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PROLOGUE

THE NEMED (SACRED WOOD) CASCADE FOOTHILLS, WESTERN OREGON
LUGHNASADH, AUGUST 1, CHANGE YEAR 23/2021 AD

Thefivewomen fdl slent asthey climbed singlefile on the nar-row woodland track, higher and higher
through the long summer twilight, with the soft duff of the forest floor quiet benesth their sandals—or in
one case, boot-heels. They were dressed dike in black hooded robes belted with tricolored cords. The
long rowan gtaffsin their hands marked each as a High Priestess, and each was tipped with a symbol
wrought in Slver; Hecate' sthreefold Moon for Juniper Mackenzie and her fellow clanswomen Sumina
and Mdlissa, Pythian Apollo’ swolf for BD of the Kyklos, the snarling she-tiger of the Wild Huntress for
Sgne Havd, the Bearkiller regent.

Theair cooled, with night and with the height itsalf, dense with the scent of the resin the day’ s heat had
baked out of the trees; the place they sought was three thousand feet above the valley floor. Stars
appeared, glimpsed in flegting instants amid black boughs silhouetted against the blacker sky, and the
light died in the west. Eastward it tinged the snowpeaks and glaciers of the High Cascades with crimson
for alast moment, like adream of melancholy in the mind of agod, before they turned bone white
benesth the sars.

At last they came out on a broad knee that jutted from the mountainsde, perhaps three acres of nearly
level ground. Juniper raised her staff, topped with asilver circle flanked by twin crescents, the



Ever-Changing One' s symbol, waxing and full and waning. A sigh went through the waiting crowd as she
appeared out of the darkness; afew torches caught here abright fall of hair or there a painted face, but
mostly they were arestless mass of shadows.

Then the great drums began to beet; dowly at firgt, but building to asteady boom . . . boom. . . boom. .
. like the heartbest of some great beast. The sound echoed from the mountainsides and through the
forest, and somewhere far distant awolf howled, the lonely sound threading itsway through the deep
pulsing bass of the Lambegs. The nemed wasacircle of tall oaks amid the Stretch of denseturf, thick
brown trunks rising to rounded dark green crownsthat met a hundred feet above the ground, rustling
with mystery. Within, the trees at the Quarters bore wrought-iron brackets where the lanterns would go,
and aroughly chisdled stone block stood as an altar near the shallow centra hearth.

Not far outside the trees aspring rose, bubbling quietly into its pool at thistime of year and trickling off
acrossthe little plateau. The starry Belt of the Goddess was bright tonight; there wasjust enough light to
show that the ground around the spring was matted with pink mountain laurel, with pale glacier lily farther
out. Looming in the dimness was the figure of the Corn King, fifteen feet of man-shaped wicker frame
woven shaggy with sheaves of wheat and barley.

The drums besat on, pulsing out dread, and the crowd parted for Juniper and her companions. Shewasa
short, dight-built woman of fifty-three, with leaf-green eyes and streeks of gray in the faded fox-red
mane; the hand on the silky wood of the staff had the worn long-fingered grip of amusician who'd dso
worked with hoe and milking pail and loom.

There was awe in the crowd’ s reverence; she was aso High Priestess and Chief and Goddess-on-Earth,
the one who had made the Clan and brought their parents through the wreck of the old world and the
terror-filled birth of the new. The most of them were Changelings now—those who' d been born since the
Change, or who' d been too young then to really remember the world before.

Thetall image of wheat-sheaves waited, its head wreathed in darkness. She paced forward, the hood of
her robe thrown back and the crescent on her brow; she held out her right hand and a burning torch was
passed to her. The strong dmost spicy smell of it went under the crackling, and the light blinded her for
aningant.

A long ahhhhhhh went through the watchers as she raised torch and staff. The throb of Power waslike
winein her veins, like pleasure so extreme that it trembled on the brink of unbearable pain, likean
enormous love chiseled out of terror.

“CornKing!” shecdled.
“Corn King!” her four companions echoed.

“ItisYour flesh that we cut with the grain and eat with the good bread. It is'Y our blood and seed we will
sow in the Mother’ searth. All hail to the King of the Ripened Grain, who diesfor the Mother’ s children!”

“Hail the King!”

The crowd cried hail with athousandfold voice, stronger than the drums for amoment as she touched the
flame to the wheat-straw. It took with a swift crackling roar, reaching for the sky and driving back a
circle of the darkness; she tossed the stump of the torch on it and picked up the tool that lay ready for
her—abronze sickle, its blade shaped like the waning moon.

Asthe cheer ended aman sprang out of the crowd. He was naked, save for the vermillion paint on his
face and stresking his sweat-dick muscled limbs and torso; stalks of whest were wound in his shaggy



white-gold hair.

“I am Her lover, sincefirst | wed the Maiden,” he caled, hisvoice abugling chalenge, hoarse and male
and powerful likeabull dk; in hisright hand was aflint knife, its pressure-flaked surface glittering in the
light with an dmaost metalic lugter. “ Surely the Mother shal aid Me, as| fight for My throne!”

“| am become the Crone, and the Crone carries Harvest’ s Child,” Juniper called, her voice asimpersona
asbronze. “So mugt it be. So moteit be.”

She crossed her wrists and turned the point of the sickle towards him; the High Priestesses raised their
daffs. Another man stepped forward. He was alittle older but in hisfull strength, dender and wiry. His
hair was dark and bound with holly, red berries glistening among the spiny dark green leaves, black paint
covered hisface savefor arim around his eyes. The knife he held was obsidian, sharp enough to cut a
dream.

“I am the King who will be,” he said. “For the Wise One cleaves to the K egper-of-Laws.”

The Corn King gave along roar and closed with him. The stone blades flashed in the light of the straw
man' s burning, until the tall figure collapsed in a shower of sparks. Hands grasped wrists as the men of
flesh and blood swayed together, striving chest to chest. Then the Corn King staggered back, along
shalow cut across his breast. Blood runneled down from it, and dropped onto the ground. A sound
halfway between asigh and amoan came from the crowd, and the former King toppled gracefully to the
dirtinamime of desth.

“TheKingisdead!” thefour priestessescried.

Women with unbound hair came forward and lifted the limp form of the Corn King, amid more who
wailed grief and best their breasts. Kilted warriors with their faces painted asif for battle surrounded the
new King, circling and leaping, dancing as the razor-edged stedl of their spearheads flashed in the
firdight.

“Long live the King!” they shouted, and a ululating cheer spread through the crowd.

Pipers struck up, and bodhrans; the hoarse bellow of the long wooden radongs and thewild chill wailing
of flutes. Behind the weeping pallbearers who carried his predecessor the new King walked towardsthe
path that led downward to Dun Juniper. The crowd followed, singing:

“1 deep inthekerne and | dancein therain;

| dance in the wind and in the waving grain;

And when you cut me down | care nothing for the pain;
In spring I’'mthe Lord of the Dance once again!”

Juniper smiled asthey |eft and the tension ebbed; the young man who took the part of the new King was
going to be very popular with the girls until next Beltane; it was one of the perks of the ceremonid role,
Then the smile died and she shivered. The Initiates and the High Priestesses remained, and tonight was no
ordinary Sabbat; not even an ordinary Lughnasadh Eve. Tonight she planned to ask aquestion of the
Powers.

Water and salt cleansed, fire and incense purified, and chanting had sealed the Circle. Around it stood
the other High Priestesses at the Quarters, for thiswas a greater rite; Signein the South for her tiger-sign,



grape-migiress Suminain the West, Melissain the North for the hearth-home, and BD in the East, for
Hélios of the Clear Speech. Between them the shapes of the Initiatesin their dark cowled robes were
lost in shadow.

Fire crackled and snapped in the shallow hearth in the center of the circle, sending sparks upward to join
the starry Belt of the Goddess and the new-risen waning Moon; the clean hot-sweet smdll of the burning
applewoaod joined the strong musk from the thurible and the sap of the dew-cool forest. Red flickers
underlit the shifting leaves above, turning them into rustling strangeness. The night-black woods seemed
towait, asif the forest itsdf held its breeth.

Juniper stood before the hewn-boulder dtar that bore the bowls and the Chalice, sword and athame, the
Lamp of Art and Book of Shadows. Sheraised her arms and cried:

“Y e Guardians of the Watchtowers of the North! Oh, Lady of Earth, Gaial Boreas, North Wind and
Khione of the Snows, Guardians of the Northern Portals, you powerful God, you Goddess gentle and
srong. . ."

Then the Calling. She had felt that as a oneness with al that was, or ablessing like ahand upon her head.
Thistimeit was asif she rode the sorm, amid adarkness where lightning flickered and winds best at her
with dubsof hail-ice.

“We ask Y ou for the wisdom to understand the storm that breaks upon the world and the troubles that
besat Y our folk,” she said softly. “ Show us Y our will for Y our earth, and our placeinit.”

And then she gasped in astonishment and shock, as the Guardians at the Quarters stiffened and called out
inashivering unison like bells of crystal and brass. The earth seemed to whirl, and she wavered as nerves
and muscles clenched in nauseaand pain.

And she knew Sumina.saw:

Sguat slant-eyed amber-skinned men in furs and leather rode shaggy ponies across a plain whose
bar e yellow-brown vastness showed the ruins of a long-dead city on the horizon. Itstall steel
buildings stood scorched by fires a generation dead, some leaning drunkenly, their windows empty
as the eyes of a skull picked bare by ravens as they looked down on the horde. Black pillars
showed behind the riders, where villages burned; their mounts trampled the stubble where millet
had grown.

Ocher dust smoked beneath the hooves, and the breath of men and beasts showed in the chill air.
They rode armed for war, curved swords at their sides and the thick horn-and-sinew bows of
mounted archersin the cases at their knees; lances nodded and rippled as their column advanced.
A standard went before them, of seven yak-tails on a tall pole. Then they halted, where a man
stood in their path. Despite the cold he wore only a long wrapped garment of yellow cloth that |eft
one shoulder bare.

Alone and unarmed, he lifted one hand in a gesture of blessing and smiled. When he did his face
showed the wrinkles of age, but the narrow black eyes were calmand shrewd . . . and Juniper
knew they were smiling too, even when his face turned grave again.

One of the riders made as if to unsheathe his sword. The leader in the peaked conical helmwho
rode by the standard put out a hand to halt the motion.

“Don’'t draw your blade just yet, Toktamish,” he said in a barking guttural language she did not



know but somehow understood. “ If the Han armies could not stop us, one old bonze can't either.
Let’slisten for a moment.”

Juniper gasped again, the cool smoke-tinged air of the nemed filling her lungs. Her eyesblinked, asif
their focus was suddenly adjusting from distances beyond what they were made to see. Lessthan a
second had passed, though it had seemed many minutes. The hearth crackled again, and vision struck.
Melissasav—

A man lay dying, in a great four-poster bed of carved wood, each breath faint and dragging asif
it would be the last; he was very old, his face pale as bleached ivory, the sparse hair on his head
snow white. The room around was darkened save for a bedside lantern, but she could sense tall
walls bearing paintings, and a ceiling of molded plaster; a physician in a gray nun’s habit stepped
back, folding her stethoscope and shaking her head.

Juniper could see men standing about—younger ones in dark cassocks, others grave with yearsin
robes and skullcaps of crimson. Among them was a middle-aged warrior in breastplate and
crested morion helmet, a tall broad-shouldered man with a battered dark brown face and strong
scarred hands.

“The Holy Father will not live until dawn,” the doctor said in Italian—which Juniper recognized,
but had never learned. “ Heroic measures could only delay the end slightly, and it would be no
favor to himto regain consciousness.”

The men signed themselves in the fashion of Roman Christians and bowed their heads,; some of
them wept silently, and one covered his face with his hands as his shoulders heaved with the quiet
sobs he labored to suppress.

“He has guided us so long!” a young man whose face showed tears whispered. “ Snce the world
was Changed!”

“ God said the years of a man are three-score and ten,” another said tenderly. “ Our Holy Father
has lived many more than that, and those years have been a painful burden he bore willinly for us
all. Let him go to the reward he has earned, the greatest of all those who have worn the shoes of
the Fisherman. The College will be summoned; everything isin readiness.”

Thewarrior in armor removed his helmet and knelt by the bedside, gently kissing a ring on the
wasted hand that lay motionless on the coverlet. Then he rose and looked at the robed men.

“ And in the meantime, holy sirs, | need orders,” hesaid . . . and though he spokein Italian, she
recognized his accent as old-fashioned American. Texan, in fact. “ The tribes are stirring beyond
the shotts in South Scily while the cities of the League argue and Queen Serafina shuts herself in
Enna and delays. Decisions cannot wait, even for a great man’s passing.”

Another instant, and Juniper breathed. A spark drifted upward, the same she had seen two eyeblinks
before, but it was asif it crawled skyward as aglacier descended a mountainside, with a strength behind
it that could grind rock to medl. BD’ s eyes went wide—

“1 smell them!” the little wizened man who capered and danced cried shrilly as the drums
throbbed out their message. “ | smell them! Witchmen! Wizards!”



Beyond the fires the night lay heavy, the eyes and teeth of the crowd showing white against yellow
firelight, and behind them the thatch of dome-shaped huts. They surged away as the grotesgque
figure capered and crawled along their ranks, looking half himan in his headdress of leopard skins
and cow-horns, tails dangling from his wrists and rattles on his ankles.

Only one group showed no fear; young men near-naked save for their weapons, their muscled
bodies glistening with sweat in the hot darkness, ostrich plumes making their proud long-limbed
height even greater. Like the rest they were of that glossy dark brown that outsiders had
misnamed black, their features broad-nosed and thick-lipped. The man at their head |leaned on a
tall elliptical shield of mottled cowhide, a broad-bladed stabbing spear held negligently in hisright
hand, his pose insolently confident, as lithe and dangerous as a great dark cat.

The dancer halted before him and pointed with his beaded gourd rattle. “ | smell them! Kill! Kill
the wizards!”

A long shuddering sigh came from the crowd.

“Kill thewizards,” the young man echoed, and his smile grew broader . . .

“Please,” Juniper cried into the storm of power, in ashout that was half a sob. “Please, show us our trid,
herein theselands and thistime.”

And Signe' s gaze narrowed like her totem-beast on the prowl for prey or snarling at arival as she sav—

A young man stood |ooking down on a burning city from a high window. His head was shaven,

and there was blood on his naked body, on belly and loins and hands; and there was something
beyond humanity in his eyes. He raised his clotted hands to the crowd below, warriorsin spiked
steel helmets and armor of overlapping lacquered-leather plates.

“The Church is United and Triumphant indeed!” he shouted. “ And | amits Prophet!”
They flourished swords and lances whose points bore gruesome trophies and chanted:
“ Sethazl Sethaz! Prophet! Prophet!”

The man’svoiceroseto atearing shriek:

“I am the Scourge of God!”

“Enough,” Juniper Mackenzie whigpered. “Enough . . .”

She staggered. A friend’ s arm supported her; she blinked her way back to awareness, and saw it was
Judy Barstow. Her man Chuck was by her side, concern behind the elk-mask of aHigh Priest. BD was
on one knee, leaning on her saff and wheezing in shock, and Melissa' s face had gone milk-white under
itsruddy tan. Other Initiates rushed to help them; only Signe stood aone, bristling and baring her teeth,
hand closing on asword hilt that wasn't there.

“Ground and center, ground and center,” Judy said softly. “I’ll take it from here.”

Juniper struggled back towards calm, forcing each breath in and out, feeling the drumbesat pounding of
her heart dow. The other woman' svoice cameto her in snatches:



“...goif you must, stay if youwill . . . take our grateful thanks.”

Therite madeitsway to its end, with the Circle opened. The Initiatesfiled out, and slencefell inthe
sacred wood. Juniper tucked the sacrificial sickle through her belt asthey left the nemed.

Then sheleaned on her g&ff, feding her legstremble, suddenly conscious of everything around about her,
from the sweat-itch in her hair to the soft touch of the sanda straps on her toes. And that she was
ravenous, and craved deep dmost asmuch. . .

The others were as shock-pae as she; Sumina s merry wrinkled-pippin face clenched like afigt, BD'sas
fierce as her wolf. Mdissawas steady, with the stolid patience of the hearth-mistress and farm-wife she'd
been these two decades past but with awe and terror beneath, and Signe’ s valkyr beauty stood
hawk-harsh, her bright blue eyes probing. She and Juniper weren’t enemies now, but they weren't
friendsether.

“Does that happen often here?’ she said sharply, with fear trembling on the brink of anger.

“No,” Juniper said flatly. “I’ve had visons granted . . . not often. And never shared like that. not even
since the Change. It was dways possible, | suppose, in theory, but—"

They looked at each other and nodded, acknowledging that they had seen.

“But even Chrigtians don’t expect to have the sun stopped overhead often,” Suminasaid, taking along
breath.

The skin between Juniper’ s shoulder blades crawled, and she shuddered as her mouth went dry as
milkweed silk in autumn. Y es, sheloved the Lord and Lady in Their many forms. . . but those forms
spanned the universe of space and time that sprang from Them, and They could be asterrible asthe fiery
death of suns, asinexorable as Time. A mother’ skiss on her child’ sface came from Them, but so dso
the glaciersthat grind continentsto dust.

“I thought . . . | thought They might tell us something of the Prophet, this madman out in Montana,” she
sad.

Signe nodded sharply. “1 saw him. It couldn’t have been anyone else.” She grimaced. “And hewas as
nasy as. . . well, as nasty asthe rumors, which isan accomplishment.”

“Weadl did,” BD said. “But more than that.”

Juniper took adeep breath, another, inhaling until her lungs creaked and then dowly releasing it, and al
the tenson in muscle and nerve with it. Ground and center . . . strength flowed back into her body, and
firmness to mind and thought. She saw the otherswin to cam in their different ways, waking the paths
they did gave you that.

“Now, these things we saw are signs, and awonder,” she said, in the County Mayo lilt she'd learned at
her mother’ s knee and al her Clan had imitated. “But it isnot thefirst | have seen here, in thisplace.”

They dl glanced at the atar. Juniper had prophesied when she held her son over it at his Wiccanning; and
Raven had appeared to the boy ten years later, twelve years ago now. Juniper’ s voice gained strength as
shewent on:

“] amthinking that it is Their way of telling usthat the storm breaking on usis onethat troubles al the
world. Not in words, but—"



“Even so, that wasmore. . . obscure than They usudly are, wasn't it?” Signe said thoughtfully.
“Not necessarily, my dear,” Juniper said; Signe had awarrior’ sfierce directness.

BD nodded. “ An oracl€ svoice spesks like thewind in aforest, turning and twigting like Time Herself.
They don’'t show us more than we can bear.”

“Weredl mothers” Mdissasaid in agreement. “Y ou know you can't spesk al your mind to achild.
How then could the Divineto us?’

They paused, listening to the creaks and buzzes of the summer night, letting the cool scented air flow
through them, winning to steadiness once more. The lonely sobbing of the wolf’s howl sounded, far and
fant.

Juniper added softly: “And aso we aretold that unimaginable Powers are at strife in the worlds beyond
theworld. Our struggleis Theirsaswell.”

“Asabove, 30 below,” Suminamurmured, one of the maxims of their faith.
“How not?’ BD said. “ The Powers are many; and They are One.”

Juniper Sgned agreement; both at once were true, and you couldn’t begin to understand Them until you
grasped it—not just with your mind, but with heart and gut and bone.

Méelissachuckled. “ And sure, we' re forgetting something. Y ou have to be careful what you ask, for They
have more answers than we can swallow. We should have asked as mothers, not just as. . . as
paliticiansin fancy dress.”

Juniper smiled ruefully. “My Rudi’ s east of the mountains; with your girls Ritvaand Mary, Signe, and
your Edain, Mdissa. We should ask about them.”

“Suminaand | will stand as Guardians,” BD said. “But . . . you don't necessarily get what you ask for;
They may give you what you need, not what you want. For if that which you seek, you find not within
yourself, you will never find it without—"

Signe smiled agreement, and completed theline: “ —for behold: | have been with you from the
Beginning, and | am that which is attained at the end of desire.”

Then she shook her shoulders; it was a getting-ready-for-a-tough-job gesture that she' d picked up from
Mike Havel. Who had been her husband . . . and who had dso fathered Rudi Mackenzie. It gave Juniper
amoment’ s pang to seeit.

“Weshould try,” Signesaid. “Though.. . . | wish scrying were asreliable asturningonaTV intheold
d@/s,”

“Well, yes, that would be convenient,” Melissa Aylward said, astout cheerfulnessin her tone. “But on
the other hand, there was never anything worth watching, anyway, even with ahundred channelson
cable”

“Therewas aways CNN.”
“If you wanted along story about afarmer in North Dakotawho' d taught his duck to sing.”

“Come,” Juniper said, her momentary smile dying.



She waked from the circle of oaksto the pool that lay outside it and went down on one knee, leaning on
her staff. The others did likewise. The water flowed quietly, dark and clear, reflecting only the sarsand
moon. Juniper raised the sckle towardsthe slver light in the sky with the point up, then turned it down
over the water, asif pouring the contents of a cup.

“Ground and center,” she said, laying down the bronze and passing her hand over the poal. “Ground and
center. Be a one with each other and the world beyond.”

They kndlt around the still surface of the spring-fed pond. After moments that might have been hours or
only minutes the focus lifted. Then each drew the wand of blessed rowan-wood from their girdles and
touched the surface of the water. Signe sprinkled it with mugwort, picked at the full of the moon.

“Weask ad of You,” Juniper said. “Lugh of the many skills, God whose vison dispel signorance; Brigid,
Goddess of high places and the knowledge that carries the self beyond the saif. From the longing of our
hearts, we ask that Y ou gift usin thisholy place with the dara sealladh, the Sight which piercesto the
hidden truth.”

“Show memy child. Show me Edain,” Mdissaasked, and closed her eyes.
“Show me my daughters,” Signe said, and did likewise. “ Show me Mary and Ritva.”

“| ask as Y our priestess, and as amother to the Mother,” Juniper said. “ Show me my son. Show me
Rudi.” She hesitated, and then used his Craft name: “ Show me Artos.”

CHAPTER ONE

High was the Mackenze hearth

Dun Juniper, Gods-favored hall

And goodly itstreasures

Song and feast, harp and verse

Rang often there and well

But far and wild were the wanderings
That Artos must endure

Hard-handed hero, well companioned—

From: The Song of Bear and Raven
Attributed to Fiorbhinn Mackenzie, 1st century CY

SNAKE RIVER PLAIN, BOISE/NEW DESERET BORDER
JULY 21, CY23/2021 AD

“We d bealot farther east if we' d gone the southern route,” Edain Aylward Mackenzie grumbled
quietly. “1f we re going to this Nantucket place for the Sword, I’d prefer we just go.”

Thefirg threefingers of hisright hand moved lightly on the waxed linen string of hisyew longbow ashe
knelt behind the boulder of coarse dark gray volcanic rock, and he spoke without turning hiseyes. A
bodkin-pointed shaft was ready on the rest that cut through the riser-grip, and the stocky thick-armed
body was ready to bend and |oose the weapon with a snapping flick.

“Y es, but then Martin Thurston would have gotten away with it, sure,” Rudi Mackenzie pointed out



reasonably, scanning the ground ahead with hisbinoculars. “ And we' d be leaving an dly of the Prophet
here on our way home, and next to our own borders.”

Thelong flatlands to the south were dark as the sun sank westward. Until afew days ago the area had
been the borderlands between the United States—the United States of Boise, to everyone except its
inhabitants—and New Deseret. Now it was probably the borderland between the US of Boise and the
Church Universd and Triumphant, and its Prophet.

“Y ou mean he hasn't gotten away with it, then, Chief?" Edain enquired sourly. “And we aren’t doing just
thet?’

Ah, and it’s a rare comfort you are, my friend, Rudi thought.

