows had their intended effect, driving Edmund back for thefirst time that he could recdll. "Wegk,
Edmund. All this soft living ismaking you week."

"I'm afraid you're right,” Edmund gasped, trying to retdiate. But his blows rang softly against the
lighter fighter's shield and he could not check the rush. Findly, he stumbled, amisplaced piece of kindling
rolling out from under hisfoot, and he dropped to one knee, holding the shield above him now to wield
off the blows.

"Week, Edmund,” Harry cried in ddlight; it wasthe first time he could recall succeeding thiseasly.
He considered for amoment if maybe he should back off, but he fill hadn't landed astrong blow, just a
series of chops on the shield that was dowly battering the reinforced plywood.

"Yes," Edmund gasped, drawing his sword back. "I guessI'm too old," he continued asthe sword
flew forward, well under his opponent's, and crashed into histhigh. There was a spurt of blood and
Harry let out ashriek. Suddenly, things weren't what they seemed.

"Lord God, Edmund!" Harry shouted, crumpling to the ground, his hand clapped over the spurting
wound. "What did you do to your sword!"

The sword's own blunting field should have stopped it from doing any cutting damage, dthough
Harry would have had a Charlie Horse to remember. For that matter, Harry's own defensive field,
reduced as it was, should have prevented the contact. Neither had activated.

"l didn't do anything," Edmund said, dropping to both knees and grasping hisfriend'shand. "Let me
-y

"It bloodyhurts !" Harry shouted. "Bloodyhell doesit hurt!"



Edmund pried the younger man's hand away and looked at the wound. It was a deep cut, on the
outer thigh. The sword had cloven through the ring-mail and underpadding, then into the flesh of the
quadriceps. It was bloody, but it wasn't life threatening; there was no bright red spurting of arteria
damage or even the dow, solid flow of acut vein.

"It'sonly aflesh wound,” Edmund said, frowning.

"It'sabloody painful flesh wound," Harry replied, sitting up on one elbow since the shock of
surprise had worn off. "Edmund, why isn't therearepair cloud on it? Why doesithurt ?'

"Why did the damned sword go home?' Edmund asked, rhetoricaly. "Butler." He paused for a
moment then frowned. "Butler!”

"Genie?' Harry said. "Oh, shit, Edmund.Genie! " There was no reply. No voices answered out of
the air and no projections appeared.

Edmund looked around. They werein the training area behind the forge, one of three on his
property. Hefinaly shrugged and got his arm under Harry. "Keep your hand on that and I'll get you into
theforge."

"Okay," Harry said faintly. "I'm not feding particularly well."

"It'sshock," Tabot explained, leading hislimping friend into the building. "I need to get you laid out
agan." Hefirs sat the fighter down on abench then laid out some |eather mats before lowering him to
thefloor. "Carborundum!™

"Not agood situation, isit, O meet bag?' the Al said, sticking its head out of the blast furnace.

"What in the hell isgoing on?' Edmund asked, as he searched franticaly for something that was
reasonably clean to place on the wound. Finally he settled for afresh batch of cosilk waste and pressed
it into the mess on Harry'sleg. "Why are you responding and the genies aren't?”

"TheNetisdown," the Al replied. "The Council isfighting amongst itsdf. They'rediverting dl
power, and al processing power, to that.| am an independent entity.”

"Oh. .. hdl,"” Harry groaned. "No bloody nannites?’

"Nope," the Al said. "Not unless something falls out quick. Y ou're not the only oneswho areina
bad way; nobody has any poweranywhere . That means no food, no water, nolight . Thingsare sarting
to get bad already.”

"Paul's coup,” Edmund muttered, looking around the forge.

"What?' Harry asked.

"Sheidatold me that Paul might be planning a coup. We discussed means of defense. Carb, where
do the Al's stand?"

"Mogt of them are sitting it out,” the Al replied frankly. "The only thing that can destroy usisthe
Council, acting in concert. Whichever faction winswill come down hard on the loser's supporters.”

"Where do you stand?' Edmund asked, wrapping aleather strap around hisfriend'sthigh to keep
the coslk in place.

"I've read Bowman's manifesto,” the Al said, acidly. "I don't think so."

"Canl read it?' Edmund asked, standing up.

"| could read itto you," Carb said. "But | can't produceit. I'm . . . somewhat lacking in power
mysdf.”

"How bad isit?"

"Wl . . . how much charcoal do you have?' the Al asked.

"Not dl that much,” Edmund admitted. "We're towards the end of the cycle. But if | parcd it out . .

"If | drop below eight hundred degrees C, I'm toast,” Carb said, bluntly. "Or, rather, I'mnot toast,
S0 I'm dead.”

"Dead, dead, or quiescent?' Harry asked.
"I might be able to back up afew functions, but I'm not sure I'll recover,” the Al admitted. "Call it



mostly dead and maybe unrecoverable without amiracle. Which doesn't [ook likely right now. By the
way, Sheidaiscdling indl her markers; you're going to get acdl soon.”

"I've got to seeto Harry," Edmund responded. "Then to the village. I'll talk to her when | haveto.”
Heturned to Harry and waggled afinger a him. "Don't you die while I'm gone!™

"I'll try not to," Harry said weskly.

Edmund trotted across the courtyard, the weight of hisarmor virtually unnoticed, and entered a
side door of the house. Down a corridor in along-unopened storeroom he pulled open alocker and
rummaged to the bottom. There he found apack and dragged it out. A quick check of the contents
sufficed and he ran back to where the injured fighter was lying.

"I didn't know you knew any Al's" Harry said when he entered. The injured fighter's color was, if
anything, atad better.

"It wasn't supposed to be genera knowledge," Carb said. "But, al things considered . . ."

Edmund unbuckled Harry's armor and started stripping off the pants.

"Edmund, | never knew you cared,” Harry joked, hel ping with the heavy stedl. "It would be easier
if I stood up.”

"It would be harder if you passed out,” Edmund replied, pulling the armor away from the wound.
The cosilk padding was quickly cut with abelt-knife, then he opened up the green backpack and started
rummeaging through packages.

"What'sdl that?' Harry asked with atone of deep interest.

"Very old fashioned medica gear,”" Edmund replied, withdrawing a bottle of antiseptic and some
small, clear packages.

"Thisisgonnahurt,” he said in an offhand manner as he poured much of the contents of the bottle
of brown liquid into the wound and onto his hands.

"JESUSON A CRUTCH!" Harry yelled, practicaly stting up. But he didn't bat the bottle away.
"Whatwas that?"

"Something called 'betadyne’ that they used to use back in the ooold days," Edmund replied. "It's
okay, next were takingreally medieva medicine," he continued, pulling a curved needle out of one
package and along piece of string out of the other.

"Isthat what Ithink it is?" Harry asked.

"Would you prefer some boiling pitch?' Edmund asked. He pulled some clamps out of the bag and
shut the wound, then began applying the suturing needle. "1 mean, that would bereally period. Nothing
like anice cauterization to sart the day."

"No," Harry replied, gasping as Edmund tied off the first suture. " Stitching isjust fine. Antique, but
fine"

"Hell of alot of damage to the quad, here, buddy,” Edmund said, putting in another stitch. "Sorry
about that."

"No way you could have known,” Harry said with another gasp.

"Tying them off isthe hardest part,” Edmund commented. "We're going to be caling you Gimpy for
awhile”

"Edmund, can | ask aquestion?' Harry said, asthe third suture went in.

"Sure”

"Whydo you have an old-fashioned medica kit?'

Edmund hesitated for amoment then tightened the last suture. "In case I'm somepl ace the nannites
don't do dl therepairs.

"But theonly placelikethat is. . ."

"Edmund Tabot?"

Edmund spun in place on the floor and pointed the sword he hadn't even realized held carried in at
the gpparition, which turned out to be an avatar of Sheida Ghorbani.



"Edmund, Paul attempted his coup,” the avatar said. "1 need every person who hasany trainingin .
.. wdl inwar, here with me. He has already attacked power plants and | need them secured. | can port
you now."

"No," Edmund replied, lifting Harry to agitting position.

"Edmund, | know you would not side with Paul. He represents. . ."

"l know what he represents,” Edmund replied. "'I'm not siding with Paul. But I'm aso not leaving
here. Make sure that you tell Sheidathat and that she'sthinking tactically insteed of strategicaly. Tl her
that.”

" She wishes you to become a Council member,” the avatar said.

"What doesthat mean?' Edmund asked.

"They seized two Keysin the fight in the Council Chamber. She wishes you to vote one."

"Holy shit," Harry whistled. "Council member.”

"No," Edmund said after amoment'sthought. "Tell her that thisis my place. We haveto rebuild
before we can do anything. Sheneeds me here. Tell her, strategic not tactica.”

"I shal," the avatar said, winking out.

"What inthe hdll did that mean?' Harry asked, leaning into the older fighter. "Bloody hell that hurts."

"Well, let's go get you some anesthetic,” Edmund said. "Fortunately, | just put up some corn liquor;
it should be about mellowed out.”

"Sounds good to me."

They limped into the house and into the kitchen, where Edmund dumped Harry in one of the chairs
and began opening cabinets.

"Thefirst thing you need isafluid replenisher,” Edmund said, diding a bottle acrossthe table.
"Then, themoonshine™

"Thisisjust great," Harry said, taking a deep chug of the blueliquid. "Everything'sgone ?'

"It soundslikeit,"” Edmund said.

"l can't go home," Harry said, taking another drink.

"Not unless you can walk to London. Robert has been building period ships, not Middle Ages
period but doops and barkentines, that sort of thing. He might be able to get you home.”

"Daneh? Rachd ?'

"No communications," Edmund replied, taking asip of the moonshine. "No way to know. |
supposeif I'd taken Sheida up on her offer .. ."

"Tha's. . ."

"It's happening all over theworld, everywhere,” Edmund said, coldly. "Not justmy family.
Everyone'stamily. Think about how bad it must be out there. Werein aroom that isdesigned to survive
without power. Think about Fukyamain his damned floating castlel™

"Ouch, good point. And you're Staying here?"

"Firg of dl, can you imagine anywhere better to be?' Edmund asked, waving around at the fixtures.
The hams hanging from the rafters, the garlands of onions. "Where should | go?"

"The south road to find Daneh and Rachdl?' Harry suggested.

"Perhaps,”" he sighed. "Buit . . . people know wherethis placeis . Do you know howrare that is;
that someone can find alocation on amap? People will come here. Theterm'sso old it'slike 'dave and
villeigne but well get refugees coming here, on the roads that remain.”

"'All roadslead to Faire,' " Harry said.

"Damned near al that areleft. So, do you want to leaveMyron in charge? Or Tarmac ?'

"No," Harry said.

"That'swhat | meant by Sheidathinking tecticaly. Unless one Sdewinsright away, this. . . thiswar,
gpeaking of another old term, isgoing to drag on. And if it does, somebody has to be down on the



ground, picking up the pieces. | think my placeisthere, not standing guard over some damned fuson
plant.”"

"Andif Paul wins?'

"In that case, my placeisvengeance."

CHAPTER EIGHT

"I suppose | deserved it,” Rachd sghed and moved her wyvern.

The three-dimensiona chessboard was alarge hologram of ascending platforms. Different pieces
could movein different ways and al pieces were not equal. Stronger pieces, by and large, could move
only horizontaly, crossing to higher or lower grids a specific points. Flying pieces, though, like the
ascending levels of dragons, could move up or down however many places were available by their
movement. However, they could not destroy al "land” pieces. Thistime, however, her wyvern had
stooped upon one of Marguerite's pawns that wasin a strategic spot, and awyverncould kill apawn.
Therewas abrief flurry of battle and then the pawn fell in battle and regppeared on Rachd's sde of the
board.

"That'sstupid,” Marguerite replied, reaching out one ephemera hand and directing her mother
dragon in counter. "Y ou're practically agrown up! Y ou should be able to control your own body. Body
control iswhereal control starts . If you don't have control over your own body you don't have
anything. Look a me."

"But your parentsapproved changing you into nannites. Mom doesn't approve of any modification.
| mean, she'sredly into 'naturd’ you know?' Rachel's castle moved up aspace, leaving it astraight shot
to put Margueritesfortressin check. The pawn had been in the way before.

"What an old fogie," Marguerite said, looking at the board. "1 think I'm going to have to start using
aprogram to play you. Y ou're getting ready to beat me again.”

"I'm sorry, Marguerite," Rachel said. "But, well, you're so much better at physicd stuff than | amit's
only fair that | be better at chess.”

"l suppose,” the nannite girl Sghed. "Frankly . . . thisbeing nannitesisn't dl its cracked up to be. |
mean . . . theré'salot different you know? Can't go some of the places| used to be ableto. Not really .
.. feding the same. The emotionsjust fed . . . unnatura, you know?"

"WEell, no | don't,” Rachd said looking up at her friend. "But . . ."

"Rach..." Marguerite said, her face tightening. "Rach . . . some-thing's happening . . ." Marguerite
reached out her hand to her friend asit started to fade. "Rach ... help... me. .. please. . ."

Rachel reached for her friend's hand as Marguerite faded, wondering what could have gone wrong.
But before she could get across the oversized board Marguerite had faded fully. In amoment all that
was left wasamound of bluish dust.

"Marguerite! Marguerite?! MOM!"

Donna Forsceen found hersalf going nearly forty kilometers per hour in aflat dive through theair as
the power-ski under her failed. Not expecting to actudly hit the water, she was knocked haf
unconscious by the impact. On flailing back to the surface she looked around at the vast expanse of
water and screamed.

"Geniel" sheydled, paddling around in circles. She had never been aparticularly good swimmer; it
wasn't necessary if you used power properly, but at the moment nothing seemed to be working.

"Genie!" sheyelled again, lying flat in the swdls and willing a power-up to drive her towards Hawali
ahundred milesto the north. Still nothing happened.

"Genie?' she said more quietly, looking around. A wave came up and dapped her in the face. She
sank again and then clawed her way to the surface looking around in desperation. "Anybody? Help," she
sadquietly.



* * %

It was happening throughout the world asin an instant power was diverted wherever possibleinto
the battle between the two factions of the Council. And, asit was, every being that did not have a
specific coded quantity of power and that was power dependent found itsdlf in critical danger.
Researchersin the photosphere of the sun disappeared before they knew anything had failed, asdid
othersworking in magma chambers. Swimmersin the deeps of the oceans, dependent upon the persona
protection fields for their survival, persons flying wingless under power, thousands across the globe
suddenly found themsalvesin situations in which without power there was no chance to survive.

For others, the Fall would take longer.

"What happened to her?' Rachel asked.

Daneh looked at the pile of powder and shrugged. "There's been some sort of power failure. All
the force doors are open, the holograms are gone and geni€'s not replying. | can't even send amessage.
Therésjust . . . nothing. | think that's what happened to her. She's nannites. No power means. . . no
Marguerite

"She's. . . dead?' Rachel asked. Sheld gotten over the tears but they welled up again at that
question.

"Dead's one of those things that's pretty hard to define when you start talking about nannite
creatures, honey. Was she dive? Did she 'di€ when she was Changed? If you're talking about her soull,
you'll haveto ask apriest.”

"I'm talking about the part that ismy friend, Mother,” Rachd replied astringently. "If we can find
power for her canwe. . . bring her back?'

"Ah, that." Daneh's brow creased in thought. "It depends on the design of the nannites. | think her
parents probably didn't stint so they probably have a fixed memory system. Likely if she gets power
again shell just comeright back to the moment shelost it with no knowledge of the intervening
conditions." The mother shrugged as shelooked at her daughter. "It depends why the power went off. |
can't imagine what could have happened to cause this. It'simpossible . | can't even get ahold of Sheida.”

"What are we going to do?' Rachel asked, looking around asif findly redlizing that something
terrible had occurredbesidesher friend crumbling before her eyes. "Without power . . ."

"Where's the food going to come from?' Daneh said with anod. "Good question. | suppose we
could try to train Azureto hunt for us. But it's surely going to comeback on.. . ."

"People of theworld . . ."

Theimage gppeared to every surviving person who had not moved far from their position sincethe
beginning of thewar. The N&t, of necessity, had to track every person'slocation so that it could provide
them with their needs. And it was possible for acouncil member to use that information. As, in fact, Paul
Bowman had done.

"People of theworld," he said, each of the avatars addressing persons personadly. "A time of great
danger isupon us. A faction of the Council, led by Sheida Ghorbani, has attempted to wrest control of
the Net from the rest of the Council in awholly undemocratic form. The Council is now split into two
fighting factions. Minjie Jagji, Ragspurr, ChansaMulengela, Cdine Reinshafen and mysdlf condtitute the
New Destiny group.

"It isclear that the human race is approaching a collapse caused by declining birthrates and
the challenge caused by unlimited Change. When we attempted to redress some of these problems
we wer e repeatedly confronted by the intransigence of Ghorbani and her conservatives. Finally
the disagreement reached the point of outright warfare, instigated, need | add, by the evil
Ghorbani.

"Now, due to the intransigence and antihuman actions of Ghorbani and her Changed
minions, the power network isin collapse and persons throughout the world are threatened with
the ancient evils of famine and disease. All because of one woman and a few beings so Changed



asto be nothing but aliens.

"I call on all right-thinking peoples to rise up against this evil and throw down Ghorbani
and her ilk, to arise as humans should and support the right-thinking faction.

"I call upon you to do your utmost to ensure a better future for all true humans.

"Good day."

"What the hdll didthat mean?' Rachel gasped as the avatar winked out.

"Oh, holy God," Daneh whispered in reply. "No. God no!"

"Mother?'

"Read between thelines, girl!" Daneh snapped. " The chalenge of unlimited Change,' "antihuman
actions,' 'Changed nothing but aliens,' ‘it is clear that the human race is approaching acollapse. .. ' " She
hissed through her teeth and snarled. "That bastard!"

"But, Mom,you don't like Change!" Rachel snapped.

"| don't like the damage it does tohumans, " Daneh said. "He's abigot . Theré's ahuge difference.
And now hesinawar with my sgter.”

"Whichistaking dl the power?' Rachd said.

"Right. And Sheidaisstubbornashdl . . ."

Both looked up as another figure appeared, this one much more familiar.

"Men, women and children of Norau, | bring you grave news."

"As you're now aware, the power network has fallen. This message is all the power that is
available for meto talk to you. My imageis appearing in all places that persons were at the time
of the Fall within the former reaches of the North American Union. Which means not everyone
will see this, but it is the best we can do at thistime.

"Paul Bowman and a faction of the Council, just a short time ago, attempted to wrest
power fromthe rest of the Council. They did so by releasing poison insects, attuned to the DNA
of council members opposed to them, into the Council Chamber.

"It was the intent of Paul's faction to establish a tyranny with the intent of . . . hardening
humanity and 'bringing it back to the path of righteousness,’ and | quote.

"In one way the attempt failed. I, Ishtar, Aikawa Gouvousis and Ungphakorn survived. |
regret to inform you that Javliantugs Cantor was killed by the poisons. However, we were not idle
and in the short battle seized control of enough Keysto check his direct action through the Net.

"In another way he was very successful; it was Paul's intent to strip most of the world of its
wealth of energy and throw people back upon ‘'work’ as a way on the path of righteousness. In
that he succeeded. Until one side or the other submits, or is defeated, all available power is being
diverted to the battle among the Council. This battle rages even as | speak and does not 100k to
end soon. It isimperative that you seek such shelter asthereis and prepare for along period
without the comforts and support that has become the norm. Because we, Ishtar, Aikawa,
Ungphakorn and myself, refuse to give in. The castlesin the air have fallen and the dragons are
grounded, but | refuse to let himwin.

"Until thisis decided, however, it shall be hard. Most of you live in habitations and locations
unsuitableto thislifestyle. | urge you to prepare to move to more suitable locations. To those who
are better prepared, | understand the burden but you must take it upon yourselves to help those
less fortunate. To the extent that we can, the Council will aid you. | will be contacting leaders
within local communities soon and giving what support | can.

"To those of you who find yoursalvesin current peril or facing famine, find alocal community that is
prepared to survive in these conditions. Do not despair, for despair will kill you as surely asfamine, cold
or injury. Prepare wisdly, then moveto safety. In timewe will start to reclaim thisworld and dl that was
once ours. But wewill never be ableto if we turn over the reins of power to fascist madmen.

"Paul's vision is ancient, as ancient as the slavery of the Hebrews and deaths by the



hundreds of millions at the hands of a group called ‘communists.’ He says that it is for the good of
all mankind, but then counters that, of course, a small group will continue to enjoy the conditions
that everyone else has had stripped from them. Words such as this resound throughout history
and in every case they have meant enslavement and death.

"Our faction of the Council could submit to Paul. The power would come back on, some of
the normal amenities of life would prevail. For a time. Until he and his council of dictators
discovered the next 'path of righteousness,’ the next 'true form' of humanity.

"And all of uswould be his powerless saves.

"I choose not to be a slave. | choose not to enslave my sister's children and the children of
my friends. | choose to fight.

"On the shores of this land, once upon a time, was a great nation called 'America.’ It isfrom
the seeds of this nation that our present culture derives. The beliefs of the nation were simple:
"We hold these truths to be self evident, that all men are created equal, endowed by the Creator
with certain inalienable rights, among which are therightsto life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness.’

"Through their vision, and their beliefs, the people of America, often alone, fought the tides
of history and despotism and finally created our society, one in which all of those rights, and
mor e, wer e protected.

"Paul Bowman, Celine Reinshafen, Minjie Jiagi, Ragspurr and Chansa Mulengela stand in
opposition to those beliefs.”

"I wish that it were possible to take an accurate poll of the feelings of all of you. But |
cannot. | can only hope that you stand with me, and the rest of the Council, as this black night
descends upon us.

"But | believe, together, that we can win through this night, and create once again that
society that we hold so dear. The way will be long, but we will stride it together, one nation, one
people, conceived in the concept of liberty and true to those philosophies that we hold so dear.

"Thank you, good night, and good luck."

"Sheida?' Daneh said as the image winked out. "SHEIDA??? Oh, grest. Not aword for your
sga?

"l guess shewasjust alittle focused on her problems," Rachel said, then snorted. "Not like anyonel
know inthefamily.”

Daneh shrugged agreement at the same time as she gave her daughter aquelling look. "Well, if
she'sin that much trouble, it meansthat the world isscrewed .

"It can't bethat bad, Mom," Rachel said with ashrug. "Could it? | mean, it'sthe forty-firstcentury .
Thingslikethisjust donthappen !"

"Well, it's hgppening,” Daneh said with afrown. "Right here and right now." She sighed and shook
her head unhappily. "Whynow ? Whyus ?'

"Wdll . . . why doesn't one Side or the other justgiveup ?' Rachd asked. "Mom, people are going
todie . Some alreadyhave, " she added, gesturing at the pile of blue dust.

"More than Marguerite, and more thoroughly," the woman said, shaking her head. "1 know delving
geologistswho work in the magma. They'regone ." She shook her head. "Gone. Just like that. No
waningadl ..."

"Mom?' Rachd said after afew moments. "Mom. Why doesn't one side just quit? Say 'Okay, have
it your way, it's not worth fighting over? | mean, it's not worth peopledying, isit?"

"Somethingsare" Daneh said after amoment. "It's hard to explain that without understanding
history. Sheidadoes understand history. But bad asfighting is, will be, the deaths that are bound to
occur, as bad asthat is, some things can beworse. I'd tell you to go look up thingslike the Cultural
Revolution, the Holocaust and the Khmer Rouge, but there's no way to look it up.”

"The Holocaust and the Khmer | remember from history reading,” Rachel said. "But people are



going to Sartdying soon. | mean, the war is going to do the same thing that the Khmer did, initsway.
We don't have any farmers, Mom. Without farmers, we don't have anyfood . And you don't just pick it
up . It'saskill .

"Good girl, now you're thinking," Daneh replied. "But therearesome farmers.” Shelooked at her
daughter Sgnificantly.

"That'sthe point, Mom," Rachel sghed. "There were farmersinCambodia . But the Khmer and
that guy . . . Pol something . . . he sent people from the cities out to farm. They didn't know how and
they were told how to do it wrong and millions died. Mom,| don't know what day to art plowing, do
you?'

"Oh." Daneh thought about that for amoment and nodded. "No, | don't, butMyron does, and so
do hissons.”

"If you think I'm going to marry Tom or Charlie and settle down asafarm girl you're out of your
mind, Mom," Rachel chuckled. "I'mgoingtobea. .." Her eyes widened as she realized how much had
been lost. "I was going to be adoctor, Mom. What in the hell can you do underthese circumstances?
Therés nonannites "

"Uhmm. . ." Daneh said, her eyeswidening. "Oh . . . damn. You'reright. Not only that, no . . .
medicines. Those were chemicals that were used prior to nano-insertion techniques. No medicines, no
tools." She shook her head. "I don't even knowhow you . . . | think the term is'suture’ aperson, that is
sew them up.”

"It's how they used to close wounds," Daneh explained. "But if thisis going to go on for sometime,
we need to get ready to leave. There's not much food in the house. We. . . we need to get to Raven's
Mmill."

"How, theré'sno porting!" Rachel said then shook her head. "Y ou're not thinking of walking are
you? We don't even havehorses ."

"Yeah, | wish now we hadn't gotten rid of Buck," Daneh said. "Wdll, we might aswell get used to
it. We need to go find some of the Faire stuff. There's. . . sacksand things. | think I've got some
traveling food around . . ."

"Mom, it would takeweeks to walk to the Mill!" Rachd practicaly shouted.

"Would you rather stay here and starve?' Daneh asked, grabbing her by the arm and shaking her.
"Do you think that Sheidais going to just give up? How about Bowman? If they don't, Nothing Will
Work. No food. No water unlesswe dip it out of theriver! We have to get to the Mill and we haveto
get there before our food runs out! And you'd better hope that the weather holds.”

Overhead, in the clear sky, thunder started to rumble.

* * %

"Thisistoo complex," Sheidasaid, shaking her head as she arose from Dream. "An €f couldn't
keep up!"

"We need to break it down in such away asit islegs complex,” Ungphakorn said, spreading his
wings. "We have control of generators but we are throwing groupsinto them willy-nilly. We need to
formteams...."

"We need to be able to concentrate on one particular area,” Aikawasaid. "We are sarting to
break out into regions again by taking the generators and controlling the power localy. We should start
thinking about that.”

"Areyou saying form regiond blocks?" Ishtar said, irritably. "To what purpose?’

"We need to start thinking of theworld again,” Aikawasaid. "Were going to have to help people
rebuild. And we need to consolidate our power base. If humans are to survivethis, they are going to
have to learn to rebuild. We need to encourage that. And that isaregiond function.”

"Thisisabattle between factions of theCouncil, " Ishtar said. "Not between nations."

"Now, itis" Aikawasaid. "Don't ask me about tomorrow."



"We have to make plang!”

"I don't have much food in my house, where are we going to get food?"

"People are going to be coming here, we need to get ready to take themin!"

"Takethem in? We don't have enough for ourselves!”

Asif by pre-formed agreement, the permanent residents of Raven's Mill had made their way to the
pub, despite the sudden and unexpected thunderstorm. The temperature outside was dropping and the
wind rattled the solid doors and shutters of theinn. What it was like inside was well-nigh indescribable.

"OYEZ!" Edmund yeled after afew minutes of shouted debate. John Glass and Tom Raegburn
looked like they were about to start besting on each other. "Thisis out of control. We're going to have
order hereor I'll start cracking heads.”

"And I'll hdp," Myron said. "I've got food in my storehouses. I'll not be selling it in penny packets
to madmen so we've that. The planting season is nearly here. Aslong asthe weather clearswell be fine."

"But not if we start taking in every person who comes herel” Glass shouted.

"ORDER! Wewill have order herel”

"l nominate Edmund as Spesker, hdll, mayor,” Tom Raeburn said. Myron's bullnecked son had his
jaw set hard, but he was managing to keep histemper. "We haven't needed one before but we do now."

"Second,” Myron snapped. " There's going to have to be decisons made.”

"Mayor, okay," Glasssaid. "But not lord. Wereto have asay. And | say that, whatever Sheida
says, we're to turn away refugees. Weve problems enough of our own!”

"The vote a hand iswhether to elect Edmund mayor," Bethan Raeburn said, standing up. "We
should keep this smple and straightforward for now. Any other nominations?”'

"Me, I'll nominate mysdlf,” Glasssaid. "I like Edmund, but | don't think that helll have the interests
of Raven'sMill in mind."

"And what are the interests of Raven's Mill?' Edmund asked. "I'm not sure | want to be mayor, or
earl or lord or any other damned thing. But you'd best understand what| think are the interests of
Raven's Mill. We're not some damn idand. There are about a billion people on this earth. Maybe, maybe
acouple of thousand outside of Anarchia have any ability to survive without technology. Weare going to
have refugees. And we're going to have to integrate them into the society. We're going to have to
expand. And in case you didn't understand the messages we got from the Council, therésawar on. |
was aready asked to come to Sheida's headquarters to help them. | refused because I'm thinking about
theworld . We're going to haveto rebuild it. And Raven's Mill isgoing to be a part, perhaps alarge part,
of that rebuilding.

"We're going to have to take those refugees in and teach them how to not only survive but prosper.
Teach them the kills that we know. Myron farming, John glassmaking, coopering, smithing, dl the things
you haveto haveif you don't have replicators or even factories. Thefirst of them will betrickling in
maybe as soon as tomorrow. We're going to have to prepare for that. That iswhat! think, where | stand.
And onemorething . . ." He paused and looked around the room at the sea of now thoughtful faces.

"Therésawar going on. | sidewith Sheida. | understand, in away that | don't think that even
Bowman does, what his program would mean. Maybe, maybe, smply Ietting him take over would be for
the best. But that's only because the downside of awar in our Situation isthe desth of up to ninety
percent of the remaining population world-wide."

"What?' Charlie Raeburn wasthe first to spesk. " Howmany?'

"Theresno food. And right now there's no way to get what food there is distributed. Where will
food come from? The farmsin the centra plains supply theworld . Theres no way to moveit. The
weather that just broke is probably because the weather controls broke down. What is thetrue weather
of theworld? Will we even be able toplant thisyear?'

"WEell be able to get something done," Myron interjected. "Even with weether like this. Won't be
easy, but the seeds we've got these days aren't bulgur whest. I1t'll grow in a hurricane. And the output on



it...wdl let'sjust say that even withrotten farmerswe shouldn't be facing Sarvation after thefirst
harves."

"So we can plant and growsome . But if the only peopleleft dive arein Raven's Mill, what good
doesthat do theworld? And as| said, | Sde with Sheida. The way things ook, that might mean we have
tofight. Hell, probably wewill haveto fight if no other group than bandits that want our food. Thisisnot
going to be easy.

"But I'm not going to throw awall around the town and say 'no, go away and starve.’ Now, the
people coming in are going to think we owe them ahandout. That's not true either. But | want you al to
understand thatl'm committed to saving every human being that we can. For our species, for the world,
for the cause of freedom that Sheida represents. And if you don't want that than, well, | think you should
votefor John. Although if everyone's dead, | don't know who he's going to sdll hislittle glass figurinesto.”

"Edmund, can we do that?" Lisbet McGregor asked. The wife of the innkeeper looked troubled.
"It's hard enough supplying the Faire with everyone wanting period foods. | . . . weve got Elsieto worry
about. Maybe other childrenintime. I'mwillingto . . . to try to help out others. But not at the expense of
our own children.”

"l don't know," Edmund admitted. "If we threw awall up around the town, difficult with it just being
us, mind, and turned everyone away and if we didn't have our crops burned by the bandits that
produced and if the refugees didn't decide to just overrun us and take al our food and goods, then we
might be able to survive. And it might be easier than trying to save people. But . . . I'd haveto live with
that for therest of my life.

"Again," headded. "The refugees coming to uswill have to be shown the redlity of lifenow .
Nobody gives you anything but a smidgen of charity. After that you're on your own. They're going to
haveto learn towork . And in away, so will we. When wetire of a project or ahobby, we go onto
something different. Well, you're not going to be pulling food from the Neteither . Right now, the most
powerful man in thistown isMyron.He's got al the food." Edmund looked over and saw the shocked
look on Myron'sface. "Hah! Hadn't thought of that, had you? But if you want your thresher fixed, you'd
best be willing to give some up to me. And | need a hdf dozen barrels and you need even more, so
Donad's ditting pretty. | don't think any of us wants the tavern to go away so McGregor hasajob.
Hmmm . . ." Helooked over at Robert and Maria M cGibbon and frowned.

"Facons hunt food," Robert said. "Which well need. And | haven't done bowyery in sixty or so
years, but that's because | got bored when there wasn't anything elseto learn. Call me Huntsman Bob."

"Game," Edmund said. "The hdl with sending one fellow out with abow; the woods are teaming
with game. Deer, bison, turkey, ferd cattle, goats, horses and sheep. Send ahundred refugees out as
beaters and drive the damned things off acliff. Thisis about gathering food, not sport.”