Not just the rock-steady readiness; the bantering grumble kept a distance between his mind and the fact
that three of their friends were in the hands of an enemy who were no more likely to show mercy than
they wereto drift upward and migrate south like hummingbirds.

“Ah, well, and they do need fighting, to be sure.” Edain’slipstightened. “I saw what they did to those
refugees. They’ll have to account to the Guardians about that . . . and I’ m not sorry to send more of them
through the Western Gateto do it.”

“It was probably fated that we get mixed up with this,” Rudi said. “The Powersdidn’t have anice
sraightforward trip East for usin their minds, so.”

“And they have our friends,” Edain said.

W, Rudi thought. Odard'sa friend ... more or less. Ingolf'sa comrade, and Matti is. .. well, I'm
not sure, except that | care for her as much as for anyone living who' s not my mother. It’s not just
that we're anamchara, either.

He and she had sworn the oath of soul-bonding when they were ten, during the War of theEye. .. He
gmiled alittle a the memory of their seriousness, and their determination not to let their friendship be
broken by the quarrels of their elders. Not that being young made theritud any lessbinding . . .

And all of us on thistrip are young, hethought, not for the first time. Changelings, or nearly so. For
good or ill, theworld is passing into our hands.

The two young Mackenziesfell slent, waiting patiently behind their low ridge of sage-grown rock. Rud
raised hishead dightly and looked again through the roots of the bush ahead of him—aways much safer
than looking over it. At thisangle there was no risk of aflash from the lenses of hisfield glasses.

He' d tied back hisred-gold hair and wrapped a dark bandana about it, and dabbed his face with dust
and soot; his gray-green eyes shone the brighter in the dusk. A few hours of deep snatched during the
sunlight hours had repaired most of the damage of days of fighting and hard riding; he' d recovered with
the resilience of youth. He' d turned twenty-two just thislast Y ule, in fact; a broad-shouldered,
narrow-hipped, long-limbed man two inches over six feet, and even stronger than he looked.

Few works of humankind showed, besides the firdess war-camp of the Prophet’ s men two miles away.
This stretch of the Snake River plain had depended on power-driven pumps before the Change. People
had fled or died when the machines failed, and the fields had gone back to sagebrush with thicker lines of
scrub and the bleached skeletons of dead trees to mark the sites of homesteads. Crumbled snags of wall
gl here and there, and the rusted, canted remains of agreet circular pivot-irrigation machine, but like
most of his generation Rudi usudly ignored the ruins of the pre-Change world so thoroughly that he didn’t



redlly see them, unless there was some immediate practical reason to give them thought.

Thear smelled dry, of dust and sage, and hot even though the temperature was faling as quickly asthe
aun. Thefirg few stars glimmered through the purple eastward. Rudi pulled aMackenzie-styletraveler's
cake out of his gporran, brokeit in half and handed the other part to Edain; they both munched stolidly,
though the pressed mass of rolled oats and honey and nuts and bits of dried fruit tasted of nothing but a
vague sweetness now. They might need the energy soon. Edain threw some of histo the big shaggy
half-mastiff bitch that lay near him; Garbh’sjaws clamped down on it with awet clomp, followed by
smacking and durping as she struggled to get at bitsthat stuck to her great yellow fangs.

Then they waited through to full dark, now and then tensing muscle againgt muscle to keep themsalves
supple without the need to get up and stretch; both young men had learned the trick of it and much else
from Edain’ sfather . . . and Aylward the Archer had been First Armsman of Clan Mackenzie for nearly
two decades, and asergeant in the Specid Air Service Regiment before the Change.

There was athree-quarter moon, and the stars were very bright in the clear dry air. An owl hooted, and
ajackrabbit scuttered through the ground-cover. Garbh raised her barrel-shaped head from her paws,
black nose wrinkling a something she sensed but couldn’t place. The same something brought Rudi’s
head up, and he put his hand on the wire-and-leather wound grip of hislongsword. Edain began to draw
his bow, his gray eyes darting about for atarget.

“We re coming in,” someone said quietly out in the dimness, awoman’ svoice.

Rudi relaxed, and |et the sword dide back the finger-span he' d drawn, with adight snick of meta on
meta asthe guard kissed the scabbard-mouth.

“Thefarmer’s child breasthes so loud we could have shot him in the dark,” she went on, still spesking
softly but not whispering—whispers carried.

Edan brigled: “ Child yoursaves,” he muttered. “Y ou' re Changelings too, and not much older than |
am!”

He was nineteen and he was afarmer, but aso an experienced hunter of deer and elk, boar and cougar,
of tigers and sometimes of men, and he' d carried away the Slver Arrow at the Lughnasadh gamestwice,
once he d been younger than any champion had before. His father had taught the whole Clan the art of
the bow.

“Y ou two might as well have been playing the bagpipes,” another soprano added.

At least they' re speaking English instead of Elvish, Rudi thought with resignation. When they insist
on Sndarin . . . there s no better language for being insufferable in, and the Lord and Lady know
Mary and Ritva are experts at insufferability anyway.

Thetwins camein, shaggy in their war cloaks of mottled dark green canvas covered in loops stuck with
bits of grass and sagebrush. Rudi had to admit they were invisible until they wanted to be seen. Hewasa
very good scout himsdlf; the twinswere very very good, able to crawl to within touching distance of
dert, war-wise men. If they had time enough, and sometimesit could take days.

They weredso identicds, tall young women lithe as cats, their yellow hair caught up in tight fighting
braids under knitted caps of dark gray wool. The faces below the hoods of the war cloaks were oval and
high-cheeked and their dightly tilted eyes cornflower blue, cgpable of amost convincing imitation of
guileessinnocence,



Intruth hishalf ssters reminded him of catsin more ways than one, including an occasiond disconcerting
capacity for cool wickedness. They’d dso, in hisopinion, spent far too much timein Aunt Agtrid’ slittle
kingdom in the woods, listening to her bards recite from those books sheinsisted on calling the histories,
and talking in alanguage invented by along-dead Englishman. Not that they weren't great stories, but the
way the Dunedain carried on, you' d think they were astrue as Tan Bé Cuailnge.

Everyone worked their way backwards until they were well below the crest of the low ridge, and then
Ritvawent down on one knee and smoothed a patch of dirt. There was enough starlight and moonlight to
make out the diagram she drew.

“Thelr horses are rested now; there’ sgood water there, if you don’t mind hauling it up on along rope,
probably four or five saddle lariats linked together. 1t looks like they’ re going to have aquick cold dinner,
givethe horsesthe last of their feed pellets and then ride east in the darkness, to get past the Boise
pickets.”

Rudi nodded. The Church Universal and Triumphant had pushed an army into the territory claimed by the
United States—the one head-quartered a Boise—and gotten beaten rather comprehensively. But
President-Genera Thurston had been killed in the fight—by his own eldest son, Martin, who' d been
conspiring with the CUT. He hadn't liked hisfather’ splan to findly call eections, and to keep hisown
children from running for the office. Now hewaslord of Boise. . . and Rudi and hisfriends were the only
oneswho knew thered story.

And in the meantime, we have a problem that isn’t politics, Rudi thought. Namely, how to get
Ingolf and Matti and Odard free.

Or it wasn't entirely politics. If you had the right—or wrong—yparents, the way he and Maitti had,
everything you did was politics. And whoever did it, fighting was always about politics, whether it was
thisor an Assembly of the Clan shouting and waving their arms or two rams butting heads in a meadow;
he' d grown up the Chief’s son and absorbed that through his pores.

“Sentries?’ he asked.
“Mounted,” Mary said.

And | know it’ s you, Mary, he thought; they did that verba back-and-forth thing to confuse people, but
he could tell their voices gpart. And your faces. Well, usually.

“So much for abit of quiet Sentry Removal asasolution to that little problem we' rehavin’,” Edain
added. “ Getting our friends out, that is.”

The twins nodded soberly, not rising to the dight edgein hisvoice; it wastoo obvioudy true. A mounted
man wasn't as good a sentry as someone on foot and hiding—much harder to missand easier to avoid.
Unfortunately they were also alot harder to take out so quietly that nobody noticed. Killing aman silently
was hard enough; doing the same to an animal as big and well constructed as a horse was much more so.
Doing both together . . .

When problemsthat involved fighting came up, the Rangers were extremely good at sneaky,
underhanded, elegant solutions. Astrid—the Hiril Dunedain, the Lady of the Rangers—considered
gtraight-ahead bashing crude. Sentry Remova was one of the Dunedain specidties. Sometimes elegance
bought you no lard to fry your spuds, though.

“Where, what pattern, and how many al up?’ he asked briskly.



“They’ ve got pairsriding in afigure-eight pattern; eight on the move a any onetime. There sthirty more
of them altogether, with that party that camein this afternoon, the ones who had Mathilda and Odard and
hisman Alex.”

“About haf of them are wounded,” Ritvasaid, taking up the tale; then she grimaced dightly. “And we're
not counting the six who were too badly wounded to ride fast or fight.”

“Thelr officerskilled them?’ Rudi asked. The Cutters certainly seem ruthless enough for that.

“No, they killed the badly injured horses. The men killed themselves,” Mary said flatly. “No argument
about it, either. They were snging until the kniveswent in. Something about bright lifestreams.”

“And sure, Ingolf said that the Sword of the Prophet were. . . seriousmen,” Rudi said. “Everything I’ ve
seen bearsit out. And our folk?’

“Mathildaand Odard here,” Ritvasaid, tapping her finger a the sand-map. “They’ relightly bound, wrist
and ankle, except when they let them up to go to the dit trench. Does't ook like they’re hurt at all,
beyond some bruises; they haven't even taken their hauberks off. Odard’s man Alex isn't confined at dll.
But Ingolf . . .” She hesitated.

“Bad?’ Rudi asked, frowning.

He' d grown to like the big Easterner; he' d been agood comrade on the trail, a notabl e fighting man even
by Rudi’ s exacting standards, and with a breadth of experience in many lands that the Mackenzie secretly
envied. Also he' d been a captive of the Church Universal and Triumphant before, and escaped.

“They’ ve got himin atight triple yoke, and chains on hisankles.”

Rudi hissed dightly. A triple yoke was a beam of wood with stedl circles set init for neck and wrists; they
could be arranged so that it needed continuous effort to keep the collar from choking you and you were
never ableto take afull breath. Pendleton davers and other people of low moras and no scruples used
them to break the spirit of captives. They were excruciatingly uncomfortable to start with, quickly grew
into outright agony, and they made it impossibleto realy deep, while the victim could till wak . . . if you
beat them with awhip. Still, Ingolf was astrong man in heart and body both, and he'd beeniniit for less
than two full days. Their plan required al the captivesto be fully mobileif it was going to work.

“Chief?’ Edainsad.
Rudi looked over at the younger man. Edain went on:

“| can see why this Prophet scabhtéara made war on Boise and Deseret. | can see why he conspired
with Martin Thurston. What | can’'t seeiswhy he' s so very sodding eager to catch us”—by whichthey
both knew he meant Rudi—"that he' swilling to endanger al his plots and plans hereaboutsto do it.”

“Heknows,” Rudi said.

As he spoke he lifted the scabbard of his sword out of the ding at his belt and ran it through a set of
loops on the quiver a hisback, so that the long hilt ran up behind hisright ear. That made drawing it just
ahair more awkward, but it cut down on the chance of abetraying rattle; their plan also depended on
going undetected aslong as possible.

“Heknowswhat?’ Edain said, puzzlement plain on his square young face even in the dimness.

He' s a smart one, Rudi thought.



They put on their helmets; before Rudi did he pulled on his coif, atight hood and collar of mail on padded
leather. Mogt Mackenzies didn’t bother with one, thinking their brigandines of little sted platesriveted
together between layers of leather or canvas were enough. But while Rudi was an excellent archer, the
sword was his favored weapon, and that meant coming within hand-stroke distance.

But he'svery . . . practical. Getsit from his father.

“Knowswhat Ingolf found on Nantucket,” Rudi said when they’ d settled their gear, glancing eastward
towards the Prophet and hisarmies. “ And he knowswhat | am, and why I’ m traveling there; knowsit
better than | do. And he' Il do anything to stop me.”

“How does he know al that?’ one of the twins said.

“Because something . . . Someone. . . wakswith him,” Rudi said softly, as he picked up his strung bow.
“I’ve seen it before, once at least, though not as strongly. Or possibly that Being wears him like aglove.
And that Oneisno friend to us, or to any of humankind.”

The four of them went the last thousand yards on their bellies, their bows resting across the crooks of
their elbows as they crawled through the dry bunchgrass. Whoever commanded the Cutters had been
wise not to start afire—besides attracting attention, it would have killed the night vision of anyone who
looked at it, and the temptation wasirresstible to most people. Rudi could fedl the hoofbests of the
guards approaching through the ground; he drew a deep breath, wordlessy invoked the Crow Goddess
and Lugh, and rose smoothly to hisfest.

Though it was dark and the kilt and plaid were fairly good camouflage, as was the dark green of their
brigandines and helms, the sentries would spot them soon. And therefore. . .

And | don’t particularly like killing men, even bad ones. But it’s .. . . Necessary, sometimes, he
thought, and | et the thought flow away with hisnext breeth.

“Y ou take the one with the bow,” he said softly to Edain.

The man wasfifty yards away, riding with a shaft on the string and his reins knotted on the cantle of his
saddle, controlling the beast effortlessy with thighs and balance. His head came up before Edain started
to move, prompted by some warning sign, but the Mackenzie arrow was on itsway before the Prophet’ s
man could begin to bend the short thick recurve. The snap of the string on Edain’s bracer came atiny
ingtant before the tooth-grating crunch of the bodkin as it smashed itsway into the man’s Adam’ s apple
and out through his neck bone.

That was showing off; they were the two best archers of their generation in Clan Mackenzie, and Edain
was a bit touchy about it. Rudi’s own shaft went through the second man' s chest, the safer center of
mass, even at the price of the harder, louder crack asit punched into the lacquered-leather armor.

The Cutter went over the cantle of his saddle with lance and shield flying to either side. The horsesreared
and neighed at the scent of blood, and there were shouts from the dark camp of the Prophet’smen. The
twins broke to either side as hooves thundered in the dark, vanishing into aswifter version of their
behind-the-lines crawl.

Good, Rudi thought, lips skinning back from histeeth, as the enemy gpproached with atwinkle of
garlight on edged metal and athunder of hooves he could fed through the soles of his boots. Didn’t
occur to them to come on foot.



War out herein the dry rangelands was mostly a quicksilver mounted snap-and-run, awolfpack
business. Western Oregon’ s country of forest and farm-field had devel oped different ways after the
Change. The Cutters were about to learn why Mackenzie longbows were the terror of every battlefield
that saw them.

But there’ s only two of us, remember, Rudi thought. What | wouldn’t give for a hundred, and a
how-captain shouting to let the gray geese fly!

He pulled the hundred-and-fifteen-pound draw past the angle of hisjaw Clan-fashion, and loosed at the
dim shape that was arider brandishing a shete, aming as much by ingtinct as by eye. The arrow vanished
inthe darknesswith a whirrt and aflicker of gray vanes as the bow surged againg hisleft hand. Theright
hand snapped back over his shoulder to the quiver, twitched out another shaft, put it to the string and
drew with asmooth twist that was as much gut and torso as arms against the pressure of the yew stave,
nock-draw-loose, as fast as aman counting aoud one-two-three. Beside him Edain did the same.

The Cutters recoiled for amoment, shouting in confusion amidst the screams of wounded men and
horses. Then their officer’ s voice overrode it; he wastoo far away to see and shoot, but Rudi and Edain
both shifted aim to chance a dropping shaft at the sound. They were rewarded with ayeping curse, but
the voice went on ralying his men, shouting that there couldn’t be many of whoever it was and damning
them for cowards. They weren't cowards, just jumpy and confused for an ingtant; they were veteran
fighting men, and there were more than enough of them to overrun the two Mackenzies with numbers.

If the other part of the plan didn’t work, he was going to diein the next five minutes; it would either work
very wdll, or not a all. If it failed he couldn’t even run away, not on foot.

Heloosed at aflicker of movement; if the blade was there, then the man had to be here.

Not that heintended to run, anyway.

Knight-Brother Ignatius of the Order of the Shield of St. Benedict said hisrosary as he waited, patient
beneath the weight of hislong mail hauberk and visored sdlet helm, coif and vambraces and greaves and
sted-backed gloves. Histall destrier snorted quietly and tossed its head with amuted clatter of peytrd
and chamfron and crinet, scenting the Cutters: mounts in the darkness ahead, but too well trained to

bugleachdlenge.

“S0, 50, Godfrey,” the priest soothed it, thumping the leather pam of his gauntlet down on the big
gelding’ s meta-covered neck. “ Soon, soon, boy.”

Frederick Thurston sat his own mount beside the warrior-cleric; adozen Boise cavary formed ablunt
wedge on either side of them, light horse in short mail-shirts, armed with saber and bow and small round
shields. They’ d remained loyd to the young man, believing hisversion of their ruler’ s degth rather than his
elder brother’s. And because the travel ers from the West had saved hislifein that massacre, the younger
sonwaswilling torisk dl for them.

Impulsive. Stll, heisonly eighteen, Father Ignatius thought, from the lofty height of his mid-twenties;
but he had been trained to self-command in ahard school.

Yet he is one who seeks the good, | think. In somebody who may have the ruling of men and lands,
that is a pearl beyond price. Wisdom can be |earned—able men are common, but good ones are
far rarer.

“Very soon now, my son,” hesaid quietly.



Frederick’ snod was haf seenin the night. Starlight glittered on honed meta as the Boiseans drew their
curved swords. They left their bows cased in the boiled-leather scabbards at their knees; shootingina
nighttime melee was an invitation to friendly fire casudties. Ignatius pulled on the strap that dung hislong
kite-shaped shield over his back, shifting it around until he could run his arm through the loops, and then
took the long ash lancein hisright hand. A long deep breath, and one last prayer. It wastoo dark to
make out the black cross and raven on its sheet-metal cover, but he knew they were there, and what
those symbols stood for.

Suddenly they could dl hear horses neighing in fear, and asudden brabble of shouting from the camp
three long bowshots ahead of them, and then ascream of human pain. And the war cry of the Church
Universa and Triumphant: “ Cut! Cut! Cut!”

Ignatiusfilled his chest and shouted, “ Jesu-Maria!” from the bottom of hislungs.

He swung the lance-point forward as he did, bracing his feet in the long stirrups. The curved top of the
shield came up under his eyes, the blunt point at the other end reaching down to hisfoot in the stirrup.
Thelight Eastern quarter horses on either side picked up speed faster than his charger, and they were
carrying alot lessweight anyway. But the destrier was seventeen handstall, and agreat ded of that was
leg; it caught up quickly and then gained alittle with each siride. Riding at this speed over unknown
ground in the dark was asking for your horseto break aleg and roll over youwhenitfdl . . .

But I’'mriding towards men who want to kill me anyway, hethought. The Lord God has a sense of
humor, eh?

The Boiseans were shouting, USA! USA! asthey rode. Figuresloomed up out of the night, on foot and
horseback, scattering or turning to fight, and the sabers dashed. The long point of the knight’ slance took
amounted man in the belly; Ignatius could fed the double crunch-crunch up the ashwood asit speared
through the front and back plates of the Cutter’ sarmor.

Impact dammed him back against the high cantle of hiswar-saddle. Black under starlight, blood shot out
of the Cutter’ smouth in a spray that wet the cleric’ s shield and face. The lance broke acrossin ahard
crack; he clubbed the stub of the shaft on afootman’s head and then let it drop, Sweeping out his
cross-hilted sword.

“Jesu-Marial” heydled again. Then: “A rescue! A rescuel”

Mathilda Arminger could see the Cutter leader—not the officer in charge of the fighting men, but the
one-eyed man named Kuttner—start erect and put ahand on the hilt of his shete. She tensed silently; the
troopers hadn’t been gratuitoudy crudl, but they hit the captivesif they tried to speak. Besde her Odard
turned his head, blinking hiseyes. . . or at least the one that wasn't swollen nearly shut. He' d kept trying
to talk longer than she had. Her rage had been adow-burning fire; now it swelled up, and hunger and
thirst and aches dropped away, and even the maddening consciousness of her own filthy itchiness. She
was suddenly very glad the enemy hadn’t bothered to take her armor, instead of being driven nearly mad
by the heat and condtriction.

That'sarrows! shethought exultantly as she hear the digtinctive whssst. Then: Careful. It might be
rovers or deserters or bandits.

The Cutters knew her hostage vaue. Ordinary desert scum wouldn'’t.

Kuttner’ s mouth was open to shout when the noise came out of the west; horsesin shocked fear, and
then men.



“Seetoit!” he snapped.

The Cutter officer was dready moving, whistling sharply for hishorse. The superbly trained animdl trotted
over to its master; he grabbed the horn of the saddle and swung up with a skipping vault asit went by, his
feet finding the stirrups. A part of her grudgingly admired the horsemanship; the man' slesther-and-mail
armor was lighter than aWestern knight’ s panoply, but it was till aformidable display.

Kuttner stayed on his feet, the heavy dightly curved sword that Easterners called a shete—derived from
the tool, but lengthened in blade and hilt—in his hand. His one blue eye probed the darkness. From it
camethe officer’ sbark:

“There can’'t be more than five or six of them! Ai!” That was pain, and the voice wastight when it went
on: “ Get them, you gutless sons of apostate whores! No, don’t bother shooting, you idiot—you can't see
them! Blades out, swing wideto elther sde and charge!”

Kuttner’ s head whipped to the east; there was sound from that direction too, the rumble of hooves
building to agallop, and then amingled crash and clatter of wegpons and acry of “Jesu-Marial” and
“USA!” And then, even better: “ A rescuel A rescuel”

“Kill the prisoners!” the Cutter leader barked, and ran towards the sound.

Mathildafelt ice crawl up her spine and pool like water in her gut. She' d been lying with her legs curled
up; now she lashed out with both her feet. They were bound at the ankle, but she had her boots on. They
just barely touched the overlapping plates of leather armor that covered the guard’ slegs like chaps. He
hissed in anger and drew his shete, raising it for achop. Beside him his comrade did likewise.

That was amistake. Odard had managed to writhe around and get his feet beneath him. The young
Baron of Gervais bounced forward like ajack-in-the-box, his mailed shoulder hitting the second manin
the sdelike afootball tackle and sending him lurching into thefirst. That delayed them an ingtant asthey
staggered and found their footing again, but they both turned to chop at the young nobleman as he
sprawled before them with an involuntary grunt of pain as he crashed to the ground.

That wasamistake, too. A patch of the night seemed to rise behind them, and something flashed through
the starlight—ablack hardwood dowd, linked to the onein RitvaHave’ sright hand by a short length of
chain. It whipped around one Cutter’ s neck with blurring speed; the free handle dapped into her other
palm, and she wrenched her crossed wrigts apart with explosive force.

The Cutter spasmed as the huge leverage crushed his larynx and snapped his spinelike apecanin apair
of nutcrackers. The shete that flew out of hishand struck Mathildain the ssomach, edge-on, hard enough
to hurt even through the titanium mail of her hauberk and the padded gambeson benesth. She grabbed it
with both bound hands and cut the rawhide thongs around her boots with one quick upward jerk; it was
good stedl, and knife-sharp. Then she jammed theflat of the blade between her knees and dipped her
wrists over to saw at those bonds.

All that took seconds. That was time enough for the other guard to cut backhanded at Ritva. The broad
point of the shete dashed sagebrush from her war cloak, but she was throwing hersdf backwardsin afull
summersault asthe blow spent itself on air, hitting the toggle of the cloak, and drawing her dender
longsword as she did.

“Lacho Calad! Drego Morn!”

The Dunedain war cry split thenight: Flame light! Flee night! But haf adozen Cutterswere closingin,
on horse and on foot.



Mathilda paused just long enough to dash through Odard’ s bonds; he was wheezing from the awkward
impact of hisfal, but doggedly trying to get back on hisfeet. Then she picked up one of the Cutter
shields and stepped to put hersalf back-to-back with Ritva

“Haro, Portland!” she shouted. “ Holy Mary for Portland!”
And Mary help me, I'm as stiff as an arthritic old lady! she thought desperately.

She raised the clumsy, point-heavy shete and tried to ignore the pins and needlesin her arms; thisone
wasfar too heavy for her wrists, anyway. It wobbled alittle despite her best effort, and she whipped it
through afigure eight to loosen her cramped arm and shoulder.

“Mary’sover trying to save Ingolf’ sfool neck,” Ritvasaid, and laughed.

“Morrigl!” Rudi shouted, and thrust his bow through the carrying loops on the bandolier that held his
quiver. “ At them, Mackenzies!”

All two of us, hethought. Threeif you count the dog!

He swept out hislongsword in the same motion and snatched the buckler with hisleft hand, making afist
on the grip insde the hollow of thelittle soup-plate-sized sted shidld.

“I’ve got your back, Chief!” Edain called, and followed as he ran forward, Garbh at his heels growling
likemillstones.

The Cutterswere al looking back over their shoulders at the sound of a second attack from
who-knew-where when Rudi ran out of the night, and he thought they were probably wondering whether
to shit or go blind. The crucid thing was not to let them get their balance back and their wits about them .

Then he wasin among them, and time dowed. Vision flashed and blurred, expanding and shrinking at the
same time—thrests, blades and bows, and targets, joints and faces, everything else not redlly seen at al.
It wasthe gift of the Crow Goddess, only to be caled upon in extremity.

A jarring thump as he dodged in under alance-point and cut into the inside of aman’s elbow, where
there was a gap between the mail on his upper arm and the leather vambrace on hisforearm. The man
rode on, shrieking and looking in dishelief at the spouting stump where hisarm had been.

Rudi whirled away with dark drops spinning from the edge, and chopped into the hock of ahorse. It
screamed stunning-loud, rearing and pitching over backwards and bringing another down with it. A
cloth-yard shaft went whirrt over his head and into amounted archer’ s chest and the shaft he had meant
for Rudi disappeared into the night. Another’ s arrow went wide as Garbh locked her fangs in the nose of
the horse-archer’ s mount and sent it into arearing, bucking frenzy.

Two men coming & him onfoot. A thrusting lunge as he ran, and his point went under the brim of a
helmet and crunched through the thin bone at the bridge of anose and crack into abrainpan. His buckler
stopped afull-armed cut, the force of it jarring the little shield back until the edge of the shete just
touched his shoulder; then the Cutter was staggering off balance and the boss punched back into hisjaw,
and bone crumbling under it like candy caneinacardessgrip. . .

“Ingolf! Move, man, move!”



Father Ignatius abandoned the sword jammed tight in bone and spurred his horse forward, jerking his
war-hammer free where it hung by itsthong at his saddlebow. Godfrey’s armored shoulder struck the
Cutter who' d been about to chop down the dazed-looking man manacled to the yoke, but evenin the
dimness Ingolf’ s battered face |looked blank and his eyes were haunted pits. The destrier reared and
crow-hopped on itshind legs as the cleric dugged it to a desperate halt and whedled it around.

Then inthe midst of the melee the warrior-priest’ s eyes went wide. Mary Havel wasfighting
sword-and-shield against a short one-eyed man Ignatius recognized from descriptions, but that wasn't
what made him Sare.

“Lord of Hosts!” he blurted.

Rudi Mackenzie was coming through the thick of the Cutter press, killing at every second step, eyes
showing white al around pupils grown huge, teeth bared in a ululating banshee wail loud evenin the
clamor of battle. A swordsman staggered back and fell, his pelvis shattered by akick. Another reded
away with half hisface sheared off, hands scrabbling at the impossible wound. An enemy rider struck
downward with the horrified desperation of aman finding a scorpion on hischest. Sparksflew ina
blue-and-red shower where the Mackenzi€' s buckler knocked the shete awvay, and athrust to the man’s
armpit sank six inches deep in asnap like afrog’ stongue after adragonfly. That turned into abackhand
cut...

Even given surprise and shock the Cutters were tough fighters; he' d seen that in the battle with the Boise
army two days ago, and they’ d rdlied swiftly tonight. Now they began to give way, afirst few blundering
away in panic, or lashing their horses heedlessinto the night, otherstrying to break contact so that they
could flee without taking a blade in the back.

Ignatius knew why, and his mind stuttered. A man could strike swiftly, or precisdy, or very hard; alittle
more of one meant alittle less of the others, and you had to do the best you could of al three at once.
The Mackenzie was moving like moonlight on awaterfall despite al the handicaps of darknessand
unknown ground, each blow laid like asurgeon’s, each landing with the lashing force that clove mail-links
and lacquered bullhide . . . and then topped aman’ s head like aboiled egg. He' d seen Rudi fight before,
and had been impressed, but that had only been askirmish. Nothing like. . .

Like a sighted man among the blind, Ignatiusthought numbly. Like some pagan God of war.

Then the fight was over, the survivors of the Cutter force throwing down their weapons and exploding
outward in screeching panic. All but one; the one-eyed man landed a cut on the side of Mary Havel’s
helmet. A sharp bonk rang, and the woman buckled at the knees. The victor raised his sheteto kill.

Cranng!

The shete blow skidded off Rudi’ slongsword. Strong and skilled, Kuttner cut backhanded at the bigger
man’ s neck. The blow stopped hafway, and the longsword was through Kuttner’ s body just below the
breastbone, two feet of blood-dick sted glistening out his back.

And he smiled, with blood running black between histeeth. And he dropped his weapon and shield and
reached out with both hands; they fastened on Rudi’ s neck and pulled his own body forward aong the
yard of swordblade until the cross-guard thumped against hisribs.

“l—see—you,” he rasped.

The voice had nothing to do with the bits of lung he spat out through alaughing mouth. 1t ground out the
words like amill that minced human bone, and it was glesful.



“Raven—Son—of—Bear. |—see—your.”

Rudi lunged backwards, releasing the hilt of his sword, striking upward with hands bunched between
Kuttner' sarmsin amove skilled and quick and hugely strong. He might aswell have struck a statue cast
in bronze, and for amoment he froze in goggling surprise asamove he knew had to work failed totaly.
The blood-covered teeth grinned closer and closer, ready to gnaw off hisface as the dead man giggled,
and he began to scrabble desperately at the unhuman grip.

Behind Kuttner, Ingolf VVogeer moved &t lagt, with the clumsy intensity of an exhausted ox. Staggering,
his eyes showing nothing but blind determination and an even deeper hate, he drove the end of the heavy
ashwood yoke across his shouldersinto the back of Kuttner’s head.

Thunk.

Bone crunched, and the walking corpse froze for an instant, but its grip did not loosen. Rudi hammered at
wrists and elbows, struck a desperate upward blow with the hedl of hishand at the angle of the other
man’'sjaw. Kuttner’ s head jerked to the Side, then turned back at an angle, dangling loose but still
grinning. The quick savage strength of Rudi’ s movements turned dow, afeeble scrabbling ashisface
turned purple, visble even in the darkness.

But Mary Havel was aready coiling up off the ground, her sword held in the two-handed grip and one
foot locked around the Cutter’ s ankle for leverage. The sharp blade landed behind the man’ s knee, and
cut al the way through to the kneecap. He buckled sideways and fell like atree, taking Rudi with him.

And his hands gtill squeezed. Ignatius half fell out of the saddle, running forward to smash at the obscene
shape; so did three or four others, and someone thumped him in the ribs with a blade that would have
killed if he hadn’t been in armor. Heignored it. They dl flailed a the dead man until the body was cut and
battered into a bloody mass of meat and bone and organs, but even then the hands kept their grip on
Rudi’ sthroat until the tendons were dit and the bones they anchored on splintered.

A panting silence fell amid the latrine-salt-and-copper odors of violent desth, with the sound of someone
vomiting in the background and afew cries as the Boise cavalry made sure of the enemy wounded.
Ignatius looked around, and saw Edain and Mathilda Arminger knedling on either sde of Rudi’slimp
form. Thewoman tore off his padded mail coif and pressed on either Sde of hislarynx with the pams of
her hands.

“It' snot crushed!” shecried, alittle shrill with rdlief.

The Mackenzie coughed, and his eydids fluttered open. Then he coughed again, deep and racking. Edain
offered him a canteen; Ignatius didn’t have time to intervene before Rudi sucked &t the water, coughed
and snorted it out his nose, spat aside and drank more. The cleric released a breath he hadn't readlized he
was holding.

Awareness returned to Rudi’ s blue-green eyes. “We' d best be going,” he said hoarsdly. “It’s not a spot
that seems pleasant to linger in, s0.”

Rudi and his companions made camp ten miles southward, in a place where two brick wallsof a
farmhouse burned out a generation ago till made acorner. That let them have asmall sheltered fire that
couldn’t be seen at adistance; they’ d deep during the day and continue by night. They’ d managed to get
afar amount of their gear out of Boise, if not the big Conestoga wagon they’ d been carrying it dl in.
Ignatius tended a pot of stew, sat pork with dried vegetables and beans; the dark close-coupled priest
was the best camp cook they had. Horses whickered in the darkness from the picket line, and their smell



added to the strong scents of sage and swest and oil and metal and burning greasewood.

Rudi finished grinding anick out of the edge of hissword, ran aswatch of oily sheepskin over the blade,
sheathed it and laid the scabbard aside wrapped in the broad belt that dso held hisdirk. His somach
twisted in hunger at the savory smell from the cookfire, but he winced alittle as he accepted a bowl and
some biscuits and took hisfirst sip.

The swelling bruises on histhroat made swallowing painful; they made breathing amatter of care, though
thank Her of the Healing Hand that they hadn’t had to insert atube or anything of that sort. He ate
cautioudy, alittle at atime. That was one of asymphony of pains and aches, from minor cutsto bone
bruises. At that, he' d been lucky and gods-favored. The memory of those troll-strong dead hands on his
throat still made an unpleasant sensation crawl over his scrotum and up hisbdlly. It had been seconds
away from being too late. If he hadn’t decided to put on the coif beforethefight . . .

Remembering Someone |ooking through Kuttner’ s eyesinto hiswasworse yet.

“My throat’ sraw,” he said, and hid adight shudder. He turned to Odard instead of dwelling on the eerie
otherness of what had happened:

“I didn’t see your man Alex,” he croaked.
| can talk. Aslong as|’m careful.
The young Baron’s eyes usudly held acool reserve. There was no mistaking what wasin them now.

And if Alex could see them, he'd not stop rinning until he hit salt water, and then only so he could
swim, Rudi thought.

“I didn’t either, and that’ swhy he' snot dead,” Odard said grimly. “And if | had him back in the castle a
Gervas. . . | dobdievel’ d have him flogged to death. Usudly having the High Justice isabit of abore,
but there are times when it can be very stifying.”

Mathilda had mopped her emptied bowl with apiece of the bannock and was lying with her head on a
saddle, apparently reveling in having her war harness off for the first time in three days. She wasthe same
age as Rudi, but right now you could see how the strong bones of her face would look when she aged,
and locks of her reddish brown hair clung to her forehead.

Rudi suppressed an impulse to smooth them back, then decided not to bother and did it. She smiled at
him; it died away as she spoke:

“Helaid Odard out with acrossbow butt and held me at the point of the bolt while he surrendered usto
the Cutters”

Rudi shaped adlent whistle. “ That is asurprise. I’ d have said he was a brave man—and loyal to the
House of Liu, too.”

Odard s hand closed reflexively on the hilt of the sword across hislap; he was alittle lessthan ayear
younger than Rudi, and severd inches shorter, with a handsome high-cheeked, snub-nosed face,
raven-black hair and danted blue eyes the brighter for the natural olive-umber hue of hisskin. Hisvoice
recovered alittle of hisusua ironic detachment as he went on:

“Heis. Loyd, that is. Unfortunately he' sloyal to my mother . . . the Dowager Baroness. And she's been
in contact with the Church Universa and Triumphant. Apparently shetold him . . . passwords, codes. . .
to use with them if he thought he had to.”



Helooked away dowly. “I told her to stopit. | thought she' d listened. Apparently shedidn’t, even
though I’m of age and Baron now. I’m going to have alittle talk with her when we get back.”

“My mother isgoing to have alittle talk with her,” Mathildasaid. “ Sovereigns before vassals, Odard.”

The young nobleman looked darmed; however furious he was with her, Lady Mary Liu was hismother.
She' d conspired with foreigners against the Crown Princess—her man had pointed a crossbow at the
Crown Princess—and they both knew that meant arraignment for high treason againgt the Throne.

“That . . .isfor you and the Lady Regent to decide, Your Highness” hesaid. “I ... | redly can’'t say
anything in her defense, only plead for mercy.”

Rudi was angry enough himself, but he winced alittle inwardly at the thought too. Not that Sandra
Arminger, Regent of the Portland Protective Association, took any particular pleasureininflicting pain
and degth. Shejust used it as atool, which was considerably worsg, if you were on the receiving end.
Policy kept going when asadist’ s pleasure in cruelty might be glutted and stop.

Then her daughter frowned. “Well . . . theway it was, they had us cornered. Wewould al have died,
probably, if we d fought. Alex might just have been trying to save your life. And they didn’t, well, do
anything to us except tieus up.”

Odard shrugged expressively. “I'll till have him flogged to degth if | can.”

Rudi ate abiscuit to hide adight grimace of distaste. Odard Liu wasn't the complete bastard that his
father had been. Edward Liu had been—

—what was the pre-Change word?

What |ots of Norman Arminger’ s origina supporters had been; they’ d had aterm for it in the old world,
not bandit or outlaw as people would say these days, but—

Ah, sure, and that’ s it. They said gangster back then. Or gangbanger.

Odard’ s mother had been from a Society household—alot of people who' d been in the Society for
Cresgtive Anachronism had ended up asleadersin various places, Arminger himself among them, though
only the most ruthless had been able to somach Matti’ sfather. For that matter, the PPA asawhole
wasn't nearly asbad asit had been in Norman Arminger’ s day, before Rudi’ s blood-father killed him
and died himsdlf in a spectacular duel between their armies at the end of the War of the Eye.

Better doesn't necessarily mean good, though, Rudi thought. Then hesaid: “It' salittle early to be
planning revenge, 0. Unlessthe man presents himsdlf within arm’ sreach of you. We ve more important
concerns.”

Mathilda sat up and focused her hazel eyes; there was puzzlement in them now, aswell asrdief and
affection.

“Yes, wedo! What in the name of al the saints happened back there, Rudi? You were weird enough—"
“The Morrigd waswith me,” he said matter-of-factly. “1’d have been dead about . . . seventimes, dse”

Matti nodded. “But what about Kuttner ? Hewasn't just . . . just berserk, the way you got. That was. . .
what was that?”’

“I’'m not atogether sure” Rudi said, hisvoice still hoarse,



He touched the bruises on histhroat with gingerly caution, the mark of fingersthat had squeezed through
mail and padded stiffened leather and neck muscles as strong as braided rawhide.

“But | think,” he went on thoughtfully, “1 truly think that | was near as no matter throttled to death by a
man aready dead himsdlf three times over. Both parts of which sentence are a bogglement and enough to
make aman run into the trees screaming for his mother, s0.”

He grinned at his own joke, you had to show willing and that went twice over when you werein charge,
but. ..

It would be funny, if only it were funny, hethought. Sad it isthat I'm a little old to have Mother
kiss my hurts better. Though in this case, it's as a High Priestess and a spellweaver I'd be asking
itof her! Andevenso. ..

Juniper Mackenzie could do many remarkable things. Raising dead men was't among them, any more
than she could change lead into gold or fly by wishing it or throw lightning bolts from her fingertips.
Verba ones, yes, but not the literd split-the-tree type.

Ignatius looked up from histask. “ That was a case of demonic possession, | think,” he said camly, and
handed out morefilled bowls. “I’ ve never seen anything like it mysdf, but the old accounts from long
before the Change describe very smilar things.”

Rudi nodded. Allowing for the different words Christians used to describe it, he thought the soldier-monk
wasright.

“The Powers are many, and not al arefriendly to humankind,” he said, and rubbed histhroat again. “Asl
can now painfully tegtify!”

Ingolf Vogeder looked up from where he sat, ablanket around his shoulders.

“I.. .1 thought Kuttner was just an asshole with an eye for other people’ sboodlebags,” he said, in his
Wisconsin rasp. “When | thought he was working for the Bossman of lowa, when Vogder'sVillains
went East on that salvage mission from Des Moines. Then when he turned out to be aspy and atraitor
working for the Prophet and killed my people and dragged me off to Corwin, | thought he was your
common or garden-variety evil shit. And yah, therewas alot of mystica crgp in Corwin, but | cut that
eye out of Kuttner’s head when | escaped and | thought that proved it was all just ashow for the
yokes”

Rudi spoke as gently as his abused larynx alowed: “ After what you saw on Nantucket—the
Sword—and the message you got there, I d have been lessdismissive of mystical crap, mysdf, Ingolf.”

The Easterner shivered. “Y ah, tel me. | waswrong. When the Cutters had me cornered, Kuttner just . . .
he said aword and made asign with hishand, and | couldn’t move. That’s how they took mealive. |
couldn’'t move, couldn’t do anything but what hesaid . . . It waslike some sort of spell

Rudi leaned over, gripping the other man by one thick-muscled shoulder and pouring strength through the
contact. He could see the Easterner was bothered by the very word, athough that was strange. Or
maybe not; he wasn’t awitch, after al, and Rudi was, even if he was no great spellcaster or loremaster
like his mother. He' d seen before that those not of the Old Religion could be spooked by the commonest
things sometimes.

How to hearten him? Well, the truth never hurt;

“Ingolf, my friend, you did move, despite the spell. Y ou smashed in the back of his head with that yoke;



and I’ d be dead now, if you hadn’t. At aguess, helaid an evil geasa on you before you escaped him last
year. There are ways of doing that, for good aswell asill, and planting them degp in aman’ smind with a
word of power to call them out. And working harm that way leavesaman opento . . . other things; the
Threefold Rule, you know.”

Ingolf crooked asmile. *Y ah, he got back worse than he gave me, didn’t he?’
He was cored out as a cook does a pepper for stuffing, Rudi thought, and swallowed painfully.

“The command laid on you could be posthypnotic suggestion,” Ignatius said with ascholar’ s precision;
the Shield of St. Benedict were alearned order aswell asamilitant one. “Not necessarily magic.”

Rudi grinned at him, and quoted a saying of Juniper Mackenzie: It does't stop being magic because
you can explainit, Father.”

Ingolf’ s haunted dark blue eyes met his, and the Easterner touched his mouth and winced a bit before he
spoke.

“Y ou stuck ayard of sword through his brisket, and he didn’t stop. Then | crushed in the back of his
head, and he till didn’'t stop. Cry-yiy, that sounds an awful ot like magic to me.”

“And| cut hisleg mostly off,” Mary Havel said. “ That didn’t stop him, either. It did make mefed better
about his clouting me on the head with asword earlier, though.”

“Itdidn’t stop him, but it did make him fal over,” Ritvapointed out cheerfully. “Which helped everyone
else cut him up and smash him and things. Carth mag, Ss”

Which meant useful deed in Elvish. Nether of the twins seemed much put out; at least, they didn’'t show
much of the dread that severa of the others did. But then, they were witches, and Initiates; two-thirds of
the DUnedain Rangers were, after al. Evenif they did cdl on the Lord and Lady as Manwé and Varda,
which he consdered an affectation, rather than using more conventionad nameslike Lugh and Brigid.

Everyonefd| slent for amoment, turning in to their own thoughts. Mary and Ritva each hugged her knees
and rested her chin on them, which emphasized their mirror-image likeness. It brought out their
resemblance to Rudi, too—the high cheekbones and dightly tilted amond-shaped eyesthey dl showed
were probably from that shared blood. Mike Havel had been one-quarter Anishinabe Indian, therest
mostly Finn with adash of Norse, dl strains common in the upper Peninsulamining country of Michigan
he’ d come from, long before the Change—fifty-odd years ago, now.

Their mother, Signe, probably contributed the whegt-colored hair and their eyes, which werejust the
shade of amorning sky; the Bear Lord had been flying her and her parents and brother and younger
sdter, Adtrid, over the ldaho mountains not dl that far from here when the machines died, and had got
them down dive. And brought them to the Willamette country, and from that much had flowed . . . not
least aflegting encounter on a scouting mission that had produced one Rudi Mackenzie!

| wonder what flying like that was like, Rudi thought wistfully. He d been up in balloons, and flown
glidersand hang gliders afew times, and that was better than anything but sex. But to be able to fly
where you wanted for as long as you wanted, asfast asa bird . . .

Frederick Thurston spoke. “1’ ve been thinking,” he said.

He was the youngest there, ayear younger than Edain, il alittle gangly with the last fast growth of
adolescence, though at six feet he' d probably gotten al his height. His face was the color of awell-baked
loaf, and hishair ashort-cut black cap of tight curls; President-General Thurston had been of that breed



miscalled black before the Change.

“Sure, and that’ s often advisable,” Rudi said. “And we ve dl causeto be grateful for the direction of your
thoughts, s0.”

“I...1don'tthink | should try to fight my . . . fight Martin. Not right now.”

Hisfull-lipped mouth twisted as he spoke his elder brother’ s name. Rudi nodded in sympathy. Hard,
hard to be betrayed by close kin, and see your own father killed by your brother’s hand.

The commander of thelittle Boise cavalry detachment looked a him in darm; Rosita Gonzalez wasa
dark wiry woman in her early thirties, with asergeant’ s chevrons riveted to the short deeve of her
mail-shirt.

“Sir, wecan't let him get away withit! Hekilled the President.”

Frederick nodded. “No, Sergeant, we can’t let him get away withiit . . . and bear in mind that the
Presdent was my father. Though he' d want usto think of the country first.” Grimly: “Though in this case,
the persona and the politica go together. He hasto die.”

And your late President was the man you resembled, as you said that, Rudi thought. Suddenly you
didn’t look young or uncertain at all. Which isinteresting in itself, en?

The younger of the Thurston men—they had two sisters, both il girls—went on:

“But from what we' ve heard, he has gotten away with it for now. The Vice Presdent and half thetop
command died at the Battle of Wendell.”

“What a coincidence. Convenient for the bastard.”

The usurper’ s brother winced; it was plain he d loved his elder sibling.

And love doesn’t die as clean as a heart-shot deer, Rudi thought.

He' d liked Martin Thurston himself, on short acquaintance and before his treachery was reved ed.

A dying love kicks and thrashes, and then the carcass of it festers and it can poison the waters of
your soul assurely asa dead goat in awell. Fred hereis dill trying to draw what he saw down into
his gut and believe it.

But he went on doggedly: “ And the others, the brigade commanders and regiona governors. . . they’ll
be his men soon enough. He' s even got afairly good excuse for restoring the State of Emergency
powers, with awar on, and cancdling thedectionsDad . . . the President . . . wasgoing to call. This
wasn't something he. . . did on the spur of the moment. It'slong-planned. If | tried to come out in the
open now, not only would there be civil war, but I'd lose. And that would be the end of any hope of

putting thingsright.”

Gonzalez looked at him. “What do you want to do, then, Sr?” she said carefully. “ Since defeat isnot an
option.”

“Give him enough ropeto hang himsdlf. Look . . . thisisn't just about us, about Boise. This Prophet son
of abitch. .. it'smore than awarlord with abig appetite, those are adime adozen. | believe what Rudi
says, now, and | believe Ingolf about what he saw out East on Nantucket. | want you and the othersto

spread the truth. Cautioudy! When thetime sright, I'll be back to do my part. By then, thingswill be



ready. I’'mwilling to fight Martin, it sworth it, but not without a chance of beating him.”

“Yes, gr,” she said respectfully. “If you don’'t mind my saying so, that’savery . . . adult way to look at
it”

“I' know when my birthday is, Sergeant,” he said.