"Save the domestics," Myron interjected. "We can redomesticate them. The big cattle bullswe can
deball and use as oxen. Were going to need draft animas. Ther€'s wild horses and even donkeys as
well. And the horseflesh on some of them isfirst rate. Emu, bison, wapiti, al of them can be adequately
domedticated. Wecan rebuild stocks out of the ferals.”

"Theré's not much leather around,” Dondd Healey said. The cooper used it in various ways and
tended to go through alot. "Were going to need the skins.”

"Mest'snot dl you get,” McGibbon interjected. "Bone, horn, hair, dl of it isuseful.”

"Wecan dothis" Lishet said. "Youreright.”

"Won't be easy,” Edmund replied. "Easy just ended. But we can do it and we will do it, so help me
God."

"Okay, okay," Glasssaid, raising hishands. "1 seewhich way thisisgoing and I'll even say | agree.”

"We need avote," Myron said. "Any other nominations? Edmund, do you accept?'

The smith looked at the ground and to the others. A weight appeared to settle on his shoulders and
something old and hard seemed to be in his countenance. But when he looked up hisface was clear.

"l do."



"Any other nominations? No. All in favor say aye.”

"Ayel"

"Opposed?’ There was silence. " Passed by acclamation, Mayor Edmund.”

"But no handouts!"

"Well, abit,” Edmund said, stroking hisbeard in deep thought. "The refugees that come in are going
to be in shock. We can probably last one season with them till in shock but wehave to get fields
planted, materiad made. They'll need to get on their feet and learn skills. But which skills and how? Say
we...hmmm..."

"Yah," McGibbon said. "A training program?"

"But, they don't haveany idea, most of them, how muchwork al of thisis™ Bethansadin
exagperation. "And most of them have never worked aday intheir lives! 1t'shard running afarm, from
either sde of thekitchen! | mean, just thewashing !"

"And well need tools, seed,” Myron shook his head. "Well need farmers, Edmund,lots of farmers.
And that's not just sticking seed in the ground.”

"Well handleit," Edmund said definitely. "In thisroom is probably athousand years of accumulated
experiencein how to livein preindustrial conditions. There are peoplein thisroom who know things
about their skill areas that masters of any other age wouldn't havedreamed about learning. WEll feed the
new people and teach them until they're more or less ready to go out on their own.”

"Training program, hmmm . . ." Tarmac said. Theinnkeeper looked around in thought. "Break them
down in groups, run them through afew daysto aweek of each of the things that we've got skilled
craftsmen to teach.”

"Yeah," Myron replied after amoment. "Have them do the stuff that apprenticeswould do. Give
them at taste of the job.”

"Work them hard but dowly," Tom Ragburn sad. "Buildthemuptoit.”

"And, remember,many of the refugees who come here are going to be Faire goers,” Edmund said
with anod. "Y eah, most of them don't know awhipple tree from an apple-tree, but they've got some
experience of living rough. And there are others, guys like Geral Thorson and Suwisa, makers and
dedlers mostly, who have redly useable skills. | don't know who is going to makeit, | don't know where
anyone on Earth was when the power turned off. But some of them are bound to make it. And when
they do, well be as ready for them as possible.”

Edmund glanced up as afigure glistened into visibility by his shoulder.

"Edmund, | need sometime," Sheidasaid, looking around at the crowd. "Myron, Bethan,” she said,
nodding.

"Sheida, what's going on?" Maria McGibbon shouted.

"Please," the avatar said, raising her hands. "Please, | don't havetime. I'm.. . . even now were
fighting andit's. . . it'slikefencing mind to mind. They think of away to attack us, wethink of away to
attack them. They'redropping . . . rocks, satellites, thingslike that on Eagle Home at the moment. Were
deflecting them but that's taking power and that means we can't attack back.”

"When isthe power going to come back?' Myron asked.

"l ... I dont know," Sheidaanswered. "Not soon. Edmund, we haveto talk.”

"Folks, what | want you to do is bresk up. Tarmac, you and Lisbet are in charge of figuring out
what we need for minimal rations for refugees and where and how to serve them. Get a couple of other
people together with you. Robert, you'rein charge of preparing to do large-sca e hunting and gathering
ferals. Get with Charlie on how to keep them and setting up a mass daughter program. Y ou've run the
Fairethe last couple. Get to work, people, we don't have much time. Myron, you're with me."

CHAPTER NINE

Edmund led Sheidain to the back room of the pub as the conversation exploded behind him. But



he could tell from the sound that they were working, not panicking, not spinning their wheds. They were
al smart, and experienced and self-starters. All they had needed was atouch of saf confidenceand a
direction to point. With that he could more or lesslet it run and just make sureit didn't run out of control.

"Y ou done good, Edmund,” Sheidas avatar said.

"Thanks," he replied then looked around. "Are you an avatar or a projection?’

"I'm. .. I'man autonomous projection,” Sheidareplied.

"That's proscribed!" Myron snapped.

"So isdropping rocks on my home," the avatar said with asigh. "1 can only handle about fifteen of
these but they can give orders and gather red information while | handle thingsthat only| can do, like
give code commands to the Net. Right now, both sides are fighting for controls. We discovered that we
could lock out programs and sub-programs and we've been doing that asfast aswe can. Unfortunately,
they noticed and now they'reat it. And it requires direct orders of acouncil member. So creating full
avatars was the only way to get anythingel se done. Every hour or so | take a break and upload al the
datal've gained and make any corrections | haveto. It'sworking. We know that because were il
dive"

"Isit that close?' Edmund asked.

"Every few minutes| think they're going to findly kill me" she answered with asigh. "And then
sometimes | think weve finaly come up with the one true thing that is going to wipe the floor with them.
And it never does."

"Bitchin’," Edmund said with asnort. ™Y ou need to back up. Thiskind of battle never getswon
thinking purely tactical. Back up and take alook around for adeep strike."

"What's that supposed to mean?' Sheida asked.

"I don't know. | don't understand the nature of the battlefield. But winning awar is not about killing
your opponent, it's about making them give up. To do that you place them in a Situation where they
believe, whether it istrue or not, that they've dready logt. In the best of dl possible worlds, your enemy
creates those conditionsfor you. But that takes an idiot on the other side. | takeiit that Paul hasn't shown
any sgnsof tactical idiocy. Let's hope he'sless capable at strategy. And that iswhatyou should be
thinking about.”

Sheida thought about that for amoment then shook her head. "I don't see anything off the top of
my head. But that's not what | wanted to talk to you about. Later, maybe. But not right now."

The room had atable where during the Faire Tarmac would sometimes retreat to play chess. But
the rest wasfilled with barrels. After rummaging for abit Talbot came up with a cup and poured some
liquid out of an unmarked barrel. He took asip and wrinkled hisface but didn't pour it out.

"So, tak," Edmund said.

"Why didn't you come here when | asked?' Sheidasaid. "The answer didn't make any sense."

"Y ou, we, have huge problems,” Edmund said.

"So far I'm keeping up,” Sheidasaid dryly. "Maybe you should go dower, though.”

"Glad to see you're keeping your sense of humor,” Tabot replied. "But I'm not just talking about
the ‘'war.' I'm talking about the famine."

"Yesss. . ." Sheidasighed. "So, any answvers?'

"Why do you think | brought Myron," Edmund said with another chuckle.

"Right now our greatest problemisfarming,” Myron replied. "Or rather, lack of it and whereit does
exist it's of no use. We're going to have to have food, and soon. We still have some supplies but we're
going to burn through them fast. And other places don't haveanything ."

"We're getting started on that,” Edmund noted. "WEell be putting the refugees we get to work."

"Wdl, Edmund, you know farming is an art more than ascience, epecidly at thislevd,” Myron
contradicted with ashake of his head. "Every farm, every paich of soil, isdifferent. And it's not asif we
can run up asoil analyss. Chemigry, conditions, weether. It all comes down to knowing what you're



doing withyour farm. Learningthat . . . well . . . I've been studying it alifetime and theres till things|
don't know."

"So you're saying that everyoneisgoing to die of starvation,” Sheida said, shaking her head.
"Maybe weshould just giveup.”

Edmund frowned a her angrily and shook hishead. "War . . . you know, Paul knows, nothing
about war. It issaid that war isthe most evil thing ever invented by man. That satement isfatuous and
downright ignorant. Man has created much worse things than war. More people have been killed by
totaitarian regimes, during times of peace, than in al the warsin the world combined.”

"But..."

"Thiswar will be. .. awful. Worsg, | think, than the Al wars. Thelack of industry, trangportation
methods other than tel eportation and the explosives proscriptions mean that were going to be forced to
apreindugtrid or at least pregunpowder lifestyle.”

"l ... hadn't thought it out that far," Sheidaadmitted.

"Many peopleare going to diein thefirst two years. . ."

"Two years?' Sheidaasked. "We. .. | washoping that . . . Well wars don'thave to take that long!"

"Areyou winning? Right now? Decisvely?' Edmund asked.

"No, | told you that. If anything, werelosing.”

"If you don't losein the next three months, and | pray you dont, thenit'sgoing to be along war.
And until the Council stops sucking up all the power, were not going to be able to recover.”

"What about more plants?’ Myron interjected. "I mean . . . why can't you just build more? | know
it will be arace who can build them the quickest . . ."

Sheida sighed in exasperation and shook her head. "More proscriptions. | didn't reglize how many
we worked under until this. Power usage peaked shortly after the Al wars during the regrowth period.
Usage eventualy got so high that itwas affecting the biosphere; the heat from all the energy usage was
melting the ice caps and to prevent flooding Mother was having to divertmore energy into variousways
of preventing it. So the Council of thetime, and it was avery controlling period in Council history, when
the explosive prohibitions and severa others were introduced, placed a cap on construction, requirement
for Council approva for new construction and roll-back targets. We were wellunder the roll-back
targets, and till had an abundance of power, before the Fal. But now, if welose apower plant it'sgone .
Wecan't get it back. And power distribution, under the Council . . . saverance proscriptions means
havingphysical control of the plants.”

"Ugh," Myron said, shaking his head. "I'm beginning to understand why Edmund hated the whole
sysem.”

"Soam|,” Sheidaadmitted. "Therésadso afue problem.”

"Why? The plants run off of hydrogen don't they?" Edmund asked.

"No, they don't," Sheidasighed. "They run off of helium three. It's produced by the sun and drifts
out on the solar winds. It collectsin various places, notably the lunar regolith and in the upper
atmosphere of gas giants like Saturn and Jupiter. Hydrogen produces radioactive byproducts, H3
doesn't. So they're more 'green’ thisway. The problemiis. . ."

"Who controlsthe fud?" Edmund asked, waxily.

"Right now, each plant isfueled for severd years of maximum output,” Sheidaadmitted. "But the
tanker will returnin.. . . fiveyears.”

"If thisisn't over infiveyears," Edmund mused, "thereis going to be one hell of abattlefor that
tanker."

"Yes, therewill be" Sheidaadmitted.

"Not a problem for right now, though,” Edmund said. "The point is, are you going to seethis
through? Are you going to fight to the end or give up out of weakness?'

"I'm notweak, Edmund Tabot," she snapped. "The quettioniis. . ."



"Theproblem is, you don't even know how to frame thequestion, " Tabot cut her off. "Because
you don't understand war."

"No, | don't," Sheidaadmitted. "That'swhat | have you for."

"Thequestion is, isthisajust war? Would you admit that?'

"l ...guess" Sheidasad. "But isthere such athing asajust war?'

"There are two types of war, purely defensive and policy difference,” Edmund said. "L ecture mode
time"

"Okay," Sheidagmiled. "Aslong asit'sshort.”

"Purdly defensiveis'you attacked me and | did nothing to causeit.' In one way, that isthe war that
you arein. But not redlly. What we have hereisapolicy difference. Both sdes believe their causeisjust.
The quegtion is, isit ajust war foryou tofight?"

"I don't know," Sheida said after amoment. "Therewill be. . . have been . . . so many deaths.”

"There are preconditionsworked out over history for ajust war," Edmund explained. "In short,
there are seven. Just cause; right authority; right intention; reasonable hope of success; proportiondity of
good achieved over harm done; efforts made to protect noncombatants, and aim to achieve ajustly
ordered peace. I'm not going to cover al of them, but let metell you that when the Fall happened |
thought about what you had told me and what Paul said. And thiswar meets every item. At least on 'our’
Sde. Just onething: What isyour intention?"

"To return thingsto the way they were,"” Sheida said.

"Virtud utopia, while | found it persondly boring, has got to be better than aworldwide,
omnipresent, omnisicent dictatorship of the 'right' people, wouldn't you think?* Edmund chuckled.

"Yes...but..."

"No buts. Remember what | said about defeeting the enemy?' Edmund snapped. "It worksin both
directions. If you were just going to givein, you shouldn't have started. But given what Paul did, youhave
to know that it's the best thing to do. Paul iswell on hisway to replicating every totditarian Saein
history, with thefull power of Mother behind him. And that wecannot alow! Paul's way leadsto
dozens of separate species of speciadizedinsects . Not human beingswith free will and the rights of man.
Wewill survivethis, and so will the human race. And wewill win!™

"Yes, milord," Sheidasaid shaking her head. "I hear and obey.”

"Something elseto remember,” Myron said with athoughtful smile. "What appliesto us, gppliesto
Paul and company. Who is advising them?"

* k%

"Farming isgoing to be our biggest problem,” Paul said gloomily. "With that bitch Sheida's attacks
we can't move food around. And people are going to start starving soon.”

"Well, | have someideason that,” Ceinesaid. "I think we can handleit quite readily. It al comes
down to Chansa."

"What do you mean by that?' Chansa asked harshly.

"Wdl, farming's not exactly what you cdl difficult,” Celine said, waving her hand. "People have
been doing it since they chipped stone after al. But the people who make up the refugees are weak and
don't know how to work. They're dl lotus-eaters, agreed?’

"One of the grestest problemswith theworld that was," Paul said, nodding hishead. "They shall
learn to strive again, learn to work again and thereby learn true freedom again.”

Cdine glanced at Chansato see hisreaction, but the giant was smply looking at Paul with a
furrowed brow. Wonderingexactly how much history Paul knew, Celine cleared her throat ddlicately.

"Areyou perhaps saying something like, oh, ‘work will make you free?"

"Why, yes" Paul said, nodding and smiling ashisfrown cleared. "That'sit exactly!"

"Oh, well," Cdline said weakly. "In that case. Uhmm, wherewas|?'

"Farming'snot difficult.”



"Ah, do aminor modification to the refugees. Make them more resistant to physica effort,
conditions, food quality. Perhapsahit less. . . mentdly refined; farming can be very boring work. Do a
bit of selective memory work so that they are not so depressed by current conditions. Just generdly . . .
tweak them to make them more suited to the modern environment.”

"So what you're saying is you want to make them dumb?' Chansa asked, with araised eyebrow.
"Isthat how you see me?"

"No, not at dl," Cdinereplied smoothly. "l just want to make themstrong . And . . . tough.
Capable of surviving better than standard humans.”

"We aretrying to escape Change," Paul pointed out, frowning.

"Oh, thisisnt redlyChange, " Cdinesad. "Just . . . tweak-ing."

"That will take energy,” Chansasaid. "Where are we going to get it?"

"We can takeit from their own bodies" Cdinereplied immediately. "Thereisaprogram to
enhance ATP conversion. It will leavethem initialy weak, but food and work will help them to recover.”

"I did not take the course that history set before me to turn the human race into moronic drones,”
Paul intoned.

"No, you didn't," Cedline hastened to agree. "Buit thisincreases their chances of surviva and when
the war is done we can change them al back."

"Ah."

"And loyalty conditioning,” Chansasaid. "And touch up their aggression. | need foot soldiers.”

"Loyalty conditioning?' Paul asked, seeming to be perplexed by the sudden change.

"For soldiersit'sal you need," Chansareplied. "And some aggression. Like farming, soldiering
does not require much in the way of brains.

"And some basic skills," Celine added, making a note on the paper before her. "Soldiering and
farming are pretty smple. Well give them the basdline skillsfor each. They'll al know how to plow and .
.. well other things."

"That should work perfectly,” Paul said, looking at his steepled hands. " Perfect.”

"The problem is, Myron, that al these refugees are weak-armed, weak-hearted do-nothing
lay-abouts,” Tdbot said disgustedly.

"Oh, I wouldn't say that," Sheidareplied. "They're dl in good basic condition, much better than the
average farmer in history. Just point out to them that the dternative isto starve. Were not going to be
giving food away, they're going to have to produce it on their own. They either produceit or they die.
And so dowe."

"Lovely," the smith snorted into his pewter mug. "1t may sound like I'm blithe about this but I'm not.
They don't have anyskills and they're not used to hard day-in and day-out manua labor. The last time
thiswastried aquarter of the population died.”

"When wasthat?' Myron asked.

"Pol Pot, Cambodia," Edmund said. "Just atad over two thousand years ago. Hed just won acivil
war and decided that al the people of the cities were to move into the country and work the land. A
quarter of them, three million people, died. Many of them from being beaten or killed by thugs, but most
of them from Starvation. There was asimilar Stuation in the same areaafew decades before, and that
onekilled evenmore people. Andthose groups at least had theconcept of work.”

"And it's possible that aquarter ofthis population will die" Sheidareplied sadly. "Buit if food isn't
produced,all of them will die. And there aren't any farmers.”

"Think they can learnit, Myron?' Edmund asked with ajerk of hischin.

"It'sbest if you'reraised to it; that way you don't consider working day in and day out every day of
the year to be hard,” Myron replied with agrim chuckle. "Otherwise. . "

"I guessyoull just haveto do alot of classes," Talbot sad, taking another sip of beer. That, too,



was going to bein short supply soon; they'd have to concentrate on wheet over barley for thetime
being. "Metoo," he added with agrimace.

"Y ou need to be running things, not beating out sword blades," Sheida corrected.

"Well, | don't know how much time | can take training people and aso run the farm,” Myron noted.
"Andif | don't run thefarmnobody will be eating next winter. Not to mention the fact that | can't be
everywhere a once."

"What about Charlieand Tom?" Sheida asked.

"Wdll, what about them?' Myron replied. "They're both ready to take over, but they're also
wanting their own farms. . ."

"Set one of them to be the ingtructor?' Edmund asked. "Maybe something like an agricultura
"Mayhaps. But he could be growing food himsdf."

"I've come up with away to haveasort of . . . roving ingructor,” Sheidasaid. "A widely roaming
one. It would have some problems associated with it, among others not being home much. Ask them if
one of them would be interested. L ots of travel.”

"Okay," Myron said dubioudly. "Honestly, Tom probably would. He likes thetheory of farming, but
he doesn't redlly like the work if you know what | mean.”

"In the meantime well get the familiarization program going,” Edmund said. "Mog of them will end
up having to farm. But you need more than farmers. Especidly if thislastsaslong asit lookslike it might.”

"Something eseto put ontheligt,” Sheidasaid, making anote. "If it works here, welll passthe
information around and see what comes of it."

"One other thing, Sheida, thisisawar. That means that when we start supporting you, Paul will
probably find groupsto attack us.”

"Yes, hewill," the council woman replied. "And I'll help you to the extent that | can. But . . ."

"Well, the good newsis| may not know shit about fighting a\Web war, but if they have aground
force commander that's my equdl, | will be very surprised.”

* * %

"Clothing," Robertasaid. Tom's partner was the village seamstress and it was one of the first points
raised when the three went back to the meeting. Sheida's avatar had stayed since the other avatars
dated that the groups they were monitoring were till mostly spinning their wheds. Raven's Mill's plan of
Setting up an apprenticeship familiarization had been passed through the avatars and was meeting with
mixed reections.

"We can grow cosilk," Myron noted. The hybrid cotton that integrated many of the properties of
slk was hardy and made excellent cloth, but it was generally considered a hot-weather plant.

"We can also raise sheep,” Bethan said.

"Y ou can get more materid per square acre out of coslk,” the farmer pointed out. "Admittedly,
wool isalot better for cold weeather; cosilk doesn't insulate worth adamn. But I've only got five sheep;
well have cosilk in abundance long before we have much wooal .

"Therésferds," Robert pointed out. ™Y ou know what the ridges ook like in the summer." Most of
the ferals were from modern sheep stocks that automatically dropped their wool when the weather
turned warm. This had originaly been agenetic design to iminate the chore of shearing but with the
feralsit meant that for afew weeksin early summer the ridgdines above the valley were dotted with
patches of white. Many of the birds nestsin the areawere made of pure wooal, finer than the best
cashmere.

"Y ou have some?' Edmund asked. "Cosilk thet is."

"Aye, I've never grown it but | know how."

"Coslk has more uses than clothes," Robert said. "We're going to need it for bowstrings, rope. . ."

"Better hemp for the rope. We can get at least one crop of silk in thisyear. Carding and spinning



though . . . very manpower intensive. | don't suppose there's much chance of some powered carding and
spinning plants by thetimethe crop'sin?’

"When?' Edmund asked.

"By September, say?"

"Maybe, there's so many draws on the few artisans we have. Put it on the list. What's the growing
Season?'

"Off thetop of my head | don't recal. After the ground is good and warm and longer here than
down south; it grows better in hot climes, but, then, many things do.”

"Tea," Edmund grumped. "I'm nearly out.”

"No caffeinating materidsat al,” Myron agreed. "'I've afew hothouse tea plants but not enough to
make more than a cup or two ayear. No coffee, tea. . ."

"l can't believe you guys poison yourselvesthat way," Sheidasaid disparagingly. "Caffeineis
horrible for your body."

" ... No chocolate," Myron continued.

"No chocolate?"

"It'sgot caffeineinit,” Edmund said with agrin.

"Wl trace dements” Sheidareplied with asniff. "But nochocolate ?'

"Requires severd productsthat are only grown in thetropics," Myron said dolefully. "No
chocolate. Not until some sort of trade is established.”

"Whdlthat isgoing to get apriority then!”

"Citrus," Edmund said, shaking his head. "I'm going to misscitrus. And it'sagood scurvy
preventer."

"Thatyou can grow in Festiva," Myron replied. "If the weather settles out.”

It had started within aday of the Fall; the weather had closed in and stayed that way. Wind, rain,
dedt, riversflooding. It seemed asif it would never stop storming asdl the pent-up fury of weether long
|eashed was released upon the land.

"It'sgoing to," Sheidareplied with ashake of her head. "Did you hear what happened?’

"No?' Myron replied but everyone |ooked interested.

"The program that did weather control was an Al, that | knew, but what | didn't know wasthat it
was one of thereally old ones; it actualy predated weather control and was awesatherforecasting Al."

"Damn, thatis old," Myron said as the wind tore at the roof of the pub. "And that meansit can
predict thisstuff?"

"Sort of, maybe. So the Fall happens and the Council starts fighting and suddenly it's got no power
to do wesather control. 1t's back to forecasting. Talk aboutpissed ."

"Her nameisLysira, and | do meanshe . Anyway, it'snot 'hiding' like alot of the Al'sbut it has
declared itsdf strictly neutrd. It doesn't carewho winsjust that they get the power systems back on line
S0 it can get back to controlling the westher! She'sredly, redlly pissed.”

"Y eah, one humorous spot in an otherwise crappy Situation. Lystra says about a month and ahdf.”

"We might be able to get one crop in the ground in time. It'll have to dry some before we can plant.
And afew more plowswouldn't hurt.”

"I'monit," Edmund replied. "I'm glad Angus brought in that load of sheet stock. We need to send
someone up to him to get some more material. And helll need food aswell. Well have to see what we
can spare.”

Myron took another sip of beer and his face worked. " So, have you heard anything about Rachel ?*

"No," Edmund said quietly as another blast shook the building.



"They're not at home. One of me went there aready but they'd gone,” Sheidasaid quietly.
"Mother's privacy protocols are intact, damnit, and | can't Smply order alocation search without a
supermgority of the Council. I'd haveto do afull sweeptofindthemand. . . | just can't spare the
power. I've set out, well, guides, to find travelers. Hopefully one of them will find them and direct them
to Raven'sMill."

"What kind of guides?' Edmund asked.

"Thereare. . . ssmiautonomous beings, like homunculi and hobs, that manage some of the
ecologica programs. | found alow-power update conduit that let me reprogram them. They now have
the path to 'safe’ areas mapped for each of their areas and if they find lost travelersthey'll direct them.
Itsal | can do right now. Maybe later something more can be done.

"For most of the refugees, theres not going to be a'later,’ " Edmund said.

CHAPTER TEN

They had been traveling for nearly two weeks through the worst weather Rachd had seenin dl her
life

The house had turned out to have an immense quantity of material suitable to take on thetrip;
Rachel had been surprised and even alittle dismayed at how many of the objectsin the house had to do
with her father's hobby. At times picking through the pilesit had seemed asif Edmund Tabot had more
of an influence on the home he had never entered than ether of the peopleliving there.

But the problem was not so much that they had items, but what itemsto pack. They both had good
backpacks, late twenty-first-century designsthat were light as afeather and fit their bodies like aglove.
But filling them had taken careful thought. Finally, it was decided that the most important things were
food and appropriate clothing and shelter. They had ended up leaving dmost everything else. Rachel
ended up packing afew items of jewelry and Daneh packed her single "period” medical book,
something caledGray's Anatomy . And with that they set out into the driving rain and dest.

The weather had never relented. In the last thirteen days it had seemed to rain, deet or snow an
average of ten hours each day. All of therivers and streamswere swollen, and in afew casesthe bridges
that the hiking groups maintained were washed out. In those cases it was amatter of trying to carefully
cross the freezing and swollen stream despite the lack of abridge, or go upstream looking for acrossng
place. Crossing was preferred even though the frigid water flooded under their clothes and seeped into
their boots. Better to be soaked than take days out of the way. That findly happened to them at the
Anar and it took them nearly two days out of their way before they found an intact log bridge.

This had taken them off the main trail that passed the smal hamlet of Fredar and onto less
well-tended trails through the wilderness. These weren't any better or worse than the "main” trail, and the
rain had turned them into soup aswell. The boots they had dredged up were also late twenty-first
century and the mud did off them like water from aduck's back. But the effort was till constant, to lift
one wooden foot after another, dip, dide, grab at atree or go down on your face in the sucking bog. It
just went on and on in an unceasing view of trees, swollen streams and the very occasiond naturd
mesadow.

Every day had been the same. After degping overnight in their smal tent they would get up and
make afire. They had set out snares or fish-lines the night before but with the rain they had gotten little
every day. So they would eat abit of their road-food, flip the tent into its packing form and head off
through the woods. Rachel well understood how relatively wel-off they were. They had warm, dry
clothing designed by specidigts at the very tag end of theindustrid revolution for exactly these
conditions. They had good footwear, excdlent foods and water carriers. In thistime of madness they
wererich.

They had passed others on the trail who were not so well off. Now, asthey crossed over another
of the smplelog bridges there was one dumped and twisted by the Side of thetrail looking like nothing
so much asapile of torn clothes.



Rachel turned her head away, hardly looking at the body tumbled up againgt the tree, but her
mother stepped over and examined the woman thoroughly, as she dmost dways did, findly shaking her
head and moving back to thetrail.

"She had something in her bag that the dogs had been at. She was wearing waterproof clothing.
And her facelooks asif shewasn't even starving.”

"Shejust gave up," Rachel whispered, dipping again in the mud and grabbing at atree as she
looked at the sky. It was already starting to get dark and it was probably the middle of the afternoon.
She looked over at the corpse, then at the swollen river. What was theuse of putting out trotlineswhen
nothing everbit . "1 can understand how shefelt.”

"Don't say that," Daneh said, sharing her glance a the sky. "Don't even think it. Think about roaring
fires, well-tended thatch and beef red at the bone."

"Food," Rachd said. They had been traveling on half rations at first, sharing one of the
automatically heating packets between them. But as the food had dwindled and dwindled, despite their
efforts at foraging, they had switched to quarter rations. They had been subsisting for the last three days
on lessthan athousand calories aday and with the walking through the mud and the cold,
body-hest-leaching rain, snow and deet it just wasn't enough.

"Not that much farther,"” Daneh said, taking abreath. "I hate to camp by acorpse but there'sa
stream right here; maybe welll be luckier if we put the snares down by the water. What do you think?"

"What dol think?" Rachel laughed hystericaly.

"Stopit,” Daneh said, grabbing her by the collar. "Food. Fires. Warmth. That's no more than aday
or two away."

"Sure, sure” Rachd said with another haf-hysterica giggle. "Mom, that's what you saidyesterday !"

"I've taken this path before," she said, determinedly, then shook her head. "Buit . . . I'll admit it was
alongtimeago.”

"Mother, tell mewerenot lost," Rachel said shakily.

"We're not lost,” Daneh replied, glancing at her compass. She dso had apositiona locator but that
wasonly useful if the path wastraced in onit. And she hadn't had it the last time she had been through
when she had beenvery young and stupid enough to think that atrip up to the Faire on horseback would
make an idyllic time. In retrospect, it had. The weather had been fair, as scheduled, and Edmund had
taken care of ninety percent of the camp chores. It wasn't this endless 5 og through aswamp.

"We need to camp,” Daneh continued. "And set out our snares and lines. We're not gettingmuch,
but not much is different from nothing." She glanced over her shoulder at Azure asthe rumpled and
foot-sore house lion walked dowly over the bridge. "Maybe Azure will get something.”

The houselion had actudly been bringing in most of the group's protein. He had started off the trip
infinefittle, despite therain, tail high and off on what looked to be avery interesting long walk. That had
lasted most of thefirst day, but house lions weren't well designed for long-distance travel and by theend
of the day histail was dragging. Despite that, in the morning he was sitting by the remains of the firewith
adead and only somewhat mangled possum. And he had continued to bring thingsin from the woods for
the entire first week: twice rabhbits, three more possums, afemale raccoon and on the third day had
turned up dragging a spotted fawn.

But by the eighth day the cat was getting as fine drawn as the humans and for dl practica purposes
had stopped hunting. Cats were obligate carnivores, which meant that they had to eat mesat every day.
Daneh had shared small hel pings of the readimed's, hopefully enough to keep him from having liver
damage, but the cat wasn't getting enough food, even with his own foraging, to keep him in condition.

Daneh looked at the cat and her daughter, who had aso lost too much weight, and shook her
head. "Well rest here tonight, up the road a bit in case any more scavengers come around. Well lay out
our snares and tomorrow well do nothing but forage. Maybe we can scare some game out of the woods
for Azureto catch. Well spend agood bit of it just resting, though. And if we don't find anything, we
don't find anything. Day after tomorrow well go on.”



"Worksfor me" Rachel said, shifting her pack. "Couple of hundred meters?’

"y es"

Rachel looked around at the rain-sodden woods and shrugged. In another couple of daysthey'd be
up to the Via Appdiaand some relative degree of civilization. Surely the worst was over. How much
worse could it get?

"Ten more refugeestoday.”

June Lasker had been one of thefirst in. Shelived in ahouse not far to the west, up the Via
Appaliaat the edge of the Adaron Range. It was comparatively well set up for the environment with
wood fireplaces and afew itemsthat could be used to cook in apinch. But she knew there wasn't going
to be anything to cook in it and as along-time trader at the Faire she knew right how to find Raven's
Mill. Shewas one of the reatively well-off refugees, having comein on her own horse and carrying the
tools that had made her a successful dedler. Her stock in trade was handmade calligraphy, and the
reams of parchment, inks, pens and various quillswere well received; no one had thought until they were
well into the plan that there was no way to keep records.

S0 June had become the primary archivist and was training two of the refugees as scribes, including
how to make inks and paper. As soon as afew of the artisans were freed up she intended to get started
on aprinting press.

"Anyonewe know?' Edmund asked, looking over her shoulder at theligts.

Therain beat steadily against the roof of the tent that had been set up to receive the refugees. Not
far behind it was the mess tent and the sound of the chow lines forming was clear. He turned his attention
to the sound for just amoment but it was dow and methodical. Sooner or later they were going to have
real problems, but the refugees were, so far, just happy to have some food and shelter and people who
had some idea what they were doing. Of course, there were many hysterics, the sudden change from a
life of peace and perfection was not easy and that had been borne out in much crying and mnany
nightmares. But the three day food and rest period seemed to do thetrick. At the end of that time, most
of the groups had gotten their act together and were now hel ping around the camp. Some had declined
the requirements necessary to stay, instead hoping for something better somewhere else. Well, they
could just keep looking for the pot of gold, if there was ever another rainbow.

"No, but they said there were some wagons on the road behind them. I'd guess that's dealers.”

"l expected more before this," Talbot mused unhappily.

"I know," Junereplied. "Shéll bedl right.”

"They had everything they needed to makeit,” he said, definitely.

"Y ou know, Edmund, no one would take it amissif you got on ahorse and went looking," she said.

"l sent Tom," Edmund replied. "Between you and me. | don't want anyone thinking I'm taking
privileges of my rank. He went to Warnan and down thetrall but he didn't find them."

"Damn.”

"He said that some of the people on thetrail said that the bridge was out south of Fredar on the
Annan. If they tried to cross. . ."

"They probably went around,” June said. "Daneh wouldn't try to crossthe Annanin full flood. If so,
they're on one of thesidetralls.”

"And | can even guesswhich one," Edmund said. "But if | went out looking, al sorts of people
would want to go haring off in every direction. And we can't have that; we're running on aknife-edge
here"

She worked her jaw but nodded in agreement. "Which makes the other piece of news| got al the
more unplessant.”

Edmund's face was like stone except for araised eyebrow.

"Thelast group in had been . . . set upon by agroup of men. The men took everything they had of



vaue"

"All thewonders of period travel and now bandits," Edmund said with asnarl. "We'regoing to
need aguard force faster than | thought.”

"There are plenty of reenactors. . ."

"l don't want abunch of people painting themsalves blue and charging screaming,” the amith said
with agrowl. "Thiswon't be thefirst problem by along shot. Were going to needprofessional guards,
soldiers damnit, who can get the job done in astand-up fight. | want legionnaires, not barbarians.
Among other things, I'm not going to see them become the nucleus of afeudd system or my nameian't
Tabot."

"Y ou need a centurion to have legionnaires,” June said with asmile. "And the proper socia
conditions as background.”

"If we'relucky thefirgt will turnup,” he said crypticdly. "Asto thelatter; working onit.”

"Wl in the meantime you'd better scratch up afew good Picts before the Norsemen get here.”

Herzer had been having avery bad week.

TheFal had caught him at home, but like most people he had little of usein the post-Fall world.
His parents had kicked him loose at the earliest possible age. Neither his mother nor hisfather had ever
sad anything to him about his condition, other than to inquireif it wasimproving yet, but hewaswell
aware that both blamed the genetics of the other for it. And neither of them were the sort of people who
could handle the psychological burden of achild with "specid needs." They had both treated him well
when he was young, more like an odd toy than achild, but awel-loved toy; however, when his palsy
gtarted kicking in they had become more and more distant until finally, when he reached the minimum
ageto be"on hisown" hismother had pointedly asked him when he was moving out.

Thus he lived by himself. And whereas everyone had a very generous remittance from the Net, he
used agood bit of it on hisrecreation games. Thus his home was modest and so were the things he
owned; theterm "minimalist”" could be used for the small housein which he lived. Hed never even kept
the wegponsthat he trained with, instead storing them "off-line" to reduce the cluiter.

So when the Fall came, he was caught flat-footed.

Heknew that the Via Appaiawas somewhere to the north of him. And he knew that Raven's Mill
was somewhere to the west on the Via. And he knew how to find north. So he started out.

There had been no food in the house at dl. And the only materid for shelter was a cloak that
Rachd had given him years before. It wasfar too small, but it served, bardly, for his needs.

The greatest initid problem was that there were no human trails anywhere around hishome. And
the terrain and vegetation were horrible; the areawasflat and covered in streams, al of them running in
full spate with the weether. And the areawas thick with privet plants, choking the way for miles on end.

He had followed gametrails and his own nose for two days before finding the first human trail.
Then hefollowed that north, striking for the Via Appaia.

What he found, instead, was Dionys McCanoc.

At firgt hed just been glad to see him. Dionys had hisusud cluster of sycophants around him and it
was at least agroup to attach himsdlf to. But the attachment palled quickly. Benito had tried to make a
bow and arrow to hunt, but none of the rest of the group bothered to try to find food. They had had a
smd| amount of food when Herzer arrived, but the eight full-grown maes, nine with Herzer, quickly ran
throughit.

After that Herzer had tried to forage, but histraining had never run that way. He had borrowed a
knife and whittled agorge, then baited it and fished. But it took al day for him to catch just two fish and
they were both digtinctly strange looking. Neither of them was shaped the way afish was supposed to
be shaped and they had strange whiskers coming from their lips. He aso had no idea how to prepare
them but he finally decided that doing it the same way as game would work. So he cut of the heads,
gutted and skinned them. Then he had to get afire started in the pouring rain. Dionys had avery old



fashioned lighter and with greet reluctance he gave it up for the experiment. After severd triesHerzer
managed to get afire going in the shelter of afalen tree. Then he cooked the fish by stickingthemon a
forked stick. Thefirst stick had caught on fire after getting too hot, nearly dropping the precious piscines
into the fire and ruining them. After that Herzer kept in mind the prescription about a"green” branch for
cooking. Severd pieces of the fish had falen in the fire anyway asthey cooked. And when he was done
there was abare mouthful for everyonein the group. But it was something. And it was hot.

It was only this morning, after going through dl of that for amouthful of half-cooked fish, that
Herzer had started to wonder about Dionys plans. The giant didn't seem to be going anywhere or doing
anything. He seemed to have an attitude of waiting.

As soon as he flung off the sodden cloak in the morning, Herzer braced Dionyson hisplans. It had
not, in retrospect, been the most politic move possible. There was no breakfast and no prospect of
dinner unless one of them somehow found some food in the rain. And Dionyswas not oneto take a
chdlengeto hisauthority lightly. He had heard about haf of Herzer's diatribe then struck the young man
in the center of the chest with a punch that would fell an ox.

Herzer had been ininnumerable full sensory fights but rarely with hisfistsand never at full
gimulation; only red idiots or masochists had the pain systemsturned al the way up. Sofor just a
moment helay in the mud wondering if the madman had killed him. Finally he got up out of hisfetd curl
and walked away into the woods.

He wasn't sure where he was going, just that he wasn't going to look Dionysin the face for awhile.

He returned to the encampment after noon having found no food and no answers. Dionys, in the
meantime, had sent some of the hangers on out to watch the trail. Then Dionys had gathered the rest,
including Herzer, together for a speech.

"The days of weekness are over," he said, standing in the rain with his sword unshesthed and
planted on the ground in front of him. "Now isthe timefor the strong to take their proper place.”

It continued in that vein for agood thirty minutes as the four who were not out on watch sat in the
rain and, at least in Herzer's case, wondered where thiswas going. Finally the purpose of the speech got
through to him.

"S0, you're saying we're going to become bandits?' he asked increduloudly.

"Only for thetime being,” Dionys responded reasonably. Since Herzer returned he had been
treating him with more respect than he had any of the others. "In time we will take our proper place of
leadership inthisNew Degtiny."

"New Dedtiny," Herzer said, wiping therain out of hiseyes. "Isn't that what Paul calls his group?
And doesn't Sheida sort of have control of Norau?"

"For thetime being," Dionys responded. "For the time being. But that depends upon her dlieson
this continent. In the meantime we can carve out our niche and get out of al this" he said, gesturing
around at the sopping woods. "Surely you don't want to live in thisfor the rest of your life?!

"Hmmm," Herzer said, not looking around. He had done severa scenarios where there were
bandits to be dedlt with and in most of them one of the ways to win was infiltrate the bandit camp.Well,
I've infiltrated the bandit camp, hethought. How many points do | get?

But he suddenly redlized it wasn't about points. Dionyswas deadly serious. Emphasis on deadly.
The sword was not out just as a prop; he was more than willing to useit. And Herzer felt acold chill run
through hisbody as he realized that Dionys wasprimarily thinking he might haveto useit on Herzer.

"Well, of coursel don't want to bein thisfor the rest of my life," Herzer snorted. "And | seeno
reason that we shouldn't take our rightful place.” There, absolute truth.

Dionys stared a him for quite awhile and then nodded.

"Benito, Guy and Galigan are out on watch. Therewill, eventudly, be people moving on these
trails. Some of them will chooseto join our little crusade. Some will haveitemsto passon asatoll for
use of theroads. All of thisto the good. Somewill demur. They will haveto be. . . persuaded.”

There was arough chuckle from around Herzer and he realized that the entire charade had been



for his benefit; the .. . . creatures around Dionys had long since sold their souls and had no problem &t all
becoming bandits under the conditions of the Fal. Only then did he wonder if they had al started off as
he had, atoy to be added to Dionys collection of fallen souls. He also redlized what Dionys had been
waiting for. He had been waiting until any of the remnant holdouts, like Herzer, were hungry and
desperate enough to have stopped caring.

Herzer also knew that he was surrounded; probably by prior arrangement the others had gathered
to either sde and at his back. And whereas severd of them had knives, and Dionys of course had his
sword, Herzer hadn't even found astick that wasto hisliking; he was essentially unarmed.

But a the sametime hefindly redlized just where he sood. He was damned if hed bethevillain.
Hewas damned if hewould fall to the level of banditry and brigandage, which was what Dionyswas
talking about even if he didn't know the words. Herzer might have some questions about hisfedings,
especidly hisfedings about women, but he had never acted as anythingother than agood and just
person. And he wasn't going to start just because he was alittle hungry. There were too many strange
looking fishin theworld.

The only question was how to extract himself without having histhroat cut. And right now the
answer was. acting.

So hed acted. He knew that acting fully convinced would be wrong, but he'd been willing to go
aong. Thereafter he noticed that one of the others was dways around him, watching, waiting.

It wasin this unpleasant state of paranoia, gnawing hunger and delayed mayhem that Benito came
running back to say that they had their first customer of the day.

For purposes of foraging, Daneh and Rachel had split up with Daneh taking the south route back
aong thetrall and Rachel, accompanied by Azure, the north.

Daneh had |eft three snares at likely looking small-game trails along the west Side of the walkway.
The snareswere smple period ones, braided horsehair bound into aloop. If arabbit or something came
down thetrail it would tangle into the loop and get held there until the snare was checked. Or until
something else came along and ate it; that had happened more than once on the trip and they'd lost one
of the snaresthat way. But it was the best they had.

She had reached asmall stream, crossed by asimple log bridge, and was considering whether it
would be auseful placeto lay their last trotline when three men appeared out of the woods.

Herzer's somach dropped when he saw Daneh being held by Guy and Galligan.

"Dionys, thisisafriend of mine," he said. He had taken apodition asfar at the rear of the group as
possible, but Benito was still behind him. And as the group spread out on thetrail Boyd and Avis
dropped back aswell.

"Wl that'sanicelooking friend you have," Dionyssaid. "Who are you?'

"I'm Daneh Ghorbani. And | know whoyou are, Dionys McCanoc. What is the meaning of this"
Daneh's jaw was set but her voice trembled ever so dightly at the end.

"Well, therésatoll for usng thisroad,” Dionysreplied. "I wonder what you haveto pay it with."

"Yourejoking, " she snapped, looking at the group then at Herzer who was |ooking anywhere but
a her."Youre. .. youreinsane ."

"So some people have suggested,” Dionys said, drawing his sword and placing thetip on her
throat. "Butl wouldn't suggest using that term at the moment, woman. Ghorbani . . . that nameringsa
bell. Ah! Thewife of Edmund Tabot isit?

"I ... Edmund and | arefriends, yes," Daneh said quietly.

"Howpleasant !" McCanoc replied with aferd grin. "Howexceedingly pleasant. And whereis
your daughter?'

Daneh had been halfway waiting for the question. " She wasin London when the Fall happened. |
hope she'sdl right.”



"Better than you, | think,"” McCanoc said with asmile. "And | knowjust howyou can pay your toll!"

"Dionys" Herzer said with astrained voice. "Don't do this."

"Oh, I wouldn'tthink of taking first place," he said, turning to the boy and pointing the sword at
him. "That'syour job."

Herzer sumbled forward as Boyd struck him in the back and he found himself looking directly at
Daneh. Thejourney hadn't been easy on her, either; her bones stood out fine on her face and there was
asmudge of dirt on her cheek. Helooked her in the eyes and saw in them resignation backed with
something ese, something very old and dark.

"Dr. Ghorbani, I'm sorry," he whispered and leaned forward to drive his shoulder into Guy.

The man was smaller than he and was rocked out of the way. From that position all that Herzer
had to do was keep his feet to start running. He made it across the small bridge in asingle bound and
quickly turned left, smashing hisway into the brush and trees dong the trail. With that, he was gone.

"Wadl," McCanoc said, swishing his sword back and forth. "That was . . . somewhat unexpected.”
Helooked at Guy who was crumpled up on the ground and shook his head. " Get up from there. What a
wuss." Galigan had caught Daneh before she could get away and now held both of her arms behind her.
"Hmmm. .. wel, it's<till timeto pay your toll."

"Doit," she spat. "Do whatever you're going to do and be damned to you."

"Oh, we're dready damned. Benito, hold her other arm. Y ou others, grab her legs. | haven't had a
woman in over aweek and I'm tired of jacking off."

Herzer stumbled through the woods, looking for a stick, atree branch, any sort of wegpon. He
findly collapsed to the ground, panting and crying. Even through the rain-muffled woods he could hear
sounds behind him but he closed his earsto them, looking for something, anything that could help.

The forest was old grown with athick undergrowth of bracken and privet. The branchesthat were
on the ground were dl old and rotted but findly he found a sapling that had grown to man height then
died off from lack of sunlight. Hetried to find his path back through the woods but the privet had
covered it over. Finally he found astream, he hoped it was the right one, and he followed it back, part of
the time splashing through it. Dionys was the main threat, with his sword and size. But even Benito's
rotten bow and lopsided arrows, despite the rain, would be adanger. The others just had knives.

If he could just makeit back intime.

Guy heaved himself off the doctor and looked down at her.

"Should we cut her throat now?" he asked. "That'swhat we aways do with the homunculi.”

"No," Dionys said, wiping at ascratch on his cheek. "But take her rain coat and pants as penalty
for not paying thetoll willingly," he laughed. "Let her live" Hekicked Danehinthesde.

"Live. Go and tel your paramour what we did. Tell him we're coming for him. Not today, not
tomorrow, but soon enough. And then, welll finish the job." He gestured at the group and walked down
the path to the south acrossthe bridge. "Ther€ll be more where she came from.”

Daneh rolled over on her sdein the mud and covered her face with her hands as the group walked
off. Shewouldn't cry. Sherefused to let them get that satisfaction. She had stayed stone faced through
the entire orded and she knew that that had taken some of the pleasure of it from them. It was the most
she could do and shewasn't going to lose it now.

Shewaited until she was sure they were gone and got to her feet, fumbling her clothes on as best
she could. She wished that she could tear them off and throw them away, burn them even. But she had
to have something againgt the cold and the wet. She stumbled to the stream and rinsed her mouth spitting
out the foul taste and worked at aloose tooth; Dionys had tried to get some response out of her, but
other than that one scratch when she worked her hand free she wouldn't give it to him. There were other
cuts and bruises on her body and she winced at the pull of her ribs; there might be a crack there.



Finaly she sat down on the bridge and just |et the rain fall until she heard steps squelching up the
road. Afraid that one of them had come back for seconds, she stood up and turned to run. But it was
just Herzer, holding a sapling taler than he was with dirt till attached to the rootball.
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Herzer took onelook at her and dropped to hisknees, head down, cradling himself around the
usaless stick.

"I'm sorry," hewhispered.

"Herzer..."

"I'm s0 sorry, there was nothing | could do, they would havekilledme and . . ."

"Herzer!" she snapped. "'l don't havetimefor yourangst, damnit. | lied about Rachel. She'sup the
road. We haveto find her and get herout of here beforethey do.”

"Rachd?' hesaid, coming to hisfeet.

"Keep. Your. Voice. Down," she said tightly.

"l ..." Hepulled the cloak off hisback and handed it to her. "Y ou need thisfar morethan | do,” he
said. "And, yes, we need to get out of here.”

"Weéll talk about this" Daneh said, taking the cloak at arm'slength. Y ou can wak in front of me."

"Infront..."

"Right now, | don't likeany maesnear me," she said with avenomoustone. "So it's nothing
persond.”

"All right," Herzer replied, edging past her.

"And Herzer."
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"When we get to Rachdl, we're just going to not mention that you were with the group that did this,
understand?’

"l ... okay. But, no, | don't understand.”

"l put alot of effort into saving your life" she said bitterly. "I don't want Edmund killing you. Or

Rechd."
CHAPTER ELEVEN

Rachd hadnot been happy.

"I'mgoing tokill them!" she snarled.

"If you tried, you'd end up just like me," Daneh said, shivering. Herzer's cloak was a better fit for
her than for the boy, but it was still apoor substitute for her rain gear. And she knew shewas il
shocky from the trauma of the rape. "I didn't lie through my teeth just so that you could get raped too.
Leaveit."

Azure, dready wet and annoyed, wandered around her sniffing and yowling. He sniffed at Herzer
aswdll, and seemed ready to bite, but findly heleft off and wandered into the woods, sniffing at the
ground.

"There's nothing you can do, Rachel," Herzer said tonelesdly.

"Y ou can justbuttout Herzer Herrick," Rache snapped. "Where in the hell wereyou ? Huh?'

"Too lateto do anything,” Daneh said. "L eaveoff, Rachel. We need to get on our way."

"What about the snares?’ she said. "Wecan't kegp moving without food. Azure needsto eat at the
very lesst."

"He won't gart getting sick for another day or two," Daneh said tiredly. "If we move fast we can
makeit to the Viain aday a most. There are towns up there; well find something to est.”

"How far up the road did you go?' Herzer asked.

"Only aki or s0," Rachel said. "Thetrail isknee degp in mud up theway. Mom, | don't know if



you can makeit.”

"I'll makeit," Daneh said, standing up. "I'll makeit dl theway. But I'm not going to wait herefor
McCanoc and his band of merry men to find me again. Let'sgo.”

"God, | hope Dad is4till in Raven'sMill," Rache said, gathering up their few belongings.

"Hewill be" Daneh replied. "I just hope that heswilling to overlook the last few years."

"Home is where when you have to go there, they haveto takeyouin,” Herzer said, quietly. He
automatically took the front position, picking up Daneh's pack and dinging it on hisback. "Hell bethere.
And hell bewaiting for you."

"Held better be," Daneh said, bitterly.

"Naye, naye, you haveto heat it more or you'll be hammering al day to no effect,” Edmund
growled, picking up the piece of metal with tongs and setting it back in the charcod fire.

"I'msorry, sir, | thought . . ." The apprentice stepped back and looked around at the group
gathered in theforge. A few weeks before, al held had to worry about was what to wear to the next
party. Now he was trapped in this cluttered workshop, learning atrade so ancient that until the previous
week he had never heard of it. And doingbadly &t it. It didn't seem fair.

"It takesyears to learn the blacksmith trade,” the smith replied, more softly, noting the glance. He
jerked achin at the bellows and waited as the apprentice pumped the fire hot. "Watch the color of the
metal and the colors of thefire around it. When it gets white hot, pull it out and then strike. Y ou don't
have much time, that'swhy they say you have to 'srike whiletheironishot.' " He leant emphasisto the
words, pulling the piece out and hammering it flat, then turning it to shape. "Just ahoe but hoes are what
will feed usal soon enough. Hoes and plows and parts for wagonswill be your mainstay once you
learn." Hethrugt the half-formed metal back into the fire and jerked his chin at one of the other hovering
apprentices. "Now, you tend the fire while hetriesagain.”

He stepped back and wiped at hisface asthe fledgling smith tried to get the recalcitrant metal to do
hiswill, trying not to shake his head. With the scraps and bars that Angus had brought in, they had
enough materid for the beginnings of acommunity, but they'd soon need more. He had sent awagon
load of mixed foodstuffs up the road to Angus but the distance was far enough that the oxen would eat a
good bit of the load on theway. And it would be three or four weeks before any response could come.

"What about weapons?' the apprentice asked, findly getting the hoe to form. He had got the
rhythm of the hammer, and sparks struck abrilliant whitein the dim forge.

"You're along way from making aweagpon, son, other than a spear blade, which is naught more
than a hoe shaped a bit differently. But swords and such, or armor, they take a tad more work. Once
we have thewire puller going in the water forge well get some of you to work on mail. But for thetime
being it's more important to learn how to make farming utensils." He looked out the door of the shed
again, then peered more carefully.

"You dl start working on hoes from this stock, I'll be back in abit."

Stepping out of the heat of the forge he shielded his eyes againg the sun. Asif in expiation for the
unending rains the skies had cleared and turned bright for the last few days as the sodden ground
steamed. The temperature hadn't gone up much but the humidity was till high, giving the areaadamp
chill that sapped energy and made everyone hungry for fats and carbohydrates that were in short supply.
But the bright sun and haze made seeing anything at a distance difficult, which waswhy Edmund hed to
look long and hard to be sure of what he saw. Then he let out awhoop and headed down to town.

"Class dismissed for the next hour or s0," he called over his shoulder. "Try not to burn down the
forgewhileI'm gone!™

He thought about grabbing a horse but decided that it would take more time and trouble than just
waking down the hill.

As he entered the town of Raven's Mill, which was growing in al four directions, he could seea
large crowd gathered around the three wagons that had come from the east, and he pushed hisway



through to the center without thought until he gpproached the first wagon, which had stalled for lack of
room to move.

"Suwisa, you're asight for God-damned sore eyes!™ he shouted, clambering up the side of the
wagon and enfolding the muscular driver in hisarms.

"Why Edmund,” the woman laughed, giving him ahugin return. "1 didn't know you cared!”

"I've been trying to run this madhouse and smultaneoudly teach newbies who are as hardheaded as
the metd they can't shape,” helaughed. "So I'll admit it'sa purely sdfish reaction.”

"| should have guessed,” shereplied withagrin.

"HolaPhil," he cdled to the man driving the second wagon. " Still sdling the condemned mead?

"Aye, enough to drown you inif you don't quit manhandling my wife!" the man called back.

"Let me get this cluster out of the way and get the wagons up to the forge. | assume you brought dl
your toolswith you?'

"And spare anvilsand asmdl forge," Suwisareplied. "And dl of Phil's beekeeping supplies.”

"Forges and anvils we have, toolswerelacking. And hivesfor that matter. Were going to haveto
havealong talk."

As he and agroup of the newly forming guard force opened a path for the wagons, Edmund
consdered the priceless asset that had arrived.

He had known Suwisafor at least seventy-five years and had occasiondly considered asking her to
become his"apprentice.” The problem with that was that by the time they became friends shewasa
magter smith in her own right. He knew things about forming meta that she did not, but the reverse was
adsotrueand theleve of his"magtery” over herswas an incrementd thing. Just as an example, he mostly
worked in "hot" forging with meta heated to brightness whereas she generally used preformed platesfor
"cold forging." He was undeniably superior at the first while she had adight edge on himin thelatter. She
also concentrated on plate armor and decorative works while he specidized in blades. So it wasmorea
meatter of complementary stylesthan superior/inferior.

In the end he decided that if no appropriate apprentice made an appearance by the time hewas
getting too old to work the forge, he would probably "gift" it to her, dong with Carborundum. He was
pretty sure that they would get dong, and judicious soundings had indicated that she had very few
reservations about Al's.

But with the Fall and hisincreasing responsbilities, he had despaired of having anyone come dong
who could take over thetraining of the new smiths. Smithing was nearly asvitd asfarmingina
preindustria economy and the number of toolsthat they were going to need prior to the beginning of the
planting season was staggering.

Furthermore, he knew that his personality was not at the best teaching raw newcomersto the
trade, especialy ones he hadn't carefully chosen. Suwisawas much more patient with the sort of
hamhandedness he had been despairing of this morning.

He got the wagons up to the back side of town, just short of hishouse, left them with a couple of
the guards and one of the pair's grown children, and led the couple up to the house. Suwisalooked at
the expanded sheds and whistled.

"How many smithsdo you havein this place now?'

"One," Edmund replied bitterly. "I'm the only one who has made it in yet, except you. | know that
there were more in walking distance of the Mill, but some of the other communities are forming up as
well and | guessthey made it to them. Or they were on the other side of the world when the Fall hit."

"Who al has madeit here?' Phil asked.

"If you mean of ‘our' crowd, quiteafew. But . . . well . . . you know most reenactors. They don't,
actudly, know diddly-shit about period life. Or, for that matter, preindustria technology. And they'reall
happy to swing swordsfor abit but then they want their meals served on slver platters.”

"l won't disagree on that, but thisistough, " Suwisasaid. "Taking afew weeksto travel by wagon



and deep on the ground forfun isonething. Having to do it forsurvival isanother.”

"l know," Edmund said, leading the way into hishouse. He waved them into chairs around thefire
then poked it back to life and pulled out ajug of cider that had been warming by the coas. When he had
them comfortable he continued.

"I know that things are tough,” he continued. "But until one faction or the other of the Council wins,
thisiswhat lifeisgoing to be. And we have to make it as'good' as we can within these parameters.”

"Or until onesdegivesup,” Suwisasad, taking asip of the cider.

"| don't think that's going to happen,” Edmund replied. "Paul isintoo degp and istoo . . . fanaticd |
guessisthe best word. And Sheidathinksthe world, even as devastated asit has become, would be
worse off under Paul's unrestricted control."

"I don't know that | fault her there," Phil agreed. "We heard some really weird rumors on the way
over here"

"Y ou mean about Paul Changing peopleto fit the conditions of the Fall better?" Edmund asked.
"Weve heard the same. But it's dways somebody's brother who heard it from somebody el se.”

"Doesn't Sheidaknow?' Suwisa asked.

"l haven't talked to her in two weeks, so | don't know if she doesor not."

"So what do you wantus to do?" Phil asked.

"Well, in Suwisas case | want her to take over training al the gpprentices and turning out
metalwork," Edmund admitted. "I'm up to my assin aligators every day and | have neither the time nor
the patience to handle agaggle of apprentices.”

"Madlory and Christopher can help with that aswell," Suwisasaid with anod.

"Right now it'sal farm implements” Edmund warned. "Red blacksmithing. But in time we're going
to need armor and swords. I'm still working on the guard force but the plan is to produce a professiona
military aswell. And therés atraining program starting so you're going to have to set up an orientation to
blacksmithing, basically what the job of an apprenticeisand afew tricksfor farmers. Most of the people
going through the orientation are going to end up farming.”

"All right, and how do | get paid?" Suwisa asked.

"Right now the basis of what currency we haveisfood chits. Y ou can use them to trade for meals
in the chow-halls or you can get raw food to cook yoursdlf. Well figure out something equitable for your
training time and, of course, you'll get paid for your finished materids. We haven't redlygot an economy
beyond that and it'sal based on Myron's supplies.”

"Thisisgoingto befun," Phil said. "That'san inflationary economy if I've ever heard of one."

"Wll, yes and no. Most people get three food chits per day. If they starve themselvesthey have
‘extrd money. Skilled artisans get four for days spent working on communa projects, and they cantry to
find materiasto trade for more. But there's not much surplusfloating around. So far, by redtricting the
chitswe're both controlling the food supply, which isrealy important, and keegping the economy
noninflationary. Sooner or later well get large enough we have to come up with a better system, but for
right now it'sworking. There are too many other problemsfor me to want to knock it."

"Such as?' Suwisasad.

"Y ou've heard about the bandits?’

"Therewas agroup of five guyswho tried to, | don't know, hold usup?' Phil said. "They had afew
gticksand aknife. We pulled out three swords and a crossbow. They lost interest redlly quick.”

Edmund chuckled for amoment then shook his head. "One of the things I'm worried abouit is that
the small communities have al the food, and other goods but right now food is paramount. Sooner or
later the bandit gangs are going to start banding together and attacking the towns. | want to be ready for
them before they do.”

"If there's one thing that reenactorscan do it'sswing asword,” Suwisasaid with agesturein the
generd direction of the town.



"Not aswell asthey think they can and that assumes they have them,” Edmund said with afrown.
"Most of them started out from wherever they came from with asword or abow or aglaive of some
sort. And most of them Ieft them somewhere aswell. They're heavy, don't you know?'

"Damn," Phil said, shaking hishead.

"And, frankly, I'd rather have raw recruits than most reenactors with live blades. We're going to
form amilitiaandeveryone isgoing to learn at the minimum to defend themselves. But | want a
professona military & the core. Two tiered for right now, longbow and lineinfantry, the line infantry
based loosely on Roman legions.™

"Why longbow?" Suwisa asked. "Crosshow iseasier to train.”

"Hmmm:. . . alot of reasons," Edmund replied. "Both of them have their pros and cons and you
have to understand, despite the last week or so I'm talking with Sheidafairly often. I'm starting to get a
grasp of what the strategic Stuation isand how it might fal out. So I'm thinking in terms not of days or
weeks but of years of war."

"Shit,” Phil said. "I'd hoped.. . ."

"Y ou'd hoped thiswould be over quick and we could go back to our lives. | don't think that's
what's going to happen. I'm not too sure welll be able to go back to our lives evenafter the war isover.
But we were talking about longbows."

"Okay."

"L ongbows and crossbows both have their pros and cons. Some of them are universal and some of
them were specific to the conditions. Okay, here's one: what's the only wood you can use for alongbow
that ismadein Ropasa?’

"Yew," Suwisaanswered. "Well, okay, yew and ash. But you can use hickory . . . oh."

"Right. One of the reasonsfor longbow rarity in Ropasawasthe lack of materias. Which meant a
longbow cost alot. And towards the end the Britons had to import al their yew from the Continent,
which wasacriticd drategic fault in the system. But in Norau hickory makes an excellent longbow and it
iswiddy available. Here, longbows can be made by anyone with aknife and some knowledge.

"Cons of thelongbow arerarity of materids, we covered that, difficulty of training and the fact that
you haveto have very physicaly able personsto useit. That is, they have to be physicaly strong and in
good shape, not sick.

"Taking thelast first, we're not degling with medieval peasants. The human of today, even those
who arenot Changed, are the result of multiple generations of tinkering. Do you know what ‘dysentery’
is?'

"Only from higtory," Phil said. " Diarrhea. 'Runny guts asthey used to call it."

"Right. The most common reason for dysentery was water that was contaminated with the giardia
cyst. Ontheway here, did you drink from streams?"

"Sure, weaways have," Suwisasad. "Why?'

"Did you get diarrhea?’

"No."

"That's because you're immune to the effect of giardia. Also the common flu, typhoid, syphilisand a
host of other bacteriologica and vird infections. Wereborn that way; it's bred into us. Just as greater
strength, both for men and women, isinnate. Women of today have the potentia to be as strong asthe
averageman wasin the thirteen hundreds. And men have the potential to be enormoudly stronger.
Furthermore, the basic . . . human materia we have,now, from the refugees, is so much better than the
average medieval pessant it doesn't bear discussion. Tdler, stronger, hedthier, everything that you need
for thebasdline of adecent longbow archer.”

"Mogt of that relatesto crossbows aswell,” Phil said, stubbornly.

"Except for height, yes,” Edmund replied. "But the point is, it takes away one of the ‘cons of
longbows. The next oneistraining. Well, I've seen people train to be competent, notexpert but



competent bowmen in four to sx months. And asthey continueto train they get better and better. By
next fal | want to have asmdl but growing longbow corps. Andin afew years| want it to be alarge
and growing longbow corps.”

"But none of that touches on crosshows," Phil replied.

"Okay, what are thepros of longbows? They have a higher rate of firepower, for the sametraining,
than crossbows. That is, they can put out nearly twice as many arrowsin an hour and more for short
periods. They are easier to manufacture; atrained bowyer with seasoned wood can turn out alongbow
inan hour. And ther training isidentical to that for compound bows."

"Y ou mean ‘composite?" Phil asked. "I'm not sure you want to use those. The glueswed haveto
use to make horn-bows are hydroscopic. They'reredly only good in very dry conditions.”

"Phil, I've been doing thisfor nigh on three hundred years,” Edmund said, letting thefirst Sgn of
exagperation through. " Give me the benefit of using the right term. No, | meancompound, the oneswith
the pulleys. Y ou can use abow that is nearly twice the 'standard' strength of alongbow with compound
bows because the archer only takesthe full weight of the pull for about ten percent of the draw and the
‘hold' strength isafraction of the full strength. But, right now, we don't have the logistics to produce them
in quantity. However, intimewe will. And then well have archerswho can be easily cross-trained to
bowsthat have five timesthe potential, in combination of pull and rate of fire, of any reasonable
crossbow."

"Hmmm. . ." was Phil'sreply.

"Maneuvering is another problem with archers" Suwisainterjected. "L ess so with crossbowmen.”

"Not redly, they both have the same problem,” Edmund said. "Resupply. Archers going into battle
haveto havecrates andbarrels of arrows. Also spare bows and other things. I've got some waysto fix
that aswell. Well use modern training techniques for them and for thelineinfantry and a
four-thousand-year history of maneuver that wasn'tconceived of for most of history and generdly lost
even after it had been developed.”

"Y ou've thought about this carefully,” Suwisasad.

"Ascarefully as| can. Therésmoreto it than that." He paused and wondered if he redlly knew
Suwisawell enough to cover the rest but then shrugged. "Have you redized that thismight bea
multigenerationd thing?'

"No," Phil said, then blanched. " Thatlong?"

"If Sheidawins, and that'sabig if, it might not be soon. I'm not even surehow to win thiswar, and
I've sudied every war in history. I'm having to juggle 'now' constraints while thinking about what the long
term effect will be of everything we do. Take crossbows versus longbows. A longbow, as | said, can be
made by anyone with aknife and some knowledge. There's plenty of game, soin afew years every
farmer inthe areawill betrying his hand at bringing in the odd deer. | want them to have atemplate for
the weapon to use. Because if we have asolid and large yeomanry of trained bowyers, having any sort
of ‘aristocretic' classarisewill be difficult.”