Her dark hard face turned to Rudi. “ And you'll have this Sword you say iswaiting for you on
Nantucket?’ she said skeptically.

“If I live, Rosita,” the Mackenzie said gently. “Nothing’ssure. . . except that there’ sno hope or luck to
be found turning away from atask the Powers have laid on you.”

“Frankly, | never redly believed Ingolf here,” she went on. “No offense! | know you beieveit, Ingalf,
but . .. well, alot of stories come from the outlands. Creepy places with enchanted swords and extinct
animds...”

“There sapassenger pigeon a Dun Juniper,” Rudi said quietly. “Most of us here have seenit. That
came from Nantucket.”

“And the Prophet believesthe story,” Ingolf said. “He put Kuttner in when the Bossman hired meto go
Eadt, and Kuttner was his main secret agent in the household of lowa s Bossman. And when | escaped
from Corwin, herisked pissing off everyone on the West Coast by sending his Cutters after me. They
near asdamn-al did kill me; if Rudi and hisfriends hadn’t been therethat night . . .”

Rudi touched one hand to the livid bruises that Kuttner’ s dead hands had |eft on histhroat, through the
mail collar and padding.

“Youwerethere” hesaid. “You saw this.”

Gonzalez swalowed and looked away. “Yeah . .. Yeah, | was.” She shuddered. “Hell, | saw adead
man keep fighting until we cut him to pieces. Christ. So maybe amagic sword isn’t so loopy after dl.”

Ingolf nodded; he seemed to have cast off most of his chill, but he held out his big battered handsto the
codsof thefire.

“It' sthere,” hesaid flatly. “I saw ahell of alot of things on Nantucket, and some of them may have been
me going bugfuck, but the Sword is there. And the Voice, the voice that told me to go find the Son of
the Bear Who Ruled and tell him abouit it.”

Astonishingly, he grinned alittle. “Didn’t know what to expect . . . but you're not asfurry as| thought
you might be, Rudi.”

The Mackenzie laughed at that, then stopped himsdif: it hurt too much.

“What'll you do, then, Fred?’ he asked the Generd’ s son. “ Take to the mountains? Go West? My
mother would welcome you and give you sanctuary a Dun Juniper. Y ou might find afew Mackenzie
bowmen who' d come back with you in awhile aswell, to be sure.”

“And the Lady Regent would make you welcome in Portland,” Mathilda said. Her spine straightened.
“And she’' d give you gold, and knights and men-at-arms to follow you. My House owesyou a
blood-debt now, adebt of honor.”

“Or you could go to Lord Alleyne and Lady Agtrid in Mithrilwood,” the twins said—their voices were so



closetogether thet they had an eerie overlaid qudity.

Ritvawent on done: “Aunt Astrid would love it. An evil usurper to put down and an exiled prince to
help! It sjust the sort of thing Rangers are supposed to do.”

“ Sanon” Mary said, nodding: absolutely, in Sindarin.

“I'll comewith you, if you'll have me,” Frederick said quietly, looking a Rudi. “I've got afedingthat . . .
it'sreal important you get where you' re going.”

He smiled, and hisface looked young again, despite swesat-streaked dust and new linesworn by care
and grief. “And back! Don't forget that!”

“Sir!” the cavary sergeant said. Then: “Wdll, | supposeit'll beinteresting . . .”

Frederick Thurston shook his head, just once. “No, Sergeant. Y ou and the troops will stay here. You'll
report to your unitsasif you' d gotten separated at Wendell and you' Il keep your heads low until you
know you're safe.”

He held up ahand at her protest. “And you' |l spread thetruth . . . carefully. When | get back, | want
thingsto be ready. Mgor Hankswill bein charge of setting up a. . . network, | think you'd call it. |
doubt Martin, the new regime, will pay any attention to an engineering officer.”

Gonzalez mouth quirked alittle. “He Il probably mothball that pedal-powered blimp Mg or Hanks loves,
gr. And that'Il make him even angrier than heisright now!”

Rudi thought quickly, and then held out his hand; Frederick’ s grip was hard and strong. He shook hands
al around; it had the air of asolemn rite, somehow.

“Welcometo the quest,” Rudi said. “1'll be glad of your help and company, Fred.”
“And we're back up to nine,” Ritvasaid; she and her sister nodded, solemn as owls. “It’'s canonicd.”

They both looked innocent when Mathildaglared at them, and one of them tipped Rudi awink. He
laughed himsdlf, and rose to help Ignatius smother thefire.

“Y our sisters may be wiser than they think,” the priest said quietly asthey worked. Hewent on a Rudi’s
raised eyebrow:

“I have been thinking of what this quest means,” he said, with the scholarly precision he used for serious
matters. “Have you noticed that you seemto be. . . collecting people? Of aparticular type?’

Rudi chuckled. “Sure, and | so seem to have an attraction for disinherited princes,” he said.
“That is because you are ahero, | think.”
Rudi frowned a him. “Well, thank you—"

The priest shook hishead. “No, I'musing thewordina. . . technical sense. | suspect, my son, that you
areahero in the sense that Sigurd or Beowulf or Roland was. Heroes accrete heroes around
them—nheroes, and great evils. | thought that wastrue only in ancient story, but apparently the archetype
holdstruein our livesaswdll.”

“Ah,” Rudi said softly. Was that a goose that just walked across my grave?



“Wdl, for my sake, | hope you rewrong, Father,” he said. “1 love the old stories, but sureand I’ d rather
listen to them than live them out.”

“I too. Human beingslive by their legends; but if what | suspect istrue, thenwe areliving in one.” A wry
gmile. “But even Our Lord was refused when he asked that the cup passfrom him.”

“Something my mother said once. . . that my birth-father had walked into amyth without knowing it. |
hadn’t expected the same to happen to me.” He shivered dightly. “Does it make it better or worsethat |
know?’

“Perhaps we should have expected it,” Ignatius said soberly. “We children of the Change. It took the
technology of our parents from us—buit that isnot al. Other thingsare. . . moving into the vacated
spaces. Itisasif time were moving backwardsin some fundamenta way.”

“Back to thetime of legends,” Rudi said.

“Into the time of myths” Ignatius agreed.

“I wonder what will happen if we go too far back?’ Rudi said.
Ignatius looked up at the stars. “Wefind God. Or God finds us.”

It took Rudi minutes to cast off the mood the priest’ swords had laid on him.

But it'sonly so long a man can ponder on the deep things, hethought. Whatever shapes the Gods
have in mind for himto wear, he' s also just a man.

“Wak with me, Matti,” he said. “ Or rather, hobble by my sde.”

They walked out alittle into the dark. He started to put his arm around her shoulders, and winced at the
sharp stab of pain, then completed the motion.

“Sore?’ she said sympatheticaly.
“From my face to my toes; and likely to be more so tomorrow.”

Mathildanodded. “ I’ m feding like my own grandmother. Y ou fought more, but | spent twenty hourstied
up inahauberk.”

Rudi nodded. “1 almost wish | had ared wound to distract me, so. But glad | am to have you back in
good company, Matti, my anamchara; while you were gone | came to a better understanding of the
great whacking hole your absence would leave in the scheme of things.”

Shelooked up at him and smiled, but . . .

“Something troubling you?’

“It'snot fair,” shelaughed.

“What?’

“Y ou're perceptive too. Ma e obliviousness is supposed to be awoman'slast defense.”

“Ah, well, | have dl those siters, and my mother,” he pointed out. “And Dad . . . Sir Nigdl . . . only



came dong when | wasten. Gaveme aninsght, soit did.”

Her face turned serious. “Y ou know, when we were cornered by the Cutters, we thought we were going
tode”

“By the Trickster, so did | when they cornered me! All ready to meet my late blood-father, so | was.
And was rescued not by my own efforts but by agod from the machine. . . or at least, amachine sent by
the gods.”

She frowned and nodded. “Well, asthey wereclosinginonus. . . just before Odard’ s man Alex laid
him out with the crossbow buit . . . he said heloved me.”

“Ah,” Rudi said, suddenly adert. “ And what did you make of that?’

Mathildamade asif to punch him in the chest, then reconsidered; it would be more painful than a playful
gesture should.

“None of that question-to-a-question Socratic thing! It’ sirritating enough when Juniper or Father Ignatius
doesit! Andyou're no holy man.”

“Wall, if you'reasking meif he'ssincere. . . I'd have said that Odard wasthe great love of Odard Liu's
life. But he saman with agreat sense of style, too. . .”

“Meow!” shesad. “And declaring hislove asadying act would be stylish?’
Rudi smiled and shrugged.

“It couldn’t have been just for advantage,” Mathildasaid dowly. “Wewere dead, Rudi. And that hit on
the head was the red thing; he’ still hurting fromit. And when you rescued us. . . he threw himsalf under
asword to save me.”

“And not even hisworst enemy—the which | am not; | like him—would deny that he' savery brave

She glanced at him from the corners of her eyes; he could tell she thought he was being agood dedl too
far.“Aren't you the least bit jedlous? Just a teeny hit?’

“Sure, and | didn’t mean to beinsulting!”
“You are! Jedous, that is.”

Steadily, Rudi went on: “1 would be abit jealous at the least, were | afraid you' d decided you werethe
love of Odard'slife”

“But I’'m not of yours,” shesaid quietly. “Am |, Rudi?’

He turned and put afinger under her chin and kissed her. It was gentle—with hisfacein its present state
it couldn’t be otherwise—but warm. Not thefirst timethey’d kissed, but . . .

“Woof!” she said along moment later.
“Woof indeed,” he said, clearing histhroat to get the huskiness out of it. Then:

“Matti, | can’t fall inlove with you, or you with me. We ve known each other too long! But the love's
there, never doubt it.”



“I won't be any man’slover, except my husband's,” she said defiantly. “ Not even yours, Rudi.”

He nodded—she was as congtant in her faith ashe wasin his, and hers put some very odd demands on
her.

The problem being that it doesn’t mean she dislikes my flirting with her. It just means she's
guaranteed to keep saying no. Which may be fine for her, but would leave me walking in a most
odd and mirth-provoking way, after a while. | do love her, but I’'m not a Christian.

“And were | your handfasted man, there would be no other for me,” he said soberly. “But . . .”

She shook her head and sighed. “ But right now, we' re going to be running and hiding and fighting, not
courting.”

And when we get back, there will be matters of State, and of our gods, he thought.

Tears pooled in her eyes, the starlight sparkled in them, and it occurred to him that aman could drown
himsdlf there and account it a pleasant passing. He brushed them aside with his thumb.

“Shhhh, don't be sad, anamchara. We' re dive, and together, and while those are true we won't be
lonely,” he said. Then, with ady edgein hisvoice: “Frustrated, perhaps. . .

Thistimeshe did poke afinger into hisribs, and laughed, which he' d wanted. He yelped and they
waked back towards the dying embers, a puddle of glowing red in the vast darkness about.

“Timeto get some deep, then,” he said, and nodded to the twins; they ghosted off to take first watch.

“I'm. .. going to do someletters,” Mathildasaid. “Y ou brought my writing-kit. Maybe Sergeant
Gonzaez can deiver them for us, sometime.”

“Now, that’sagood idea,” Rudi said. “But I'll do mineinthe morning. We veavery longway togo. . .
And farther still to our homecoming, he thought with astab of longing. And peace and rest.
CHAPTER TWO

DUN JUNIPER, CASCADE FOOTHILLS, WESTERN OREGON
AUGUST 20, CHANGE YEAR 23/2021 AD

“Y et another of thethings| learned after the Change,” Juniper Mackenzie said with arueful chuckle.

She spoke quietly and kept her face grave as the solemn young men and women of the escort fell in with
bow and sword and buckler, steel caps on their heads and the moon-and-antlers sigil of the Clan
blazoned on the chests of their green brigandines. It was the least she could do, since they’ d been cdlled
away from field and forge and loom for this.

“My dear?” her husband, Nigdl, replied.

He stood trim beside her in kilt and plaid, feathered bonnet and green jacket, ruffled shirt and
slver-buckled shoes, erect as aboy despite the sixty-three years that had turned him egg-bad and
washed the yellow of his mustache to white. The twisted gold torc of marriage around his neck wasthe
twinto hers.



“When | busked at the RenFaires and Society tournamentsin the old days | sang of knights and kings
and princes, of battles and captivities and rescues, but never aword about how much time Arthur and
Gawain and Lancel ot probably spent Sitting ’ round atable—"

“Round or not,” he said, with that dight smile that made hisface look young for amoment, like a
tow-haired schoolboy from Puck of Pook’ s Hill bent on mischief.

“—arguing who paid what to whom and who was responsible for doing the other thing. Attending
meetings. It'snot so much being Chief | mind, or even Goddess-on-Earth, it’ sbeing a bureaucrat.”

Sr Nigd Loring chuckled; he had been aleader of men before the Change—lieutenant colonel in the
Blues and Roya s and before that the SAS. Then one of the powers behind the throne after the Change,
helping save aremnant of civilization in England before Charlesthe Mad had driven himinto exile.

“And dedling with bumpf,” he said, using arude word for paperwork he' d taught her.

She sighed and quieted her mind asthey stood for amoment in the open gateway of the fortress-village
that was her home, letting the grateful heet sink into her bones and fill her tired body with an animal
contentment.

“Therearetimes| fed old indeed,” she said. “Old and overworked.” Then: “Well, the job doesn’t grow
easer for thewaiting.”

The day was drowsy with warmth as the sun sank towards the thin blue line of the Coast Range on the
western horizon; alast few bees buzzed homeward, and aflock of Western bluebirds went over, likea
chirring flutter fashioned from bits of living sky. The world was awonder grester than any magic she'd
ever made, and she had her place withiniit.

Ground and center. War may be coming, but it isn't here yet. My son is over the mountains among
enemies, but no harm's come to himthat | know. Plan for the future, yes, but live every moment
asif it were forever, becauseit is. Thereisonly now. Ground and center . . .

She sighed and blinked |eaf-green eyes that were alittle haunted even in times of joy, for they had
witnessed the death of aworld.

A few weeks ago the long mountainside meadow below Dun Juniper had been crowded with the tents
and bothies of her clansfolk, come for the Lughnasadh rites and the games and socidizing that
followed—starting with shooting the longbow and on down to prize lambs and enormous hand-reared
beets and Little L eague softball games. Now they bore the tents of outland visitors, and their hobbled
horses grazed the lush green meadows; they and their followings weretoo largeto al guest within the
dun'swalls. . . and with some, it was more politic to keep them separate.

Largest was the gresat striped many-peaked pavilion that flew two banners. One was easy to make out; it
was the crimson-on-black Lidless Eye of the Portland Protective Association, and not often seen on
Mackenzieland. The other grew clearer asthey gpproached and the wind caught at the heavy dark silk,
ablue-mantled Virgin Mary standing on a depressed-looking dragon with drooping ears.

That was Sandra Arminger’ s personal banner, and Juniper suspected it was ajoke in a subtle way; her
household guards stood benegth it. Well-born young men in black armor of articulated plate and mail,
graceful and arrogant as cats . . . though much better disciplined, and under the eye of agrizzled veteran
who bowed and bent the knee to the Mackenzie chief and her spouse with punctilious Association
courtesy. He had the golden spurs of knighthood on his boots.



“Lady Juniper,” hesaid. “Sir Nigdl. Y ou are expected, and most welcome. Bors, Drogo, announce our
noble guests”

Even s0 there was an indefinable bristling from the men-at-arms, and the same from the kilted Mackenzie
armsmen behind her. A few of them touched the yellow yew staves of the longbows dung over their
backs beside the quivers. . . perhaps unconscioudy, perhaps not.

“Slenceintheranks” Nigel Loring said quietly, and it subsided.
Juniper looked over her shoulder. How young they are! shethought. Changelings. . .

They’ d been children when the new-made Clan fought the PPA in the War of the Eye twelve years ago;
few had been so much astoddlers at the Change, many not even gleamsin their parents’ eyes.

“Sacred isthe guest upon our soil,” she said softly, and saw them blush and shuffle abit; the new world
wasdl they’ d ever known. “To even think them harm is geasa s0 long asthey keep the peace. Even if
we were a feud with them, the which we are not.”

They touched the backs of their handsto their foreheads at that, and then managed to smilein friendly
fashion at the household men of the Regent. One of those held the flap of the tent open. They went
through, into the stillness of an anteroom hung in gray sk, and then into the main chamber. A rippleran
through the two-score of guests, everything from elaborate curtseysto casud waves.

She looked around, nodding. Thisbeing aforma occasion and shefifty-three, she' d decided to forego
the kilt and wear atartan arsaid, along cloak wrapped around the waist like a skirt and then pinned at
her shoulder with abroach of silver knotwork, over ashift of linsey-woolsay dyed in saffron and
embroidered at the hems. Her belt was linked silver worked in running patterns, and she had a diadem
with the Crescent Moon on her forehead. Even o, shefelt a bit underdressed compared to some of the
guests.

And thiswhole pavilion is so Sandra, Juniper thought. She’ s gone camping . . . with a palace
wrapped around herself, so.

The ground was covered in softly glowing not-quite-Orienta rugs, and the walls with tapestries, both
made in the workshops of Newberg and Portland; flowers and vines, lords and ladies hawking or hunting
boar and tiger or dancing stately pavanesin pavilions out of dream. Lamps of fretwork in gold and silver
and carved jewd s hung from the pesks of the ceiling. Thelight folding furniture wasinlaid with
mother-of-pearl and rare woods. A prie-dieu and icon of the Virgin stood in one corner; Juniper made a
gesture of respect to the Madonna and Child there.

“Y ou can tdll the economic pyramid up North comesto ademmed sharp point,” Nigel drawled under his
breath, echoing her thought.

“And that we' ve been married so long we' re starting to finish each other’ s sentences,” Juniper replied.
“Even the unspoken oned!”

A mingirel wearing agreat hood with ridiculoudly long liripipes and tippets e aborately decorated with
foliated dagges strummed alute and sang softly from acorner:

“Her onlywill I sing
Who, challeng'd by the Boy
Or bids himwing or crowns him King



In courtesy and joy.”

Serving girlsin tabards and double tunics were carrying around trays of drinks and nibblements, sdty
cured sturgeon roe on crackers and bits of caper and smoked salmon and goose-liver paste—what
Sandraingsted on caling cangpés—and pyonnade, fabuloudy expensive because the main ingredient
was candied pinegpple shipped in from Hawalii or the Latin countries.

Juniper grinned as she accepted a glass of white wine from the Lady Regent’s demesne estates and a
little sausage on atoothpick. She' d heard that when she was being informal Sandra Arminger referred
to this sort of thing asfaculty fodder. Her gossoon of ahusband, Norman, had been amedievd history
professor, of al things—specidizing in the Norman duchy and its offshoots—as well as a Society fighter
before the Change. After March 17, 1998, he' d branched out into warlording, conquest, torture, murder
and generd wickedness, with the glegful rdish of aman at last living out the dreams of his heart.

Though it’ strue he saved many a lifein that first year, if only so they’ d be alive to serve him.
“Speak of the devil’ swidow,” Juniper murmured beneath her breath.

Sandra came towards her, hands extended, the silk of her pearl-gray cotte-hardi skirts rustling, her face
framed by an daborately folded noblewoman’ swimple of white satin confined by anet of diamonds and
platinum. The buttons from waist to high lace collar and down the long deeves were carved from old
ivory and mother-of-pearl.

“Juniper, dear, it swonderful to seeyou again,” she said with asmile. “And to visit your home at long
lat”

For the rest she was no tdler than Juniper, and her face was quite unremarkabl e except for the care
which made her look younger than her mid-fifties. . . and the depth of thought in her brown eyes, like a
shifting complex pettern at the edge of sght, never quite glimpsed.

They exchanged the air-kiss of peace; Nigel bowed over her hand. “I like your little twel ve-bedroom pup
tent,” Juniper said. “It takes the rough out of roughing it, sure and it does. Though alittle heavier than a
deegping bag on atrip, I’d think.”

Sandra chuckled. “ Getting in touch with nature or back to the land dways struck me as more a matter of
walowing in the dirt with the bugs. And therailroad runs most of the way here now.”

Which was a point; horses could pull fifteen times more on rails than on the best road.

And why do | suspect Sandra would have brought the pavilion just the same even if she had to
have it carried on the backs of porters?

There were two grandees with her. Juniper was glad to see she hadn’t brought any of the ordinary
Protectorate nobility along—the Stavarovsin particular gave her the crawls. But she could tolerate
Conrad Renfrew, Count of Odell and now Lord Chancellor of the Association. He was a thicks,
shaven-headed man in hisfifties, with aface made hideous by old white keloid scars. Hisarms of sable, a
snow-topped mountain argent and vert were in aheradic shield embroidered on the breast of his T-tunic.

“I never managed to haul as much freight thisway during the Protector’ sWar,” Renfrew said, grinning
like something sguatting on acathedrd’ s waterspout. “ Even with an army of two thousand men to feed.
Thelogigicswerehdl.”

Nigel gave the man who' d commanded the Association’ sarmiesin the War of the Eye anod of wary



respect.
“We didn't expect you to besiege Sutterdown so quickly,” he said.

Renfrew chuckled. “ | didn’t expect you to corncob me by looping through those damned mountains and
cutting our Segelinesa Mt. Angd and beeting Lord Emiliano’'sarmy.” A pause. “ Though he was a
completeidiot, granted. Most of those jumped-up gangbangers never did learn awar isn’t an enlarged
drive-by.”

Juniper shivered dightly, remembering the earth shaking as the knights charged into the arrowstorm, and
the sound of the horses screaming, louder and more piteous than men in their uncomprehending agony.

“Their sons, however, have learned better,” Tiphaine d’ Ath said. “ Conrad and | have seen to that.”

Thewoman in her thirties on Sandra sleft wasin what the PPA considered mae dress, which was arare
thing in the Protectorate. And she was aBaronessin her own right rather than by marriage or inheritance,
which was still more uncommon, her arms of sable, addltaor over aV argent self-chosen. Beforethe
Change she' d been named Collette Rutherton, a Girl Scout and up-and-coming junior gymnast of
Olympic caliber a Binnsmeade Middle School in Portland. Sandra had seen her potential.

And took the girl under an elegant, batlike wing. Better to be Sandra’s girl ninja and
hatchetwoman than starving or being eaten by cannibals or dying of plague in those camps
around Salem, | suppose.

Together she and Conrad were the Regent’ sright hand, and a portion of the left.

Both sides exchanged equally courteous murmursin a protocol that sounded ancient and was no older
than the Change, cobbled together out of novels and remembered stories and playful Society
anachronismsturned deadly serious. She knew Nigel found it dl hilarious, despite his poker face; his
family had cometo England in thetrain of William the Conqueror.

Sandraclapped her handstwice. The mingrel fdll slent with afina stroke of hisfingers acrossthe strings,
and the buzz of conversation died.

“Thank you dl for your company, my lordsand ladies,” she sad. “And now, if you will forgiveus. . .”

The heads-of-state and their closest advisers went through into an inner room with atable clad in white
damask; servants set out a cold collation. Juniper took achair near Sandra s and waited politely while
Abbot Dmwaoski of Mt. Angdl spoke:

“Bless us, O Lord, and these Thy gifts which we are about to receive from Thy bounty, through
Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Half the people around the table joined in as he signed himself with the Cross; Eric Larsson the Bearkiller
war-chief did, for example. Hissister Signe Havel made the sign of the Hammer over her plate as Juniper

spoke:

“Harvest Lord who dies for the ripened grain—
Corn Mother who births the fertile field—
Blesséd be those who share this bounty;

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



“I'm Church of England, mysdlf,” Nigd Loring added dryly, and therewas agenera chuckle. “All this
sincerity givesme hives, rather.”

Dmwoski shook hisfinger at him. “And the Anglicans have returned to Holy Mother Church,” he said in
mock reproof.