"Hard to be alord when any serf with agrudge can knock you off the horse" Suwisasaid. "Tricky."

"I'mtrying ashard as| can to replicatepost industria republics,” Edmund admitted. "Making
crosshows, especialy good onesthat can kill aknight, isahdl of alot harder than making longbows. Or
even compound bows. | want it to be understood at the core of the society that the right to weaponsisa
fundamenta right. Aslong asyou have ardétively law-abiding society, weaponsin generd ownership
and use prevent tyranny from taking hold. Nothing else in history has ever managed it.”

"Therés adifference between a professonal bow-man and afarmer who killsthe occasional deer,"
Phil argued.

"Sure, but it'sadifference of details, not the quantitative difference between aknight in armor and a
serf with apitchfork.”

Phil shrugged reluctant agreement to that, then grinned. ™Y ou won't mind ifl build crossbows, will
you?”



"Not at dl, aslong asyou sdll them to anyone with money," Tabot agreed with an unusud grin.
"Werejust asmdl little outpost of civilization in world that's turning to barbarism. Higtoricdly, the
barbarians tend to win. Not aslong asI'm in charge.”

"Okay, well build you your armsand armor. Just useit right,” Suwisasaid.

"Hey," Phil interjected. "Y ou can get a superior bend to the bow with beryllium bronze! That means
you can get nearly as good aloft out of alight crossbow as from alongbow! And nearly the firepower.”

"Doyou know how to cast beryllium bronze?' Edmund asked.

"No."

"Wil, Ido . But I'm not going to spend al my time doing casts for crosshows. Okay?"

"Okay," Phil said with alaugh.

"Speaking of cagts," he added. "There's somebody you need to meset."

* * %

"I didn't know you were friendswith any Al's" Suwisasaid, mopping her face at the heat from the
forge. "Hello, Carborundum.”

"Wadll, therésalot about meyou don't know," Edmund replied. "How goesit, soulless fiend?"

"It'sbloody cold ishow it goes," Carborundum said. "And the Net iswell and truly screwed. Y our
friend Sheidaand Paul between them have put up blocks bloody everywhere."

"We're abit short on carbon at the moment, old fiend,” Edmund said, then scooped up a generous
hel ping nonetheless and tossed it onto the red glowing coas. He wiped the black soot from his hands
and shrugged. "We're cooking some charcoad now, but it'sa dow business and the wet isn't helping.”

"Lystrasays only another couple of daysin thisregion,” Carb added. "And I'm sorry, but I'm ill
not finding anything on Rachel and Daneh. Thefaries are circulating back word on people moving inthe
wilderness, but of course they don't know one human from another. They were definitelyat the house,
both of them, a the Fall. And the house-hob said they left. But that'sal 1've got. Some of the Al'sare
being redlly uncommunicative, some of them are on Paul's Sde, mostly because they think he'sgoing to
win, and direct accessto the Net isgeneraly cut off between Sheldaand Paul's blocks."

"Thank you, Carb. I've got Tom out looking aswell."

"Widl, I'll tell you if anything comesup.”

"Thank you, again. But I'm introducing you to Suwisafor areason. I'm going to have to be more
and more connected to this mayor business and she's going to be taking over the smithing and armoring.
So I'm probably not going to be seeing you much.”

"I'm sorry to hear that," Carb said. "Honestly. | know you're busy but don't be a stranger.”

"I won't. I hope you and Suwisa get along, though.”

"Oh, I'm an old hand at breaking in new smiths," Carb said with alaugh like a couple of plates of
iron griking.

"And I'm an old hand at old hands,” Suwisasaid. "Y ou were mentioning aneed for charcod |
bdieve?'

"Arrrrgh! Edmund, come back!™

"Y ou two havefun," Edmund said, turning to the door. "And, Suwisa, you nheed to come meet your
class soon.”

"I'll do that, after | get donediscussing thingswith Carborundum here.”

"When do you think Tom will get back?" Phil asked as the two of them stepped back into therain.

"Inaday or two I'd suppose.”

"And then you'll know?'

"Phil, I maynever know," Edmund replied softly.

CHAPTER TWELVE



Herzer stopped and shook his head at the sight before him. The area had apparently sustained a
forest fire sometime in the recent past. No more than ayear to ayear and ahdf ago from the looks of
the few visible trees. And the areathat had burned was now covered, for severa acres at least and
gretching acrossthetrail, in thick vinesthat were just starting to come out of winter hibernation. The
overd| color was brown but it was shot through with green leaves. And it choked the path from side to
Sde

"What thehdl isthat ?' Herzer muttered as Rachel stepped past his bulk.

"Kudz!" she shouted, running forward. She darted to one of the greening areas and rummaged into
thevines. "Yed Andit'saready fruiting!" she shouted, pulling out asmall, bluish ovoid and thrusting it in
her mouth.

Herzer waked into the patch and found another then, after amoment's hesitation, took atentative
bite. Then he stuffed the whole thing in his mouth and searched for another. The fruit was an absolute
taste explosion, something between a grape and a strawberry. It was blue, so he knew it had to be
genegineered and he thanked whatever soul had in some distant past time created it. Ashe pulled out a
handful of the fruit he thought better of stuffing them in his mouth and carried them over to Daneh instead.

"Here, you need thismorethan | do," he said. A large, mature chestnut tree had falen ether just
before or during the forest fire and its root bole held the trunk up off the ground. The combination had
created a perfect little one-person shelter. Herzer steered the doctor under the tree and found adry bit
of bark for her to sit on. They had been traveling for nearly aday after the incident at the bridge and the
doctor was looking more and more wan. He was afraid that something interna might have been
damaged, but if so he couldn't imagine what to do for her. The fruit would at |east provide some sugars
and liquid.

"Thank you, Herzer," Daneh said tondlesdly, taking abite out of the fruit and settling in the shelter.

"Areyou going to be okay?" he asked.

"Il befine," she snapped then shook her head. Redlly, I'm fine, Herzer. How areyou? Any
shakes?'

"Jugt from hunger," hejoked. "And these are helping. Whatis thisuff?*

"It was derived from anoxious weed caled kudzu," Daneh said, taking another bite. "It used to be
spread dl over eastern Norau; it grew wherever there was a disturbance in the ecosystem, which in
those days was everywhere. Sometime in the late twenty-first century aresearcher released a controlled
retrovirusthat modified it to kudzi. The fruit was agene cross of kiwi fruit and plum; kiwi mest and plum
skin. Anyway, that'swhere it comes from. And just like kudzu, it grows up anywhere there hasbeen a
disturbance like afire or tree-clearing; it'saright painin farming.”

"Wall, | wasthinking," Herzer said. "With al thisfood here we might think about stopping. I'm
pretty surethey'rewdl behind us.”

"No, we need to keep going,” Daneh sad, lifting her chin with a"t'cht.” "We need to makeit up to
the road."

"Okay, if you ingst. But we're going to stop and get some of thisfruit. It will give us enough food to
makeit therest of the way."

"All right." She nodded, taking another bite and wiping thejuice off her chin. Thefruit seemed to
bring some color back into her cheeks and she smiled for the first time in what seemed like ages. Y ou
go pick fruit. If you don't mind I'll just St here and et you young folk do dl the work."

"Ummm, thisisgood," Rachd said ashe waked up. She had abunch of thefruitsin amakeshift
cradle of her shirt and was biting into another. "Thanksfor taking someto Mom."

"She'slooking better for it, but sheinssts on keeping going,” Herzer said.

"We need to find some meat,” Rachel said stubbornly. "Thisisfinefor us, it will kegp usgoing a
least, but Azure hasto have some meat.”

"Helooksthin, but . . ." Herzer said, looking over at the cat, which was rummaging in the vines as
well.



"Catsare obligate carnivores," Rachd replied. "That meanstheyhave to edt, every day. And they
have to have protein,every day. If they don', they get Sick. Something about fat buildups on their liver. It
cankill them."

"Wadl, I'm sorry, Rachdl, but | don't see any rabbits coming up to be killed."

"Kudzi fruits before anything e se," Rachd said. "And they stay in fruit aslong asthevinesare
green. That meansthat there's going to besomething coming up to eat it besides us. We probably
scared some things away when we came up. Possums, raccoons, deer,something . If wejust stay here
awhileandlet Azurehunt . . ."

"Tdl it to your mother,” Herzer replied. He had taken off Daneh's rucksack and wasfilling it with
the fruit, hoping that it wouldn't release too much juice and ruin the insde of the bag.

"l will," she said determinedly, and stalked over to where her mother was resting under the tree.

Herzer observed the exchange from afar but could more or lesstell how it was going. First Rachdl
handed Daneh some of the fruit. Then she gestured around at the large field. Next she pointed out the
cat, which was poking in every possible holein the vineslooking for something edibleto afeline. The
argument clearly weighed on Daneh but she shook her head and said her piece. The Rachd said hers
with more force. Then Daneh's face set and she gestured to the south, forcefully. Then Rachel'svoice
could be heard from halfway across the open area. Then she stormed off.

"l have never known amore pig-headed, stupid . . ." she muttered as she passed Herzer.

As she passed, Herzer heard ascurrying in the vinesand afield rat ran right in front of him. He had
been carrying his staff with the knapsack in hisleft hand and he quickly dropped the bag, switched hands
and then lashed out with the staff. Thefirst blow missed but it turned the rat and the second blow hit.

He cdlled to the cat and tossed the rat towards him as he thought about the implications.

"Rachd, isthere some way you can get Azureto sort of . . . station himself on one side of the
vines?'

"l ... don't know, why?" she asked, taking a bite out of afresh fruit. They had been starving, but
the fruit had taken the edge off and now it was aready starting to pall.

"If he did we could walk aong and sort of push stuff that isin the vinestowardshim. Thingsare
running in front of usal thetime; wed just sort of haveit runin front of ustowardshim .”

With alittle persuasion on Herzer's part it was done. Daneh continued to Sit it out while the two
younger members of the group walked back and forth across the vines. Azure quickly became aware of
the nature of the game and waited patiently at the edge of the open area as the game was driven to him.
In lessthan an hour he had bagged severa field rats and asmall rabbit. For Herzer's part, that was an
hour that Daneh wasn't driving herself to keep going. She had smply sat out of the rain and eaten kudzi
fruit until shewas near to burgting. All in dl it had been avery successful exercisein tact and diplomacy.

"And what isthat you're eating?' Chansa asked, appearing out of the air.

Asusua Cdinewasin her workroom, which wasfilled with a cacophony of whining, bleating and
croaking calls. He glanced at one of the cages dong the wall and shuddered at the strange
octopus-looking creature in the water-filled interior. The door had asturdy lock but the cresture was
pushing a every opening with every appearance of intelligence. It saw him looking at it and cameto the
front, its skin going through avariety of color changes.

"Jely babies" Cdinereplied, lifting one of the squirming creatures that very much resembled small
human children and popping it in her mouth. "Try one?’

Chansa shook his head and turned from the octopusto look at the writhing mass of faintly whining
crestures. They were colored various shades and squirmed most unpleasantly.

"Avatars do not eat, Celine,” he reminded her.

"Y eah, that'swhy | don't use avatars,” Celine responded, popping a couple morein her mouth.
"Uhmm, lemon.”

"Cedline, we need to talk," Chansasaid, making amoue.



"Hmmmr?" she rumbled, her mouth full.

"Have you noticed Paul getting . . . Strange?"

"Y ou mean bug-house nuts?' she asked. "Y eah.”

"I'm not sure he's quite what we need in the way of leadership,” Chansasaid, carefully.

"See yoursdlf in that position?' she asked, standing up and going over to one of the cages dong the
wal.

"No..." heanswered carefully, watching as she extracted another one of her little mongters. This
onelooked like afairly norma hamster for a change. He wondered what it was food for. "1 was actudly
wondering ifyou would consider the position. Y ou have seniority on the Council after Paul.”

"Hah! No thank you. | likeit right where I'm at." Shelifted the hamster and cooed &t it, bringing it
up to acagethat held aweird creature the size of Chansa's massive hand. The beast might have been a
spider or ascorpion; it had features of both. The scorpion's stinger and pincers coupled were fronted by
aspider's mandibles, and the body, overdl, had avery spiderish look to it with long, black legs that
ended in sharp points. Celine waved aside the force screen at the top of the cage and dropped the
hamater in, waving thefield closed as she did.

The spider/scorpion had turned and reared up as the hamster was dropped in and it pounced
immediately towards the prey. But asit did the hamster made aflip in midair and, using one paw,
bounced off of abranch in the cage. Before the mongtrosity in the cage could shift its ground, the
hamster was on its back, drawing back itslipsto reved long, fanglike teeth. The fangs punctured the
carapace of the spider/scorpion and as the hamster locked its claws into the back of the beast its body
visibly shuddered asit sucked out the juices from the interior. The scorpion tail had been jabbing into the
little monster repeatedly but it seemed utterly unaffected by the poison.

"No, Chansa, | do not choose to oppose Paul,” she said. "The first reason isthat atouch of
madnessis quite amusing. The second isthat you never know how dangerous asimple-looking thing can
be"

Asthey came down the dope of the Ridge, Rachel paused and looked around.

"IsthisRaven'sMill?" she asked, increduloudy.

"That itis" Tom replied. He had caught up to them just south of the ViaAppdia. Too lateto help
rescue Daneh, for which he had been amost embarrassingly gpologetic, and clearly unsure about
Herzer's place in things. He had accepted Daneh's tonel ess statement that Herzer had also arrived too
late to prevent it, but he didn't pretend that he liked it. He had wanted to ride back down the trail after
the band but Daneh convinced him that it was not worth the danger.

Now he was leading the horse that held Daneh and he, too, stopped to look at the scene of
activity. "But it's changed even sincel left.”

Rachd had been to the Raven's Mill Renn Faire on numerous occasions. The bowl of thevaley
was broken up into, effectively, four different quadrants. The southeast quadrant was "Edmund's.” It was
there, on the east sSide of Raven's Creek, that he had his house and asmall open area, "cleared fields of
fire" washow he put it, around it. Myron aso had two or three fields in that sector that he used in
rotation.

The"southwest" sector was mostly Myron's, alarge area of cleared fields, some fenced, with a
large orchard and vineyard on the hills to the southwest. Up in the hillsto the south, behind the two
origina "owners' of the area, wasthe mill that had given the town its name. It drew its power from
Raven's Creek and there was amillpond, and dam, up in the hills.

The "northwest" sector was the main area of the Faire. It was alarge, mostly cleared areathat
snuggled up againgt the northeast hills. On the top of the hillswere afew permanent buildings devoted to
the Faire. The "northeast” sector, across the creek from the Faire, had been wooded, as had al the hills.
Many people preferred to pitch their tents over on that side of the valley during Faire, to get away from
some of the crowding and the noisein the main Faire area.



Near the center of dl four "zones' wasthe town of Raven's Mill, which had consisted of about five
large home/workshops, the tavern and some outbuildings.

Now it had dl, seemingly, changed. The Faire areawas being dowly covered in rough wooden
buildings, mostly made from haf-formed logs. There were gangs of workmen assembling two buildings
even asthey paused. The northeast quadrant was, apparently, supplying much of the materid, for there
were gangs on that sde of the stream stripping it of trees, grubbing up the roots and otherwise clearing
the land. There were even some buildings going in over there. The town itsdf showed signs of building as
well, with at least two new buildings under congiruction. All in dl, it seemed entirely transformed.

Then Rachel noticed that some of it hadn't changed. Therewas, dlill, the large cleared area around
Edmund's house and Myron'sfields hadn't been touched. She was glad that something, at least, hadn't
changed. Then she noticed that up by the mill there were new buildings. So it wasn't some protective
spell that stopped the changes at aline through the town.

"What are those?" she asked, pointing at the distant buildings.

"| seethey got the sawmill working,” Tom replied. "Fast work."

"Do you think we could actudly head down there?' Daneh said, tiredly.

"Of course, m'lady,” Tom replied, looking over his shoulder at Herzer. "I'm going to take the ladies
up to the house. There's going to be areception area down there. Y ou should go there.”

"Okay," Herzer replied. "I .. . | guess!'ll seeyou dl later.”

"Even with thismany peopleit will be hard to missyou, Herzer," Daneh replied. "Take care.”

"And you, maam," the boy said, waving a hand as he walked down the road.

"I wonder where Edmund is?' Daneh said, looking around the scene of industry.

"Hedidn't comelooking for us, why should we comelooking for him?' Rachd said nadtily.

Daneh didn't even bother to reply. Since the incident with McCanoc, Rachel had been getting more
and more bitter about her father's"failure.”

"Hell either be down at the town hall or up at the house," Tom said uncomfortably.

"Let'sgoto the house," Daneh said. "All | want to do istake abath and go to bed.”

Edmund was hosting gtill another meeting at his home when he looked out the window and saw the
small cava cade proceeding up the hill.

The endless meetings dl came down to lacks; lack of materids, lack of farmersand lack of skilled
Iabor. The shipment of metal from Angus had melted rapidly in the face of various needs, from fittingsfor
wagonsto the parts for the new sawmill. And even asfast asit was dwindling there wasn't enough metal
for dl the needs or enough smithsto shapeit all.

And they hadn't even started on wespons or armor.

He knew what was really needed, but so did everyone else on the town council and in some cases
what they "knew" was different from what he knew. And in some of those casesit wasn't redlly a matter
of right and wrong. Take the new farm program. There were afew protofarmers whom Myron
congdered margindly quaified to start afarm. And that acceptance had been grudging. So they were,
under regulations so new theink hadn't dried, eigible for loansto set themsalves up farming. None of
them had anything to trade so it dl had to be loaned.

There were things, besidesland and seed, that every farmer needs. Arguably, the only other things
that he needs are an axe and ahoe. But having adraft anima and a plow made for much more efficient
farming. So did rope. And being able to fix some of his own equipment was hel pful, so arguably he
should have some blacksmith tools. Then there was how to get the produce to town, so maybe he
should have awagon.

But that was definitely getting into the category of "too much” to loan to acomplete unknown.
Based upon historical precedent it was expected that at least sixty percent of the "pioneer” farmers
would fail. Given the problems that they were up againgt, that percentage was probably optimistic.



Based on more similar precedents they could look at eighty to ninety percent. So that meant that
between six and nine in ten of the farmers would be unable to recoup whatever they were loaned. Now,
if they were loaned more, more seed, more tools, more draft animas, they were likely to be more
successful. But that meant fewer seeds, tools and animal s to |oan to others. Who got what and how
much was at the basis of the arguments.

The argument wasn't going to be resolved today or tomorrow or maybe in amonth. Maybe not
until harvest time or next year. But it had been raging dmost nonstop for aweek. All of the council
mestings had been fixated on farm policy and so had the last town meeting. And that was another sore
point with Edmund.

After thefirst meeting in the tavern, people had taken it as expected that held turn up at every such
meeting. For the first week there had been one every other day until he pointed out thathe had other
thingsto be doing. At which point theterm "dictator” had first been raised, initialy by afew of the more
loudmouthed of the new arrivals but later in mutterings even among some of the long-term residents of
Raven'sMill.

It had started with his"high-handed" decision to put Bethan Ragburn in charge of the treasury. She
had taken up the handling of the commissary from the beginning and asfood chits had quickly turned into
currency, it had only made sense for her to continue applying her practical knowledge and increasing
experience in handling them. Oh, but that did not sit well with some of the new arrivals. Brad Deshurt
had been aresearcher in preinformation technology economies and had made plain, with alarge number
of polysyllabic words, that the basis of Raegburn's plans were inflationary and would otherwise cause the
world to end. Asif it hadn't aready. Deshurt wasjust about the only person Edmund had ever met who
was frankly obese and he remained "fleshy” even after walking al the way from the region of Washan.
Edmund was rather sure that the basis of Deshurt's animus was that Bethan refused to | et people have
seconds.

Nonethdless, under fire and holding their positions with difficulty, Bethan hung on to the treasury
and, remarkably, the sky had yet to fal. What was worse, Deshurt had somehow argued hisway into a
position of "expert on everything” and it had turned out to be impossible to shake him. Edmund was
pretty sure that he was going to run in the next council eection and since the world seemed to hate him,
the loudmouth was probably going to win.

However, above and beyond Edmund's decisions with regards to the treasury and who should run
it, his cut-the-Gordian-knot approach to farm policy was considered even more evil. Edmund knew that
he had, a mogt, a vague layman's knowledge of period farming. To him the difference between, say,
Republican Roman farming conditions and those of the Middle Ages existed only as a backdrop to the
socid, political and military climate of each age.

But in each of those periods the farming techniques influenced the military at least as much asthe
reverse. So hewas well aware of what sort of farming he wanted to occur and what sort he didn't.
Fortunately he and Myron were in agreement, for smilar reasons, and while Edmund knew next to
nothing about farming, if there was anyone with more knowledge than Myron among the refugees,
Edmund had yet to find them. So he put Myron in charge of making the decisons.

O! Woewas he! The screams had started dmost immediately and they reveded a bitter
undercurrent held only started to sense. Myron was very much thevillain of the piece already. It was
through his"stinginess' that food rations were so smal. Edmund had never heard the term "bloated
plutocrat" outside of an old novel until some yammerhead had stood up at the last meeting and shouted it
at Myron.

Myron had no idea how to handle the pressure. Hewas, in hisown mind, just asmple farmer. His
previous experience with "public life" had been to give tours of hisfarm during Faire. Suddenly being a
the center of araging controversy was not his cup of tea. Hed tried to abdicate the responsibility but
Edmund wouldn't et him. Myron knew what needed to be done and how to do it and the various
yammerheads, astheir own proposals proved, did not.

Mostly the arguments boiled down to afew broad groups. One held that anyone who wanted to



farm, knowledge or not, should be given everything thatthey felt was necessary and then given as much
land asthey could stake out. Generdly "stake out” was based upon "blazing" treesto define their area.
Edmund hadn't been able to come up with dl the reasons that was astupid idea so he let others carry
the ball. It was pointed out by severd that there was alimit to the materias available, not to mention the
people with the skill to make anything from them. Others pointed out the long-term arguments that would
arise from such ephemera markers as blazes.

The yammerhead that had called Myron a"bloated plutocrat” was at the head of the "all for one
and onefor al" group who felt that al materias should be held in common and used in common. They
werein favor of putting dl the resources of the town into acommund "usage storage” and |etting people
draw from it. All the land would be held in common and people would do what they could, giving
material back into common holding.

Edmund had been the main one to put hisfoot down on that. He had dredged up dozens of
half-remembered historica references, from the early Filgrimsin Norau, who had nearly starved before
they gave up communa ownership, to the greet debacles of the latter twentieth-century "communist”
gates and commund farms, whichhad starved most of anation for fifty years.

Thelast group, and this one was the scariest, was led by Brad Deshurt. He had proposed that
Myron's farm smply be expanded and use the labor of the refugees to do the work. Despite his
background in preinformation technology economics, theterm "latifundia’ was not part of his
background nor was he willing to admit the resemblance to "dave plantations.” But snce Myron wasn't
about to let agiant plantation be raised on bond labor, with the long-term implications that would raise,
the argument was moot. In fact, the problem that Edmund was having with Myron was the exact
opposite; he wanted regulations to prevent any one person from ever owning too much land. They had
talked about it for hours the night before.

"Latifundia, either truelatifundiawith large numbers of semi-bond labor or corporate latifundia
where the corporation ownsthe land and works it through hirelings, are eventualy agiven. . ." Edmund
had explained.

"But . . . Edmund, the whole basisfor a decent preindustrial democracy or republic isthe small
farmer. If you get latifundia, eventualy you get feuddism, either implied or infact. Y ou ether get the
Middle Ages or the postdavery South. Y ou don't want that,| don't want that. The only way to avoiditis
to prevent any group from getting too much power."

"Every law againgt monopolies, especialy land-holding monopolies, hasfailed," Edmund pointed
out. "It'slikelaws againg 'mora crimes!' If you create alaw that involvesthat much money, either
peoplewill flout it or the lawyerswill find aloophole. It's like the idiots who don't want hemp planted
because it can be used asadrug. Grest, it's also the best basis for making paper and rope, two things
we need. People who want to get addicted to hemp can fed free. Trying to keep them from growing i,
given that the seeds are available and the land isfor the taking, isimpossible. It'salaw designed to fail.
And if you set up alaw tofail, you set up the law to be ignored.

"No, avoidance of latifundi would be agood thing, but in al honesty theré's no way to do it.
Initidly, I'll agree that individuals cannot prove and register more than five hundred hectares during their
lifetimes. But after it is proved and registered, it's open season. If someone wantsto sdll out, they can
sl out. Assuming thet thereisany capitd to sl it to."

"I hate latifundi,” Myron grumped. "It was the corporate latifundiathat put the stake in the heart of
the small farmer. And you know wherethat led.”

"To ahuge argument about which camefirst the chicken or the egg,” Edmund said with agrin.
"Truthfully, so do I, but open-market democratic capitdism isn't the best system of government in the
world, it just worksthe best. Actually, therésarea question whether it'sthe best for this sort of society.
Arguably, we should be setting up a centralized dictatorship or afeudaism. Those are generdly the most
gablein thissort of Situation. But were not; were going for thelong ball of republicanism. History will
tell usif wewereright or wrong. Hopefully, if werewrong, history will tell us after our grandchildren are
dead."



And through it al, the arguments continued to rage.

He had pointedly tuned out the current argument, which was specificaly about minima farming
needs, and was looking out the window when he saw Tom's horsg, first, then recognized who was
dumped in the saddle. At that point he rapped the hilt of his poignard on the table.

"Thismeeting is adjourned until tomorrow," he said, standing up.

"Why? That's rather high-handed, isn't it? We're not evenclose to done!™ Deshurt snapped.

"Y ou can keegp arguing if you want, but you're going to do it somewhere se," Edmund said,
walking to the door. "Now."

"Oh, my God!" Myron said, standing up so fast his chair went over backwards. He had |ooked out
the window aswdll.

"Out,"” Edmund growled. "Now."

"I'll be back with Bethan," Myron said, heading for the door. "Comeon . It's Daneh and Rachdl.
Give the man somepeace will you?'

"Oh, if that'swhy . . . Edmund, we can meet tomorrow . . ."

Tabot just nodded his head asthe group filed out the door, then strode quickly to the mounting rail.

"Daneh,” he said, taking in the sight of her. He had aready noticed that she waswearing a
borrowed cloak, unlike her daughter. Now, as he got closer, hetook in the look in her eye and the
yelowing bruise on her cheek.

"Edmund,” she sighed and did off the horse. As he reached for her she flinched and then held out
her hand. "I'm glad to be here."

"I'm glad you've come," he said quietly, slanding away from her. "Rachd," he added, nodding at his
daughter.

"Father," shereplied. "Niceto seeyou, too. Findly."

"Comeinto the house," he said, nodding at the implied rebuke. "I'll have. . . I'll get abath drawn
and some food on the table." He turned to Myron's son and stuck out hishand. "Tom . . . thank you."

"Any time, Edmund,” he said then shrugged. “I'm sorry . . . I'm sorry | didn't find them . . . sooner.”

Edmund's jaw worked and he nodded in reply, following Daneh and Rachd into the house.

* k%

"Tom," Myron called as his son trotted into the farm-yard. "Daneh looked . . ."

"I'll let Edmund or her tdll you about it," Tom said, diding off the horse and shaking his head angrily.
"It's about what you'd expect | reckon.”

"Damn," Myron said with an angry hiss.

"Y ou know Dionys McCanoc?'

"That | do," Myron nodded. "And I'd guess he's not long for thisworld.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Edmund had the luxury of drawing hot water off of theforge, and fixing abath for Daneh had been
smple enough. She had withdrawn with asmal vase of wine and some old clothes after which Edmund
returned to the kitchen to face the wrath of his daughter.

"Shewas raped,” Rachel said, looking up from aplate of cold roast pork. Asthe warmth and light
of the room sunk in, she was beginning to redlize she was safe. Degp insde she had feared through the
whole journey that Dionyswould resppear. But now, in her father's house, she knew she was protected.
Which, for some reason, was just making her angrier.

"So | gathered,” Edmund replied sitting down across from her.

"No thanksto you,Father . Wherewere you?"

"Here," he answered bluntly. "Right here. Trying to create something for you to come hometo.”

"Nice excue"



Edmund sighed and took asip of wine. "It is not exactly an excuse. It isareason. When | was
asked to do thejob, | recognized that one of the concomitant redlitieswasthat | couldnot go looking for
you and your mother. | knew that you had both been home at the Fall and | knew that you were both
resourceful. | recognized that you had ahigher chance of something . . . | dmost said ‘'untoward' but the
real word is'bad,’ somethingbad happening to you and your mother. | chose to accept the larger
respongbility.”

"Well that larger repongbility got my motherraped, Father," thegirl hissed. "Y oull forgive meif
I'mjust alittle pissed about that."

"Probably about asmuch as| am,” Edmund answered. "But | will not second guessthe choice. It is
theonel made. I'll livewith it for therest of my life. Aswill you. And your mother." He noted that she
looked down and he nodded. "And what choiceisit that you wonder about, Rachel ?*

"l ..." Thegirl sagged and swallowed hard againgt a bit of pork. "We'd split up to forage. She
went south, | went north. If only I'd . . ."

"Rachd, look at me," Edmund said and waited until shedid. "If thereisaGod, | will thank Him for
the rest of my life, and so will your mother, for that choice. Y our mother is much older and wiser than
you, and probably stronger aswell, dthough you have grest strength in you. But if | wasforced to
choose who to send into something like that, | would have chosen Daneh over you for dl that | love her.
And so would she. Know that."

"l do," Rachdl said in dmost awail as she dropped her facein her hands. "But . . ."

"Survivor guilt isavery faseform of guilt,” Edmund said. "We cannot undo the choicesthat we
makein our life. And so many times, who survives or who is not wounded comes down to Smple
chance. Regretting that you were not rgped is slly. And regretting the fact that somewherein you you are
glad itwasnot you issllier.”

"I never said that!" Rachel snapped.

"No, but you have thought it and you regret the thought,” Edmund replied, firmly. "I'mold, girl. I'm
so old it's hard for you to understand. And | know what it isto survive when others do not. And | know
the evil thoughts that creep in. Face them, show them the light of reason. At first it will not help, but over
timeitwill . If you won't do that for me, do that for your mother. She is going to have herown thoughts
that creep in unbidden. Small, petty, maddening thoughts. Y ours will be easier in some ways and harder
in others. And you will need to talk about it. But you need to have them under some control. For her and
for the, yes, the 'larger' picture. We have done much here but there is much work yet to be done and
you are going to be part of that doing. If you start it out in bitterness and hatred for those you love, and
for yoursdlf, the work will never bethe best. And it deserves your best."

"How can you be socold about this" Rachedl shouted. "Don't you have agram of fedingin you?'

"Yes," Edmund said after amoment. "But | don't show it in the way that you think | should. Y ou'll
just have to decide for yourself. On the other subject, were the men involved just random passersby or
arethey likely to be more of aproblem.”

"Oh, | think they're likely to be more of aproblem,” Rache said, lightly. "The leader was Dionys
McCanoc."

For thefirst timein her life, Rachel started to understand why people trested her father with
respect. For just amoment, something flashed across hisface. It was an expression beyond anger,
something odd and implacable and deeply terrifying to watch. And then it vanished except for ajumping
musclein hisjaw and he was the same, plain, wooden-faced creature she had known her whole life.

"Thatis. ..interesting," Edmund said with asniff. "I'll put the word out, wanted for banditry and
repe.”

"That'sit 7' she asked. "Just "put the word out'?"

"For now," her father said coldly. "For now. People like McCanoc tend to end up killing
themsalves. If he doesn't doit for me, I'll find the time. But fornow, | have other thingsto do. Just asyou
do. You need to rest up.”



"And what areyou going to do?" she asked, looking out the window. While they had been talking
the sun had fully set and it was clear that unlike during Faire, Raven's Mill rolled the streets up at dusk.

"Me?1'm going to work," Edmund said. "People, they work from sun to sun, but a politician'swork
isnever done."

"Very funny, Dad."

* % %

"Edmund?" the voice said out of the darkness.

"Sheida, where've you been?' he said looking up from the endless paperwork and pushing his
glasses down his nose. Daneh and Rachel had both gone to bed but he was till up burning the midnight
ail.

"Even split like this, I'm being run ragged,” she replied, her voice faint and her projection a
half-seen ghost image in the lamplight. The vison was clearly the worse for wear, and Edmund shook his
head.

"Get somerest," he said unctuoudy. "If you haven't got your health, you haven't got anything.”

She chuckled at the ancient joke and sat on the chair across from him. ™Y ou look pretty worn
yoursdf."

"It ain't easy. We're up to nearly athousand people; just making sure they're al getting fed three
timesaday isachdlenge." He gestured at the paperwork, pulled off his glasses and leaned back in his
chair. Y ou heard about Rachel and Daneh.”

"Yes,all about Rachel and Daneh,” Sheida said with asigh. "Something has to be done about
McCanoc."

"I think Dionysisgoing to beless of athreat than I'd anticipated,” Edmund said. "1'd expected him
to turn up and start causing problems before now. Instead he's turning bandit.”

"Don't underestimate him," Sheldasaid. "We're starting to piece together intelligence on Paul's
supportersin Norau. And he's likely to be one of them; | think that Chansa authorized someillicit mods
on him. Just beforeit al came gpart the Council was presented with aforma mods chalenge from the
elvesin regardsto him. It would have taken a council member to alow them. So he may have backing
you don't redize.

"That'sasmay be," Edmund said. "But, frankly, given hisbackground in shitting dl over socid
organizations, I'd rather have him as an outlaw than on the insde causing trouble. If | can get this
damned town organized, he's not going to take it away. And that's my primary responsibility, as|
mentioned.”

"Agreed," she said. "And onethat some people aren't rising to. I've got problems, old friend. | need
some advice.”

"Advicel've got aplenty.”

"Y ou'reforming ademocracy here,” she said, waving out into the darkness towards the town. "But
too many of the communities aren't. Strongmen aretaking chargeand . . . | mean it's getting feudal out
there”

"Not surprising,” Edmund said, taking asip of wine well-mixed with water. "It's not entirely a
democracy, more of arepublic. They chose me and when | thought | wasright I've run roughshod over
acouple of votes. And there are times when I've wished | could just order people to do things or toss
them out. We've done that in afew cases, people who wouldn't work, onethief. I've been tempted with
acouple of yammerheads. And even more tempted in the case of acouple of 'mingrels""

Sheidachuckled. "Y ou never did like mingrels.

" like peoplewho cansing, " he said. "I've got perfect pitch; listening to most ‘mingrels is
postively painful. And getting someone who considers themsalves abard to actudly work is. . . tough.
Even when there's no pinsto throw them they think they can ride on generosity. Maybein afew years
they'll be ableto. But not now."

"But the. . . strongmen,” Sheidasaid.



"Cdl them warlords," Edmund said musingly. "Well, thefirst thing you do istell them that they're
not alied with you if they don't ingtitute democratic reforms. Then you draw up asSmple document that
states what therights of al personsarein your government and what the duties are of the local and
overal government. Preferably you gether representatives from al the communitiesthat are dlied with
you to vote onit, but get the outline settled before the arguments sart.”

"Y ou're talking about a congtitution?”’

"Aye. And agood one. Just what happened to Daneh proves that we need some laws to hang our
hooks on. Right now, if | went out and hunted down M cCanoc and hung him from atree, I'd be as much
inthe'wrong asheis."

"Nobody would question it, though,” Sheidasaid. "Not and get very far."

"Sure, but that's not law, that's anarchy,” Edmund pointed out. "At its base, al government is about
ensuring that people abide by contracts. McCanoc violated an implicit contract that one does not force
women to have sex, much less sed their rain gear when conditions are cold and wet. But with the
Council's authority broken, thereis no process to enforce the contract. Nor isit awritten contract. Look
at some of the historica modds; you've still got accessto them. Then write the condtitution. Then, if any
of the'warlords refuseto join, remove your support from them.”

"I haven't been able togive much support,” Sheida admitted.

"But youwill be giving support and more astime goeson," he added. "Y ou're the only source of
power available unlessthey go to Paul'sside.”

"And what if they do?"'

"Then you dedl with that asit comes" Edmund said bluntly. "Thisisawar. If someone wantsto be
neutral, that'sfine. If they take the part of your enemy, then they becomeyour enemy. Makethat clear as
wdl."

"One of themisRowana," Sheidasaid. "Martin down there has set himself up asthelocd lord.
Includinga. . . aharem | guessyoud call it. | haven't been able to sort out how much of it isvoluntary,
how much is desperation, and how much isforced. But | know that al those women didn't jump into his
bed because he's God's gift to women."

"And if Rowanagoesto Paul well have aknife pointed at our back," Edmund said, musingly.
"Well, that'sdl right, by the time he can get his act together, well bein apostion to smash himiif it
comesto it. One of things you'll need to write into that congtitution is how new groups are entered into it.
That isthe way that geographical boundaries are settled, who hasfull voting rights, that sort of thing.”

"Hmmm. . ." Sheldasaid with adistant look. "I've dready accessed afew of the more well-known
higtorical documents.”

"And onething."

"Yes"

"Thefirst Congtitution of the United States of America, the Second Amendment. Whatever you
write, if you wantmy support for it you'll have something smilar or stronger.”

Sheamiled a him and nodded. "Will do."

"Isthere away that you can take Harry with you?" he asked, suddenly.

"Perhaps" shesaid. "Why?'

"Thecut that | did to hislegisnever going to hedl right short of nannite rebuilding,” Edmund said
with ashrug. "In this society he's practically acripple. That's not good, but the other sdeto it isthat he's
got agood basisin preindustrial war and government. If he could be someplace where he's not seeing
how crippled heis, or that he could get repaired, he could still contribute. But asit is, he's not doing
himsdlf or anyone €se much good.”

"I'll seeif | can gather the power for ateleport,” she said after amoment's thought. "Were working
on some lower powered methods, but until then we're stuck.”

"Well, if you can doiit, you can doit. If not, well find something for him. He can train in sword-play



just by shouting if it comesto that.”

"Okay," Sheidasaid with anod. "Thanksfor the advice."

"Anytime. And, redly, do get somerest.”

"l candegpinthegrave”

"Which iswhereyoull beif you don't get straight,” Edmund said.

"It's. .. therés so much. They're just morepowerful than we are, Edmund,” she said, sghing and
lowering her faceinto her hands. "I don't knowwhere they're getting dl their power. Weve actudly got
two more plants than they do and we're drawing on the Stone Lands power source. But they've got two
or three times our power. They're not using it verywell, but we have to use everyerg to defend againgt it.
And inthe meantimeit leavesthem freeto do . . ." She stopped and shuddered. "I can hardly believe
some of thethingsthey'redoing.”

"| probably can,” Edmund said, thinly. "But I'm afirm believer in the concept of origina sin and the
basi ¢ corruptness of the human soul.”

"Well, I'm getting that way," Sheida said. "Paul's got enough power to makeit nearly impossibleto
send an avatar into most of the areas that he has assmilated but we've dipped in afew long-range aeria
scouts and it's horrible. HE's rounding up al the refugees andChanging them againg their will."

"Not surprising,” Edmund nodded gravely. "If he'sgot the power.”

"He does but he's mostly drawing itfrom their own bodies . He's using humans as apower source
. Sometimesit killsthem. And what it |eaves behind!"

"Let me guess. Low intelligence, brutish in gppearance, afew rudimentary skillsand . . . hmmm. ..
aggressve. Supidly aggressive, right?"

"You've heard."

"Oh, I've heard the rumors. But more than that, | know the people involved. That's notPaul's game
they're playing there, it's Chansaand Cdline and to an extent the Demon.”

"Why?' Sheidasaid serioudy.

"Well, Cdine has been bitching for ahundred and fifty years about the medical and bioengineering
locks that the Web imposes. She wants to make monsters. Why? Because shelikes mongters. Monsters
arecoal ."

"The wasps that attacked us were probably Celine's doing,” Sheida said.

"Yes, and so arethese. . . things. These Changed. Asto Chansa, have you ever wondered why he
would make himsdf so huge? That's pure lack of confidence. What he has always wanted was control,
over himsdf, over the people around him. | don't know what made him that way and don't really think it
matters, maybe somebody beat him up as akid. Whatever, he wants to subordinate those around him.
He wants subordinates, not equas. Cedline createsthis greatunter race for him lord it over and they both
pitchit to Paul as ‘for the good of the people." "

"Do you have aspy in the New Destiny Council?' Sheida asked serioudly. "Because that's exactly
the story that | got.”

"No, but it's pretty damned obviousif you know the players.”

"What about the Demon?"

"Convenient, in't it, how hejust showed up right when things went south,” Edmund said sourly.
"Y ou redly think that's coincidence?’

"You think hewasin on it from the beginning?’

"| think hewasin on it frombefore the beginning. It'salittle late to search out now, but it might be
worthwhileto look a how Celine, who was a nut-job from the word go, and Chansa got on the Council
inthefirg place. The Demonisold, Sheida. Older than ether of us. Old as some of the elves."

"Y ou think he planned this?' she asked. "All ofthis ? Evenhe isn't that insane, ishe?"

"The Demon?Yes, heis, Sheida."

She sighed and nodded her head tiredly. "1 suppose you're right. But where does that leave us?"



"In one hell of ahole," Edmund admitted. "Buit that's what shovelsare for. Go home, Sheida Let
everything go to hell for one night. Pull in dl the avatars and get some damned rest.”

"Okay," shesaid smiling impishly. "I wish | was here; 1'd get some rest with you.”

"Not tonight," Edmund said. "I'm going to be doing nightmare watch."

"True," Sheidasaid shaking her head. "If you find him . . ."

"I'm going to nail hisgonadsto thefirst tree,”" Edmund said. "Y ou see, deep down ingide, | don't
giveashit about laws."

Herzer had accepted amedl chit and headed for the shelters before his brain realy kicked in. He
wasin Raven's Mill, the rain had stopped and for the first time in weeks he was going to be ableto et
and deep under shelter. Not much food, he'd been warned, and not very good shelter. But it wasfood
and shelter and that was agood thing.

There were aready linesforming for food and he got at the end. He was annoyed when some
people came up and cut the line, evidently dipping ininfront of friends. But there didn't seemto be
anyone around to prevent it.

The people collected in the line were asorry sght. All of them were obvioudy travel worn and
clearly not used to it. Many of them just appeared . . . beaten, asif they were never going to get any
better than this, for the rest of their lives. Others, though, were different. They were chatting amiably with
others and looking up and around. There didn't seem to be any difference, any way to spot which was
which or any way to guess who would be looking up and who would be looking down. Some of the
apparently weakest of the group were the most active and some of the most rugged looking seemed to
have just fallen apart.

Beyond that the group was odd in another way; there were very few Changed. Herzer was used to
any smilar group being at least aquarter Change, from winged men to cat girls. There was one of the
latter, aredly cute reddish blond tabby, and what looked like it might be awerebear or werepig near the
front of theline. But that wasit for Change. He didn't think the town was excluding them, but there had
to be areason they were so few and far between.

Thelineled into alarge open shed that looked almost like awarehouse. At the entrance a bored
looking woman was accepting chits from people. She turned one person away who didn't have a chit,
without any explanation offered or given. Insde there were some trestle tables, obvioudy rough hewn
fromlogs—there was still sap exposed on most of them—uwith crudely carved wooden bowls and
spoons piled up. Following the example of the person in front of him he took one of each and then
accepted asmall piece of cornbread from one of the servers. At the kettle the bowl wasfilled with some
sort of stew, it looked to be mostly beans, and that wasit.

At the far end of the warehouse were more rough tables with benches, most of them filled. He
walked almost to the far end before he saw an open space next to ayoung man about his own age. He
walked up and gestured to the spot.

"Doyoumind...?'

"Not at dl," the young man said after aquick glance at the girl across the table from him.

"Thank you," Herzer said, sitting down. "Herzer Herrick," he continued, sticking out his hand.

"Mike Boehlke," the young man said, and gestured across the table. "That's Courtney, Courtney
Deadwiler." Mike was blond with short hair, stocky and about a meter and ahdf high. He was medium
good looking for the period but his muscles had the indefinable look of someone who had worked on
them, not just had them sculpted. The one odd thing about him, not quite Change but something close,
was his eyebrows. They pointed sharply upward at the end. And his brow had adistinctly strange cast.

Courtney had red hair and was . . . buxom was the only term that came to mind looking at her. She
had bright green eyeswith alively intelligence that did aquick appraisal of Herzer and then seemed to
accept his company without any show of other interest.

"Hi," Herzer said, ducking hishead in greeting. Then he picked up his spoon and basically inhaled



the food.

"Y ou haveto be careful with that,” Courtney said with asnort. "I did that the first night and then
threw it up dl over thetable.”

"I think I'll be okay," Herzer said. There was adight queasiness, but Tom had had some rations left
s0 he hadn't been starving the last day or so. He mopped up the bowl with the small piece of bread and
then ate that. "That'sit, right?'

"Right,” Mike sad gruffly. "New here?'

"Just got in," Herzer said then paused. The details of hisjourney didn't make for very good
gorytdling.

"We're on our second day," Courtney explained. "Y ou know you get three days?'

"Y es. And they said someone would be around to find me then. I'd wondered about that; how do
they keep track?'

"Some people skate out,” Courtney nodded towards the tent. "But on the third day they stop giving
you medl chitsif you're not otherwise employed. They're talking about some sort of apprenticeship
program. Were hoping to get into that."

"What dseisthereto do? | saw acouple of guards.”

"They're not much," Mike said. He had atight, short manner of speaking that was blunt enough to
be right on the edge of rudeness. But Herzer sensed it wasjust the way he was rather than anything
intentional. "There'stalk that Talbot's going to set up aprofessond guard and police force. But there's
been too much going on with the farm battles

"Farm battles?' Herzer asked. "Were having wars dready?"

"No, not that,” Courtney interjected. "It'sjust the arguments about how to get the farmsrunning.”

She gave him afairly concise description of the various postions, then shrugged. "Mikeand |, well
..." shelooked over at him and shrugged again.

"I want afarm,” Mike said. "I want my own farm, mine and Courtney's. | don't want to farm
somebody ese'sand | don't want to share it with abunch of people. | know | can makeit runif | don't
have to worry about sharing it with abunch of losers.” He gestured at the various people il sitting &t the
tables.

"| supposethat makes sense,” Herzer said. "1'd never thought about being afarmer mysdlf .. "

"Farming iswhat makes an economy like thisrun,” Courtney interjected enthusiasticdly. "It'shard
work, maybe the hardest thereis. But it's rewarding, too, if you get good land and do agood job &t it.
Well succeed," she reached across and took Mike's hand. "I know we will."

"But you're going to do the gpprenticeship program anyway?' Herzer asked. He noticed that Mike
seemed uncomfortable with the touch and disengaged as quickly as possible.

"l want to seewhat dsethereis,” Mike said. "And theres more to farming than just putting seedsin
the ground. Knowing alittle bit about coopering and carpentry and smithing will be useful.”

"There's supposed to be aweek or two of combat training, too," Courtney noted.

"Well, | guessI'll see about this apprenticeship program,” Herzer said. The sun was setting in the
west and he suddenly redized he was bone weary. "Where do people degp?’

"There's separate bunkhouses for the men and women,” Mike said. "'l usualy wak Courtney over
to hers and then find aplace to deep.”

"Y ou can comewith usif you want,” Courtney said.

"Uhm. . ." helooked a Mike who shrugged disinterest in whether he did or not and then nodded.
"Okay, if you don't mind."

They waked through the crowds in the gathering darkness to one of the many log-frame huts. Up
close they were much less sturdy than they appeared a a distance, and the walls werefilled with cracks
where the logs didn't meet. The roofs were made from wooden "shakes," dightly mounded pieces of
wood about two decimeterslong, a decimeter wide and a couple of centimeters thick. He suspected that



they lesked likeaseveintheran.

Hewaited as Courtney kissed Mike good night, on the cheek, then followed the young man across
the encampment. Mike seemed to find hisway in the dark remarkably well for having been thereonly a
day.

"| think you see better at night than | do,” Herzer said as he ssumbled on one of theinnumerable
potholes. The areahad been aforest up until afew days before and while the stumps had been rooted
out and the holesfilled, the rains had caused the soil within to dump.

"A couple of generations back on my mother'ssdeisacat Change," hesad. "ldo seewdl at night."

"Do you know why there are so few Changed here?' Herzer asked, the question that had been
nagging at the back of his mind coming to the fore again.

"Not really, but Courtney and | were discussing it. She thinksit's ameatter of adaptability. Most of
the Changed take more energy, either food or externdly derived, than unChanged humans. So, naturaly,
they were going to be at a disadvantage when the Fall came. Think about awerebear, for example. They
needa lot of food,every day."

"Yesh"

"Or, think about aguy with wings. He's got wings, but he can only fly with externa power. And the
wingsweigh thirty, forty kilos. Take away power, make him haveto walk for daysto get to shelter . . ."

"y egh”

"Makesmeglad | never Changed. Y ou ever think of Changing?' The question was hard edged,
amost accusatory but, again, Herzer put it down to persondity.

"Not redly,” Herzer answered honestly. "A little bigger, alittle beefier . . ." He flashed back to the
scene a the bridge. Bigger wouldn't have hel ped unless he was the Size of agiant.

"You're pretty big dready,” Mike said with a questioning tone.

"That's mostly natural genetics," Herzer replied. "1 . . . themuscleis sculpted but | worked for it. |
was sick most of my lifeand | couldn't bulk up no matter how hard | tried. Sowhen | got fixed . . ."

"Y eah, whatever," Mikesaid. "Herewe are.”

Mike pushed open the flap—which appeared to be made of rough-cured deerskin—and led the
way into theinterior. Already the room wasfilled with the sound of snores.

"Theresaspot over here," he said, pointing down the middle of the room.

To Herzer the interior was as black as pitch and quite cold. "Are there any blankets?

"Not unless you brought one, but it warms up after awhile," Mike replied. He led the way down
the center aide to a spot between two of the degping bodies.

"Keep your boots on and double knot the laces," hisguide said. "I had somebody try to sted mine
thefirs night.”

"Okay," Herzer said, sitting on thefloor. It was dirt and both moist and cool, and the air inthe
room was damp and filled with odors. He was suddenly glad that the problem of human body odor had
been solved generations before, otherwise the room would have been truly foul.

Hefell adeep on that happy note.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Rachel woke up with aface peering a her upside down.

"Who isthisdegping in my bed?' the girl asked. Her voice was low and sibilant with odd under
and overtones, asif she was speaking through the opening in acdllo.

Rachdl sat up, pulling the bedclothes to her and spun around so that she could see who shewas
addressng.

The girl standing arms akimbo by the bed was short, no more than a meter and a quarter, andvery
oddly dressed. She had asharply pointed face and long, black hair that dropped in curly waves down



her back. She was wearing what could only be described as a green leather bikini made of some soft,
washed leather. Leaves were entwined in her hair. On her |eft shoulder she had a pauldron while the
other was bare. On her right calf she had ameta greave while her |eft calf was covered in afur leg
warmer. She was wearing sandalswith avery dight hedl and on her |eft forearm was an archer's brace.
That appeared to be the only bit of her ensemble that wasn't for show since it was heavily scarred on the
ingde

Her ears were pointed and her eyebrows curved upwards sharply . . .

"Areyou andf ?' Rachel exclamed. She had met afew. They weredl tal, dender, and wore
refined delicate clothing . . . the exact oppositein many ways of the caricature before her.

"Hal," the df exclaimed, sticking out a hand. That was another oddity; most elves avoided persond
contact. "Bast the Wood Elf. Pleased ta meetcha. And who might you be?"

"I'm Rachel, Rachel Ghorbani . .. Edmundis. . ."

"Oh, aye! | know you! Haven't seen you since you were awee brat, though. No wonder you're
fillin' up my bed. | nearly snuggled in with Edmund but he seemed asif he needed the deep.”

"O-kay," Rachd said. "Snuggledin ... 7'

"Oh, aye," the df replied. "Yer father an | goway back," she added with awink. "Before your
mother, actualy. And after abit. Not during, though. I think Edmund had been hit on the head one too
many times those daysto tossme out of his bed for that wee dip of alass. And you do be favoring her.
Y ou're not going to go doing the same, are you?"'

"Withmyfather ?'

"Ack, guess not. Good. Well be friends then." Bast grabbed her by the shoulder and dragged her
out of the bed, dtill clutching at the covers. For dl her diminutive size the ef was enormoudy strong.
"Comeon, gd! Day'sawadtin'! Timeto be up and about! Timefor sngin' and dancin'. Wine, men and
song!”

"Oh, Good God," Edmund said from the open doorway. "I wondered what that racket was."

"Mundi!" Bast yelled and ran across the room to swarm up the smith. She wrapped both legs
around hiswast and planted akiss on him that would have scorched most men to the floor.

"Father! I'm not clothed!" Rachel snapped.

"I'veseenit. Hell, | cleaned it asababy,” Edmund answered in amuffled tone. "Bast," he added,
unwrapping the df from his body and lowering her to the floor, "wherein the hdl did you come from?1
thought you werein Elfheim.”

"And on that we need to be talking, Edmund Talbot," Bast said with atone of sadness. "Weve
much talking to do. But as| wastdlin' yer daughter, when | got in last night she wasin one bed, Daneh,
as| now takeit, wasin another and you looked al donein. Badly in need of abit of snugglin', but all
donein. So | deptintheforge.”

"You didn't haveto do that,” Edmund said.

"Eh, Carb's good company,” the df said with an e oquent shrug of her shoulders. "He knows some
right good dirty jokes."

"Yes, hedoes," Edmund said, shaking his head. "And you're too old for them. Rachel, for God's
sake, get some clothes on and then join usin the kitchen.”

"I will if you'll get out of my room!" Rachel snapped.

"Well, maybe later,” Bast said, glancing at her again. "1've been known to carefor thefairer sex as
well .. ." she added with awink.

Sheleft Rachd sputtering.

When Rachel entered the kitchen she was surprised to see both Bast and Edmund looking sad and
somber. Sheld gotten over her surprise at the awakening and was looking forward to talking to the
wood df who had been thefirst person since the Fall who seemed actively cheerful.



"What'swrong now?" she asked, scooping up abowl of cornmeal mush, loading it with sorghum
syrup and sitting down.
"Elfheimisclosed,” Edmund said, serioudy. "Closed from both sides, apparently.”

"The Lady does not want to be involved in your human war," Bast said with another elegant shrug.
"So She has closed Elfheim. All of the openings are shut.”
"But it'snot just a'human’ war," Rachd said. "Paul isagaing dl the Changed aswdll!"
Shelooked at Edmund's wince and Bast's amused expression and shook her head. "What did |
7'
"Elves are not Changed,” Bast said. "We were before Change. We are ourselves. Not human, not
half-human. Humanlike, but not human. We are Elves.”

"Paul won't care," Rachel pointed out.

"Ah, agreed,” Bast said. "But the Lady makesthe decisons for Elfheim and dl the Race. And Her
decisonisto St this one out aswe sat out the Al wars and the Final War. In al of those,individual
elves chose sides. It was from the group that fought in the Al wars, on both sides, that the wood elves
arose. But the Lady stays neutral.”

"Not if Paul wins" Rachd said. "If hewinshell destroy the elves.”

"Maybe," Edmund said. "And then again, maybe not. The Lady has power in her own right. A lot
of power. | wouldn't want to go up againgt her. Isit just you on the outside?"

"No, Gothoriel and othersarein exile. | don't know where Gothoriel is now, but he said that he
would come here anon.”

"And you?'

"I think for awhile | will guest with you humans" Bast said with asmile. "Thewoods arelovdy in
spring, but after awhile hunting for the pot day in and day out beginsto pall."

"It'snot al beer and skittles here, Bast,” Edmund warned. "Were al working as hard aswe can.”

"Oh, I'msureI'll find aplaceto fill some need,” the ef said. "There areso many opportunitied” she
added with awink and awiggle that would have been banned in most ages.

"Minx," Edmund said, standing up. "I've gotanother mesting to attend in just afew minutesso |
had better go get cleaned up. | guess you two can keep yourselves entertained for the day. God help
me"

"Oh, I'm sure that Rachel won't let me get in much trouble,” Bast said with awink. "Go scrape a
razor on your face, you look like ayeti."

"They'rejudt legends,” Rachd sad.

"Tell that to the one | was married to for awhile," Bast snorted.

"Y ou were married to ayeti 7' Rachel snorted. "Even if they werered, | meanwhy ?'

"Y ou ever seen their hands?' Bast said with alaugh. "Now think lower!™

"Argh, | stepped right into that."

"Y ou know you likeit," Bast chuckled.

"Asthe master said to hisdave," Rachel retorted then dapped her hand over her mouth. "I can't
believel sad that.”

"Neither can I!" Bast said with aglower. "Y ou beat metoit!"
"Badt, there's something important | haveto tell you," Rachel said.
"It'sokay, | don't redlly go both ways," Bast replied. "Often.”

"No, not that," Rachel said exasperatedly. "I'm serious. On the way here my mother . . . weran
into somemen.”

Bast leaned forward and stared into Rachd's eyes. " She had a bad time with them?”
"Yes," Rachd replied, thankful that she didn't have to say the words.
"Where?' Bast asked.



"Onatrall. South of the ViaAppdia."

"Hai. Take meto the place. They will not make same mistake twice. I'll use hot irons, they'll even
be able to walk after afew days. If they survive the shock.”

"It'salong way from here. . ." Rachd said.

"Not so far, I'd makeit in one day," Bast replied.

"And they'd be gonefromthere. . ."

"Am | not Bast? The greatest tracker in dl of Norau, perhaps dl of Elfdom?' Bast said.

"I don't know, areyou?' Rachd replied with adight chuckle. "Bagt, the point is, we a soknow who
they are. It was Dionys McCanoc and his merry men.”

"Ach! That one! Him I'd kill just for the fun of it!"

"But the point isthat going back to where it happened wouldn't help.”

"No, youreright," Bast sad, frowning. "Hewould not linger. So | must find him further afield.”

"What? Why?' Rachd said.

"He hurt your mother,” Bast said asif that settled it. Y ou are my friend. And he hurt the lover of
my best human friend, Edmund Tabot. For that, | shal mount hisbals on my trophy wall!" She paused
and frowned. "If | can ever get back to my gpartment in Elfheim.”

"Apatment?’

"Close enough for human words," Bast said. "More of aclosst, redly, but with avery fine view of
the next tree and if you lean way over," she added, suiting actionsto words, "you can see astream. A
smal one. More of arun-off creek, redly. Intermittent anyway. Elfheimis. . . rather crowded. We're
immortal. Even with not having babies very often, hardly at adl, redly, it'sgotten . . . crowded.”

"I'm surprised more of you don't livein the World," Rachel said, wide-eyed. Her image of the elves
had never included them living shoulder to shoulder.

"Metoo," Bast admitted. "But in Elfheim, most of them livein the Dream of the WWoods, rather than
in the redl woods. In some ways, the Dream is better, more intense, than the redlity. But | like to touch
the woods, to see the trees grow, to watch the petal open inreality, evenifitisless. . . beautiful than
Dream.”

"And s0 you're caught out here," Rachd said.

"Y es, savered from the Dream,” Bast Sighed. "Some day the Lady will relent and we exiles will
return. Until the Dream pals upon me and | must walk the world of Men once more. To seethe buds
open in the sicamauga tree and to watch the trout legping in the streams. To see each day anew, less
perfect than Dream but oh so much morereal ."

"And asif thelast few days haven't beenreally bad enough,” Daneh said from the door to the
kitchen. "Hello Bagt."

"Daneh! My friend, how areyou?' the elf asked.

"Better than | was," shereplied. "Did | hear you two talking about EIfheim?"

"A hit, | like your daughter. She has grown much. Y ou humans grow so quickly!”

"And diejust asquickly," Daneh sighed, coming over to the table and stting down. "How have you
been?'

"I have been much,” Bast said. "'l have traveled much thistime out. Always before | wasin Norau,
and eastern Norau at that. The woods are so lovely now, | have watched them grow and grow. But this
time| took atrip to the junglesin the south. They are much more rich than the woods, especidly the
parts that missed the Great Killing, but . . . | missed my woods. And there were too many thingsin the
south that made meitchy." She paused and looked past Daneh. "Daneh, stay till. Y ou are being
saked."

"That'sjust Azure," Rachd said. She walked over and opened up the cold stove and took from it
some more of the meat she had had the night before. "Here Azure."

The cat took it and sniffed at it then held it down with one paw to tear at the meat. He didn't seem



particularly hungry, though, because after taking a bite or two he started to toss the piece around like a
sueaky-toy.

"That isawhiteleopard if ever | saw one," Bast said warily. "Theyseem friendly, sure. But | had
onelegp on mein the mountains once. What afight!"

"When wasthat?' Daneh asked, getting her own bowl of mush.

"When | lived with the yetisthat thisyoungster saysareamyth,”" Bast replied. "They lived in high
mountains, far from here. | had heard of them and wanted to know the truth so | stayed with them and
took aman among them. | bore his child and then when the child aged and the man waslong dead | 1€ft,
lest | seethe child age and die aswell." For just amoment she looked sad but then she brightened.
"Hey, there are probably some long-lived yetis these days, ey?"

"Youlivedwith..." Danehsaid. "You had. .. | don't believeit!"

"Tdl mel lie)" Bast said with achuckle. "Go there and find out.”

"How didyou, | mean..."

"Everyonesthe same height lying down!" Bast said.

"Not something | want to think about right now," Daneh said.

"So | wastold," Bast replied, looking sad again. "Are humans long lived enough to forget?”

"Forget, never," Daneh said. "Repair? Rebuild? | don't know. Ask me some other time."

"Nothing gets better if you pick at it," Bast said. "Y ou are too good to be always in hurt. Someday,
get back on the horse. Well, maybe not horse.. . ."

"Bast!" Rachel snapped.

"You can't quell her," Daneh said, shaking her head. " She's been like thisfor aslong as1've known
her and longer.”

"Lifeistoo short to cry,” Bast said. "Evenfor an df. Horsg, it's gonna buck and you're not going to

liketherideat firgt, but you'll get past it. Y ou're strong. Hey, Rachd, let's go out and see what mischief
we can wresk!"

"Bagt..." Daneh sad.
"Always s0 serious,” the éf replied soberly, reaching out to stroke her cheek. "I won't get your

child in trouble, Daneh Ghorbani-Tabot. On my honor asawood df. Right now, you have enough
problems.”

"It'sjust Ghorbani, Bast."

"S0, if not horseyou get back on ... ."

"Enough!”

"Right, we're out of here," she said, grabbing Rachel by the shoulder again.

Rachel found hersdf being dragged to the door. "Bye Mom. Well talk later!”

"Try to keep her out of trouble," Daneh said.

"Me?

"You have sense”

Azure watched them wander out, then looked over a Daneh.

"l don't know," the woman grumbled. "Y ou thinkl can keep an eye on her?"

The cat seemed to shrug then, with one more look at the woman, turned in the other direction and
nudged open the back door.

"And don'tyou stay out too late, either!” Daneh caled after him.

Sheidasat up in her bed and stretched, rubbing at her templesin an attempt to quell the myriad
voicesthat seemed to be running around in her head. Managing the avatars was turning out to be harder
than she had ever imagined. Each of them was an dmost perfect replicaof her, just as sentient, just as
"dive' and just as capable of making decisons. But she wasthe fina repository and judge, so every day,



sometimes every hour, they sent her gestalts of their actions. The gestdts tended to have their own
persondity attached and since the avatars were "her" there would be emotional content included. It was
the best way to manage the massive number of interactions necessary to maintain some order in the
chaosfollowing the Fdl, but it was beginning to drive her just alittle bit crazy.

She crawled across the bed and stuck her feet into dippers, padding across the empty roomto a
table at the side.

"Teaq, ragpberry,” she said, stting down on the float-chair and taking the teaasit appeared in the
air. She sipped the bitter-sweet concoction and considered the Situation that her avatars had reported.
Sofar, theloss of lifein Norau had been low, considering the conditions. People were responding to the
emergency much better than she had dreamed was possible. Communities were opening up their limited
stores and trying to get people back on their feet. In the centrd plains areait was easier thanin the
others since food, for the time being, was in abundance. It would be niceif there was some way to move
it outward, but so far none of the plansfor that had worked.

She shook her head and redlized that she had to start worrying long term rather than short. Right
now things were stabilizing. But Paul was continuing his assault on every power plant available to the
Codlition and held managed to take two down. Furthermore, he was beginning ground attacks against
Settlements that were in support of the Codlition. There had to besome way to counterattack, but
everything they had tried had failed.

"Sheida" An avatar of Ungphahorn had appeared in the room and shelooked at it with afrown. It
was hard to read a quetzacoat! but he appeared worried.

"y es"

"Paul has destroyed the Amricar power plant,” the quetza said tonelesdy.

"How?' shesghed.

"A massive energy burst burned through the force-field and he sent in asuicide squad behind it.
They overwhelmed the guards and then sent the plant into overload.”

"Wherein thehell arethey getting al this power?' she snarled. "It'sall we can do to keep them
from breaking through our defenses and they have enough storage forthis ?*

"I don't know," hereplied. "I have given thefull report to Harry, perhaps he can shed somelight on
the subject. In the meantime, | have other needsto attend to. Take care.”

"Sameto you," she sighed again, pulling a her hair. The door chimed and she shook her head.
"Enter”

Harry camein carrying apad, hisexpression grim.

"Y ou know about Amricar?" he asked, pulling up another float-pad. Since being trandated to Eagle
Home he had taken up a position equivalent to aide, deling mostly with minor issues that required
human management but that she didn't even set her avatars on. He aso had been trying to develop as
much intelligence about Paul's Side, including their near-term intentions, as possible.