“Takenit over, infact, from dl I’ ve heard, Padre,” the Englishman said. “ After Alleyne and John and |
left, of course”

Juniper bit into a sandwich, shaved ham and a sharp Tillamook cheese on acrusty roll. The bread was
made from hard Eastern wheat, and fresh—amaost warm—uwhich meant the Regent had managed to drag
aportable bake-oven dong with her . . .

John Brown of Seffridge Ranch and the Central Oregon Ranchers' Association spokefirst. “1 suppose
Juney’ stold you al, her son Rudi and the, ah, Princess Mathilda—"

He sounded alittle uncomfortable using thetitle; terminology was different over east of the Cascades,
away from the influence of the PPA and the Society for Creative Anachronism. They used the old-time
wordsthere, even if Sheriff and Rancher meant pretty much the same as Count and Baron these days.

“—and the others were at my place back around the beginnin’ of May. Went East with my son Bob and
some hands and abig herd of remounts | was selling to the Mormons, and got into a scrap with some
Rovers. Haven't heard much of them since they headed East with the Deseret folk.”

Tiphaine d' Ath cleared her throat and went straight to the reports of the Battle of Wendell, flashed
westward by the chain of heliograph stationsin the PPA that ran from castle tower to mountain outpost
down the Columbia and over the whole of the Association’ sterritories.

“And there are rumorsthat one or more of the late Generd Thurston’s sons have been intriguing with the
Church Universd and Triumphant.”

“Place might aswell be one of our baronies,” Renfrew said with agargoyle grin at thetale of treachery
and sudden desth.

“And the Princess Mathilda, Rudi, Mary and RitvaHavel, Baron Odard Liu and the others were
definitely there—guests of Genera Thurston before then, for about aweek, and with him during the
battle,” she continued, leaning back with anod to the Regent.

“And acertain knight-brother of the Order of the Shield of St. Benedict was there with my daughter,”
Sandraadded, giving Dmwoski adow look. “A Father Ignatius, | believe.”

The head of the Order’ swarrior-monks spread strong battered hands allittle gnarled with the beginnings
of arthritis.

“My lady, he did not congpire with Princess Mathildawhen she planned to . . . ah . . . abscond.”
Sandra snorted. “Plausible denighility, Y our Eminence? Casuistry? Jesuitical casuisiry?

The prelate winced; the Benedictines and their militant post-Change offshoot had never been al that fond
of the Society of Jesus. And Mt. Angel was independent, but tiny next tothe PPA . . .

Sandraraised a that point to me finger and went on: “He certainly seemsto have strongly suspected
she and Odard were going to run off and join Rudi on his.. . . his quest. And he just happened toturn



up and join her when she absconded from Castle Odell.”
The Count of Odell looked abashed. Dmwoski replied camly:
“Y es, and now heiswith her, with sword and counsdl. Would you rather he was not thereto help?’

“I do s0 hope hishelp doesn't include the last rites,” Sandra said pleasantly. “And | would rather
Mathildawas safely in Castle Todenangst or in the palace in Portland.”

Her voice was cam; you needed to really know her to hear the deadly seriousness benesath.
“It was fated, probably,” Astrid said.

Faces turned towards the Dunedain leaders. There were four; Agtrid Larsson and her husband, Alleyne,
Nigd’s son by hislong-dead English wife, Juniper’ s own eldest daughter, Eilir, and her man, John
Hordle—universaly known as Little John, from his massive sze. The same ship had brought the two
younger Englishmen and Sir Nigel himsdlf to Oregon, back duringtheWear . . .

Adtrid was the senior, the one who' d founded the Rangers with her anamchara Eilir, when they were
both teenagers. Shewas astall as Tiphaine, and aslithe and dender-strong with aface framed in along
fdl of white-blond hair; her great turquoise eyes were rimmed and veined with silver aswell.

“Why fated?” someone asked.
“That brought the number up to ning,” she said. “Nineisthe. . . canonica . . . number for aQuest.”

There was amoment of silence, as everyone wondered whether she was serious or not; you could hear
the capital lettersin her voice. Juniper didn’t doubt it for amoment, and wouldn't have even without thet
momentary exalted ook, asif she was being carried beyond the world of every day to the realm of
legend and hero-tale.

| love Astrid like a daughter, and her children are a delight, but Nigel isright. Sheis, quite
definitely, barking mad.

“And nineisavery practica number,” Astrid went on. “Just enough to keep a good watch and be able to
fight off aband of bandits or win a skirmish with a patrol, but not so many they stand out like an army to
anyonelooking.”

But she’s also quite functional, Juniper told herself. Though it’s a good thing she’s had Eilir around
all these years. And Alleyne, to be sure, and John has enough common sense for three, aswell as
enough bulk.

“We know that Rudi and the others survived the battle,” Juniper said. Thank You! she added silently, not
for thefirg time.

Haf the people around the table nodded. Dmowski looked troubled at participating in augury, even
secondhand . . . and Sandraalittle angry.

“Pardon meif | don’t find hints seen in apool of water too reassuring,” she said dryly.
“My lady,” Tiphaine said, and then whispered in her ear.

Sandralooked grudging, then nodded. Juniper met the Grand Congtable€' s cool gray eyes for amoment,
and then the younger woman looked away. Tiphaine had been there twelve years ago when Raven came
to her son in the light of common day, and Juniper thought it had shaken the cynicism she' d learned from



her mentor alittle. Not Sandra’ s of course; that would take more than the Change itsdlf.

“And the Prophet certainly seemsto take the whole business of the Sword serioudy,” the Regent said
thoughtfully. “ Of course, he' slikdly asinsane as his stepfather.”

“Insane but dangerous,” Tiphaine said; Juniper thought her eyesflickered to Astrid for amoment.

“Which means we may be facing a coalition between Boise and Corwin,” Nigd said. “If Martin
conspired with them againg hisfather . . .”

“Boise hasadamned good army,” Tiphaine said. “ Good infantry, and agood siege train. The Prophet
hasahell of alot of good, experienced light cavary. Put them together . . .”

“We have aproblem,” Juniper said.
Almost enough of a problem to make me forget to worry about Rudi. Almost, but not quite.

“We need to dart positioning oursaves,” Tiphaine said. “ Theinterior didn’t suffer nearly asbadly as
coastal Oregon did in the Change. Say amillion each in the United States of Boise, the Prophet’s
bailiwick, and what' sleft of Deseret. Even with immigration and naturd increase, they outnumber us
heavily.”

A slencefdl. Sandragtruck into it:
“We must hang together, or be hung separately, as Franklin said.”

“The Church Universal and Triumphant usudly crucify people, but the principl€ sthe same,” Conrad
added, in avoicelike gravel in abucket.

Edward Finney of Corvallis spoke for thefirst time, running ahand over hisiron-gray hair and scratching
the back of his neck; it was a gesture hisfather, old Luther, had used too, though he' d been taller and
skinnier than his son.

“Look, I've got some pull in the Popular Assembly, well, afair bit of pull. But | can’t just tell themto do
something. A lot of the farmerslisten to me, but there’ s the Economics Faculty, thetown unions. . .
guilds, they’re calling themsalves now . . . and the Faculty Senate.. . . and I'll be telling them things none
of them want to hear, if we' retalking about another big war.”

“Y ou can give them a bit of apush,” Juniper said.

She looked over at Sandra sdight cat-smile. A white Persian jumped up on her lap, looking disgruntled
from its daysin abox on the way here. The Regent toyed with it and commented in aneutra voice:

“We should, as my commander-in-chief says, position oursalves. Specificaly, Pendleton needsto be
brought into the Meeting. Then we'll hold the Columbiaasfar asthe old Idaho border.”

“Wait aminute!” Finney said. “What' sthis we?'Y ou agreed not to meddle there after the War!”

“And we re certainly not going to let you take it over again and divideit up into fiefs and build those
goddamned castlesthere,” Rancher Brown said. “ That isn't right, not on free American ground. Those
f-f-foolish things are like nail s driven into the map.”

Sandraraised an ironic eyebrow. Juniper knew the thought behind it; if the interior Ranchersdidn’t build
cadtlesit was mainly because they couldn't afford it.



“Pendleton’ sableeding sore, adisgrace,” the Association’s Regent said. “ It has been sinceright after the
Change. They harbor river-pirates and they let bandits and Rover gangs fence their loot there and sl
them weapons and gear. And they’ re deep in the dave trade. Pardon me: that's compensated
relocation of registered refugees. With accumulated welfare charges.”

Brown shrugged, unable to contradict her. Astrid and her party nodded unwillingly; the Dunedain did
caravan-guard work and bandit suppression far into the interior, and knew the truth of what Sandra had
sad.

Edward Finney looked unconvinced; that was along way from Corvallis, and he wasn't one of that
city-dtate sfar-traveling merchants.

“They were unlucky,” he said. “ They had that civil war, right after the Change, and . . .”

“No, they weren't unlucky,” Sandrasaid. “ They were very lucky indeed; they had more food than
peopleto edt it, when the machines stopped.”

Most of the people around the table had been adultsin that year of terror and famine and plague; and the
others had been in their teens, old enough to remember much of it. A slencefdl for aningtant, as
memories opened and bled.

Sandradrove the point home: “Then they threw it away fighting one another. By now they’ ve acquired
any number of bad habits.”

But your arseis so sadly grimy and sooty, said the kettle to the pot, Juniper thought mordantly. Still,
you have a point. The problemis, dear Sandra, that you always have at least three purposes
behind any one statement.

Aloud, the Mackenzie chieftain went on diplomaticaly: “ They were unlucky in their lack of leadership.” It
was even true, if not very relevant. “ Sure and it would be agood deed to cleanit up . . . and Sandrahas
theright of it thisfar at least, that we can't let an invader from the East get their handsonit. The CUT
have been active there; missonaries and such.”

Nigel nodded fractionally beside her; they’ d talked that over last night.

Signe Havel uncrossed her arms and leaned forward; if she and Juniper had never been friends, she'd
aways been afrank enemy to Sandra and the Association. Norman Arminger had killed her husband,
Mike Havel; that he died first by about twenty minutes didn’t reduce her persond didike onelittle bit.
Her voice was sharp.

“But nobody elsein the Meeting countries will |et the Portland Protectorate Association annex the area
again. Nobody liked you snaffling off the western half of the Palouse back three years ago, Lady Sandra.
It gave you too much leverage on the Y akimatowns. We' re certainly not |etting you get your hands on
Pendleton.”

Sandraspread small, beautifully manicured fingers, silently |etting everyone remember that the Palouse
wasin those hands. And that meant it was a buffer between the Meseting countries and the Prophet.
Aloud she continued:

“But Pendleton is defensd ess to anyone above the twenty-thugs-on-horseback level, and if either Boise
or Corwin takeit, they’ll have access to the navigable Columbia Which leadsto Portland, which isour
collective doorstep, not merely my home.”

“And Corvalisisn't going to authorize the Protectorate to take the area,” Finney snapped. “We host the



Meseting and | don't think many would disagree with us.”
“It seemswe re dl forgetting that there is such athing asthe Meeting,” Juniper said.

Someone snorted. She nodded, conceding the point but not the argument; the Meeting was much better
a stopping things happening—Ilike wars or trade tariffs between its members, or forced labor or
daving—than at actualy getting everyone who atended to do anything positivein concert. It was rather
likethe old UN that way, parayzed by mutua jea ousies and suspicions, dthough the Dunedain did
enforce its resol utions when they could.

“I don't think there would be an objection if someone other than the Portland Protective Association
alone were to undertake the task of putting Pendleton in order,” she said.

Sandra s eyes narrowed. “WEe re the only ones with access and the necessary troops. . . except the
CORA,and..."

It was Brown' sturn to wince. The Centra Oregon Ranchers' Association was another organi zation that
had a lot of trouble getting its membersto do anything but defend themselves. Sometimes againgt one
another, over stock or water rights or sheer cussedness. Each Rancher wasthe law on hisown land, as
long as he didn’'t make his cowboyswant to pick up and leave.

Tiphaine leaned forward to whisper in Sandra s ear again. Her murmur was very quiet, but Juniper’s
daughter Eilir had been deaf from birth. Lip-reading was a skill she'd learned in order to teach, like Sign.

“ My Lady Regent, | don’t think thisis the time to play Evil Bitch Deathmatch Hardball.”

Sandrashrugged. “1 do tend to let the game of thrones become an end initsdf,” she said. With alittle
malice: “And so do you intend to have your archersleave their crofts and march two hundred miles over
the mountains, Juniper dear? And to stay and rule badlands full of Rovers and Indians and Rancherswho
areagreat ded lesscivilized than our friends of the CORA?’

That isa point, Juniper thought ruefully.

Mackenzies had few full-time fighters, unlike the Protectorate. And the clansfolk had no desire at all for
outland conquests, to start with, there was plenty of good land closer to home waiting for the plow.

“I wasthinking we'd dl send troops,” she said, feding dightly sick at what necessity made her say.

The waste of war; the blood of our best, and crops not grown, cloth not woven, land not brought
back under cultivation, and what we do grow and make taken and destroyed like some ancient
sacrifice while our children go without. But it is necessary. And we' ve had twelve year s of peace,
more or less. Best not to ask too much of the Powers.

Conrad snorted. “And who will run this collection of odds and sodswe dl contribute? The Meeting? An
army run by acommittee? A committee of . . . how many members does the Meeting have now?
Sixteen? A committee of sixteen who have to agree unanimoudy before they wipetheir . . . noses? Oh,
please. Why not just have the troops cut their own throats? It would save time, trouble and expense.”

Signemade asmall grunting noise of unwilling acknowledgment, and Eric Larsson laughed doud. They
both had the little scar between the brows that was the mark of the Bearkiller A-list; that diterequired its
membersto study military history aswell as mastering sword and lance, horse and bow. Nigel’ sface
kept the relaxed cam he used asamask in situationslike this, but hiswife could fed how he radiated
motionless agreement.



Juniper patted his knee under the table and went on: “And in command . . . the DUnedain Rangers.
Everyone trusts them, and there aren’t enough of them to get delusions of superpowerhood.”

Sandralooked blank for an instant, then gave Juniper aglance of coolly irritated respect. Juniper sghed
asthe Regent stroked the Persian cat. It was going to be along evening.

And Rudi . . . my son, my son, where are you now?
CHAPTER THREE

The Prophet’s council was made that day
When he called to himwarrior and sage
“The Lady' s Sword travels to the East
The Sword itself to take in hand;

Against that blade we cannot stand

And on his path he saves the weak

Who we would break.”

Counsel they took, evil in shadow

Against the hero, the Witch-Queen’ s son—

From: The Song of Bear and Raven
Attributed to Fiorbhinn Mackenzie, 1st century CY

TWIN FALLS, OCCUPIED NEW DESERET
SNAKE RIVER PLAIN, IDAHO
AUGUST 20, CY 23/2021 AD

“No, we should Not kill them dl, Generd Waker,” Sethaz said, without looking away from the window.

Twin Falls had been the northern anchor of New Deseret, arich city with many fine craftsmen, thrifty
merchants, and surrounded by irrigated fields the Saintstilled with skill and ceasdlesslabor. Now . . .
from four stories up, he could still smell the cold ash and the bodies trapped under the rubble, or hanging
from crosses outside the ruined walls. Survivors were rebuilding the fortifications.

Much had been lost in the sack. That had been regrettable but necessary; both as an example, and for
the sake of the troops, who' d had along frustrating campaign until then and needed to . . .

What did they say in the old days? Sethaz thought. Then: Ah, yes, “ blow off steam.”

He had no mentd picture to go with the proverb. Supposedly certain types of low-pressure steam
engines dill functioned after the Change—the large, heavy onesthey’ d called atmospheric engines—but
such were banned in the Church Universal and Triumphant’ sterritories. He could fed acertain cold
something moving at the back of hismind, alowering rage at the very thought. With practiced ease, he
forbade his mind to imagine the forbidden thing.

Odd, hethought. | don’t remember what | did in the sack, either. Just . . . flashes and glimpses.
Nobody else will talk about it unless| command them. That was right after the old Prophet died.

Something had happened to him then. He didn't like to think about thet, either. Instead helooked at his
triumphant soldiersin the avenue below. A caravan of loot was shaping up; the soldiers guarding it were



amixed lot, range-country levies equipped in everything from standard CUT lacquered-leather armor to
mail-shirtsto vests of boiled cowhide to smple shegpskin jackets sewn with afew washers. They were
al well mounted and armed, though, and they seemed cheerful.

Cheerful enough to sing from the Di ctations as they mounted up and got things going with a crackle of
whipsand waving larias.

“ Keepers of the Flame!
Sons of Dominion are we!
From before the crux of Time—"

“Themen arein good spirits” hesaid camly.

Generad Waker ducked his head; Sethaz could see the motion faintly reflected in the glass.

“My lord Prophet, that battaion’ sfrom Havre Digtrict—"

“The Runamuk, Rippling Waters and Sweetgrass levies? Rancher Smith commanding?’

“Yes, my lord Prophet,” Walker said, blinking alittle at the younger man’s grasp of detail. He went on:

“And they’ re being released from active duty. Of course they’ re cheerful; they’ re going back to their
home ranges and their herds, with acouple of girl-daves each to screw and do the camp chores, and as
much booty as their packhorses can carry. It’ sthe ones who're stuck here | worry about.”

The Prophet of the Church Universa and Triumphant was aman of medium height, sharp-featured, with
aswordsman’ swrists and a bowman’ s broad shoulders, his cropped hair and chin-beard brown and his
eyes an unremarkable greenish hazd . . . until you looked deeply into them. He turned from the window
and looked at him across the antique plainness of the room, which could have been pre-Change, down to
the broadloom carpet and Home Depot office furniture.

The dien surroundings made Sethaz inclined to snap; he restrained himsdlf with a practiced effort of will,
pushing away theimage of the soldier hanging by hisankles over adow hot fire.

Walker was alittle independent minded . . . but then, with dow communications, you didn’'t want a
general who referred al his decisonsto headquarters, either. Hisfamily had been among thefirst in the
Bitterroot country to accept the Dictations, and they had prospered mightily.

And sincethe...

Snce the old Prophet died, Sethaz thought, his mind shying away from the memory of that day. Snce
my stepfather’ s lifestream rejoined the Ascended Hierarchy.

... Since then he' d been more than properly respectful. There was even alittle fear in the bony face with
its close-cropped head and tuft of chin-beard, worn in imitation of Sethaz’ own. And afilm of swegt on
hisforehead, but it was summer and the man wore armor and padding.

“Oh Heir of Sanat Kumara—"
The Prophet made an impatient gesture. Waker shrugged and went on more naturaly:

“The damned Mormonsjust aren’t giving up, lord Prophet. We ve beaten their field armies and formaly



gpesking we occupy everything north of Sat Lake City, but we' re getting constant harassment from
guerillas and the remnants of their armies lurking in the mountains and deserts. We don't dare split our
troops up into small enough parcelsto plant agarrison in every hamlet, we d get eaten divein little pieces
if wedid. But their civilians are the guerillas’ source of food, shelter and information. Our lines of
communication are longer than | like, too.”

“Granted,” Sethaz said. “But the population here are a potentidly valuable resource, far too vauable to
kill off for the sake of mere convenience. Asit isthe Church’s dominionsinclude too much unpeopled
wilderness, without creating more here. The so-caled Saints add another million to our population, which
about doublesit, and more than that to our cropland and weapons production. With them, we can redlly
get the breeding program going too, the more so as they kept such careful records. Much easier to
identify subaverage mentdities, the mark of the Nephilim’s soulless minions, and set them asideto
reconcentrate the strain in service to True Men.”

“But I’m losing troops to pinpricks every day!” Walker cried. “And lord Prophet, we can't keep our
men away from their homes and ranches forever . We can’t keep the Sword of the Prophet concentrated
hereforever either, they’re our full-time cadre and best striking force. We must—"

He hated, flushing in darm, and carefully keeping his hand from going to the hilt of hisshetein areflex
born of sudden fear. Sethaz smiled inwardly, keeping hisface grave.

“Must isnot aword used to the Prophet of the Church Universal and Triumphant,” he said softly. “I am
the viceroy of the Ascended Masters and the Secret Hierarchy.”

The Genera started to drop to his knees, then froze at the Prophet’ s gesture.

“You'rean intdligent man, brother Walker,” Sethaz said, dmost genidly. Y ou know the standard tactics
for counterinsurgency work. And we do have alot more cavary than they do; it'swhy we beat them,
after dl. Take hostages. For that matter, the ones we' ve shipped East as daves can double as hostages,
make plain that their safety depends on the obedience of their relatives. Patrol vigoroudy, use your

scouts, use our spies and collaborators and informers, chase every group of bandit rabbleinto the
ground; and by &l means, crucify any village that can be shown to be supporting the enemy. Except for
the children. In those cases, we' |l transfer them East to be raised in the Church. Many of our best and
fiercest come from the Houses of Refuge.”

“I thought . . . lord Prophet, we could sequester all the food supplies, and the seed corn, and dole them
out in drictly rationed alotments. That would help with our own logigtics, too. Adminigtratively complex,
but worth it, if you'll authorize me.”

Sethaz stepped forward and dapped the older man on one armored shoulder.

“See? The Ascended Ones will speak truth to your soul, if only you open yourself to the Dictations! We
have the mobility and striking power—use it, and the last of the bandit gangs will be dead, or gelded and
working in the sdlvage teams by thistime next year.”

“I'll begin at once, my lord. Although dtogether too many of them are escaping over the border with
Boise, aswdl. Could we induce the new ruler there to sed the frontier?’

“Not yet. That isaddicate stuation, one which needs careful nurturing. We cannot afford to fight Boise
serioudy. Yet”

“I doubt heisloyd to the Dictations. Evenif he clams he must be discreet at fird.”



“Heian't. He seeksto use us, aswe will use him. And when his enemies are crushed, with our men in the
forefront of the battle to suffer the most losses, he thinks he will deal with usinturn.” Sethaz smiled. “In
fact, of course, | will ded with him, by the Power of the Ancient of Days.”

“About the third battalion of the Sword you have on the, ah, specid task, my lord. They’ re sorely missed
in the pacification program. If | could have them back, or at least part of them—"

“No,” Sethaz said flatly.

Walker shivered. So did the Prophet, in someinner core of his being. The word sounded odd, somehow
hot and dark at once, asif it had been carved out of burning ash, like aglow of deepest black. Sethaz
had not spoken so before his stepfather died. He pushed inwardly, something possible only if hewas
doing as. . . ingructed. It wasalittle like arguing, but without words, and without any possibility of

deception.

“They must befound,” he said, in hisown voice. “Found and destroyed if they cannot be taken captive.
This has absolute priority. They must not reach the East.”

He shivered again. The shining future of the Dictations stretched ahead of him, aworld a peace and
united on Corwin, obedient to the Ascending Hierarchy. But a shadow fell acrossit.

The shadow of aBear; the beating of aRaven’ swings.
“Send in the others,” he said, in wordsthat were dismissal.

Peter Graber stood respectfully aside and saluted as Genera Walker |€ft the room, then marched in and
went to one knee, the upright scabbard of his shete held in hisleft hand and his head bowed. Hisright fist
thumped againgt hisarmor.

“Hall to the Prophet! Hall to the Y outh of Sixteen Summerg”

The younger ones do it naturally, Sethaz thought. For their elders, there will always be an
awkwardness.

Graber had an excellent record, stretching back to his childhood in the House. His appearance pleased
Sethaz as well; he was aman of medium height, wiry save for the broad shoulders of abowman, alittle
bandy-legged as you’ d expect from one who' d spent much of hislife on horseback, dark gray eyes
steady. A hedling scar marked his nose.

Beside him Seeker Twain prostrated himsdlf in his dull-red robe; there was a different etiquette for the
Church’s spiritual hierarchy. Neither man looked at the other, though they were strangers and had been
summoned to the Prophet’ s presence together. Instead they waited with disciplined silence while the
head of the Church Universal and Triumphant paced like one of the leopards that had drifted up to
contest the mountain forests with the native cougars.

“Captain Graber, what isthe status of the Third Battalion of the Sword of the Prophet?’

“My lord Prophet, we are short two hundred effectives, leaving only two hundred and thirty-two men fit
for duty. Another forty-eight are expected to recover sufficiently to return to frontline service in the next
few months. Mgor Andrews logt hisright hand and will be on light dutiesfor sometime. | am the senior
officer at present.”

“Y ou suffered heavily a Wenddll,” the Prophet acknowledged. “But you fulfilled your orders, both your
battalion and yoursdlf . . . Mgor Graber.”



Graber blinked, but hisface might have been chiseled from birch-wood as he ducked hishead in
acknowledgment of the promotion.

“Isthe Third fit for duty?’

“To the death, my lord Prophet,” he said promptly. “We are rested and have fresh horses; the weapons
are clean and the men are ready to fight. However, we are a bardly half-strength.”

“Sufficient for the purpose.” He turned to the desk and handed over afolder. “ After Wenddll, certain
prisoners and bandits escaped and are at large behind our lines. They are believed to be headed East—"

Hefinished the briefing. “ Familiarize yoursdf with thesefiles. Y our command will leave tomorrow
morning. Thefile contains your written orders and afirgt-priority authorization to commandeer supplies
and assistance as needed.”

Thistimethe pupils of Graber’ seyesflared involuntarily in surprise. Sethaz nodded somberly.

“Yes, thisisno ordinary band of fugitives. May the Unseen Hierarchy be with you, Mgor. Y ou will be
accompanied by High Seeker Twain; wait for him without.”

“Hall Maitreyal”

He raised his hand in benediction as the soldier rose and |eft, then signaled the priest-scholar to hisfeet.
The man stood with his arms crossed and eyes bent down, that his superior might study his face without
being appraised in return.

“I am not worthy of thishonor,” he said neutrally.

Sethaz smiled. “No, you are not,” he said. “Not yet. It isour duty to clear our lifestreams by constantly
increasing our understanding of the Ascended Masters and Their plansfor our world . . . and the most
holy secrets of Their natures.”

The other man nodded cautioudy; Sethaz was repesting platitudes . . . and was aso notorioudly intolerant
of sycophants.

“They brought the Change to humble man’ s sinful pride, and destroyed the wicked artsthat would
otherwise have destroyed us,” Sethaz went on. “But by that Change they have . . . opened certain
possibilitieswhich were. . . dormant beforeit. The light of the Seven Rays now shinesmore clearly.”

The priest’ s eyebrows went up. That last was not public doctrine.

“And the Nephilim and their soulless servantsaso have. . . increased possibilities open to them; but the
Madersarevigilant for us. | will now demondtrate Their gifts, which long study and discipline havefitted
you to bear. Meet my eyes.”

Twaindid.
“Isyour will your own?’

“I have dain my will. The Ascended Masters play upon my lifestream as aman’ s hands play upon the
gringsof aharp.”

“Areyou prepared to hear the voice of the OneInitiator?’

“l am.”



“lt—see—you.”

Twain blinked, Sartled. Sethaz' powerful swordsman’s hands flashed up to clamp his head on either
sde; the Prophet felt the action, but somehow asif he were observing it rather than willing hislimbsto
move. Their gazeslocked, and there was amovement, afeding asif the Prophet’ s skull were hollow,
and something nested there . . . and now uncoiled to strike.

Twain gave amuffled, choking sound. His hands scrabbled at Sethaz' wrists, more and more franticaly,
and hisfeet drummed on the carpet like aman hoisted aoft by anoose around his neck. The movements
gradudly ceased, until the only motion the priest made was his breeth . . . and then his chest rose and fell
in rhythm with Sethaz. Soon their pul ses thundered in unison aswell. Two small trickles of blood started
from the corners of his eyes, and another two from his nogtrils; by the timethey ran to hislips, he was

grinning.
“Oh, now | understand!” he said thickly, licking the blood with relish. “Hail to the Regent Lord of This
World!”

Sethaz nodded, stepping back. “ Go, and serve the Masters,” he said. “The Solar Logos go with you.”

The High Seeker’sgrinwas. . . disquieting somehow. Sethaz turned and looked out the window again,
wondering why. The reflection prompted him.

It isbecause I’ ve seen it before. In my mirror.

Then he shook his head; that made no sense, and there was much to do. He sat at his desk and took out
the letter from Boise' s new ruler, reading carefully once more. It was atissue of lies, of course. . .

But from the lies a man tells, you can read the truth of his soul, he thought. His eyes went to amap,
then glazed over asif he were listening to avoice only he could hear. Yes, there' s something in what he
says. Pendleton does offer us an opportunity. But not quite what he thinks.

LAVA BEDS
NORTHEASTERN IDAHO
SEPTEMBER 1, CY 23/2021 AD

“ From the hag and the hungry goblin

That into rags would rend ye

All the sprites that stand by the Hornéd Man
In the Book of Moons defend ye—"

The tune had a steady thumping beat; Mackenzies used it as amarching song, though Rudi’ s mother had
come up with the words long ago, when she was a bard before the Change. Rudi and Edain sang it—but
not too loudly. A human voice wouldn't carry far in country likethis, but there wasn't any point in taking

unnecessary risks.

They wereriding up along open valey with asoil of something black, a coarse ashy stuff that crunched
beneath the horses' hooves and raised allittle dust with a strange taste, more bitter than the norma Snake
River dkali. Smadl mountains or big hills showed here and there about them, looking asif they' d been
built out of cinders—which they were. Sparse straw-colored needle-grass was scattered across the flats,
and some of the hills had thick sagebrush, or even quaking aspen on the northern dopes, and some
yellow-flowered rabbitbrush swayed alittle in the hot wind. Nothing else moved, except aviolet-green



thrush that snatched a bestle stirred up by his horse’ s hooves; native animals hereabouts had the good
senseto day ingdein the daytime, in summer.

“Ah, that was abit of home,” Edain said when they’ d finished the song, and Rudi nodded. “I’ll take a
look at the pack-train.”

His half-madtiff bitch Garbh jumped down from where she’ d been Sitting behind him and trotted aong at
his gtirrup as he rode back down the line, whigtling.

Edain could sing passably, which was a great deal more than hisfather could—Sam Aylward was longer
on volume than anything else. Mackenzies generdly could sng well, sinceit was an important part of their
lives and they practiced hard, if not quite so hard asthey did with the bow. Rudi had inherited amae
version of hismother’ staent, and she wasfirg-rate; he sang very well indeed, and enjoyed it.

He smiled wryly. Rumor in the Clan said that the fae had clustered around his cradleto give him al the
good gifts of the Lord and Lady. There was something to it, he supposed. He hadn’t had trouble with his
wisdom teeth and he' d gotten over hisfew zits quickly, too.

And all that makes my life so ample and stisfying, he thought sardonicdly. Which is why dead men
try to squeeze my throat shut. Yes, it's just one long Beltane feast followed by a roll in the clover,
if you're beloved of the Powers. They give. . . or sometimes, They just delay the stiff payment
They ask.

“Interesting song,” Frederick Thurston said, pushing his horse up beside Rudi.
“Heathen nonsense,” Mathildasaid, haf joking, from his other Sde.

She uncorked her canvas water-bag and handed it over. Rudi drank deeply and passed it on—the water
was tepid and a bit brackish, but you had to take as much as you could in desert country. His stepfather,
Sir Nigd, and honorary uncle Sam Aylward had taught him that. The sun was bright and hot today,
though the air was thankfully dry. Sweat was running down hisflanks under his brigandine; they were dl
gtill wearing light harness, torso-protection, just in case, and it was aswell to keep yoursdlf used to the
weight and discomfort. Even Father Ignatius had put off most of his panoply, though, for hishorse’ s sake
if not hisown.

He' s a hardy man, Rudi thought. Though I’ ll never understand why Christians think it pleases their
God to be uncomfortable when it isn't necessary.

“Time!” Odard called.

He had aworking windup watch, an heirloom. Everyone dismounted, unsaddied, let their mount roll, and
began to put the tack on aremount.

Epona came over and pushed a him; she' d never liked to see him riding another horse. The big black
mare nudged again as he transferred his saddle and blanket to Macha Mongruad.

“You're middlie-aged!” Rudi said to Epona, touching afinger to her velvety nose. “Y ou need the rest.
And she' syour own daughter!”

He swore and lunged for Macha s bridle when her dam mooched off . . . then turned and nipped the
younger mare on the haunch. A few seconds of work prevented an equine catfight, and they began
leading their horses, Eponatrotted off with her tail high, and her ears making ahorse’ s equivalent of a
smug smirk.



“That'safinehorse” Fred said, asthey started walking.

They had a long way to go and even rotating the mounts and walking haf thetime aswdl it was going to
wear the horses down.

“I don't think I’ ve ever seen better movement,” Fred went on, looking admiringly where Epona seemed
to float dong, hooves bardly touching down. “But isn't she around ten, or even twelve?’

“Fifteen or sixteen,” Rudi replied.

A well-treated horse with agood deal of Arab in her breeding could be worked until she was past
twenty, but it wastrue that if he could he' d rather have left her back in the home pasture, bullying the rest
of the Dun Juniper horse-herd. Warmbloods tended to break down more easily, too.

“Why did you bring her on atrip like this?’

“She'd gart killing peopleif | left her behind that long,” Rudi said.

Frederick laughed, then stopped when he saw nobody elsewas.

“She'svicious?’ hesaid increduloudly. “But | saw you riding her without abit! Bareback!”

“Not vicious exactly; shejust didikesthe most of humankind, the more soif I'm away for long. Which
given the way shewastresated as afilly isn't surprisng. We ve been together along time, since | was
about ten, and she ill won't let anyone elseride her.”

Mathildarolled her eyes again. “Rudi rode her when nobody else at the Sutterdown Horse Fair could,”
shesad. “It’ s part of the Wondrous Legend of Rudi Mackenzie, back home.” A sigh. “It’ strue, too. |
was there. Y ou wouldn’t have any doubt she could be viciousif you' d seen her then.”

“Sure, and it’sno miracle or magic, just that we' re old soulsto each other,” Rudi said. At Frederick’s
look: “Knew each other in our past lives, s0.”

[13 YOu’ al,.1 ”
“Witches”
“Witches bdieve we re reborn?’

“Everythingis,” Rudi said. “How not?’ He waved ahand around them. “ And doesn’t everything die and
return; the grass, the trees, the fields? Why not us?’

Mathilda sighed again. “ These are people who apologize when they cut down atreein caseit' stheir
long-lost Great-Aunt Gertrude they’ re planning on repairing the barn with,” she said.

“Wadl, now, no; it’ sjust politeto be grateful,” Rudi drawled, mock-aggrieved. “To thetree, for Sarters.
Andthefaedon't likeit if you'rerude.”

“Wadl,” one of thetwinssad, “Elves go wait in the Halls of Mandos, generdly speaking. But that’ s not
redly rdlevant Sncethere aren’t any here in Middle-earth anymore.”

“And sincethe Straight Path is closed,” the other went on. “Nowadaysif you sail west, you just
eventudly hit yoursdlf in the butt, coming from the east.”

“I've never been very rdigious,” Fred mused. “My family aren't, you know . . . well, we' re Methodists,



sort of. | never really thought it was very important. | know that’ s sort of old-fashioned, but Mom and
Dadare...Dadwas...”

He rubbed a hand across hisface, smearing sweat and dust on his chocolate-colored skin.

“But | think I’'m going to have to change my mind, with al the stuff that’ s happened lately.” A weary grin:
“Though which type of religion should | Sart taking serioudy?’

“There are many paths and if you walk them rightly, they al go to the same place,” Rudi said.

Then he grinned himsdlf: “To be sure, the sensible people go by the Old Religion’ sroad. We have the
best festivals, for starters! And the best music, though | grant”—he nodded to Ignatius—"“that the
Gregorian chant isfine stuff, but oursis merrier. And unlike Catholics we don't have to waste our time on

quilt”

Ignatius Smply gave anironic lift of the eyebrows, he wasn't the sort of man to riseto abait like that.
Mathilda glanced sdelong at Rudi and smiled.

“Did he mention the way his mother magicaly struck a Methodist pastor dead once?’

W, your mother has struck a fair number of people dead, but by more conventional means, Rudi
thought. It was hot and heitched in places he couldn’t scratch because they were covered by two layers
of leather with sted plates riveted between, and it was a bit of an effort to stay cheerful. INCLUDING
your father’s pet pope, | suspect. Not that he didn’t deserve it, the creature. . .

Aloud he went on: “ She didn’t. The Reverend Dixon just had a heart attack at a. . . acrucial moment, or
S0 Aunt Judy tellsme.”

Asan asde he said to Frederick: “ Aunt Judy’sour chief hedler, afriend of my mother’ sfrom when they
weregirls”

Then he returned to the subject: “Maétti, people do die now and then without someone killing them.
Besides, it was before elther of uswas born. And he was a Baptist, not aMethodist. Or wasit a
Presbyterian? |’ ve never redly understood al the differences.”

“Some sort of heretic,” Mathildasaid.

“Sure, you'rebein’ abit narrow-minded there.”

“Just orthodox,” she said with asniff.

“Andisn’t orthodoxy just one’ s own doxy, and heterodoxy another’ s doxy?’

Father Ignatius walked on two paces, then choked with laughter and had to be thumped on the back,
tried to be stern, and laughed again. Other people joined in at intervals as the ghastliness of the Latinate
pun sank in, ending with Edain and Frederick and Ingolf, who had to have it explained since their
schooling hadn't included the classics.

Rudi considered making amore e aborate one about the Grand Congtable Tiphaine being avery
non-hetero-doxy, but decided not to—Ignatius was a bit of adamp blanket where bawdy was
concerned. So was Métti, cometo that, especialy in acleric’s company.

His mother had made a joke once about Tiphaine having an | won't tell, and I'll kill you if you ask
policy. Older people seemed to find that funny, for some reason.



“Ummm—" Frederick said.

He' sfeeling a little like the new wolf in the pack, being a stranger and all, with us knowing one
another most of our lives, Rudi thought. Or at least for a year, with Ingolf. He' s lonely, too. | would
be, in hisplace!

The younger Thurston went on: *Y ou know, Dad thought you guys, the Mackenzies, were, well, weird.”

“We rewitches. We are weird,” Rudi said. “ Or so my mother dways says. Mesdlf, | think everyone else
iswelrd, but then | wasn't raised dl my younger years among cowans as she was, the sorrow and the

pity of it.”
“What are cowans?’

Mathilda chuckled, agurgling sound like her mother’ slaugh, but warmer somehow; it lit up her tired,
dusty facelike alight from within.

“Unbdievers” shesaid. “People with adistorted view of things. Dull, commonplace people with no
magic in them who can't hear the music of theworld. us, in other words, asfar asthe witchesare
concerned.”

Frederick gave her aglance and seemed to flush, then gathered himself.

“Ah. .. Dad dways said you guysin Portland were even weirder, but you and Odard seem pretty . . .
well, normd to me”

“Y ou haven't seen the court in Castle Todenangst,” Rudi said. “The annua High Tournament, say. It'san
improvement on a battle only because the food' s better and there are regular rest breaks. That’ stheir
ideaof fun.”

“It straning,” Mathildasaid alittle defensively. “We use blunt swords and barriers and rebated |ances.
There' s hardly ever more than one or two peoplekilled. And | hadn’t noticed you refusing to break a
lance or two, Rudi.”

“I haveto take them down ahit, for their own good,” Rudi said. “Knocking them off their horses
correctstheir humors, me being amere pagan clansman and al who empties his own dop bucket. Most
of the time your noble Associate can't swat amosquito without getting atroubadour to list its noble
lineage and compose an epic on the desperate battle it gave him.”

And young Fred’ s a bit smitten with Mathilda, Rudi thought tolerantly. Which is natural enough.
She'sa comely lass, my anamcharais, and I’ ve always thought so, and you could warm your hands
at her spirit on a cold night. Not to mention other parts, if that were her inclination, which alasiit
isnot.

It might cause problems, but he didn’t think so; the young man seemed a sensible sort. And Mathilda had
her faith’s conviction of theimportance of virginity right down in her bones.

A convinced virgin-until-marriage and my two half sisters, Rudi thought. It'sa merry time I'm
going to have on thistrip! Think about anything but sex, Rudi . . . think of ice and vinegar.

Hedid, out of curiosity: animage did spontaneoudy into his mind—one of agirl he knew named Niamh,
naked, blond, lying on abed and smiling as sheraised aglass of iced vinegar and dowly licked therim ..



Oh, by Priapus Himsalf, I’ m twenty-two, how am | to think of anything else? Rudi thought, tugging
at the bottom edge of hisarming doublet.

Then the image flashed back; thistime it was Maitti. That was even more disturbing. Shewas't
conventiondly beautiful, her face more strong-boned and handsome, but he could imagine how those
brown eyes would light, and her breath catch as he kissed the hollow at the base of her throat and . . .

Shewas laughing at hisjoke, her head thrown back, that laugh with agurgling chucklein it. He gritted his
teeth. It looked like he' d have to learn to mortify the flesh, Christian or no.

“Now, if you want weird, try the Dunedain,” he said teasingly. “ Living in trees and talking that fancy
languege—"

“I heard that!” Mary—or Ritva—cadlled from afew yardsback. “Y ou're just jed ous’ cause our
traditionsare really old! And only some of usliveintress”

“Youdo,” Rudi pointed out.
“It saflet. And very comfortablein al wegthers, and private. And bearproof.”

“Y ou want to hear something redly weird?’ Frederick said, and waved a hand around: “This place used
to be what they called a national monument. Dad was aways going on about how we had to preserve
them for thefuture”

Afraid he'll offend if he joinsin the chaffing, Rudi thought; you had to be redly familiar with peopleto
sharethe game of playful insults. But yes, he’slonely, I'd judge. And of course he' s parted from all
his family, his mother and hissisters.

Rudi looked around at the arid desol ation; the only reason they’ d come thisway wasto throw of f
possible pursuit, and because they might as well use up fodder too bulky to carry far now that they'd
abandoned the wagon.

“Wall, there's something to be said for every part of Their world,” he said.

The thought of harvest in thefields of home pierced his breast, and the regpers dancing in the Queen
Shesf to the squed of pipesand rattle of bodhrans, whirling with corn poppies woven in their hair . . .

“And theforest is sacred to the Horned Lord, of course, and very comely. But this isthe sort of place
only the Mother could love, I'd say.”

Rudi was alittle relieved when Ingolf spoke; the big man had been nearly silent for too long now:

“Yah, | noticed that sort of thing back home—and dl the way East and West, from one side of the
continent to the other. Y ou’ d see these National Monument signs, and it’s never anything that could have
been good fields, or orchards or anything. Mind you, the woods can be red pretty—the maplesturn
colorsback in Richland that I d ride aday to see—and sometimesit’ s something redlly impressive, like
thismountain carved into facesin the Soux country, but most of these Nationa Monuments, it’sjust
damn ugly wilderness, rocks and stuff.”

“I think they vaued wilderness more, then, because there was so little of it and so much settled land,”
Ignatius said thoughtfully. “ Strange.. . .”

“We can all agree on onething,” Mathildasaid decisively. “People who grew up before the Change are .
.. weird!”



Everyone laughed agreement; Rudi nodded himself. Even his mother was strange that way sometimes,
andyou'drunintoit likeabrick wall you couldn’t see.

Mary or Ritva cametrotting back from aforward scout. Ritva, he decided asshereinedin.

“Water acouple of miles northwest,” she said. Her face was grim. “But there’ s complications.”

There were about two dozen of the Mormons at the desolate little spring, refugees twice over, the first
time from the Prophet’ sinvasion of New Deseret and now from the United States of Boise. They'd
picked their spot well, adeclivity at the base of atal north-facing cliff with abit of an overhang, and with
good water bubbling in a crack in the rock. It ran downhill before vanishing into the coarse black
volcanic sand, and that produced a bit of greenery, which their horses needed and were busy stripping.
Rudi gave the people aquick appraising glance.

They had tinder stacked and a couple of big camp-kettles next to it, but no fire going. About eight were
women; nobody was under eighteen or older than early middle age. They al seemed to have at least one
horse, but the mounts looked hard done by, and some of the people were wounded. And they all had a
sword and bow or crossbow and a shield, marked with Deseret’ s golden bee on a blue background. A
few had mail-shirts, or armor of sheet-stedl plates hammered to fit and riveted onto leather jackets, both
painted a greenish gray sage color.

And the place doesn't stink, Rudi thought; there was only adight natura smell of horses, |eather, and
sweat and smoke soaked into woolen clothing. Which with twenty-odd peopleis a good sign. They're
taking care of things, tired as they are.

Edain waved as he recognized a girl named Rebecca Nystrup—her father had bought Rancher Brown's
horses for Deseret’ sarmy, back . . .

Well, well. That was in May, and doesn’t it seem the longest time?

Edain had been quite taken with her, for which Rudi didn’t blame him, the girl being well beyond comely
and near hisage. He' d have been tempted in that direction himself, under other circumstances. And she'd
been friendly to Edain, in avery proper way. The young Mackenzie' s smile died as hetook in the
grimness of the little party. Rudi nodded politely to the girl but spent his attention on the rest of her
land-folk.

“Colonel Donad Nystrup, 2nd Cavary, Army of the Republic of New Deseret,” their apparent leader
sad, amanin histhirtieswith light streaksin hisbrown beard and utter wearinessin hisblue eyes.

“Rudi Mackenzie,” the clansman replied, swinging down from his saddle and shaking hands. “Y ou'rekin
to Bishop Nystrup, I’ d be saying from the looks of you. Not his son?’

“Bishop Nystrup was my uncle, and Rebecca’ smy cousin,” he said. “But close enough.”

Rudi sighed mentally as helooked at the fugitives and noted the was. Bishop Nystrup had been a
conscientious man who did hisvery best for his people, in the brief time Rudi had known him. Thesigh
also had alittle regret that the refugees were going to consume most of the food that he' d expected to
feed his party through the next couple of weeks.

Threefold return, remember, hethought. If we have to pull our beltstighter for a few days, it won't
kill us.

“It'scoming on for sundown,” he said. “ Shall we make camp together, and perhaps make some stone



oup?’

Nystrup looked puzzled for amoment—evidently the story wasn't as common among his people asit
was with Mackenzies—and then his shoulders dumped very dightly as he recognized the invitation to
share supplies.

“That would be a Chris—ah—kindly deed,” he said. “We took what we could, but it wasn't al that
much, and we lost the rest of our food in a skirmish two days ago.”

Ingolf came up. *Y ou took horses and weapons,” he said, giving the group the same once-over Rudi
had. “ That’ sthe essentia's, you betcha. Y ou can get food if you have to, with abow or ashetein your

Nystrup glanced a him. “I’'m asoldier, but I'm not inclined to play bandit,” he said, bristling alittle.

Ingolf shrugged; the two men were of an age, in their late twenties, but the Easterner looked older just
then.

“| wasasoldier inalot of places, straight-leg,” he said; for amoment his dark blue eyes seemed lost in
memory. “And | can tell you that sometimes the differenceis sort of abstract. If you' re planning to keep

fighting the Prophet—"

“Fdse prophet!” Rebecca said defiantly behind her cousin, and ignored hisfrown.
“Yah, I’ ve got no problem with that false part,” he said, touching his bruised face.
“Y ou were wounded fighting the CUT?” she asked with quick sympathy.

Ingolf laughed, and she flinched alittle. “Y ou might say so. A spy from Corwin named Kuttner wormed
hisway into Vogeer’' s Villans—my outfit—got my friends al killed back East, captured me, dragged me
off to Corwin, tortured me, screwed with my head, and when | escaped they chased me to Oregon; then
they killed the lady | was with and damned near killed me, and just now they captured me and tortured
me and screwed with my head again. Y ou might say I’ ve been fighting them. Not very effectively, but
yes, I've got reason to do it with fedling.”