Histhigh had been repaired but he till had adight limp. She sometimeswondered if it wasfrom
lack of therapy or if it was psychosomatic. Nobody in thisfalen world seemed to be without scars.

"Hetold me, but | don't believeit," she snorted. "How much power did they use?'

"Nearly forty terawatts, concentrated in an arealess than ameter across,” hereplied.

"Forty?" she gasped. "EvenMother would find it hard to manage that!"

"And Sheisthe only onethat could be providing it,” hereplied, grimly. "That'snot dl. Therewas
another attack on Sowese and they used another thirty on that. They have the constant output of their
plants, to the wait, on our shields; we can't even movein or out without trandating, which takes power.
And yet they're finding more, much more, to attack us.”

"The dves?' sheasked, quietly.

"l ... don't know," Harry said. "Do the eves have their own power sources?'

"Yes," shereplied. "Powerful ones. But . . . the Ladysaid that they were Sitting thisout.”



"Perhaps you should contact her and get some confirmation on thet,” Harry said dryly.

"The Lady isnot someone you just send an avatar to," Sheidareplied. "Among other things, with
Elfheim closed, therésno way that | know of to get to her. Sheld have to contact us.”

"Oneof thedvesthat isin the Outsde?'

"I don't think they can get through either," she said with a shake of her head. "Thereis one hanging
around Edmund, I'll send him amessage. But wemust find new sources of power!"

"Weve penetrated the Stone Lands and all the other active volcanic areasin Norau and off the
coast," he said. "There's no more to be drawn there. We could try deep mantle insertions, but that has
never been very stable.”

"Nuclear, hydro . . . there were other forms of power generation once,” she muttered.

"l suppose," hereplied, frowning. "But they did alot of damage. And how much could you get
from them? Compared to afusion plant or the tectonics?'

"We can getsome, " shereplied. "With the loss of Amricar we aretruly up a creek without a
paddle. I think I'll contact Aikawa. He sees opportunities where most don't.”

"In addition to the power wars, Paul is moving on the ground aswell," Harry said, bring up a
hologram. "He has consolidated all of Ropasa and Frika. Chansa has taken control in most of Frika, and
Celine controls Efesia. Minjie and Aikawa are battling over control of Vishnyaand the other areas
around that region.

"The oceans are ared toss-up. Most of the mer and del phinos are taking a neutra position but
Paul has asignificant number of kupuas and ixchitl that have cometo hisside. They're not attacking the
mer, yet. But | think they're biding their time.

"And there are Sgnificant Destiny societiesin both Soam and Norau with virtualy no corresponding
Coalition areasin Ropasa or Frika. Or areas that have declared themselvesto be neutral, in Norau at
least." He said the latter with afrown.

"I'm not going to force them,” Sheida said, shaking her head. "We need to get in contact with dl the
townsthat have gotten on their feet. It's about time for a congtitutiona convention.”

"Y ou're actudly going ahead with that?' he said, shaking hishead in reply. "Sheida, thisisawar .
It's not something you want run by acommittee!”

"I'm aso not going to fight it with daves,” shereplied. "Or serfs or anything of the sort. People will
fight harder for their freedom than they will for chains.”

"But not necessarily aswell, " Harry said. "Okay, if that's how you want to run it, fine. But we've got
enemies in our bosom right now. And the Kent has declared itself to be neutral. We need those
horsemen if were ever going to fight on the ground in earnest.”

"Ingood time," Sheidareplied. "Isthere any good news?!

"Ungphakorn seemsto be holding the Destiny forces that have been pushing against him from Edor.
He gathered up amotley army of refugees and they are holding the main pass out of Edor into Bovil
where most of his communities have concentrated. Other than that, no."

"Well, well just haveto hopethat it holds," she replied.

"l ... haveaquegtion," Harry said, looking at the hologram of the world that was still spangled
with red and green.

"Shoot."

"Tanishahasturnedin her Key," Harry said.

"Yes, shehas," Sheidareplied evenly. "Shefound hersef dipping into Dream.”

"Hasit been reassigned?’

"Yes it has"

"Towhom?'

"ElnoraSill. Sheisaprotégé of Aikawa."

"Okay," Harry replied, flexing his jaw. He paused for amoment then shook his head. "Did you even



consider asking me?' he asked, evenly.

"No," Sheidasaid, just asevenly.

"What? Why?' Harry said, surprised.

"Aikawaasked for it to go to Elnora,” Sheidareplied. "And | have known Elnorafor sometime.
Sheiswadll trained in Web management and has practiced extensively in avatar generation. That was
what crushed Tanisha; the inability to split hersdf and thelure of Dream. Y ou have no training in splitting
or resigting Dream.”

"And | can't getitif | don't have aKey," Harry argued doggedly.

"Youcould, " Sheidareplied. "It doesn't take any more power than what you are doing aready.
And it'sagood way to get things done. Very effective time management. But also somewhat dangerous.
It's easy to find your persondlity splitting or to lose control of an avatar that becomestoo much ‘itsdlf. If
you want to split, just ask and I'll @pproveit.”

"And to get aKey, | haveto learn to split myself?' he asked.

"Thereisno sure path to becoming amember of the Council,” Sheidasaid. "But learning to split,
effectively, isagood first step.”

"Yes, mdam," theaide sad, flexing hisjaw again.

"Don't get snippy,” Sheidasaid tiredly. ™Y ou asked. | answered.”

"l understand,” Harry replied, standing up. "Isthere anything else?"

"No," shesaid. "I'm going to have alight med and get somered deep. All my avatars have been
dispelled and for once | can wake up knowing itsme ."

"l ... very wel," hereplied, frowning. "Good night, then."

"Good night, Harry," she said to his retreating back.

And it will be a cold day in hell before | let you have a Key.

Thefirgt thing that a Council member should know isthat it was a curse, not a boon. Andwanting
it was hafway to never getting it.

"For Brutusis an honorable man,” she muttered. "Genieg, light med . . "

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Rachel was even more amazed to see the encampment in the morning. Besides the large area of
shelters, more permanent structures were going up and everywhere there was the sound of sawing and
hammering. Crowdsfilled the street aswell and therewasa. . . reek of humanity that she had never
experienced before. In general it wasn't unpleasant, but it was very strong.

"Humansare dwayslikethis" Bast Sghed. "Like beavers, even with dams," she added, pointing up
the hill to where, yes, another dam was under construction. "Backwards from beavers, though. First
humans build shdltersthen dams.”

Bast was armed now, having picked up her saber and bow on the way out the door. She wore the
weapons asif they were just another form of clothing, to such an extent that they amost escaped notice.
In fact they mostly did escape notice because everyone was looking at the elf carrying them.

"Not soin Elfheim?" Rachd asked, trying not to notice the looks of the men in the area. Bast was a
walking advertisement in more ways than one and made her fed positively homely. Bast, on the other
hand, didn't seem to notice at all.

"No, our homes arein the Wood," Bast said. "And we don't change the area around us more than
necessary. | suppose, with humans, thisis necessary.” She sighed again. "' So many humans. | haven't
vigted the human citiesin many years. Thisismore than | have seenin one placein along time”

"Morethan I've seenin along time, too," Rachd admitted.

"Some of them are not so bad, though,” Bast said. "L ook at those two over there, one for each of
"



Rachel looked where she was pointing and laughed. "I don't know who the one on the left is, but
the oneon theright isHerzer Herrick."

"A friend?' Bast asked, walking towards the two young men. "Introduce me?"

"Badt!"

"Oh, sorry, isheyours?' Bast asked. "1 never stop to think about that."

"No, hélsnot 'mine,' " Rachd said. "It'sjust . . ."

"Good, then you can introduce me and you can have the other one!™

"What if | don't want one?' Rachel asked.

"Youlikegirls?' Bast asked. "Hmm . . . | havent tried it in along time. Maybe threesome?”

"Badt!"

"Oh, sorry, virgin princesstime, en?" the elf winked. "I know that ploy, too. Works every time!"

"Badt!" she hissed asthey neared the two men. "Be good!”

"I'm not just good, girlie, I'mgreat ."

"Hi, Rachd," Herzer said. He was dirty and looked asif he hadn't had time to wash that morning.
Heaso looked asif he hadn't dept well.

"Hi, Herzer, thisisBadt," Rachd said.

Badt in the meantime was circling the young man and ingpecting him asif hewas aprize horse.
"Hmmm. . ."

"Hi, Bas?' Herzer said. "Rachd, thisisMike. | met him and Courtney last night."

"Quick work," Bast said. "'l think maybe | like you alittle more cleaned up, but if you work that
quick ..."

"Courtney isMikes. . ."

"Girlfriend," Mike said, looking a Rachd with approvd. "And youre. . ."

"Sorry, Mike, thisis Rachd Ghorbani."

"Oh, I've heard about you," he said, sticking out his hand. ™Y ou're Edmund Ta bot's daughter.”

"Always" Rachd said sourly. "How'sit been, Herzer?!

"Well, dirt isremarkably soft to degp onif you'retired enough,” he said cheerfully. "And breskfast
was cornmeal mush. Just that. But things are looking up; we're both going to be going into the
gpprenticeship program. What are you going to be doing?’

"I've got the funny fedling I'm being groomed as adoctor,” Rachdl admitted.

"Makes sense with who your mom and dad are," Herzer admitted. "And you, Bast?"

"I'm just wandering through,” she said, looking him up and down. "I know where theré'sa creek
that'sjust right for abath. Want to join me?"

"BAST!"

Herzer looked shocked for aminute then tried not to grin and tried not to look at Rachel at the
sametime. "Uhmm . .. maybelater?'

"Sure, I've got thingsto do with Rachel right now," Bast admitted. " Sometime this afternoon?’

"Uh, sure" Herzer said, clearly not sureif he was having hisleg pulled.

"After lunch, I'll meet you by the tavernin town," Bast said. "I'll bring the soap.”

"Okay," Herzer said, looking light-headed.

"Seeyou then," Bast said, waving as she turned away. She grabbed Rachel by the arm and gave
them awigglein goodbye.

"Where are we goingnow ?' Rachel asked acerbicaly. "Now that you've mortaly embarrassed
me"

"The other onelooked asif he wouldn't mind sharing the siream,” Bast said philosophicdly. "And |
want to see who's coming in. There were more people headed this way and people areso much funto
watch."



Rachel sghed as she was towed, very much like abarge behind asmaller tug was the thought that
crossed her mind, to the edge of the encampment by the ViaApdlia

Therewere large numbers of people on the road. Not thousands, but a steady stream of every sort
of humanity. Some of them kept going down the road, either for other settlementsthat weretheir
planned destination or just into the wilderness for some reason of their own. Most, however, were
turning into the village, and Rachel hoped that thiswas the peak of the flow. If it wasn't, Raven's Mill
would quickly become uninhabitable,

"So many people. Some stopping, some not,” Bast said finally.

"Tom told me yesterday that there's aguard post up the road. They warn the people about the
rulesof Raven'sMill."

"What rules, nobody told me about rules,” Bast said unhappily. "1 hate rules.”

"I hadn't noticed," Rachd said. "The rules are pretty smple. Y ou can get three days food and
shelter. After that you have to find work. There's an gpprenticeship program starting up and some
people are going into that. To stay permanently you have to abide by the charter of Raven's Mill. You
have to agree to defend it, to pay taxes, things like that. But you aso get avote on mgor items. Y ou can
stay for the three days without being bound to the charter, but after that you have to abide by it.”

"Hmmm. . . taxes. | hate taxes."

"I don't think anyone's going to try to taxyou Bast."

Bast was having afine old time, pointing out the more humorous individuas and groups with quick,
witty descriptions. Then she stopped and frankly stared at the latest gpparition. The man wasfairly old
for ahuman, with graying hair cut short to the sdes of his scalp. Hewas dressed in old, worn lesther
armor with a short sword banging on his hip. On his back was a huge |eather rucksack and acrossit
were two poles from which hung more bags. On hisright arm was alarge wooden shield with aniron
rim, the boss of which had been worked into the figure of an eagle with its wings spread.

He had been marching down the road, back ramrod straight and at a very steady pace. When he
reached the turn to Raven's Mill he made a precise | eft face and marched towards the reception tent.

"So who isthat man? Helooks asif he's abadly made marching toy or asif someone has shoved a
piece of sed in hisspine. And it hurt.”

"Oh, he'sareenactor,” Rachd said with alaugh. "I'm surprised you've never met him; he's been
friendswith my father snce forever. Hisnameis Miles Rutherford but everybody callshim 'Gunny." "

"He doesn't come across as your normal Pict or Viking or knight in shining armor.”

"Oh, no, he'san early industrid reenactor.

"Early indugtrid?"

"Y eah. There were some big wars fought in the Po'ele back in the preinformation period. The
character he playsisone of the noncommissioned officers of the infantry that fought in those campaigns.”

"Oh. Okay?If hisnameis'Miles' why does everyone cal him 'Gunny'?'

"Good morning, my nameis June Lasker," June said without looking up from the record of the last
arriva. She knew it wasimpolite but she didn't seem to havetime to do it any other way. She heard the
next person walk up and ssomp to ahalt but she hadn't seen who it was yet. "I'll be asking you afew
guestions, giving you a short introduction to Raven's Mill Settlement processes and then answering yours
to the best of my ability. What isyour name?' she said, looking up.

The man in front of her wastwo hundred and fifty if he was aday. He was standing with hislegs
gpread shoulder-width apart, ashield leaning againgt hisleft leg and aheavily loaded rucksack leaning
againg hisright. Hisleft arm was steadying the shield with hisright hand over the left. His back was
ramrod straight and he was staring just about a decimeter over her head.

"Madam, my nameisMiles Arthur Rutherford, malam!™ he barked.

June looked closdly to ensure that he was not in some way making fun of her but it was apparent



that he had smply answered the question. His face had not changed expression a bit. She noted the
namein her log and continued.

"Isthat your lega name or a character name?' she asked.

"That isthe name | was given at birth, maam!™ he responded.

"Were you met at the border?"

"Yes| was, maam!”

She shook her head but decided that barking out declarative sentences was Smply theway he
talked.

"And did the guards tell you the minimum restrictions of Raven's Mill? That you are granted three
daysfood and shelter? And that after those three days you can either enter into atraining and placement
program or assume duties of your own? That after those three days, with the exception of the placement
program, you are on your own, required to feed and shelter yourself whilefollowing the rulesand
regulations of Raven's Mill? That you must agreeto abide by the Raven's Mill charter to continue living
here after three days. That a minimum you must agree to provide for the common defense, pay taxes as
provided by the locd € ected government and obey such laws as that government might seefit to write.”

"Y es, maam, that iswhat | wastold!"

"Do you agree to these dtrictures?'

"Yes, maam, | do!"

"Isit possible you could look mein the eye?' shefindly asked, ahint of irritation entering her voice.

"Sorry, maam," he answered unbending enough to look down.

Junefelt for amoment asif shewere staring into apit. He didn't look at her so much asthrough her
and shefdt chill bumps run across her body occasioning an involuntary jump.

"Uh..." shelooked down quickly to check her notes then looked around flustered. "Uh . . ."

"The last question you asked, maiam, was on the subject of do | agree with the strictures, maam!”
Gunny barked helpfully.

"Oh, uh..." Shelooked at her list of questions and found her spot after amoment. "Ah. Areyou a
reenactor of any sort?"

"Yes, maam.”

She waited amoment until it was clear that was all shewas going to get.

"What sort?"

"| specidizein mid to lateindugtrid reenactment, maam.”

"Oh," shesad. "That's disappointing; those skillsdon't help much right now. Do you have any skills
which relate to preindustrid technology which may be of aid to Raven's Mill?*

"Yes, maam."

She looked up again involuntarily when he didn't continue but he was back to staring over her
head. "Would you . . . do you mind telling me what they are?’

"No, maam, | would not mind. | was arecreationist Specidizing in premedieva combat technology,
especialy Roman weaponry, training and tactics. | am the equivalent of ajourneyman armorer and
blacksmith. | can build dl my own armor and clothing from base materias but it takes me moretime than
aprofessond armorer and seamstress and the results are cruder. | am familiar with the design and
congruction of basic Sege engines and can construct a ballistawith an untrained crew and provided
base materiasin no more than two days. | can maintain afield camp and ingtruct othersiniits
congtruction. | am partidly trained asapreindustrial farmer. | am atrained furrier and can tan and work
with leather. | am trained as a saddler to the level of journeyman. | am atrained bowyer to the level of
apprentice. | can hand, reef and steer on-board ship. | canturn ahed in knitting."

"Ah, wdl, that should . . . help," she said weekly. "All that?'
"l have been areenactor or aperson living in apreindudtrid lifestyle snce | was born, maam.”
"Y ou have?'



"Yes, maam.”

"How . . . People are not areenactorsasachildren . . . Mr. Rutherford.”

"No, maam."

"So you havelived in preindustria conditions? Not just for afew days?'

"Yes maam."

"Where?'

"Médam, | am not at liberty to disclose that information.”

"What? What doesthat mean?"

"Mdam, | am not at liberty to disclose that information.”

"Ooookay," June said, shaking her head and finding the next question after noting down as much of
thelist as she could remember. Do you know anyone who was aresident of Raven's Mill prior to the
Fdl?'

"Yes, maam.”

"I'm getting tired of dragging thisout of you, Sirrah.\Who ?'

"Mdam, | am along-time acquaintance of Edmund Talbot.”

"Oh, redlly?' she asked, interested for thefirst time. "Where'dd you meet Edmund?’

"Mdam|amnot..."

"At liberty to disclosethat informeation?”

"No, maam. But | have known Lord Talbot for most of my life."

"Wadl, I've never heard of you. And he'snot called 'Lord Tabot.""

The new recruit didn't seem to have much to say about that for amoment then he cleared histhroat.

"He doesn't talk about me much, malam.”

"Cantimaginewhy. Very well, if you exit to your left when we are done, at the end of the street is
aquartering tent; they will tell you where you stay. Y ou need atoken," which she handed him, "for that.
Y ou get three medlsaday. Y ou can check in at the quartering tent each morning for your med chits.
That isdl you get and what is served iswhat is served. We're short on food, shelter and everything else.
Take only what you can est, eat everything that you take."

"Yes, maam.”

"Later on you'll betold whereto go for orientation.” She looked up at him and shook her head with
asmile. "Wecometo Raven's Mill."

"Thank you, maam," he said, scooping up the quartering token and his gear. " Somehow I'm
garting to fed right at home. May the Bull God bless and keep you."

"And may the Warrior keep you, Mr. Rutherford,” she said as he marched out of the tent.

* % %

Gunny did not turn towards the barracks, as he thought of them, but towards the house on the hill.
Therewas agroup of guards on theroad up, if you could cal them guards. A bunch of reenactor punks
with rusty halberds was another way to describe them.

Hewas polite, though, and determined from them that Edmund was not at the house but probably
intown at the town hall.

The town hal was another new building with another set of useless guards. They were both leaning
on their spears when he walked up and asked to speak to Mr. Talbot.

"He'sbusy," the guard on the left growled. "Too busy for any old reenactor to just bargein on him."

"l am not surprised that heisbusy,” Gunny said coldly. "What are your standing ordersin the event
that someone states that they are aclose persond friend and have busnesswith him?"

"What?' the guard on the right asked.

"Okay," Gunny growled as patiently as he possbly could. "What areany of your standing orders?"

"Wejust got told to keep people out that don't have businessin here" theintellectua on the left



said uneadly. "'l don't know about any standing orders.”

"Right, get me the sergeant of the guard,” Gunny snapped, losing patience.

"Who'sthat?'

"WHO'STHAT?" he shouted. "YOU WILL STAND AT ATTENTION WHEN YOU
ADDRESSME YOU PIMPLE ON A REAL GUARD'SASS! OTHERWISE I'LL TAKE THAT
PIG-STICKER AWAY FROM YOU AND SHOVE IT UPYOUR ASS SIDEWAYS! LOOK AT
THISTHING!" he continued, snatching the spear out of the surprised guard's hands and submitting it to
aminuteingpection. "ISTHISDRY ROT THAT | SEE ON THISSHAFT? THISTHING ISA
PIECE OF CRAP EVEN WORSE THAN YOU." He broke the spear, which wasin fact in lousy
shape, across hisknee and threw haf of it on the ground, using the other half as a pointer to emphasize
hiswords. "YOU TWO ARE, WITHOUT A DOUBT THE LOUSIEST EXAMPLE OF GUARDSIT
HASEVER BEEN MY DISPLEASURE TO SEEIN ALL MY BORN DAYSAND | HAVE SEEN
PLENTY OF SHIT ASSGUARDSIN MY DAY !"

Edmund looked up from his paperwork and gave Myron arelieved glance.

"Ah, unless I'm much mistaken Gunny has arrived.”

"I've been busy with other things," Edmund said with ashrug. The two guards had been relieved to
go clean their weapons up, and to get their shattered nerves back together if truth be told, and Edmund
had brought Gunny into his office, where he was explaining some of thefacts of life. "I haven't been able
to train the troops the way they need to be. Not the way that | know they should be and you know they
should be. We're back in the bad and the scary, Miles.”

"You'retheking," Gunny growled. "That's not your job."

"I'm not the king," Edmund stated. "1 have no plan to bethe king. If nominated, | will not run, if
elected | will not serve. Monarchy isagreat placeto play in but you wouldn't want to build asociety on
it. I'm going to turn this place into a congtitutional democracy if it bresks my heart.”

The NCO nodded and gestured out the window with his chin. " So what do you want meto do?"

"Tran'em.”

"Who? How? What technique?'

"l wasthinking pike."

"Legions”

"Gunny, weve had this argument before. . ."

"Pike's nothing but phalanx without the armor. Legion beet phaanx. They will if they have any
control of theterrain at dl. On perfectly flat, level ground, phalanxmight beat legion. But, there, you can
best phaanx with chariots. Legions can beat them both.”

"Projectile weapons?' Edmund asked.

"Bow. Crosshow or sdlf, take your pick. Lightweight spearsfor the legionnaires, what € se. Find
somebody e seto train the bow-pussies. And they'd better be able to maneuver with us."

"I will. It will belongbow. There aretrainers available and if they're not in town well find them.”

"Legionnares. Again. Can't wait." After amoment, though, he sghed tiredly.

"What?"

"I'm not sureit's possble,” the NCO admitted. "There'sa. . . belief system that these guysain't got.
The Romans, the Norau Marines, the Britic Redcoats, al of them came from a society that understood
the concept of discipline. These young pukes. . ."

"The Gadls made damned good redcoats," Edmund pointed out. " They built the Britic empire.”

"The Gaels were more disciplined than they were made out to be," Gunny growled. "And they
trusted the Gaels that fought by their sde. They might be from adifferent clan, but they were dl Gaels .
Y ou can'tteach something like that; it'slearned with the mother's milk!"



"Weve had this discussion before,” Edmund added dryly. "The point isthat ithas to be done.”

"It'sdl inthe heart, boss," Gunny said after along pause. "It'sdl in the soul. We have to come up
with something that will give these boysthe intestina fortitude to stick it out when the shit hitsthe fan.
Until the Fall, they never cared about nothing in life except nanadrugs, women and going to parties.
They'll need something to keep them going when everyoneis dying around them. So that they will give
their lives, carefully, precisdy and creeting the maximum possible honor guard, but so that they will not
turn and run fromanything . That comes down to leadership, yeah, but it aso comes down to tradition.
Keeping true to your comrades and true to your salt. And we ain't got no tradition.

"With alittle polishing they'll make decent legionnaires on the surface. But the legions fought for the
people and the Senate of Rome. And anything that we wave at them will have exactly the same gut
message as saying that they're fighting for Rome. They need something, something . . . specia. And
gpecid jugt ain't my meteor."

"l think | have anidea," Edmund said after afew moment's musing. "At least, something that will
help. We're going to need good troops, Gunny. The best. Better than ever. Thisisgoing to bealong, big
war. We need Rome built inaday.”

"Thedifficult we do immediatdly . . ." Gunny said with agrimace.

"Theimpossibletakesalittle longer. I'll give you six months."

"Aye, aye," the NCO said, moving his shouldersasif settling aweight. "Well just do thet little thing,
my lord."

The world seemed to swirl around her as Sheida studied the energy flow diagram. She had findly
taken Edmund's advice and started thinking strategically, letting her sentient avatars drift out to handle
the moment-to-moment crises that were cropping up everywhere,

But here was the crux of the Freedom Codlition's problem; there wasn't enough energy. Each side
had about the same "base" energy dueto their seizure of power plants. But the New Destiny Alliance
was finding more from somewhere.

Since they hadn't been able to even determine where the " somewhere”’ was, thus making it
impossibleto attack, the Codlition had to find some way of either railsng more power or hobbling thelr
enemy's use. Ishtar and Ungphakorn were working on the issue of finding new sources, she and Aikawa
were working on ways of hobbling the enemy. There didn't seem to be much chance directly. Paul was
using the energy flowsfrom his plants efficiently and they were mainly going to hold down the Codition's
power use. The "extra' seemed to be coming from nowhere and it was that he was using, abusing in her
opinion, for al hisother attacksand . . . uses.

More information had come, thistime through refugees, about the changes that Paul was making
and she had to admit that if those were hisworldwide plans, thiswasthe ultimate "just” war.

She consdered the "improvements' that had been made and thought, not for the first time but
perhaps for the first time in a concentrated fashion,how they had been made. The obvious answer was
"Change protocols' but that begged the question, what wentinto a Change protocol.

Becoming a council member meant far more than just being able to split your persondity and
aurvive. Thefirst requirement of amember isthat they have some fundamenta under standing of the Net
and she kicked hersdf for forgetting that smple piece of information residing entirely within herself. She
had been studying the palitics of the Council and information and power management for o long, she
had forgotten that it al rested on the back of aseries of programs and protocols. Change was the Net,
upon asmple command "changethus' bringing up various resources and managing the Change. She
cdled up atheoretica Change program similar to what Celine was apparently doing and then had the full
process open up its detailed list of subprograms and requirements. Frankly, it was not as power
intensive as she would have thought, especialy if you drew spare power from the human body itself.
That program was buried in the mix, amedica program for reducing epileptic sde effects from botched
Change. There hadn't been such in athousand years, but the program was till out there, hanging around.



She sudied the detail of the process for more than thirty minutes and then smiled, sending amental
message out to her dlied council members and summoning avatars for ameeting.

"Ithink | have away to put astick in Paul'swhedls" she said with asmile.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Celine looked up in annoyance as Chansa entered her 1ab without permission.

"I'm working on avery delicate experiment,” she said, irritably, her hands continuing to shepe the
form before her. "Couldn't this have waited?"

Chansaglanced at the humanoid figure in the hologram and grimaced; it was dl hair and fangswith
odd, floppy, patches of skinin places. "No, not if you want to be able to actualymake amongter like
that. All of the Change stations are reporting that the Changes havefailed.”

"What?' she asked, waving at the design program to halt. Asshe did it flickered and then died.
"That wasn't supposed to happen,” she muttered, waving at the spot where the hologram had stood.
"Genieg, reactivate desgn program.”

"Unableto comply,” the genie said, forming. "Program unavailable.”

"Whatinthe..."

"That'swhat's going on at the Change sationsaswell," Chansasaid, smiling a her discomfiture.

"Genieg, diagnogtic, design program,” she said then watched as the box unfolded. Four of the
subroutines of the programmed were in red, indicating unavailability. As she watched, another turned
red. "Genie, overridelockouts.”

"Authorization required.”

"I'm a.council member! I'm dl the authorization you need!™

"Override, Cdine Reinshafen. Set password. Minimum fifteen characters. Password required for
each lockout. Authorization council members only unless further authorizations distributed.”

"Genie, thisisstupid. Full override.”

"Unable to comply. Security implemented by five member Council vote."

"Damn them!" Cdineshouted. "Those. . ."

"What's happening?' Chansa asked.

* % %

Paul looked thin and worn as the meeting members appeared, but for thefirst timein days hiseyes
were dive; the chalenge presented seemed to have woken him up from whatever dark place his mind
had been traveing.

"So therebes are locking out subroutines,” he mused. "Two can play at that game.”

"They can't touch teleportation or communications,” Celine said, fury in her voice. "But they're
locking out everything ese. And they can't lock out groups, they're having to go through routine after
routine. But they're shutting down my research!™

"Y ou can override," the Demon rumbled.

"Yes, butit'sapan. | haveto. .. chant damned passwords over and over again!™

"Can we override the overrides?' Chansa asked.

"Wehave sx Keys" Cdine said. "We can overridethem dll, if we have avote to pass authorization
for that from dl our Keys and get the Finn to side with us."

"I'm not comfortable with passing authorization,” Ragspurr said.

Celinelooked at Paul but he smply looked at Ragspurr then nodded. "Who would havethis. . .
extraordinary override?'

"Whoever isrunning down the lockouts," Celine said. " Someone, somehuman hasto do it. Not an
avatar or anannoform.”

"And the person could not be externdly controlled in any way," the Demon said. ", too, would be



uncomfortable with such an override. They could apply lockouts aswell as remove them.”

"Well, | don't want to teke up dl my timedoing it, but I will if | haveto,” Ceine said, looking
around at her fellow council members.

"The Finn has, thusfar, sded with the Codition,” Paul pointed out. "Hisday iscoming, but in the
meantime | think that it is unlikely he would support us."

"Thisisredtriction on the use of the Net," Celine argued mulishly. "Hewill surdly find that
unacceptable!™

"Y ou would a so need my authorization," the Demon said. "Passed to athird party. | do not so
authorize and would certainly not passit to anyonedse.”

"Areyou mad?' Celine snapped. "Thisisgoing to hamper us more than them!"

"No, it will hamperyou, " the Demon said, anote of maicious ddight in hisvoice. "It will hamperme
not abit."

"Pretty soon you won't be able to summon a cup of blood to drink without chanting some damned
password!" Celine snarled.

"Unlike some, | aready use passwords,”" the Demon replied. There was no way to read face or
body language through the black armor, but if anything could be read from histone, he found her
suggestion amusing.

"Thiswill not stand inthe way of our ultimate triumph,” Paul said, sanding up. "Oursisthe Sde of
right, and no one can stand before the right and triumph. We will dedl with this aswe have dedlt with al
the other actions of those who stand againgt the progress of the human race! We will defeat them, drive
them down and bury them in the mists of history!”

Cedlinelooked a him in surprise then shook her head. " And that's your find word."

"Wewill dedl with thisaswe have al the other dights,” Paul said, leaning forward on thetable.
"They send their spiesagaingt us, their sneaking creaturesin the night. Well, we shdl send against them.
If itiswar that they want, then war they will get, they who havekilled millions! Cdine, we will not be
able to overcomethisdirectly, but we shall in the end. Y ou must make greeter stridesin your research. If
they will not cometo their senses, then we must ensure that they understand the consequences! Prepare
your mongters, for we will send upon themhorror ! We must win thiswar for the good of al mankind
andif wefail, dl mankind will fail!"

"Oh, that's easy,” she smiled brightly then looked over at Chansa. He was|eaning back in hischair,
ablank expression on hisface, looking at the Demon.

"Easy," she repeated, happily. Getting the programs functioning would be apain in the ass, but
compared to free rein to open up some of her projects that had been put "on hold,” that was nothing.

"Very well," Paul said, smiling in triumph. "Wewill win! For al of mankind! Mesting adjourned.”

Daneh stood in the doorway of the house looking out at the encampment and then set her
shoulders and stepped out. She walked steadily down the hill and into the crowds, occasionally nodding
at people she recognized, until she reached the newer buildings near the town hall. Edmund had told her
that somewhere in this mess Lishet McGregor was running the logistic end of things. And Daneh was
damned if shewasjust going to hide in the house.

She stepped through the first door she came to and then froze as a man spoke to her from a
shadowy corner.

"Y ou're not supposed to bein here," the man said.

"I'mlooking for Lisbet,” shereplied evenly, trying to control the surge of adrenaline. She knew that
her voice was shaky, but that was just abit out of her control.

"She'sin the next shed over,” the man said. As her eyes adjusted she saw that he was bent over
some paperwork and the shed had amusty smell of poorly washed cloth.

"I'm sorry," shereplied, asevenly as she could. "Thank you."



"I'm sorry | sngpped,” the man said; there was aflash of agrinin the dimness. "It's just that people
are always coming around asking for something. Theré's only so much to go around.”

"l understand,” Daneh said with anod then stepped back out the door.

Shetook a deep bregth and told hersalf to calm down. As she wasfighting off the incipient panic
attack she was bumped from behind and practicaly screamed. She turned around but whoever it was
had aready faded into the crowd. She backed up against the wall and fought to regain her breath. For
just amoment she wondered if she was going insane. She closed her eyes and raised her handsto her
face, trying to hold back the tears.

"Midress Daneh," agravelly voice said, kindly.

She pulled her hands down and looked to the side. A tal, older man was standing at least double
arm's length from her. He was wearing armor and had avery hard look. But for some reason, maybe
that he knew her if not the other way around, she wasn't frightened of him. Every other malein sight, yes.
But not this one. And there was something vaguely familiar about him.

"Yes, | am," shereplied. "Can | help you?'

"I was wondering the samething," the man replied, not stepping any closer. ™Y ou appear to be
distressed. Would you like meto get Sir Edmund?”

"No, | would not," she said, sharply. Then she sighed and shook her head. "Sorry. I'm just alittle. .
. out of sorts.”

"Y ou are more than out of sorts, mistress," the man replied. "Can | ask why you came down here
today? | understood that you wereto be resting.”

"Iswhat happened to me common knowledge in thewhole town?" she said, angrily.

"No," hereplied. "Asfar as| know itisnot. But | just arrived. Edmund told me as part of my
briefing. We are old friends; as amatter of fact | was at your wedding, but | doubt you remember me."

"Now | do," shereplied, looking a him carefully. "Gunny . . . ?Isthat what they cdl you?'

"Y es, maam. And Sir Edmund only toldme because he's putting me in charge of the defense force.
It wasnot idle gossiping.”

She looked a him for along moment and then nodded understanding. "I suppose it wasn't. Where
were you headed?'

"| suspect the same place you were, to see Lisbet McGregor." He gestured courteoudy for her to
precede him and then paused. "Or . . . would you prefer that | go firgt?”

She thought about it for amoment then squared her shoulders again. “I'm fine," she said. She took
adeep breath and turned her back to him, stepping over to the door.

This time she knocked and the wooden door was practically snatched open.

"Go away," the man on the other sde said. "Unless you're authorized to comein here, thisis not
where you are supposed tobe "

Danehinitidly recoiled but then her innate temper got the best of her. "How in the hell doyou know
if I'm supposed to be here or not?" she snapped. "Y ou don't even know who lam !"

"But | do," Lishet said, stepping forward. "It's okay, Sidikou, thisis Daneh Tabot.”

"Ghorbani," Daneh correctly automaticaly. "Hello, Lisbet.”

The shed was as dim as the previous one but larger, and the far end was piled with sacks and
bundles. Lisbet was bent over alist trying read it in the dim light.

"Youll ruin your eyesthat way," Daneh said. "Oh, Lisbet, thisisGunny . . ."

"Heya, Guns," Lisbet said brightly. "Now we know the placeis going to wrack and ruin; Gunny has
turned up.”

"Oh, it getsworse," Daneh said lightly. "Bast came wandering in last night. Now she's dragged my
daughter off to who knowswhere."

"Oh, dear," Lishet said with alaugh. "I hate to think what mischief they are getting into. Bast should
have been named Puck.”



"Wrong gender,” Gunny said, grimly. "Otherwise accurate. Sheisnot awell-disciplined person.”

"Nobody, iswell disciplined compared to you, Gunny," Lisbet said with asmile. "Wedont dl
prefer to wear hair shirts.”

"l don't wear hair shirts," Rutherford replied. "It's an unnecessary form of punishment. There are
better waysto induce pain.”

"Spesking of pain,” Daneh said, with aquestioning glance a Gunny, "Edmund said something about
me setting up as adoctor. But to do that | need somewhere besides the front parlor to practice my
trade. Not to mention bandages, splints, materidsfor sutures, medicines. Isthere anything available?!

"Not much for right now," Lisbet said with ashrug. "Just what we're able to glean off the woods or
had in sorage.”

"Well, to tell you thetruth, | don't even know exactly what | need,” Daneh admitted. "I've never set
up aperiod hospital."

"A period infirmary should be set up in an areaaway from latrines and middens,” Gunny said.
"Preferably in an elevated areato let prevailing winds act upon it. It should have windowsthat are
screened to prevent the intrusion of insects. If meta or plastic screens are unavailable, cheese cloth can
be substituted. The windows should have shuttersto prevent intrusion of draughts during the winter.
Fire-pits, places or stoves should be scattered through the infirmary to ensure the comfort of the patients
during convalescence. Theinfirmary should be separated into three broad areas. atriage wing, asurgery
wing and arecovery and convaescence wing. The wings can bein separate buildings but walkways
should be covered or, better, enclosed.”

"Where did you pick thisup?' Daneh asked, gtartled.

"Gunny isafont of information about the military,” Lisbet said with asmile. "Jerry!"

"Y0?" The man who entered the shed from the back was obvioudy another long term reenactor
dressed in early Scots-Gaelic period clothing. But instead of aclaymore he carried a case from which
poked aroll of paper.

"Gunny, Daneh, thisis Jerry Merchant, who manages, and | use that term advisedly, our
congtruction program. Jerry, Mistress Daneh is setting up an infirmary. She and Gunny are going to be
looking for an appropriate spot. If there's not an gppropriate building available, well haveto build it to

"What's the priority?' the man said. "I've got five projects running right now, including the
bathhouse and the new dam?"

"I'd put it ahead of the bathhouse," Lisbet said after aminute's thought. "I'd rather have a hospital
than segregated bathing.”

"What's Edmund going to say?" Jerry asked, uneesily.

"He'sgoing to say 'yes, dear,' " Daneh answered with alaugh.

"Soisthat it?" Lishet asked.

"No, Gunny has something aswell."

"Not as urgent,” Gunny said. "But in time more complex. Edmund has assigned me the task of
setting up thelineinfantry. Intimethereisalist of itemswe will need. Some of them are Smply base
materias but others, such asarmor and weapons, will require artisansto construct. And, initidly, well
need some buildings and quite abit of lesther and cloth.”

"We're short on both," Lisbet admitted with asigh. "Very short on leather; cloth isabit better.
When do you need it?"'

"A few weeks" Gunny said. "I haveto train afew trainersfird. I'll need some materidsfor them,
but not much.”

"Wll, if it's after the roundup, that will be better. Were going to do abig drive in the woods and
that will give us some more leather. How much is anyone's guess, but more.”

"Very wel. I'll get you alist of what | need and the pointsin the training when I'll need it and well



schedule the training around anticipated availability. How doesthat sound?!

"Eminently reasonable," Lisbet replied with another laugh. "Now, Jerry, why don't you go look
around and see what Daneh needsin the way of facilitiesand | can get back to making bricks without
Sraw.”

"Hey!" Jerry complained. "That'smy job!"

Edmund looked up and frowned as Daneh came in the kitchen. "Where have you been?' he asked.

"Out," shereplied, sharply, then Sighed. "I'm sorry, Edmund, that was unkind. | was out looking at
facilitieswith Jerry Merchant and Gunny, looking for somewhereto set up ahospitd.”

"Oh," Tabot said, shaking hishead. "Now I'm sorry. | shouldn't have snapped. But . . . | just
thought you should take sometime off . . . Get your bearings again. I'm the one that's supposed to be
working dl hours.

"I'vegot my bearings," shereplied, her jaw clenched. "I'mfine . | wish that people would quit trying
to wrap me up in acocoon or something!”

Edmund started to say something and then stopped, shaking his head.

"What?"

"l was going to say that however youfeel, you need to talk about it," Talbot replied. "Butnot to me.
And, frankly, | don't know anyone whowould be agood person to talk to about it. There's nobody
around who has dedlt with thissort of . . . trauma. | knowsome things about it, but I'm no expert.” He
frowned and shook his head in exasperation. "The problem is, you're not the only oneintownwho. . .
had a bad time on their trip here. And theré'snobody who istrained to handle that sort of thing. And it's
just going to get worse; thisisn't going to be the last time by along shot.”

"So what do we do?' Daneh asked. "I guess astheloca doctor, and afemae no less, it'smy job
to organize this?'

"It would be, but you can't do it,” Edmund sighed. "And the one thing that | know about . . . rape
traumaistha handling itwrong just makes the person worse.”

"Which just annoysthe crap out of mel™ she practicaly shouted. "Edmund, I'mfine ! Fine, fine,
FINE! How much more pointed do | haveto makeit!"

Heworked hisjaw for amoment and looked at her evenly until shelooked away. "And shouting at
me when I'm discussing something that's obvioudy a problem for the whole town is norma ?* he asked
evenly.

Edmund wasn't sure what he had said to cause her to go as white as a sheet, but he paused and let
her regain her equilibrium.

"What?' he asked, findly.

"Jugt. . .tone..." shewhispered. "I'm going to go take a bath, now."

"Okay," he said with asigh as she left the room. There had to be someone for her to talk to. But
who?

* k%

Herzer watched in reverent awe as Bast came up out of the stream. Her body wasjust as perfect
naked as it had appeared to be half naked. She had light pink aureoles and nipples which, when she was
excited or cold, as shewas now, crinkled up and poked out like daggers, and atiny tuft of jet black
pubic hair that had turned out to be as soft as silk. For just a moment the queasy thought crossed his
mind that she looked far too young to be sexualy active, more like afourteen-year-old than an adult
femae. But then he told himsalf he was stupid; she wasn't just older than he was, she was older than the
trees.

They had started off with swimming, naked as held been warned and he had been atad . . .
apprehengve. But the swimming had changed to washing and then mutua washing and things had
proceeded from there. And the proceeding had been quite an education for al its brevity. He still didn't
know why she had chosen him, but he redlized that he was the one luckiest guy in the world.



That caused him to flash for amoment on al the reasons heshouldn't bethe luckiest maninthe
world and he swalowed hard. For amoment he was caught in an emotiona vice between fear that she
would no longer care for him if she knew both hisinterna struggles and of his cowardice and shame that
he should be here, with her, after both.

She had brought along afur blanket, a patchwork quilt of many smal skins, and she now lowered
hersdf gracefully onto it in across-legged seat then started pulling the tangles out of her hair with atwig.
Looking off into the woods.

She was within easy arm's reach so despite his quams he carefully ran one finger up her thigh.

"Thewonder of young humans" she said with asmile, looking downward. " Give them five minutes
and they're ready to go again!”

"Isthat why you picked me?' he asked. He hadn't wanted to ask but it had been nagging at him.

"Only in part,” shereplied, rubbing his hand inwelcome. "Y ou seemed to be. . . wisefor your age.
That isimportant. I'mold, Herzer. Many of my kind think that I'm . . . perverseto take human lovers.
Evenif you live through the wars that will come, | will see you age and mature, as| have watched Talbot
age and mature. And then some day you will die, as| have seen countlesslovers age and die. But you
live your lives, fully in the now in away that dvesdo not. And that | love. But intime| will take other
lovers, asyou will take other lovers. And you seemed wise enough to understand that, as other humans
might not.”

"I'm not wise," Herzer said bitterly. The compliment had just made hisinterna turmoil more
vigorous and hefdt asif bile from sdf-loathing was going to risein histhroet.

"l said 'for your age," " shereplied, touching him on the top of hislowered head. "L ook a me,
Herzer."

Helooked up into her cat-pupiled green eyes and cringed at the depth of knowledge behind them.
It felt for amoment asif shewaslooking into hisvery soul. But a the sametime, it felt asif even when
she saw what was there, she felt no loathing. There was a depth of understanding in those ancient eyes.

"Itissad that everyone has one secret. Thisisnot true,”" she said quietly. "Everyone has many
secrets, many faces, many masks. All humans, and dwarves and elves, are the sum of their masks, young
Herzer. Y ou are young, yet, and your masks have many rough edges. And you do not seethat thisisthe
case of everyone. It iswhat youdo in life, not what torments you in your soul, that matters. And who you
arein life, not who you fear you might become.”

"And what if you have done something wrong?' Herzer asked, looking down.

"Did you cause others harm?' she asked, gently.

"No. But through my inaction, harm occurred,” he sad, carefully.

She sighed and shook her head. "Herzer, I'm your lover, not your priest. I'm not here to take your
confession and I'm the wrong sex, the wrong species and the wrong religion to give you absolution!” she
chuckled.

"What'sapriest?' Herzer asked.

"Oh, my, sometimes| redizejusthow old | am!" she cried, laughing. "My fair knight, unshorn,
unvigiled and unshriven. My, how times have changed. Say that priests were an early form of
psychologica therapy. Y ou could talk to them and nothing that you said, supposedly, could be passed
on to others. So you could unburden your soul. Then, under the laws of their religion, they could tell you
to do some prayers and chores, maybe pay money, and their God would forgive you."

"Sounds like aracket," Herzer said, interested in spite of himself.

"'So was psychotherapy and just like priests they would tell you to come back weekly. But in the
case of psychologists, until they started to understand the chemical basis of depression and other
psychological problems, they couldn't make peoplefed asgood as priests could. Which was, generaly,
worth the money. Let me ask you this, if, right now, you could tell someone al sorts of thingsthat are
bothering you and then they would tell you that you were forgiven if you did some task and youbelieved
you were forgiven, absolutely, would you do that task?"



Herzer thought about it for amoment and then nodded hishead. "Oh, yes. If it would . . . well, yes.
But it couldn't undo what was done."

"No, but it could makeyou fed better about it. That was what the quests were often about to begin
with. The concept of ‘geas was a binding requirement to attempt atask and either succeed or diein the
attempt. In either case they wereforgiven. But if they did not succeed and gave up, when the knight died
they would burnin hell.”

"Ouch," Herzer said. "That's not the way it isin the games.”

"No, but something to understand isthat the people of that time, by and large, believed in thetruth
of confession. Just as many in later timesbelieved that having someonetd| them it wasn't their fault but
the fault of bad potty training made things better. And in both cases, because what was going on was
entirely in the person's head, most people ended up fedling better.”

"Sowheredo | Sgn up?' Herzer asked, grumpily.

"Oh, Herzer," Bast laughed. "I don't know of asingle remaining Catholic priest in eastern Norau.
So | think you might be out of luck, there. But | will give you this much to cling to: dthough there are
some actionsin lifethat are unforgivable, | refuse to believe you have done any of them.”

"But..."

"Hush, my love. Have you killed someone in anger rather than defense?”

"No, but .. ."

"Have you committed rape?’ she asked, carefully.

"No," Herzer said, after along pause.

"Hmm . . . we come closeto the boil there | think," shereplied. "And I'm not oneto lanceit. But
that 'No' was definite enough for me. | suspect | know what part of your problem isand while I'm no
psychologist, what | don't know about kinky sex hasn't been discovered.”

"What?' Herzer laughed.

"I'm smply going to have to show you what's whet in the area of rough sex," she answered, looking
a hiseyes. "Let me guess, rape fantasies, right?"

"Uh," Herzer said, blushing furioudy. "Bagt!"

"Littlegirls?"

"Bagt!!"

"Whipsand chains? Little Riding Hood?"

"BAST!II"

"All totaly normd," she replied, suddenly serious. "Many men want to be the Big Bad Wolf. And
that is okay. Aslong asyou know how, when and where to do what. And that, me bucko, iswhat
you're about to learn.”

"You'rejoking," he said, looking at the fur blanket and stroking a piece of white ermine nervoudly.

"Not hardly. | can'tbelieve inthis day and age you're going around all screwed up about dominance
fantases" The ef snorted. "I'll admit that I'm not fetished that way but | know the moves and enjoy it
from timeto time." Suddenly she smiled shyly and dropped her chin so shewaslooking up at him out of
the side of her eyes, clasping her handsto her chest. "Oh, Sr, you're so big andstrong, " shesaid
girlishly, then smiled innocently out of big round eyes. "I'm just alittle lost. Do you think you could lead
me through the woods?'

Herzer blushed bright red again as his member madeit clear that she had hit the bullseye.

Suddenly shetook his chin and faced him with total seriousness.

"Look at me, Herzer Herrick. It isnot what youfed that makesyou evil. Those fedings arenatural
. Perhaps, someday, | will explore thewhy to that. But for now, know that. They are as natural as
breathing . It iswhat youdo with them that decidesif you areavillain or ahero. Let me ask you, and
look mein the eye when you answer. If you found such agirl, young, nubile, al doneand lost inthe
woods, what would youdo ?'



Herzer looked at her for along moment, amusclein his chin working, fighting not to drop hiseyes.

"I'd lead her back to town," he said, findly, with adight sgh that might have been regret.

"Aye, and give your lifein her defense methinks," Bast answered. "Whatever your past failings.”

"l couldn't do anything!" he said.

"Shhhh," Bast replied, laying her fingersagaing hislips. "And that isthe other sde. A hurt, once
made, cannot be unmade. But they hedl, in time. Most anyway. In your case, the hurt, too, will mostly
hedl. But what will bind the wound and reduce the scar tissue iswhat youdo, Herzer Herrick. But you
know that, don't you?'

"Yes," hereplied, looking at the carpet again.

"Thenlet usdo, " shereplied serioudy then smiled. "From the looks of things, I'm going to be busy.
Y ou have had a hard journey, are you sure you'reup to it?" Shewinked at him and covered her chest
modestly, widening her eyesagain. "Oh, ar! | wasjust bathing and | can't find myclothes !"

"For you milady," he said looking up with agleam of tearsin hiseyes, "who isyoung asthe air even
if you areold asthetrees, | willalways beup toit!"

"So | seel” shesaid with alaugh. "And so gallant! Let's see how long we can makeit last thistime,
fair knight!" She picked up ascrap of towd, placing it over her chest and looking at him with ahint of
fear in her eyes. "Please, Sir, I'm dl done and you're sobig! ™

"The Belle Dame SansMerci!" Herzer groaned.

"Oh, youveheard of me," she chuckled throatily. And then there was no moretalk.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Daneh had stayed in the kitchen puttering with herbs. She knew that some of them had hedling
properties, but not which and in what proportions. Some of Edmund's books had margina noteson
them, though, so she had gotten the few available and had been grinding sorrel when Sheida appeared.

"Daneh," Shelda said from the doorway.

The mortar and pestle flew across the room, the pestle cracking in two against the hard stone wall,
as Daneh practicaly jumped out of her skin. "Don'tdo that!"

"I'm sorry,”" the avatar replied. "'l didn't think."

"Well sorry doesn't cut it, Sis" Daneh replied, bitterly.

"Wdl, | am," Sheidasaid. "If I'd suspected it would . . . come apart so fast | would have. . . done
more."

"Thanksfor nothing,Sster, " Daneh snarled. "All you would have had to do was set adamned
avatar looking for me. Was that too much to ask?"

The avatar sighed and shook her head. "In retrospect, no. But at thetime | was. . . rather busy.
And, asl said, | didn't expect lawlessnessto break out so fast. Humansareso .. . ."

"Sick," Daneh said. "We're beastsindde, Sis, that's something you never redlized. Or at least never
interndized. | don't know that | did until I met McCanoc.”

"Widl, I'm getting alesson in it worldwide," Sheidareplied. "There are four thousand three hundred
and twenty reported rapesjust in the townsthat are reporting to me. And in the onesthat arent . . . the
conditionsin some of them are. . . | don't know some days, Daneh. Sometimes | think we should just
giveinto Paul, given what the world islike today. Being awomaninthisworldis. . ."

"What women survived for millennia," Daneh replied. "And don't come crying to me about your
problems, | guarantee that you don't wake up nightsin acold sweat seeing McCanoc'sfacein front of
you. Or worse."

Sheida paused for amoment then shrugged. "Daneh, | can . . . how to put it. This can go away for
you. No more nightmares.”

Daneh thought about it for amoment then shook her head. "Canyou do it for dl of them?”



"Intime, perhaps," Sheida said after amoment. "1t doesn't take much more power than smply
taking likethis"

"No," Daneh said after amoment. "No, that's not the answer. I'm fine, redlly, except for the
nightmares. And they'll go away. They haveto,” shetralled off.

"You need to talk about it," Sheidasaid. "I've. . . accessed somevery old texts. Rapeisas
forgottenas. . ."

"Everything ese," Daneh nodded. "Rape and economic and sexud domination. We were shielded
from it for so long. 'Machines freed women and computers empowered them.' But it'sal back andina
way it'sall of apiece. Take away the technology and women are nothing but pawnsto the males. We
haveto find away to ded with ithow and inthis world. Not patchwork in the old world.”

"Then find someoneto tak to."

"That'swhateveryone keeps saying, except the women who went through it. And we don'twant to
talk about it, thank you. Especidly tofamily, Ss”"

"That's. . . what the texts said you'd say. But they also are definite. Y ou need to talk about it, to
get out the.. . . bad thoughts and find out what isredl in you and what is an effect of the rape.”

"I don't suppose you can get some of these textstome ?* Daneh said sourly.

"Not yet, soon maybe," Sheidasaid. "Sending an avatar is one thing; teleporting texts or even items
that can receive updates is another. We're on the thin edge of losing right now. If we can just get some
bresthing room, maybe then.”

"Wdl until then, thank you but no thank you. I'll just put up with the nightmares. And 'get back on
the horse" "

"Be careful with that,” Sheidasaid. "Y oulll probably have some ugly flashbacks. And other things.”
Sheida paused and shook her head. "Y oureright. Theresthings | don't want to talk to you about. Just .
.. be careful. Everything that happens may not be. . . naturd. Damnit, in that whole camp of historica
idiotstherehas to be someone that has studiedrape ! It was anaturd feature of dl that wonderful history
they love so much!”

"The only onesthat might have are Edmund and maybe aguy named Gunny,” Daneh said. "And |
don't careto talk to ether of them about it, thank you very much.”

"Y ou're being very stubborn about this, Sister dear,” Sheida said.

"I'm aGhorbani," Daneh said with afaint smile.

Sheida started to say something then looked startled. "I have to go. Talk tosomeone, damnit!”

"Good bye, Sheida," Daneh said.

"Bye"

Daneh took adeep bresth after Sheidaleft and thought about the roster of peoplein Raven's Mill.
"Damn, she'sright” she muttered then walked to a cupboard and took out a bottle of brandy. She
looked at the cups and then shook her head and took adeep pull from the bottle. "I can't believe that
I'm going to do this™

Shelooked at the door and then pulled acloak down against the evening chill and went walking out
the door. She had and ideawho to talk to. Now to find her.

* k%

McGibbon had just drawn a bead on the lead doe of the herd when he froze at aflash of white out
of the corner of hiseye. He couldn't figure out what the patch was until it moved again and then he
identified it; it was that damned cat of Rachd's.

Hed been st king the herd of deer for thelast haf hour. Stalking was ahighly skilled art but hed
been practicing for nearly fifty yearsand it was second nature to him at this point. Thefirst part was
finding the quarry, which was amatter of moving through the woods asif he was adeer himsdlf. That
required moving afew steps then pausing and actualy making abit of noise. If you tried to move
absolutely slently it wasimpossible. So you had to move asif you were aforaging animal. A few steps.



A movement of afoot. Watch, listen, smell, then move on.

The most important thing was to sight the deer before they spotted you. If you did that, you could
closein on them with relative ease. Foraging white tails couldn't spot movement when their heads were
down. And they flipped their tails before they raised their head. So you kept an awareness of their
movement, an a pha state in which whenever they started to flick you froze instantly and, at leest at his
level, dmost unconscioudy. They would raise their heads, ook around and then go back to eating.
Which let you get closer.

He had gotten to within a stone's throw of the deer and had just drawn his bow when he spotted
the cat.

On the other hand, it was doing much the same thing. He watched it asit frozeinits stak just asthe
deer lifted their heads again. There were about fifteen deer in the herd, foraging on fallen acorns at the
edge of anatura meadow. He was on the west edge of the meadow and the cat had apparently entered
on the southeast edge. Now it was doing a careful and quiet stalk, and despite the fact that the town
needed the food he let the bowstring dip slently forward to watch.

As soon as the deers heads went back down the cat moved forward again, its belly to the ground
haf-hidden in thetall grass at the meadow's center. It moved cautioudly, lifting each paw and placing it
s0 that Robert sugpected it was making less noise than he would.

Sowly it worked itsway to the edge of thetall grass and appeared to focus on one deer on the
edge of the herd. The button buck was probably from the last year's births and just about ready to be
driven out of the herd. Asasgn of itsrelative status it had been driven to the edge of the herd where the
acornswere the fewest and it was assduoudy searching for anything edibleit could find. This meant it
had its head down far more than the rest of the herd and far more than waswise. And if the cat wasn't
overreaching, the buck might not live to learn the lesson.

Robert watched the stalk until the cat paused at the edge of the grass, then drew hisbow again. It
was the only compound bow in the village and while it was avery strong draw the nature of the
compound bow dropped the "hold weight,” the amount of pull necessary to keep drawn to itsfull length,
to bardy hdf it's maximum hundred and fifty pounds. But even seventy-five pounds can bealot to hold
for very long and he hoped the cat would make its move soon.

It did, asthe buck moved just atad further out, searching for the elusive wind-blown acorns. When
the deer got to within abare five meters of the cat, the white and orange tom burst out of the grassina
dead sprint and legpt onto the deer's back.

Robert hadn't bothered to watch the charge. At thefirst flicker of movement he had loosed the
arrow straight into the " sweet spot” behind the do€e's shoulder. However, despite having a broad-head
arrow through her heart the doe bounded away with the rest of the herd, intent on leaving the commotion
of the attack of the cat behind her.

Robert now watched in bemusement asthe cat first shifted its grip to the deer's throat, dragging it
around and down by sheer weight. Then, as soon as the buck was on the ground, the cat made a
lightning change to a clamp on its muzzle. Deprived of oxygen, the deer thrashed and twisted but to no
avail; the house lion had the big buck down and down it was going to stay. With afina kick and thrash,
the deer lay 4ill.

"Bravo," McGibbon said, clapping lightly in gpplause. "Very nice. But you made my doe run off.
Now I'm going to have to track her down."

Azurelooked up in gtartlement asif he hadn't noticed the human until then and let out amew. He
staked over through the grass, histail high and butted into Robert's hand, getting blood from hismuzzle
al over thearcher'sglove.

"You're some cat,” the hunter chuckled, rubbing him behind the ears. "1'm more of adog person,
but | could take ashineto you."

* * %

When Daneh pushed open the door to the pub she was hit by ablast of sound. A redheaded



femae mingre wasleading a Cdtic band in arallicking jig. Daneh glanced around the crowd and didn't
see who she was looking for so she started to back out when Estrelle appeared at the edge and nodded
at her.

"Migress Tabot, it hasbeen along time," the homunculus said. She had her usud skimpy
tavern-wench outfit on and atray held up in either hand but she nodded in gresting.

"Hello, Estrelle," Daneh said and asked if sheld seen her quarry.

"Right down by the foot of the stage,” Estrelle said. " She comesin here every night to dance.”

Daneh wormed her way uneasily around the edge of the crowd and stopped about half way. The
heat and the noise and the smell was starting to get to her but having come this far she was damned sure
going to keep on going. Findly she got up near the stage and saw her.

Bast had shed her bow and sword and now was aspinning dervish in front of the stage. There
were severd peoplein aline on ether sdetrying to keep up with the jig but even if it had started dow
the tempo had sped up to the point that no normal dancer could possibly keep up. Bast, however, was
no normal dancer. She was perfectly on beat and adding additiona movesincluding spins, kicksand
even the odd backflip, each of them perfectly in timeto the music.

The jig had reached the end of the cycle and the redheaded fiddler tried to pick up the tempo again
but the band began falling apart; it was smply too fast for most of them to play. Bast, however, stayed
right with them until the mingtrel finally gave up with ascreech of her bow and nodded in defest to the éf.

People, mostly men, were crowded around the ef but she seemed to be able to fend them off with
some sort of karma personal protection field; even the drunkest was giving her her space. She nodded
to the band, walked over to pick up her weapons and wormed her way through the crowd to where
Daneh was standing.

"Methinks you didn't come down herefor adrink,” Bast said, looking at her camly.

"No, | didn't,” Daneh replied with agulp.

"Andthisisno placetotak," Bast said. "l suggest Edmund's house."

"Okay," Daneh said, following her out. Aswith the dancers around the stage, when she moved
through the crowd it seemed to part asif by magic and Daneh kept close on her heelsal theway to the
door.

"What | wanted to talk about . . ." Daneh said when they got outside and she could talk without
shouting.

"How much liquid courage did you take on board to go find me?' Bast asked.

"l ... had adrink of brandy."

"Jugt one?' the df said, amusement in her voice. "Not nearly enough. Wait until we get to the
house. But do not fret on the way. Yes, | know what you need to talk about. And, yes, | know some of
what you need to know. And, no, it will not be easy. On either of us. But it will bewdll. | tell you thisas
Bast. And Bast is never wrong."

Strangely comforted by that, Daneh followed her back to the house. In slencethe df rummaged in
the drink cupboard and pulled out a bottle of wine, then made afire and settled the two chairsin front of
the fire. She pulled out goblets and filled them both to brimming.

"Drink," she said, pointing & the goblet.

Daneh picked it up and took a sip.

"No,drink, " Bast said, taking her own and tipping it up to drainit.

Daneh swallowed and then lifted the goblet to down it. The wine was not brandy but it was
fortified, "winter wine" with ahigher than norma acohol content. Thetotd of the goblet was probably
more alcohol than in the shot of brandy she had had before going to the pub. She suddenly remembered
that she had skipped dinner.

Badt filled both the cups again, then nodded.

"Y ou were raped by Dionys McCanoc,” Bast said. "And others. How many?'



"Therewere. . . seven others," Daneh said shuddering. "I don't think . . ."

"Youwill talk about it," Bast said. "Youmust . You can talk about it. You rdiveit every night.
Don't just talk to yourself, talk to me. Bast knows. Bast knows the evil that comesin the night, in dreams
and without, oh, yes, Bast knows."

"You...?

"It takesmuch to rgpe an f," Bast said obliquely. "I know the evil in humansand df. | amold,
Daneh. | have seen the evils of the Al wars. [know . Eight of them, then. They held you?!

Daneh took a deep breath and started talking. Haltingly at first but as Bast drew her out with
careful questionsit dl spilled out and asit did sherelived it, every awful moment, asif it was happening
al over again. By thetime she was crying she redized that sheld drunk most of the bottle of wineand
wondered how that had happened.

"So, and . . ." Bast said when shewasfinished. "Thereis moreto it, though. What did Herzer have
to dowith it?'

Daneh hesitated and looked at the elf, her head cocked on the side. "Y ou and Herzer are . . ."

"Friends,” Bast said with asmile. "He, too, bears scars. | have not invested thetimein him that |
have inyou, but I have invested enough. | want to know what his scars are, from you."

"He was with Dionyswhen they caught me," Daneh said. "There were too many of them and
Dionys was armed with asword. There was no way he could keep me from being raped. So.. . . heran.
Hetried to knock them off me ontheway, at least | think he did. But he didn't succeed. And then he
cameback . . . after.”

"Thusand s0.. . ." Bast Sighed. "What fun we are dl having. Have you tried to get back on the
horse?"

"No," Daneh saidinasmall voice.

"Not long enough, methinks," Bast replied with anod. "Tdl me about the dreams.”

"l ...that's...hard."

"Harder than the rgpe itsalf, methinks" Bast said with an unhappy grin. "Let metell you afew
things, then. Y ou rdivethe rape, yes?'

"Yes" Daneh sad, tightly.

"And sometimes the reason you wake up in terror isthat you orgasm.”

"Bag!"

"True?' thedf sad hardly. "True."

Daneh lowered her face into her hands and nodded. Y es."

"Normad," Bast said, definitely. "Y ou think that you are evil or sick or twisted beyond repair, yes?
But thisisnormal . For humans anyway.”

"That'ssck," Daneh sad, crying.

"Hey, one of the reasons we dves know you humans are the result of evolution ishow screwed up
you are mentally; awell designed speciesisn't soflighty.”

"So elves don't have these problems with rape?' Daneh asked, interested in spite of herself.

"Very hard to rape an €lf," Bast repeated. "Harder to survive. Few thingsthat can break an ef out
of Dream, few thingsthat can make them hate. Elves are too happy to hate. But when we hate, we hate
well. Elf that israped dreams, oh, yes. But they dream of new and more awful thingsto do to their
rapist. Dream their death over and over again. Elves hatevery well. One of the things were designed to
doishate. But, mostly, we're too happy. Be glad. Elves not so happy, humans no longer be here. Y ou
need to get back on the horse, but not yet. And know something, when you do, it won't be good. No
matterhow loving Edmund is, you're going to be back there again. Worse, you might enjoy it. Thereis
such athing as bad sex and that's it.”

"Yes" Daneh sad.

"But it will get better,” Bast said with ashrug. "Each timeit will bealittle easier. Other problem.



How do you fed about men, now?"'

"I'm...notsure” Daneh said. "Some of them.. . . I'm okay with. Others. . . make me want to
scream.”

"Don't get to hating them dl," Bast said. "It isan easy trap, to run away from them and wish they
were dl dead. Even dves don't hate that way. Each man is different. The ones that make you want to
scream . . . you're probably feding something from them. Trust that ingtinct. But don't hatethem all.
That, too, is damage you have to work on. Last Big question: Were you a submissivebefore you were
raped?’

Daneh opened her mouth to voice her favorite protest then clapped it shut; it was avalid question.
"Not . . . openly.”

"Did you play the games?'

"No," sheadmitted. "I never could. . . | couldn't bring it up."

"Not even with Edmund?’ Bast said, surprised. "He's not fetished that way, but he playsthe game
very wdl."

"Not even with Edmund,” Daneh admitted.