Heturned his head away and swallowed. Rudi winced dightly; he' d been fedling hard done by because
he’ d been dragged away from home by dl this. The Easterner had lost the only home or real kin he had.

Ingolf faced Nystrup and touched his own face again; the swelling had gone down, but therewas a
spectacular range of colors under the dust and beard. When he spoke again his voice was dtogether flat:

“Hghting the fal se prophet, especidly if you're not doing it in aregular army, then you' re going to haveto
get flexible. It sarough game, and on both sides. Y ou can't |et people decide to just Sit things out and
seewho wins. Better not to try at al if you' re not willing to seeit through to the end.”

Rudi nodded soberly. Ingolf wasn't only asworn enemy of the CUT; he’ d been awandering fighter for
hirefor years out Eagt, in the fabled—and fabuloudy wedthy and populous—redms of the Missssppi
valey, lowaand Nebraskaand Kansas. And after that he' d been boss of a salvage ouitfit which went
deep into the old death zones, to the dead cities of the Atlantic Coast, which was just as dangerous and
involved alot of the same kills.

“Hey, ndan bell, indo hin!” Mary caled. Which meant strong back, simple mind, roughly. “Giveusa
hand! Not you, Rudi. The other strong back and smple mind. Ingolf.”



“What about me?’ Odard said. “I’m aways ready to help abeautiful damsel or two in distress.”
“If you have to ask, Odard, you'll never understand.”

The young Baron raised an eyebrow, shrugged, and went with Mathildato help hobble their horses and
the four mules who' d drawn the Conestoga before they dumped it. They both knew horses well, of
course; Protectorate nobles might have grooms, but they learned their way around stables from infancy.
Ingolf started unloading sacks of dried beans and jerky and barley from the pack-saddles at thetwin's
direction. Asaboil-up it wouldn't be very appetizing, but it would keep you going.

Then Ignatius got out the medicine chest, with Rudi assisting. Someone who knew what they were doing
had done the bandaging—unsurprisingly, that turned out to be Rebecca—but the anti septic ointments
made from aoes and molds were useful. He d never taken formd training beyond the first aid all
Mackenzieslearned in school, but Judy Barstow was both the Clan’s chief healer and his mother’ s oldest
friend and he’' d been around Aunt Judy al hislife. Ignatius was better than that, virtualy adoctor; the
Order wanted its knight-brothers to be able to turn their hands to just about anything, since they spent a
lot of time on their own in places hogtile, remote, or both.

“Thereisnobody here who won't recover, given food and rest,” the priest said to the Deseret colonel
when he'd finished.

“That . . . may beaproblem,” Nystrup said. Then he smiled: “I’ d read about guerillawarfarein
OCS—Officer Candidate School—and they went on about how vauable a sanctuary isto an
insurgency, but it was dl sort of theoreticd. I’ m just getting used to how much | relied on having someone
to take the wounded off my hands. And yes, food' s aproblem too. | don’t have a commissariat

anymore, or local Stake storehouses.”

“We d have more if we' d kept thewagon,” Ritvagrumbled, as she measured ingredientsinto the
cauldron.

We kept the essentials, Rudi thought. The weapons, the medicine chest, and the cash. But no need
to go into detail; best not put temptation in our Mormon friends way.

“If we' d kept the wagon, we' d be thirty or forty milesthat way”—Rudi pointed back towards the site of
the rescue—* and someone would have caught us by now.”

“Yes, but it sthe principle of thething,” hishaf sster said, getting out their salt-and-seasoning box. “ Al
that lovely shopping wedid in Bend, wasted. C'mon, Ingalf, let’ s give these people some help.”

The Mormon women made bannock out of some of the flour, and minced a couple of desert hares as
their contribution to the stone soup; the rabbits would be lean, without the fat that kept you going, but
every little bit helped. Things settled down when the chores were done, and everyone sat around gnawing
on hardtack while the stew seethed, chatting easily—except for Ignatius, who kept acam, cheerful
slence, and Ingolf, who brooded despite the twins' attemptsto draw him ouit.

Rudi took another deep drink of the water; it was very clear, with aminera undertang, and cold, which
felt glorious. He' d taken the chance to strip and scrub down before the heat of the day left completely;
thisareawas higher than it looked, and a.clear night would be chilly even in August. Putting his sticky
clothes back on had been abit of atria; he was afastidious man, when circumstances alowed, if not
quite as picky as, say, Odard.

“I"'m thinking then that you aren’t dtogether happy in Boiseterritory,” Rudi said to Nystrup.



“No,” Nystrup said shortly, looking down at the sword he was honing.

Then, thawing: “I could tell right away that the new President, Martin Thurston, wasn't going to keep his
father's. . . Hewastdking about splitting up the refugees, settling them afew each in Boise towns and
villages, or enlisting our troopsin hisarmy—and asindividuas, not in units. That meant he wasn't
planning on helping us get our homes back. And he said hewouldn’t allow any ‘raiding’ over the border
from the refugee camps. Said it might endanger the * peace process.” ”

Rudi nodded, pursed hislips thoughtfully, and called: “Fred! The good colond needsto talk to you.
Colond Nystrup, Captain Frederick Thurston. Y es, of the Thurstons”

“Damnation!” the Deseret officer blurted, when the tale of Martin Thurston’ streachery had been told,
amid ababble of questionsfrom hisfollowers.

That cut off sharply when Nystrup made agesture. Rudi’ s brows rose; that bespoke redl discipline and
this collection of odds-and-sodswasn't aregular military unit. From what he’ d heard, the Saintswere an
orderly folk, but it sill said something about Nystrup as aman.

“But didn’t the CUT try to assassinate him along with hisfather and younger . . . and you, Mr.
Thurston?’ the colond said.

“Everyonethought so a thetime,” Rudi said. “I’d say the now that only the onesaimed a Genera
Thurston wereredly trying to kill.”

“And the one behind me,” Frederick said.

“Perhaps,” Rudi said gently. “He didn’'t have any redl need to kill you then—you’ d never have suspected.
But perhaps.”

And perhaps you need to think as badly of him as you can, for your own sake. I’ll not hinder it.

“Y ou think Martin Thurston’ s going over to the false prophet?’ Nystrup said sharply. “ Has dready,
Ssecretly?”

“Now, therel’mlesscertain,” Rudi said judicioudy.

Odard Liu cut in; he' d been doing his share of the chores, and without any of the reluctance that Rudi half
expected. Alex had done much of his master’ swork before the man reveaded histrue colors. Now the
Baron wiped his hands and spoke:

“I'd say it san dliance of mutua convenience, not an affair of the heart. Ah, some peoplein the
Protectorate—"

Including your darling mother, Rudi thought. Who has all the faults of Sandra Arminger and none
of her redeeming qualities, sure. And who Sandra will now undoubtedly kill.

“—have been, ummm, negotiating with the CUT too. They evidently don’t demand you convert in order
to intrigue with them about politics”

“Not at firgt,” Ingolf said grimly from by thefire. “I was a prisoner in Corwin last summer. They redly
believe that horseshit, or at least most of them do. And they send out their missionaries everywhere they
canreach.”

“Does anyone in Boise know about their President and what he’ sdoing?’ Nystrup asked eagerly.



“That they do, naming no names,” Rudi said.

“It'd probably be ared threat to health to draw Martin Thurston’ s attention by talking up aversion of the
eventsthat isn't his” Odard said judicioudly.

Frederick nodded. “But they’ll be spreading the story quietly. Everyone knew Martinwas . . . ambitious.
Just not how ambitious.”

“That changesthings,” Nystrup said; alittle of the lost look faded from his eyes. “We and Boise never
got dong wdll, but everyone hates the CUT. If we can get peoplein Boiseterritory to help us. . . hide
us, give us shdlter in between raids on the CUT garrisons and supply lines, give usfood and horses. . .”

“And everyone loved my father,” Frederick said. “Wéll, nearly everyone. Nearly everyonein the United
States.” With bitterness. “ Dad didn’t want to be aking! With him it was everything for the country,
nothing for himsdf.”

“Emperor ismorewhat Martin hasin mind, probably,” Odard said, tuning the lute which someone had
brought aong from the Conestoga. “| got those vibrations off him”—he plucked the strings—*and we
talked afew times. He was extremely interested in the balance of power out West, in the realms of the
Meseting at Corvdlis. | don’t think he' s going to settle down to quietly rule what he has now.”

“Hecouldn't,” Frederick said. “Too risky.”

They dl looked a him. “Dad . . . OK, Dad ruled with a hard hand, and it was an awfully long time before
he decided to hold nationd e ections. But he didn’t want to be king; he redlly wanted to restore the
United States. That' s one reason he waited—el ecting a government from just part of one State would be
likean admission of failure. It redly ate a him. He thought everyone would raly round once he got going
and it didn’t happen. A lot of our people wanted, want, to put the country back together too. Especidly
thearmy officers. If my . . . if Martinisgoing to hold on to the Presidency, make it into something like
being aking, or an emperor—"

He nodded to Odard.
“—then he has to make some progress on reunification.”

“Conquering other realms,” Mathilda said—but musingly rather than a sharp-toned correction, smply
trandating the young man’ swords into the terms the others would think in. “ An emperor isaking of
kings, after al. If he conquerswiddly, it'll make his claim to the throne solid.”

“OK, if youwant to call it that,” Frederick said. “That’smore or lesswhat | meant. Nothing succeeds
like success”

Mary and Ritva came back to st on their haunches with their arms wrapped around their knees.

“Like Saruman and Sauron in the Higtories,” one of them said thoughtfully. “ Both want to conquer and
rule. Our side can probably usethat.”

“Our Sde?’ Frederick said; not bitterly thistime, but with a genuine humor in the curve of hisfull mouth.
“All nine of us?’ He glanced at the Mormon leader. “Well, with al due respect, dl thirty of us?’

“You're after forgetting,” Rudi said gently. “We here are not just travel ers from over the mountains. What
we know, we can send to our homelands—and there, our parents are people of importance, with the
power to bind and loose.”



“And I’'m not just in charge of twenty-one fugitives,” Nystrup said. “ There are other Deseret unitstill in
thefidd.”

Kindled, helooked at Rudi. “With you to help us—’

“Inpassing only,” Rudi said, hisvoice till gentle, but with an implacable determination behind it. “This
isn't an affair of greedy warlords only. Those are like bindweed or couch grass; it' sthe work of the
season to uproot them. There smoreto it. The Powers are at work here, and we the song they sing.”

“Soup’'son!” Rebeccasad.

Nystrup seemed to be glad of theinterruption. He stood and faced his people, folding hisarms across his
chest and bowing his head with closed eyes.

“Heavenly Father, we are grateful for thisfood which Thou knowest we needed badly, and for the
generosity of Rudi and hisfriends. We ask Theeto bless them and watch over them asthey journey Eagt,
that they may always find sustenance provided for them, asthey have so generoudly given to us, and we
ask that Brother Rudi complete his quest safely. We also ask Theeto blessthisfood that it may nourish
and strengthen us, in the name of Jesus Chrigt, amen.”

The nine comrades had remained respectfully silent during the Mormon ceremony; now they took their
bowls, said their own forms of grace and fell to with the hedlthy voracity of hard-worked youth. The stew
was thick and filling, fuel more than food, the sort of thing you ate without noticing the ingredients. The
refugee-guerillas devoured theirs with careful speed; one or two gobbled, but the rest swallowed every
spoonful asif it were asacrament. Rudi hadn’t met many L atter-day Saints before, gpart from the ones
who bought Rancher Brown’ s horses—Mormons were thin on the ground in the Willamette
country—but they seemed to be amannerly folk; and these ones were very hungry.

Rudi took his bowl and abannock and sat beside Frederick, who was prodding at his food with a spoon
and looking out over the dusk-darkened plain to the north and the distant purple line of the mountains.

“All abit of aburden, isn'tit?’ hesaid kindly.

“Tell me!” Frederick replied. Then, lowering hisvoice: “Y ou know, | wonder if | should bethe oneto
fight Martin, eventudly.”

“Why?’ Rudi asked, surprised. There was no luck in turning aside from afate the Powers had laid on
youl.

“Wadll . . . thewhole reason he quarreled with Dad—turned traitor, eventualy—was that he thought
being Dad’ s son gave him some sort of specid right. He wanted to be aking. | don’t.”

Rudi nodded. “Wéll, you' ve apoint there. But think on this; if not you, who? Isn't it better you than him?
Anditisnt youwho' d pay the price of anoble renunciation; it would be your people, who need
someone they know to lead them.”

“Urrr.”

“And aso, what Martin wantsisto be a tyrant, someone who takes power by lies and force and rules
for himsdf done, or hisown kin done.”

Although . . . helooked at Matti. That’s a precise description of your father, and you will rule well.
Many a kingdom starts with a pirate, or a lucky soldier. Of course, he didn’t have the raising of
you all to himself, Matti. Nor did Sandra. My own mother’ s fine hand is in the making, there, too.



Hewent on: “A tyrant’snot the samething asaking, sureanditisn't. A good king . . . agood king is
father to the land. What his people are together, their living past and the line of their blood for agesyet to
come, their land that they’ ve fought and died for and the sweet they’ ve shed on it every day, and the way
their songs and stories and being arewovenintoiit, dl that . . . he standsfor it in the flesh. And he leads
them not just in war and lawmaking, but in the rites that give meaning to life, that make them apeople.
My folk hailed me as my mother’ stanist of their own will; who am | to tell them no? Perhaps yourswill
hall you. Perhaps not. But if they do, isn’t it your duty to answer their cdl and serve their need?’

“Yeah, | canseewhat . . . I'll haveto think about that.” A grin. “And since I’ m going East with you guys,
| have along timeto think about it.”

Rudi chuckled. “ And you' re not the only onewho'll be thinking. From the old stories, avanished prince
who' sfated to return and make things right again may be more powerful than one who' stherein the
flesh. My mother dways said thet it's by the thoughts and dreams within their heads that men are
governed, as much as by laws or even swords from without.”

“Dad said something like that too. The moral isto the physical asthreeisto one.”
Rudi nodded. “ Also she says that no man can harvest afield beforeit’ sripe.”

“I’d like to meet your mother. She sounds like acool lady,” Frederick said shyly.
“Sheisthat, and a great lady for dl that she hasn’t so many airs as some, and fun too.”

Mathildacameto sit by Rudi when Nystrup drew the younger Thurston aside; she had asmall bunch of
ydlow wildflowerstucked over her right ear.

“Giving him apep tak?’ she said dryly, not whispering but leaving her voice soft; the tune Odard was
playing helped cover it.

Rudi nodded; they were both the children of rulers, and knew the demands of the trade.

“It' salittleworried heis, over whether it'sgood for him to contest with his brother for power. Ashis
father didn’t want the succession settled by blood-right, you see.”

Matti leaned againgt his shoulder. “Well, at least he getsachoice! I’'m stuck with it. | get to be Protector
... and then wonder when Count Stavarov is going to launch a.coup and stick aknifein my back, or the
House of Jonesis going to flounce off in asnit and haul up the draw-bridges on their castles. Or whether
the Stavarovs are going to launch a coup and”—she shuddered thesatrically—*make me marry Piotr.

Y ou wouldn't think that even Alexi Stavarov could have produced a son who's more of a pig than he
was, but—"

They both chuckled. “If you can call what he' sgot areal choice, and not just wittering,” Rudi went on.
“After dl, Matti, you have achoice too. Y ou could run off and be asailor in Newport, or anun in Mt.
Angd. Or to the Mackenzie lands and take up acroft!” he added dyly.

She thumped his shoulder. “I can just see mysdlf putting out milk for the house-hob . . . and legping
naked over abonfire on Beltane!”

“Thereare Chrigiansin the Clan,” he said righteoudy. And that latter is a rather attractive image,
sure.

“Y eah, both of them,” Mathildasaid in a pawky tone. “ But anyway, that’snot ared choice. Portland’'s
my home, | can'trunout onit . .. Thingswould goto hell . . . And what sort of an example would it be,



shirking my duties? God cdled meto atask when He made me heir to the Protectorate.”

“That' swhat | said to young Fred, more or less. Struck him with the force of a dedgehammer, soit did.

“I"'m worried enough about coming on this trip. And there' salot better reason for doing it than just
because | don't want to St around in acotte-hardi listening to petitions and arguments over who gets
seizin of what or whose vassal stole whose sheep.”

She put an arm around hiswaist and leaned her face againgt his upper arm. Rudi |ooked down and
batted hiseyes.

“And here | wasthinking it was the sweet charm of me and my beautiful eyelashesthat brought you on
thejourney . . . yeak! Those bruisesill hurt!”

It was getting abit chilly; he unpinned his plaid and stretched it over their shoulders, blanket-style, and
they sat in companionable silence. They’ d been doing that since they werelittlekids. . . dthough the
weight and warmth and fragrance of her made him alittle conscious that they weren't children anymore.

Admittedly a bit of a gamy fragrance, but we have been on the road for weeks, and it’s
exceedingly female.

Odard had launched into another song; Mary and Ritvasang it, in two-part harmony:

“1 hear the horse-hoof thunder in the valley below;
I’mwaiting for the angels of Avalon—"

Helooked up a Rudi and Mathilda as he finished, then aside to the twinswith acharming smile:

“And I’ d like to thank whichever of you beautiful ladies was considerate enough to bring dong my lute.
Perhapsit’s not quite so essentia asthe dried beans, but I'm fond of it.”

“Itwas her idea,” Mary and Ritvasaid in perfect unison, each pointing at the other.

Odard’ ssmile grew alittle strained. “All right; thank you to whichever evil, teasing bitch preserved my
lute. I'mfond of it.”

“She' sevil teasing bitch Number One,” one of them said, pointing to the other. “And I’'m evil teasing
bitch Number Two.”

“Youarenot! I'm evil teesng bitch Number Twol”

Ingolf laughed, which did Rudi’ s heart good to see. The big Easterner extended a hand.
“That’'sapretty insrument,” he said. “Could | seeit for amoment?’

“It'snot aguitar,” Odard said in warning as he handed it over.

The man from Wisconsin touched his strong battered fingersto the strings with atender ddlicacy.

“I know. My mother’ ssister wasaluthier. Aunt Alice loved the oldtimey music. She was abit touched
after the Change—she wasin Racine on the day of it, showed up nearly dead at our door in Readstown
sx months later, never talked about how she came through—~but she could make ones amogt asfine as
this, and play them too. Taught quite afew people.”



Odard’ singtrument had a spruce sounding board with acarving of vines over the sound hole, and
touches of mother-of-pearl and rose-wood a ong the edges of the swelling body. It was actually his
second-best |ute, of course; you didn't take the finest on atrip likethis. Ingolf began strumming.

“You don't havefireflies out here, do you?’ he asked. “Not that I’ ve seen, anyway.”
“No,” one of thetwins said. “We ve heard of them . . . bugsthat glow?’

“Glowing bugs? Likethe garsarelittlelightsin the sky,” he said, and hisfingers began coaxing out atune
from the six-course instrument, plaintive and sad. “It’ sa pity you' ve never seen’ em. There snothing
prettier than fireflies on the edge of afied in asummertime night, with that sweet smd| off the corn, and a
little mist coming up from theriver. Like stars cometo earth, winking a you . . .

“Likethelights| shall never see again
Thefireflies come and sing to me
Of trains and towns and friends long gone—"

He had adeep voice, alittle hoarse but true; the twins began to sing dong after awhile, and then some of
the Mormonsjoined in. Most people were happy to learn anew tune, since it was about the only way to
increase your stock of music.

“Alice made that one; she surely did lovethefireflies, and it was a pleasure to hear her snging while she
watched them from the veranda. We kids caught somein ajar once and gave them to her, but she cried
until we let them go. She was abit touched, like | said, but good-hearted.”

He passed the lute back to Odard, who gave him aconsidering look and played another tune. Rudi
rested his chin on Mathilda s head while they listened. Y awns signaled the end of the impromptu

sng-aong.
“Did you bother to take abath?’ he said teasingly, sniffing loudly.
“And on that note!” she replied, and headed off for her bedroll.

Rudi yawned himsdlf and stretched, looking up. The stars grew as hisfire-dazzled sight adjusted, even
more thickly frosted across the sky than they would be a home; the air of this high desert wasthin and
dry, and the Bdlt of the Goddess shonein red and yelow and azure blue. A little away from the fire Ingolf
sat looking at the embers, rubbing his hands across his face occasondly. The relaxed pleasure that had
shown while he sang was gone.

There'sa man who's afraid to sleep, Rudi thought with concern. And heisn’t a man to be governed
by hisfears, usually. | wish | were better at mind healing, or that Mother or Aunt Judy were here!

Father Ignatius came back from an inconspicuous tour around the outer perimeter of the camp, left hand
on the hilt of his sword and the right telling his beads. He bent to speak softly to the man; Ingolf shook his
head with amoment’ s crooked smile, and the priest went to his own deegping place. A littleway from
that, something flashed in the dying light of thefire. Rudi turned hishead and saw Mary snatch agold coin
out of theair; Ritvalooked alittle put out, and watched carefully as her twin dapped the little ten-dollar
piece on the back of her left hand and uncovered it.

Rudi wouldn't have been entirely satisfied with letting that stand. Both the Ssters were cat-quick, and
they practiced deight of hand for amusement and use aswell, and while both were honorable neither had



much in theway of scruples—you had to know them well to know how they saw the difference.
Evidently Ritvafdt the same way. The two young women spoke a moment more, then faced off and did
scissors-paper-rock instead. Ritvalost two out of three, shrugged and rolled hersalf in her blankets.

| wonder what that was about, Rudi thought. He looked up; they’ d take the third watch together,
when that star was there. So they couldn’t be settling that.

His own would gtart in three quarters of an hour, which was not enough time to be worth deeping.
Instead he pinned his plaid, picked up his sword and walked alittle out of camp, then climbed the rock
under which they’ d camped. The steep crumbling surface required careful attention in Sarlight,
particularly as he went quietly, but in afew minutes he was atop it, Sx or seven hundred feet above the
ralling plan.

It stretched on every side, dark beneath the stars, pale where the green of sage or the bleached straw of
the summer-dried grass caught alittle light, the shapes of the conica hills curioudy regular, and there a
glitter on a stretch of obsidian. He controlled his breathing, deep and steady, and opened himsdlf to the
land, to the smell of dust and rock and the coolness of night.

“Wéll, perhapsthey were wiser than | thought, the old Americans, to make thisamonument,” he
murmured.

No light showed in the circuit of the horizon, and he could see for many milesfrom here. A few minutes,
and an owl went by beneath the steep northern edge of the rock, a silent hunter’ s rush through the night
that ignored him asif he was part of the landscape. Far and far alobo howled, a sobbing sound deeper
and more mournful than a song-dog. Its pack echoed the cal, and Rudi nodded; he’' d amused himself by
counterfeiting that sound many anight when he was out in the woods and wilds, hunting or traveling, and
having the fur-brothers answer him asif he were one of theirs.

What are our wars and our kingdoms to them? It makes you realize our littleness, and how
everything has its own concerns, hethought. But the Lord and Lady have given us power to mar or
mend the world beyond what the four-foot brethren have. So it’ s for the world and all Their
children that the Powers are concerned with humankind’ s doings, as well as for our own sake.

Hekndt and drew hissword, laying it on the sheeth and sitting back on his hedls, with hishandson his
thighs and hisvision centered on it. The forge marksin the damascened stedl werelikeripplesin watered
dlk, dim and sinuousin the starlight; Mathilda had given this blade to him for his birthday when heturned
eighteen and had hisfull height, though it had been atouch heavy for him then. The blade proper wasjust
long enough to reach his hip bone with the point on the ground, tapering gradudly from three fingers
width to along point, and the cross-guard had been forged of a piece with it, something that took a
measter smith. The hilt was|ong enough for both single- and double-handed grips, wrapped with breyed
leather cord and brasswire, and it had aplain fishtail pommel; you had to look closely to seethe Triple
Moon inlaid there, rosegold in Slver.