"Humph. Bet he knew. Fantases?"

"Yes'" shesad quietly.

"Rape?"

Daneh paused then Sghed. "Yes."

"Okay, Doctor Bast recommend not play that game for awhile."

Daneh couldn't hdp it, she started giggling which turned into afull-bore laugh which somehow
segued back into tears until she was sobbing so hard she couldn't catch her breath. Sheredlized she was
in Bast'slgp and being held by strong arms.

"Cry little human, cry," Bast whispered. "Cry until you're cried out. Tears are the only thing that
shows that humans might have had a Creator. Too week, too fragile, scared of the wholeworld. But if
there was a Creator She gave them tearsto faceit and go on.”

Daneh finaly caught her breath and looked at the f holding her. "Thank you," she said and then,
for some reason, kissed her full onthelips.

"You'rewelcome,” Bast said after the kisswas over. "But not tonight, I've got a headache.”

Daneh broke out in giggles again and shook her head. "Me, too. All that winel think."

"Yes, and | think it'stimefor you to go to bed,” Bast said, lifting the larger woman effortlessly off
her lap. "Alone.”

"Alone," Daneh agreed and was surprised and worried that she wasn't sure shewanted to be alone.
Sheld never had asexua thought about another woman before. "Bagt, | don't want you to think that . . ."
she paused.

"Isokay, I'd put it down to another effect of the rape," Bast said, supporting her to bed. She got
her undressed and tucked in and then kissed her on the forehead. "L ots of things messed up in you from
it. But you'll get better. Trust Bast. Seep. Deep deep no dreams.”

"No dreams," Daneh said muzzily, wondering why shewas so tired.

"Seep little human,” Bast said, placing her hand on her forehead. "Sleep well.”

As Daneh faded into deep the [ast thing she remembered was Bast curling up on the floor asif she
intended to stay for awhile. And if her deep wastroubled by dreams, they fled at the Sight of a
sword-wielding being in white.

* * %

Sheidanodded tiredly at the avatar of Ishtar and then sighed at her face.

"What isit now?" she asked, unwrapping her jewe-covered lizard from her neck and cradling itin
her arms.

"I have determined the source of the power that Paul's faction is drawing upon,” Ishtar said without



preamble. "It isapower draw from core storage.”

"But .. ." Sheidapaused. "But the only ones who can do a core draw are the elves. That is how the
Lady isdosng EIfheim.”

"That isnot the only sourcefor coredraws," Ishtar said bitterly. "They are using power from the
terraforming projects.”

"Oh," Sheida said after amoment's thought. "How . . . truly good."

"What | have been unable to determineiswhy they can draw uponit,” Ishtar went on. "They have
to have a quorum of the board of directors of one or more of the projects agreeing to release the power.
And.. .| cantimaginethat happening.”

"l can," Sheidasaid after long thought. "But, oh, but that isadeep laid plan . . ." she muttered.

"What plan?' |shtar asked, her brows furrowing.

"Edmund, hetold meto look to the Demon at the center of this," Sheida said with agrimace. "And
| think he must beright. | was. . . asked to look into some things beforethis. . . war erupted. There had
been some disturbing things going on with the Wolf 359 terraforming project. One of the people who
had risen to prominencewas. . . well known to me. Not agood person and not the sort of personto . .

"Care about something that wasn't going to do him any good?" Ishtar asked.

"Something like that. But it didn't come together. Now it does. And we aretruly introuble.”

"But the rest of the board members?* Ishtar asked. "They have to be present to vote!”

"In the event of large scae disruption thereis probably a protocol for rump voting,” Sheidasaid,
dropping into the Net to open up the data. "Y es, thereis," she said, distantly. " And while we cannot
access the board members location or status, Mother assuredly could. If they had assassns waiting for
the mgjority of theboard . . ."

"Then their hand-picked memberswould be the only onesleft,” I1shtar hissed. "Evil "

"Y es, and much too Byzantine for Paul," Sheida added, rising back up out of the data-flow. "This
has the Demon'sfingerprintsdl over it."

"What do we do about it?" Ishtar asked.

"Find the members of the board,” Sheidasaid. "And either get them to vote to store the power or
at least stop them from giving it to Paul.”

"And how do we do that?' Ishtar asked, throwing her handsin the air. "We don't know where
anyoneid"

"WEéIl send out aligt to dl the communities that report to us,”" Sheidareplied, pulling up thelis.
"These are al the memberswho were dive beforethe Fal," she added, looking over thelist. "Know any
of them?'

"No," Ishtar said, then looked at her fellow council member's face. Sheida stopped looking at the
list with afrozen and angry expression on her face. "What?'

"l do," Sheidahissed.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

"We musgt stop thiswar," Paul said, looking up from the report. "Wemust stop it. Now."

Paul had cdlled afull meeting of the New Destiny Council to "discuss some ramifications of the
current conflict." Celine had known it would be contentious when she arrived and Paul was striding up
and down the Council Chamber, literdly tearing at hishair. She had dways thought that was just an
expresson.

"Why?" Chansa exclaimed, looking across the room at the Demon. The black armor didn't move
or twitch in any way at the strange statement.

"The deathd" Paul ydled, pointing at the projections. "Weve finaly gotten a censusin the portions



of Ropasathat we control and thousands, millions are dying or aready dead! Thiswas not supposed to
be awar . The point istoprevent the extinction of the human race, notcause it!"

"What about horror?' Celine asked. "We were going towin ! I've got plang!”

"Theplan hasfailed, " Paul snapped. "Forcing them to quit was agood plan, but not in the face of
the death of the humanrace! "

"Actually, Bowman, it has succeeded beyond your wildest dreams,” the Demon rumbled.

"What?' Paul said, cocking his heed suspicioudy. "Explain yoursef."

"I can, Paul," Celine said, waving the projections away and bringing up new ones. "l prepared the
reports. Current population of the earth is just above one billion. Control of the Net has fractured,
power hasfailed, different members of the Council have saized, for the most part, certain historical
areas. Chansain Frika, Sheidain Norau, yourself in Ropasa, etc.”

"Yourpoint, " the council leader ground ouit.

"My point isthat deaths are going to be high in the first two months. Very high. But in each of these
aress, council members are acting, asthey seefit, to ensure the survival of as many as possible.”

"Were dtill talking aboutmillions of deaths!™ Paul snapped.

"But we're talking about far more population increase,” Cdline continued asif he hadn't interrupted.
"Indeed, we're talking about anear doubling of the population in two to three generations.”

"What?' Paul paused. "How?'

"Frankly, your initid plan probably would not have worked," Cdline said. "Aslong asthere were
artificid means of replication and reproduction management, birth levelswould remain low no maiter
what you did to encourage it. However, with al of that taken away, birth rates are bound to skyrocket."

"What in the hdll are you taking about?' Paul ground out.

"The nannites have turned off," Celine replied with asmirk. "That means other things have turned
on."

Rachd was more or less moping around the house when Daneh found her.

"Comeon, girl, timeto start your education,”" Daneh said, snatching up asatchel.

"What do you mean?' Her mother was acting different thismorning. Rachd couldn't put her finger
on it but something of the despair had seemed to leave her. Whatever the reason, shewas glad.

"Y ou said you wanted to be adoctor,” Daneh replied, heading for the door. "Bethan Ragburn has
sarted to bleed internally. That'sal | know. Comeon ."

Tom Raeburn was outs de the house with two saddled horses, looking very worried.

"What can you tel me?' Daneh said as she mounted with awince.

"Not much. Mom just started bleeding al of asudden. From her . . . well from her bottom.”

"From her anus?' Daneh asked. "There's various reasons that that might occur, none of them life
threatening." They were dready starting to canter down the hill, not following the main road but cutting
across the open area around the side of the town.

"Not fromher . .. anus” Tomsad. "The. . . theother part. I'm sorry if I'm being unclear, but thisis
mymother, okay?'

"Okay," Daneh answered. She wracked her brain for what might be wrong and there was
something nagging &t her. But for thelife of her, the only thing that came to mind was some sort of
internd injury. "Did shefdl?Was she hit?'

"Not that I'm aware of," Tom said.

Daneh held her peace until they reached the sprawling farmyard, then hurried indde with Rachdl at
her heds.

They went upstairs to where Myron was standing outside the bedroom door, wringing his hands.

"Thank God you're here, Daneh,” Myronsaid. "l ... shé's. .. | just can't tekeit. Please help her!”

"I'll ssewhat | can do, Myron," Daneh answered, secretly fearful that there wouldn't be much she



could do. Without nannites she was virtudly helpless. She might know the inner workings of the human
body, butfixing that body took tools she no longer possessed.

Inside the room she found Bethan in bed, apparently naked, curled up in amiserable bal on her
Side, the sheet on the bed pulled up on her hips.

"How areyou, Beth?' she asked, pulling the sheet down. There was awad of rags suffed into the
woman's crotch and it was spotted with red. There was more that had trickled down the woman's leg
onto the bed. All indl it looked asif she had bled about a deciliter.

"Daneh," Bethan said helplesdly. "I don't know what'swrong ."

"Becam,” Daneh answered, taking her hand and wrist. She remembered the smple method of
taking apulse but she didn't have away to timeit. The woman's pulse fdt fine, though, strong and a bit
fast, but that could be put down to understandable fear. "' Other than the bleeding, what are the
symptoms?' she asked, fedling the woman's neck and face. No signs of fever and while she was abit
pae she didn't seem to be in shock.

"Nothing," Bethan answered. "I've been alittle. . . grouchy lately and then | started to hurt in the
stomach yesterday. Then today | just Started bleeding!"

"No impacts?' Daneh asked. "I'm sorry to ask this, but nobodyhit you, did they?"

"No!" Bethan practicaly snarled. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry. Like | said, I've been grouchy.| would have
hitthem, not the other way around!”

"There doesn't seem to be areason, " Daneh said in exasperation. "l can'tsew it up . And | can't
get into the interior to see what's bleeding!" She knew better than to show her discomfort in front of a
patient, but thiswasthefirst time sheld had to ded with something like this. "No tools, no diagnostics.
Aggh! | need to think." She looked at the woman and took her pulse again. Still strong. "Bethan,
whatever is happening, you're not showing any other signs. Y ou don't appear to be.. . . damaged from
the bleeding. Just let methink."

She stood back and paced as she ran through the anatomy of the femal e reproductive system.
Something had clearly gone badly wrong. Cervix, uterus, fallopian tubes, ovaries. . . Something was
haywire. She hadn't paid much attention to the system since medica schoal, it wasjust there, as usdless
asthe vermiform appendix that most people no longer had. With uterine replicators reproduction had al
been movedout of the femae body thank God and . . .Oh, My, God!

She stopped with her face in her hand, blinded by her own stupidity. But she wasn't the only one
who had missed the obvious.

"Bethan, do your cows reproduce naturdly or do you havethem raised in areplicator?' she asked.

"They reproduce naturaly. Wetry to. . . Oh!"

"And do they ever bleed? The femaes?"

"Y es, after they've ovulated,” Bethan said with horror in her voice.

"And that's once every?'

"Six months or so. But humans. . ."

"Humans ovulate everymonth " Daneh wailed. "Thecurse! Damnit, I knew thiswasfamiliar!”

"Thisisnatural ?' Bethan asked. "Thisissupposed to happen?’

"Once amonth,” Daneh said, the memory findly dropping into place. "Every twenty-eight days."

"For how long?

"I don't know . . . aweek?'

"Oh, My, God'"

"Mom, what about me?' Rachdl asked, franticaly.

"You, me, dl of us" Daneh responded.

"Whenisit going to dart?'

"Soon. Bethan was the first. Probably there will be more by the end of the day. The nannitefields
had ovulation turned off and the natural hormones that were generated by the cycle were replaced and



released in asteady stream. Now we're going to bedlaves to that damned curse again!™

"Thatsucks, " Rachd said. "I'm not going to!"

"Y ou don't have achoice,” Daneh replied, thinking furioudy. "They used to have waysto . . . catch
the flow. Terms, old terms. On the rag. Riding the cotton pony."

"Where have | heard that before?' Bethan asked.

"Youfinditintheliterature of the day,” Rachd replied with afrown. "King, Moore, Hiaasen . . ."

"Ah, the magters" Bethan smiled wanly.

"I don't know what they used, but wed better think of something,” Daneh said with afrown. "And
soon. Or thiswholetown isgoing to be one hell of amess.”

"So I'm not dying,” Bethan said.

"No, you're going through a perfectly norma monthly cycle that has been survived by countless
women throughout the ages,”" Daneh replied astringently. " And there's so much good news atached toit,
too."

"Oh?' Bethan asked warily.

"Yes, it means you're now asfertile as one of your cows. How many more children do you plan on
having?'

The three days of rest were cut short for the starting of the familiarization classes and on the second
day after arriving at Raven's Mill Herzer found himsalf in amixed group of malesand femaes clearing
land dong the Shenan River on the far sde from Raven's Mill.

The work was backbreaking. The mgority of the treesin the areawere "secondary old growth."
That meant that while the area had once been cleared, had, in fact, been the fringe of the massive
megalopolisthat had once stretched down the entire coast, the buildings and other structures had been
gone long enough for multiple generations of forest to have grown on the spot.

Herzer didn't know the names of the trees and didn't particularly care. They were just horrible
growing thingsto be attacked with axe and saw. He supposed that given hisfriendship with Bast he
should be more understanding. She had, after all, seen the trees grow from seeds or acorns or whatever
and loved them like children. But it was hard to be kindly thinking towards the trees when your hands
ran with blood from the blisters.

He had taken turnsin arota using the two crosscut saws they had available and that was bad
enough. The motion used muscles he didn't even know he had and by the first hour he wasin agony from
it. It took a particular stance and motion to get the most out of the saws and he suspected that for
long-term usersit wasrelatively easy. Reatively. Drawing a saw back and forth for hour upon hour
could never be characterized as"easy.” But surely easier than it wasto learn. And then there was the
guestion of "coasting." It was nearly impossible to determineif the person on the other side of the saw
was working as hard as you were and it was tempting, especially on some of the more recalcitrant trees,
to suspect that the person was nat, in fact, giving their dl.

Herzer had noticed by the morning of thefirst day that not everyone worked equally. Therewere
ten males and five females, most of them younger like Mike and he. Herzer, Mike and afew others,
males and females, threw themsavesinto al the tasks with as much energy and enthusasm asthey could
summon. In Mike's case he seemed to have aredl driveto learn the details of each of the jobswhilein
Herzer's case he had an obstinate refusal to do less than his best.

Most of the rest, though, were just there to pick up amedl chit. There had been some muttering the
first day, especialy after they found out how hard they were going to have to work, about "dave labor,"
but theincipient rebellion had been quelled quickly by the supervisor of the clearing effort, areenactor
named Jody Dorsett.

He had stood with his hands on his hipsin front of agroup of the "apprentices’ who had smply
dropped the axes they had been wielding. He looked at them with cold blue eyes.

"Y ou can pick them up and start working or you can drop out. It doesn't matter to me. And if |



think you're not working as hard as you should, | can dock your rations. So don't think you can just pick
the axe up every few seconds and givethetree alovetap. I've seen it dl me buckoesand if | see any
more of it out of you you'll damned well bethrown out of the program.”

So the malingerers got back to work, grudgingly, as Herzer and afew othersthrew themsalvesinto
their assigned tasks.

For Herzer and Mike it had started with the crosscut saw. The objective wasto drop the treesina
certain direction so they could be extracted more easily, but the trees didn't always want to go that way.
Indeed, it seemed they were bound and determined not to.

Herzer, working with another man whose name he never did quite catch, had started on asmaller
tree, but atough one. Only about two thirds of ameter across where they were cutting, it had
nonetheless taken nearly an hour to cut through. They had first cut an angled dit down one side then
driven wooden "wedges' into the dit. With that done they notched out the far Sde with an axe then
gtarted the crosscut. The blade had bound atime or two, requiring that wedges on the "pushing” side be
loosened and wedges be driven in around the blade. But findly, after it felt they would never get the
damned thing to fal it did, right at Herzer.

At firg it ssemed to be going well but then the cut at the base split and the tree turned, partidly
pressured by the winds that had sprung up, and aimed itsdlf in Herzer's direction.

Only aquick ydl from the supervisor, who had been keeping awary eye out for the junior team,
had prevented the boy from being crushed. Asit was, he barely made it out of the way of the trunk and
was actudly struck aglancing blow by one of the smdler, lower branches.

Jody's only comment was asnarl for getting the blade bound under the trunk and nearly breakingit.
Assoon asit was |oose he set Herzer and anew partner to cut alarger treewith atrunk nearly two
meters across, wide spreading branches and gnarls al over itstrunk. Herzer groaned in fatigue but set to
it without further comment.

And the blisters started amost immediately. Unlike most of the rest he had some calluses, but they
were from sword and bow, utterly unlike the calluses from asaw or axe. So in notimeat al hishands
had become swollen with blisters which just as quickly popped under the unremitting punishment.

Thistime Herzer was teamed with aguy named Earnon Brooke. He had been one of the brief
mutineers and true to form, Herzer wassure that he wasn't doing much more than leaning on the end of
the saw. Herzer had to practicaly push it through on each cut, instead of smply moving with it and
maybe putting some pressure againgt the trunk. And when he did his pull there was more resistance than
he thought there should be; it most felt like the guy was leaning back on it and letting Herzer pull him
through.

Herzer put up with it for about ten minutes, which had barely gotten them started on the wedge cut
and then he'd had enough. He dropped his end of the saw at the end of his pull and walked over to the
other man.

Earnon wastdl and good looking but he had the shiftiest eyes Herzer had ever seen. Hewas,
however, at least agood decade older than the boy and Herzer tried not to let that intimidate him.

"L ook, you're not pulling your share of theweight,” Herzer said calmly. "We're never going to get
thistree cut if you don't work at it."

"lam working &t it," Earnon said stepping forward and snarling at the boy. "'If anybody's not pulling
hisown weight, it'syou, boy. Don't you be blaming meif you're afraid the thing's gonnafal on you again.
It wasn'tmy screw-up that time; it wasyours ."

"What the hell are you talking about?' Herzer said, backing up. "I'm not dacking off,you arel"

"The hell | am!" Earnon shouted and pushed Herzer, hard, on the chest so that he ssumbled back
further.

"Whoa," Jody said, walking up behind Herzer and grabbing his arms as the boy crouched to spring.
"No! No fighting! Herzer, Earnon, you're both docked for the afternoon medl!"

"What?' Herzer said, struggling in hisarms. "1 was just trying to get him to do somework !"



"This boy's been doing nothing but hanging on the end of the saw,” Earnon said righteoudly,
crossing hisarms. "Then he came over and accused me of not working. I'm not going to take that. And
you can't dock me for defending my rightsl"”

"I can dock you forlooking a mewrong, Brooke," Jody said dangeroudy. "And if | wasto guess
who was the troublemaker here, it wouldn't be Herzer. But you'reboth getting docked for fighting. Now
you can either get out or get back to work. | don't really care which.”

"Areyou going to be able to keep it together?' Jody asked Herzer, releasing him.

"Yeah," the boy said, shaking hishead and picking at torn skin from abliger. It was only hafway
through the morning and he was dready starved. Missing lunch was going tohurt . "But | didn't start this.”

"If you have a problem, you cometo me," Jody said. "Y ou don't gart afight.”

"l wasjugt trying ... ."

"You don't gart afight,” Jody said dangeroudly. "Y ou cometo me."

"Okay, I'm coming to you," Herzer said, quietly, turning towards the boss. "I don't care what you
set me on, but I'm not going to try to cut down this big-ass tree with this useless asshole.”

"The hdl with you, punk,” Earnon said, charging forward.

"Hold it!"" Jody said, stepping between the two. "Watch your tongue, Herzer. Okay, if you two
can't work together, that's fine." He looked around and shook his head at the total lack of work out of
the rest of the group. "What doesthislook like, street theater?' he shouted. " Are you guys a bunch of
minstrelsto sit around on your butts? Get back to work!" Then he waved at one of the men. "Tempie,
get over here"

Hewaited until the other young man came over then waved at Herzer. "Go clear limbsif you can't
work inapair."

"lcan work inapair . .." Herzer said hotly.

"Go," Jody said, waving at the axe that Tempie had dropped.

Herzer stalked over to the axe without another word and started chopping at the limb that Tempie
hed | ft.

The axe was broad bladed with a rounded head wrapped around acircular haft. It was designed
more like a battle-axe than a standard wood cutting axe but it was sharp enough and each of Herzer's
furious blows took out a huge chunk of wood. The tree he was working on was large like the others.
Instead of the branches spreading out they were fairly short and tight together. Nonetheless they were
rather thick at the base and took some cutting. Which was fortunate for Herzer because it gave hima
chance to work out hisrage at the injustice of the previousincident. Unableto let go of hisanger herang
blow after blow on the branch until it broke free, then started immediately on another. As he worked the
rhythm of the blows, and the physical exhaustion that working at the pace induced, tended to relieve the
anger and he dowly started to gain equilibrium and think about the incident instead of just running around
inafugue of anger a theinjustice.

"Y ou need to dow down or you'll kill yourself," Courtney said, coming up behind him.

Asshe sad it the axe bounced sdeways bardly missing hisleg and he swung it back into line
carefully then set it down, panting.

"You'vegot apoint,” Herzer said, turning around.

Some of the femaes had started to help with the cutting but the greater muscle mass of the males
quickly proved that they could do it faster and longer. In genera they had taken over the "lighter” jobs
like dragging aside cut limbs, replacing broken equipment and watering the workers. On the other hand,
two of thewomen were dill at it, asif to prove that they were as good as, or better than, any of the
males. One of them was Deann Allen, who just attackedeverything like Herzer had been attacking the
tree, and the other was Karlyn Karakas, who must have had some mgjor body mods; she was over two
meterstall and built like amale body-builder. Deann, on the other hand, was much smaller but if anything
more aggressive about the work; she seemed to have a chip on her shoulder about amilewide. So since
shewas clearing limbsjust aswell asany of the maes, Jody hadn't even suggested that she leave off.



The other three women, Courtney, Nergui Slovag and Hsu Shilan had taken up the lighter tasks.
They were pulling the lighter branches aside as they were cut and piling them up, bringing tools, driving
wedges and carrying water.

Which waswhy Courtney thrust apottery cup a him, haf filled with water.

He shook his head and downed the water then stared at the cup. It was poorly made and the
impression of afinger was il visible, cast into the interior by the firing. It was dready cracked at the top
and dightly porous so his hand holding it was dampened by the water seeping through.

It was at that moment that things redly caught up with him and he thought he would bresk down,
right there, and cry. Hewasredlly here having to work or starve. And he was never, ever going back.
He suddenly, desperately, wanted to see his smal cabin in the woods. It had never been much more
than aplace for him to deep and keep afew things he treasured. But he wanted to liein his bed and
have the genie bring him aglass of beer and agreet big steek. He wanted thisto al be a strange dream
and just beover .

"Y ou look like somebody killed your dog,” Courtney said. "Isthe water that bad?"

"No," Herzer said, trying not to sob. "No. It'sjust. . . | just suddenly realized, thisisit . Thisiswhat
I'm going to be doing for the rest of my lifel”

"W, hopefully notthis, " Courtney said cheerfully, then nodded soberly. "Buit . . . yesh."

"l just..." Herzer stopped and shook his head. "Never mind. Thanks for the water.”

"LUNCH BREAK!" Jody yelled, banging two pieces of meta together. He waved a Herzer. "Y ou
can take abresk until it'sover.”

"Why?' Herzer said with ashrug, picking the axe back up. "I'll keegp working.”

Jody looked at him with an inscrutable expression for amoment, then nodded, and headed over to
the pots that had been smoking over afire.

"It'snot fair,” Courtney said hotly. "Y ou didn't sart that."

"I know," Herzer said, pitting on his hands and wincing when the spittle hit his now bleeding
blisters. "But | think | kind of understand it.”

"What, tdling you you can'teat ? Because you complained about that uselessjackass?' Mike
asked, waking up.

"Because of how it ended upgoing, " Herzer replied, taking hisfirgt hit a the next branch. "None of
us have ever had towork for aliving. We're having to learn how. How to work in groups, too. Jody's
got atough job and the only way he can do it isto be ahard-ass.”

"Wl he pissed alot of people off today," Courtney said hotly, looking over a where the foreman
was being harangued by Earnon. It was clear that the man couldn't believe he wasn't going to be
permitted to eat.

"I know, Earnon's already got friends,” Herzer nodded.

"Oh, notthat, " Courtney said. "'l suppose afew of them don't likeit because of him. But most of us
are pissed off thatyou got caught up init. Earnon'sthe problem, not you."

"Oh," Herzer said. "Uh. Thanks"

"We need to go eat," Mike said, taking Courtney by the arm. "Herzer, we can hold alittleby . . ."

"If Jody finds out, he's likely to dock you two, too," Herzer said, shaking hishead. "Y ou go eat.”

CHAPTER NINETEEN

By the middle of the afternoon Herzer was swaying from fatigue and hunger. Hewas sill clearing
branches and doing it at a pretty good pace, but he didn't know how much longer he could go on. His
armsfelt likelead and he was light-headed. Every now and again he started to sway and his axe blows
no longer hit where he wanted them to.

He didn't even notice Jody when he came up behind him and started when the man cleared his
throat, the axe glancing off the branch and flying out of his hands.



"| thought s0," Jody said. "Mike told me you didn't get the full three daysrest.”

"Courtney or Mike?' Herzer asked, blinking hiseyes asit seemed the edges of hisvison were
going gray.

"Mike, but | suspect Courtney put him up toit,” Jody said. "Do you redlize you've cleared about
twice as many branches as anyone el se?'

"No, | wasn't paying attention,” Herzer said with the honesty of the punch drunk.

"Y ou need to take a break and get some water. The onesthat are working hard are just about
worn out and the ones that are dacking are getting better and better at acting that way, so I'm moving
dinner up and well break before sunset. But we're starting tomorrow at dawn.”

"Okay," Herzer said, stepping back and sitting down on acleared log. "Works for me."

"Take abreak, Herzer, that's an order,” Jody said, waving at one of the water carriers.

"Here," Nergui said, shoving acup at him and dopping haf of it on the ground.

"Thank you," Herzer said tiredly and drained it. "Now could | have some more.”

"Only one," the girl said angrily. "It'salong walk to the spring. Y ou need to dow down, you're
making the rest of them look bad."

"Not al of them," Herzer said, draining the second half filled cup. "Just some.”

"Hmmph," the girl snorted, snatching the cup back and walking away with aflounce.

"Wadl, are you happy you son-of-a-hitch?' Mike said, sitting down next to him.

"Not you too!" Herzer said.

"I'mjoking,” Mike replied, stone faced. "Redly. But | wouldn't have worked ashard as| did if it
hadn't been trying to keep up with you. Y ou made out of damnediron or something?”

"Not right now," Herzer said. "l fed like rubber. What's with Nergui, anyway?"

"She and Earnon hit it off right away,” Mike said. "Y ou didn't notice?'

"Nope."

"Two peasin apod. Anyway, she's mad cause Earnon didn't get any lunch and she nearly got
caught passing him some food. And then you're working like a damned machine and that made him look
twice as bad. Y ou know Jody's had to change partners on himtwice and that treestill isn't haf sawed
through?"

"Hmmm . . ." Herzer replied, redly taking alook around for thefirgt time since early morning.
Severd trees had been downed and mostly cleared and topped, their logs now lying on the muddy
ground in preparation for hauling off. The branches, leaves and other detritus had been collected in large
piles and he suddenly redized, identifying trees, how much of those piles had been hiswork.

But the giant spreading tree that had been the source of contention was gill standing, the trunk not
even haf sawed through as Mike had said.

"Well, | guessthat proves who was working and who wasn't,” Herzer chuckled then guffawed.
"And Jody's had him on that tree dl day?"

"Yeah, | complained, lightly in the middle of the afternoon. I've been on the other saw al damned
day and we've downed three trees. They've not even gone through one.”

Herzer looked at the other trees and had to admit that, while the others were smaller, that was
much more work than that angletree.

"I think Jody'sjust trying to make apoint,” Herzer said. "I'm not sure what the pointis, but I'm
pretty surethereisone."

"Oh, I know what the point is," Mike growled. "Earnon is ausaess dacker."

"Have you had other partners?' Herzer asked.

"Y eah, he'srun just about everybody by my saw. Some of ‘em are okay. Guy and Cruz and Emory
pull their own weight, | guess so do Tempie and Glayds but they don't reallywork at it, they just do what
they haveto do. Frederic, Cleo and Earnon are fisking useless.”

Herzer chuckled and gestured with his chin a Karlyn who wasllifting a branch the sze of asmall



tree onto her shoulder to drag it off.

"Yeah, Karlyn, too. Mostly. She doesn't have the mass sometimes, | guess. And neither does
Deann but she just makes up for it with anger.”

The latter was topping one of the trees that had been mostly cleared of branches. Once the trunk
narrowed to a certain point it wasn't worth clearing the rest and the top was cut off, "topping”, and
dragged into the brush pile. Deann had one of the battle-axe type axes and was attacking the tree as if it
were the neck of ahostile dragon, an expression of absolute fury on her face.

"Trees! She hatestrees!" Herzer whispered with achuckle.

"Wil, if you thinkthat's bad, you should have seen you when you started out,” Courtney said,
coming over and Sitting down by Mike. "'l was afraid you were going to take that axe to Jody's neck!"

"Not Jody," Herzer said. "But if Earnon had come over to continue the discussion, I'm not making
any bets"

"I was thinking about what you said earlier," Courtney said. "And you'reright. But therés more.”

"Oh?"

"It'swhat you just said. There'sno PPFs. If you took it in your head to go kill Earnon with that axe,
there wouldn't have been much anyone could do about it."

"So Jody comes down with both feet on fighting,” Mike added. "I started to tell off Frederic when
he was on the saw and then | just walked over and talked to Jody. Frederic tried to interrupt but Jody
just shut him up and put him to topping. | didn't cuss him out or anything, just told Jody he wasriding the
saw and | wanted him off."

"| guessthat'swhat | should have done," Herzer said with ashake of his head.

"Well, if | hadn't seen the example, | would have done what you did," Mike admitted. "And |
probably would have cracked that useless fisker's head on top of it. So I'm not exactlyglad you screwed
up firgtbut . . ." he grinned and picked up atwig to chew on, using it to pick at histeeth.

"FOOD'S ON!"

Herzer joined the othersin line for food and took hisbowl of beans and cornbread. That was it
again and after getting it he sat down on one of the logs and contemplated the food for just amoment.

"Yougoingtoest it or just look at it?" Mike asked, spooning up his beans between bites of bread.

"| get such pleasure from the anticipation,” Herzer said lightly. "But soon it will bedl gonel™ He
picked up his spoon then et it back down and lifted the bowl to hislips, sucking down the mixture.
Therewasasmdl, very small, piece of pork in the bowl and he worried that for afew momentsthen
wiped out the bowl with his cornbread. When that was gone he was done.

He contemplated licking the bowl out but finaly convinced himsalf not to. Instead he carried it over
to the stack of dirty dishesand got alarge dipper of water from abarrel.

"Herzer, here," Jody said, coming up behind him with alarge bowl of cornmea mush. Herzer could
see some bits of mystery meat embedded init.

"Hey!" Earnon shouted. "I didn't get any lunch, neither! Why the hell doeshe get extra?”

"Because hedidn't Sit on hisassall afternoon,” Jody answered to a chorus of chuckles. "If you
don't have something to est, you'll be usdessin the morning. And you deserveit.”

"Thank you," Herzer said, taking the bowl carefully. After amoment he shrugged and sucked it
down just asfast asthe beans.

Jody chuckled and set the bowl on the pile with the rest. "Don't worry about it; the cookswill clean
up.”

"Okay, folks, herésthe dedl," Jody said, striding over to where most of the cutting crew was
finishing eating. ™Y ou can wak back to Raven's Mill or you can stay over on thisside of theriver. If you
stay here, I'll show you some waysto make ashdter. Either way, breakfast is before dawn tomorrow.
Soif you stay over there you'd better get somebody to wake you up and walk back or you'll missit.”

"What'sfor breakfast?' Earnon asked. "And why can't wejust eat over there?"



"Because you don't get chitsfor medls, yet," Jody said. "We're feeding you for your work. And this
iswhere we're feeding you. Any other questions?”

"How do | get out of this chicken-shit outfit?' Cleo Ronson asked with a bitter laugh.

"Any time you want you can walk away," Jody said. "And if | hear enough complaintsyouwill be
out of thisoutfit. Anymore questions?'

"Same thing on the agenda tomorrow?' Mike asked.

"Pretty much," Jody said. "We need to clear alarge area by a couple of weeksfrom now. We're
going to work on cutting for three more days, then clear the logs and burn the trash. After that well
work on making some rough buildings. Then you'll be done with this portion and I'll get another crew.”
He looked around and nodded. " Okay, grab the tools and stack them and well start making some
shdtersfrom dl thistrash.”

Herzer grabbed