Rudi Mackenzie had grasped the Sword of Art in hisinfant fingers, when Juniper had held him over the
dtar inthe Nemed at his Wiccanning. Something, Someone had spoken through her then, and she'd
made prophecy. He' d been but ababe, of course, but he' d heard the words often enough since. Now he
gpoke them softly to himsdif:

“ Sad Winter’ s child, in this|eafless shaw—
Yet be Son, and Lover, and Horned Lord!
Guardian of My sacred Wood, and Law—



His people’ s strength—and the Lady’ s sword!”

Aswordisn’'t like a spear or an ax or a knife. It’s the tool that humankind make only for the
daying of our own breed, Rudi thought. So You have chosen me for the warrior’s path. And as
husband to the land, father to the folk, I must walk in the guise of the God, the strong One who
wards Your people. But You know my mind. | don’t fear death; when it's my time to walk with
You, Dread Lord, and know rest and rebirth, | amready. | don’'t fear battle, though | do not
delightinit. It's. . . that others depend on me and look to me that harrows my heart; my friends,
my kin, those | love, those whose need | must serve. | fear to fail them.

He' d made the usua evening devotion, but a sudden sharp need seized him; he wasn't oneto be dways
bothering the Powers, like an importunate child tugging at his mother’ skilt and whining for attention, but .

Rudi raised his hands above his head, pam pressed to pam:

“Blessmewith your love, Lord and Lady, for | am Y our child.”

The hands moved to hisforehead, thumbs on the center where the Third Eye rested:
“Blessmy vison with thelight of wisdom.”

To thethroat, and:

“Blessmy voice, that it may spesk truth.”

Tothe heart:

“Blessmy heart with perfect love, even for my foes, for eachisaso Your child.”

To the spot below the breastbone:

“Blessmy will with strength of purpose, that | may not fater on thered fied of war.”
Totheloins:

“Bless my passons with balance, making even hate servelove.”

To the root chakra, at the base of the spine:

“Blessmy dlent sdf with clarity, that | may shun error.”

To the soles of the feet:

“Blessdl my journey in thisworld, that my path be the path of honor, until my accounting to the
Guardians.”

Then he held his hands up, pams before hisface:
“Blessmy hands, that they may do Y our work on this 'Y our earth.”
Finally pressed together above his head once more:

“Blessme and receive my love, Lord and Lady, for You aremineas| am Y ours, you powerful God, you
Goddess gentle and strong, hear your child.”



Smiling to himself, he took up the sword and sheathed it, aquick flick and a hiss of ste on wood and
leather greased with neatsfoot oil, and the ting as the guard met mount at the mouth of the scabbard.
Suddenly a shooting star streaked across the dome of heaven, and he chuckled.

“Wadll, | can't say You don't have asense of timing!”

Edain waswaiting for him at the base of the rock. Garbh sat at hished and grinned with the
tongue-lolling happiness of adog about to take a country walk with two of her people-pack amid
thousands of interesting new scents.

“Did you seethefaling star?” the younger Mackenzie said.
They headed off to the northwest, which would be their watch-station.

“I did that,” Rudi said, grinning in the dark. “I did that.”

“Huh?’ Ingolf Vogeer said, startled out of an evil dream.

Someone was close, very close. He pretended to drop back into deep, but his hand crept to the
staghorn hilt of hisbowie, beneath the folded blanket he was using as a cover for his saddlebag pillow.
The rough horn dipped into his palm, and he prepared to coil up off theground . . .

“Wadl, I'm not here to have aknifefight!” someone whispered.
“Oh,” he sad; it was awoman’svoice.

Theface of one of the twinswas closeto him as she kndlt, smiling. “Though | could probably havekilled
youif | wanted to.”

“Oh,” hesaid. “Wéll, true enough. Ah, Ritva—"
“Mary,” shesad. “But | sort of likeyou, actudly, Ingolf.” A amile. “That wasredly pretty musc.”

The smile was expectant; that gradualy turned to adight frown as he shoved the bowie back into its
scabbard and sat up, scrubbing at hisface. That was amistake, since the bruises were il fresh enough
to make him wince. Hiswits returned, enough to redlize that she was carrying her bedding and dressed
only in her shirt . . . though she had her scabbarded sword in one hand with the belt wound around it, like
asensible person in the circumstances.

It waslate; his eyesflicked automaticaly to the stars, and read them as past midnight. Nobody would be
up now except the lookouts.

“Uh..."” Heflogged himsdf to full awareness as she sat beside him and put an arm around hiswaist.
“Umm, | sort of likeyou too, Mary.”

| must be older than | thought, ran through hismind. Or more depressed. A beautiful half-naked
blonde is propositioning me, and I’ m not actually leaping at the chance. Well, part of meis, but
therestisn't.

Her smile returned and got broader—the part that was leaping was sort of obvious through the blanket.
Hewas suddenly aware of the sunny smdll of her hair, till dightly damp from bathing in the spring-water,
and the way her breast brushed againgt his arm where she leaned againgt him.

“If you want meto get specific,” she murmured into his ear, “you're brave and smart and you've got a



good sense of humor when you' re not depressed and you' ve got a really cute butt. And I’ ve known you
for months now, so that’ s not a snap judgment.”

“Well, | wasred sick for thefirst couple of months.” Then he redlized why hewas oddly reluctant,
enough that his mind was overriding the hammering of hispulse.

Saba. We' d only just met that night | rode into Sutterdown, and that was the last time | was with
awoman.

The curved Cutter knife had been rising above him as he woke beside her. He swallowed as he
remembered the way she' d shrieked as the Cuitter’ s knife went in, and the way it had |ooked and
smelled. Far too much like the sound and smell when the hog butcher put his spiked pincerson the
beast’ snoseinthefdl . . . and that lay over the memory of what had gone before.

“Look,” hesaiddowly. “I ...last time...”

“Ah,” she said sadly, and put ahand on hisarm and squeezed the thick bicep. “Saba. I’ m sorry to bring
it back to mind, but she’ d smile a usfrom the Summerlands, really.”

“| don’'t seem to be good luck for women,” he said. “Not since, well, not since Corwin. My luck
generally speaking sucks sincethen. I—" He swallowed. “I don't want to risk anyone ese. | like you,
Mary. | don’t want to see you hurt.”

“That'sdl right,” she said sunnily. “My luck’ s good enough for two. And I’'m aRanger ohtar, awarrior
by trade. Got to take my chances.”

“Ummm—" Christ, but | seemto be saying that a lot. “Look, Mary . . . we'refriends, right? So can |
ask you honestly . . . you' re not doing this because you're sorry for me, are you?”’

“No, of coursenot!” shesaid. Then: “Well, not mostly. Being sad makes you more sexy; women think
that way, you know.”

“You do?

“Usudly. Y ou know, the brooding thing, and it’ Il be abig charge to make you happy again. If you're
interesting to start with.” The grin grew broader. “ And happinessis on the program.”

She moved suddenly, straddling hislap. Hisarmswent around her involuntarily, and suddenly he could
hear her heart pounding as hard as his. The problem with that was that it brought back the memory of the
last time really strongly. Mary gave adight yelp as his hands closed on her, and then she looked down in
puzzlement.

“What'swrong?’ shesaid. “Thingswerefine, and then.. . . look, | did takeabath . . .”

“Ummm, I'm red flattered.” Hewas, it wasn't often you got an outright offer like this. Of course, both
timesit had been witches. “ Aslong asyou redly want . . .”

“Surel | won thetoss, didn't 17
“Toss? hesad, jarring to ahalt.

“Wél, Ritvaand | are identical twins. We usudly want the same thing. So we tossed for you. Wdll, then
we did paper-scissors-stone. She chesats.”

Ingolf felt hisjaw drop dightly. Girls back home weren't necessarily shy, or coy about telling aman their



mind under the right circumstances, but . . .
“Youwon me?’ he squesked.

“It' snot asif there’'smuch of asdection.” At his gape, she stroked his head and went on: “Ingolf, there's
you, there' sour brother, there' sa celibate Catholic priest, and there' stwo kids. | mean, Edain? Cradle
robbing.”

“He sabout your age,” Ingolf said weskly.

“That makes him younger. And boys that age are even more dicks on legs than men your age. Besides,
he' s scared of us.”

“ThereésOdard . ..” And | can't bdieve | said that!

“Euuu! HE s been trying to get into our pants Snce wewere sixteen! Euuul HE'd smirk. And it's Matti
he redlly wants. Besides, he'stoo . . . smooth.”

“I'm not smooth?”
“No, you're rugged.”

“Look, Mary . .."” hesaid dowly. Are these words really coming out of my mouth? “I ... wdll, | like
you alot, but | haven't, you know, thought of you that way.” Except in passing. “Couldn’t we, ummm,
get to know each other better—”

That was evidently not the right thing to say; she reared back like an offended cat and moved away from
his embrace. Half of him wanted to snatch her back . . . and he was humiliatingly aware that some of the
other half was sheer fear that he couldn’t, not after what happened in Sutterdown.

“Eny!” shesaid, and then asputter of musica syllables he knew were Sindarin, though he hadn’t learned
more than the odd word. “ Men!”

Actually, that let’ s-get-to-know-each-other-first is usually the girl’ s line, he thought, bemused, as
she flounced back to where her Sster lay.

Sowly asmile spread over hisface as helay back and pulled up his blankets. His body was giving a
sharp protest at what he' d done, and abig part of his mind was agreeing, yearning for the sheer comfort
of closeness. Therest of him. ..

Maybe she didn’t just set out to make me feel better, but for some reason | do!
CHAPTER FOUR

CASTLE TODENANGST, PORTLAND PROTECTIVE ASSOCIATION
WILLAMETTEVALLEY NEAR NEWBERG, OREGON
SEPTEMBER 10, CY 23/2021 AD

Asdtrid Larsson, Hiril Dunedain, frowned upward at the curioudy graceful bulk of Castle Todenangst.
The great fortress-paace of the Arminger dynasty had been built around the dopes of Grouse Buttein
thefirst Change Y ears, alittle east of the town of Newberg. Built by thousands glad to haul concrete on
their backs and claw away earth and rock for aregular bowl of gruel from Portland’ s commandeered
grain elevators and ataste of the whip from the overseers. In those days of the great dying it had been a



good bargain.
Sill a symbol of tyranny, | suppose, shethought. Complete with dark tower. But ...

Now it looked asif it had been there forever, agreat circuit of crenellated concrete wall and tower
covered in shining white stucco, the gates like castles in themsalves and the broad moat bright with water
liliesin cord pink and white and purple. The high mass of theinner donjon loomed over it dl wherethe
builders had carved away the central butte and cased it in ferroconcrete, covered with pale granite
salvaged from abandoned banks and rearing hundreds of feet higher than the surrounding plain of dark
forest and green pasture and yellow stubble-field, vineyard and orchard and village.

Towers higher yet studded the ova wall, the greatest of al on the southern height nearest them, sheathed
in black stone with glittering crysta inclusonsthat made it sparkle in the bright sunlight of a September
dawn. Itsroof was conical and tapered to a spike, but not green copper like the others. It was covered
ingold leaf, and it blazed like aflame asthe sun cleared the forested Parrett Mountains to the eestward, a
monument to the dark and ruthless will of the man who'd reared it amid the death-agony of aworld.

He' s been dead twelve years. Does his spirit still linger here?

Proud banners flew from the towers, and lords and ladies in bright finery stood on the battlementsto look
down on the assembled armies of the Meeting. Several thousand peasants and townsmen crowded
around the lowered drawbridge in their best Sunday-go-to-Church dress of jerkin and hose and cap or
double tunic and wimple, ready to wavethelittle Lidless Eye flagsthey carried. A rank of soldiers stood
on either Sdeto keep them back, facing outward with their spears held horizontaly.

“I haveto admit, though, it salmogt . . . like something out of Gondor, isn't it?” she said with grudging
admiration in her silver-veined blue eyes.

That she used Sindarin kept the conversation private from outsiders. It was even more so because only
she and her husband, Alleyne, and her anamchara, Eilir Mackenzie, and her man, John Hordle, stood
near her. Therest of her Rangerswere in a solid mass behind her two hundred strong, each standing at
their horse' shead, clad in light armor and spired helmets. The White Tree with its surround of seven stars
and crown flew from atall banner aproud ohtar held beside her own dappled Arab.

“Possbly like Minas Tirith,” Alleyne said, smoothing afinger along his neat blond mustache. “Or possbly
more like the offspring off a fleeting romantic encounter between Carcassonne and San Simeon. I'm
certainly glad we never had to try and gormiit.”

Eilir nodded, and Hordle grunted agreement around the last mouthful of amassve
smoked-veni son-and-pi ckled-onion sandwich.

“John!” Astrid hissed under her breath. “Do you aways have to be eating? Y ou’ re as bad as a hobbit!”
He swallowed and licked fingerslike great sausages backed with red furze, and bel ched comfortably.

“Takesahit to kegp aHafling my size going, m’lady,” he said mildly, and leaned on the ball pomme of
his heavy four-foot sword. “Can't roitly expect meter live on just abit o' lembas, now can you?’

There was some truth in that, Snce he was ten inches taller than her five-nine and weighed over three
hundred pounds, with shoulders as broad as a sheathed sword and aface like a cured ham atop awedge
of muscle where most men kept a neck.

“Begdes, it'll bedl jerky and hardtack soon enough, with raisinsif we' relucky. Maggoty dead horse if
we'renot.”



She nodded. The dlied army was drawn up on the great open fields that doped down from Todenangst’s
south gate towards the forest of oak and fir along the Willamette River; they served as green pasture for
the castle’ shorsesin peacetime, and now they blossomed with orderly rows of tents and pavilions. The
smells of any war-camp—woodsmoke, scorched frying pan, dit trenchesinadequately shoveled in after
use, horses, leather and metal and sweat—mingled with the mild sweetness of the crushed grass.

The Rangers had the center station since she' d be in command. To her right were the thousand
Mackenzie archers that Juniper had brought, benesth the banner of the antlers and Crescent Moon;
beyond them were the two hundred and fifty Bearkiller A-listerswith their black bear’ s head on crimson,
al full-armored and equipped with lance and horseman’ s bow; flanking them were ahundred
knight-brothers of the Order of the Shield of St. Benedict from Mt. Angel, with the cross-and-raven
emblazoned on their shidlds.

To her left was the Corvalis contingent, standing with their burnished armor and equaly shiny field
catapults, and the orange-and-brown flag of that rich city-state, with the letters PFSC above for the
People and Faculty Senate of Corvallis. The flag bore theimage of Benny the Beaver, arodentine
head scowling ferocioudy and baring chisdl teeth. Her brother-in-law Mike Havel had called it dorky
beyond words to use the university’ sfootball flag as a battle emblem, and she had to agree, but at least
today they didn’t have those cheerleadersin short skirtslegping and cavorting and making pyramidsin
front of the troops. She' d always hated that, particularly on serious occasions.

The Portland Protective Association’ s contingent was on the far left. Severa hundred were armored
lancers on dedtriers, knights and men-at-arms riding great steeds that themselves wore armor on head
and neck and chest. A thousand were footmen, half with spear and shield, the rest crossbowmen. The
Association’s men stood alittle gpart from the others—all of whom had fought the Protectorate during
the War of the Eye twelve years ago.

Or at least their parents and elder siblings did. That’s going to be awkward, shethought. Far too
many of us have the memory of friends or kin killed by those men under the Lidless Eye banner.
And vice versa, | suppose.

Therewasadtir in the crowd of commoners. Herdds in bright tabards and plumed hats marched ina
double rank through the open gates of Castle Todenangst, formed lines on either side of the roadway and
raised their long flare-mouthed silver trumpets. From behind them came the white glitter of polished
armor and the glow of embroidered silk and vestments, and the flutter of heradic banners. The trumpets
screamed in high sweet unison, and then agreat voice cried out as the echoes died among the walls and
towers

“Our sovereign liege-lady, Sandra Arminger, Regent of the Portland Protective Association for Crown
PrincessMathilda Arminger! Lord Conrad Renfrew, Count of Oddl and Chancellor of the Redlm! The
lady Tiphaine d Ath, Grand Congtable of the Association! His Grace, Abbot-Bishop Dmowski of Mt.
Ange and Head of the Commonwed th of the Queen of Angels! Lady Juniper, the Mackenzie of Clan
Mackenzie—"

“Theglory of the Elder Days, and the hosts of Beleriand,” Astrid murmured softly, asthe Protectorate
commoners uncovered and bowed, or sank into deep curtsies before their rulers and those of the allied
reslms of the Mesting.

“Y et not so many, nor so fair,” Alleynereplied in the same quiet voice. “ And they’ re coming to us, and
not viceversa”

“And not enjoying it at dl, some of them,” Astrid said happily. “1t hasn't been anice day for Tiphaine, at



al, 1 imagine”

Even herein the midst of the castle, in the arming chamber of the Grand Constabl€’ s quarters, you could
hear the low grumbling surf-roar of voices from thewalls and thefield to the south. It wastimeto go; she
had to meet Sandra and Conrad and do the ceremonia necessities. Tiphaine d’ Ath wasn't looking
forward to it, but that had been true of alot of the work she’ d done for Sandra since the Change. Y ou
couldn’t complain about the pay or benefits, and it was usudly interesting.

“And they say I’'m obsessed with fashion!” Deliade Stafford said.

“We veadl got to look pretty to keep up the Association’s credit in front of the foreigners” Tiphaine said,
then looked down as the last buckle snapped home.

“Very negt, Lioncel,” the Grand Congtable said to her page, who was also Delid s eldest son. “But you
musn'’t touch the plates with your bare pams, just the fingers. They smudge alot more easly than the old
chanmall did”

The harness was her parade armor, the same design as her field kit and just as practical in terms of
stopping sharp or pointy or heavy thingswielded withill intent, but agood deal more showy, sncethe
plates were made of chrome sted and burnished—white armor , the term was.

The page blushed painfully as only an even-year-old boy could do, and buffed avay the markswith a
chamois. He stood back after amoment; hisyounger brother Diomede knelt and wiped down her
greaves and the stedl cover of her riding boots. Unconscioudy Lioncd’s hands clenched in admiration as
he stared at the dender form of steel and black leather he' d helped arm, her pale eyes nearly the color of
the burnished metd.

That al showed to better advantage because of thetailor’ s-style three-valve wall mirror. Therest of the
room was mostly bare and lined with sheets of salvaged marble and shelves bearing spare parts, polish
and tools. Empty armor racks like skeletal mannequins showed where her field kit had been packed up.
The room had arich clean odor hafway between metdlic and that of a saddler’ s shop.

Maintaining achevaier’ sarmor was something pages worked on, under the supervision of squires, as
part of the noble career path. The two boys walked around her with anxious eyes and ready cloths, to
seeif anything needed touching up, from gorget to the golden rowe spurs of knighthood.

“Now make your devoir to your lady mother. And then go and tell my lords the commandersthat I'll be
aong shortly,” she said, picking up her gauntlets. “Lioncd, take the helmet for me. Diomede, my sword
bdt.”

They did, glowing with pride and pacing sde by side, making a pretty picturein their dark liveriesand
brimless caps, one black-haired and the other dmost as white-blond as Tiphaine hersdlf.

Nice kids, shethought. Even if they are males.

Tiphaine had never had the dightest impul se to reproduce, even viaturkey baster; Delia was enthusiastic
about children, though, enough to use that venerable pre-Change technology. And the proformamarriage
to de Stafford had served to ennoble her aswell asto make her offspring respectable.

“I'll dothispart,” shesad.

She stood, alittle awkwardly in her seventh month and the maternity version of the long-skirted
cotte-hardi; the pregnancy had fleshed her delicate brunette prettiness out a bit, too. Tiphaine bowed her



head for the flat, round black hat with itsroll about the brim, and then stood as Deliaarranged it on the
Grand Congtabl€ s straight blond hair, twitching the broad tail to fall down past a stedl-clad shoulder. A
small livery badge at the front bore the d’ Ath arms, quartered with Sandra Arminger’s.

“Andthis” Deliasad.

She unwound along silk scarf from her headdress—atall pointy thing with a passing resemblanceto a
brimlessversion of awitch’s hat—

Whichisironic, Tiphanethought.

—and looped it around the Grand Congtabl€e' s neck, tucking the ends beneath the mail collar. Tiphaine
fell to one kneefor an instant, took her hand and kissed it; their goodbyes had to be private.

And since | ended up in this Paleo-Catholic feudal wet dream of Norman'’s, that’sthe way it’s
going to stay, dammit . . .

“Comeback safe,” Ddiasad, fighting to smile.
“With my lady-love sfavor to hearten me, how can | fail?’ she saidd whimsicaly.

Her hand touched the silk. For asingle moment, astheir eyes met, the neo-chivary didn't seem silly at
dl.

“And if you gtart dalying with any pretty cowgirls, it'll choke you,” Ddiasaid, smiling through eyes
shining with tears. “I’veenchanted it . . . and I’m awitch, you know.”

They both amiled; Ddiaactudly was awitch, abeit closeted in that respect aswell. Whilethe Old
Reigion wasn't illegd in the Protectorate anymore, it wasn't anything you advertised if you werea
member of the nobility, ether.

“Never, my swest,” Tiphaine replied over her shoulder as sheturned to go. “I don't like the smell of the
rancid butter they use asface cream out East.”

Signe Have noticed that Chuck Barstow, First Armsman of the Clan Mackenzie, was humming under his
breath as they walked towards the banner of the Dinedain Rangers—protocol said the commanders of
al thedlied contingents should be there for this. Technically she should have been riding out from the
castle with the other heads of state, but damned if she' d spend even one night benesth the same roof as
the widow and partner-in-crime of her husband' skiller.

And since Mike killed Norman Arminger too, | don’t think Sandra Arminger feels very hospitable
where I’m concerned, either. Though she'd hide it faultlessly.

Then Chuck began to sing, very softly indeed beneath the crowd-noise, his eyes on the splendors of
Cadtle Todenangst and the feudd state of the party riding out through the gates amid caracoling horses
and the snap of lance-pennants:

“ Em Eye Cee, Kay Eee Wy, EmOh You EssEee. . .”

Hewasalean snewy manin hisearly fifties, with thinning sandy hair and long muscular legs showing
beneath hiskilt, and he' d been around thirty when the Change struck. It took Eric Larsson and hissister



abit longer to recognize the tune; the Bearkiller leaders had been only eighteen then, forty now. Eric
coughed into afigt like an oak maul encased in asted gauntlet to conced hisinitid bellow of laughter, the
plates of hiscomposite armor rattling, and Signe shot them both a scandalized 1ook.

Well, yes, it does all have a touch of Disney, but thisisn’t the moment!

And that castle wasn't afantasy for children made of plaster and lath; the wallswere very red
mass-concrete many yards thick, and the towers held murder machines and flame throwers and lots of
completely serious soldiers with spears and swords meant for use, not show. If you had the men-at-arms,
you got to decide what congtituted redlity.

Eric grinned, apiratica expresson with hisVandyke beard and yellow locks flowing to hisarmored
shoulders. A golden hoop earring glittered in hisright ear.

“Saysthe manin akilt and afeathered bonnet,” he said to the Mackenzie Armsman. “Not to mention a
golden torc.”

Chuck snorted. “Hey, the torc’ sjust our equivaent of awedding ring, nowadays. And | was doing this
suff”—hisfingers tapped the hilt of his sword—*when | was eighteen.”

“Geezer! Sowas|, but by then it wasred life, not fantasy,” Eric said cheerfully.

“ Says the man whose younger sister thinks she' s the great- granddaughter of Aragorn son of Arathorn
and Arwen Undomiel,” Chuck shot back.

“It'snot quite that bad; she just thinks she' stheir remote descendant,” Signe said. “ Anyway, we
Larssons do come from avery ancient line of sand and gravel magnatesin the eastern part of
Middle-earth.”

“| thought your folks made their money off wheat and timber herein Oregon,” Chuck said. “Back about
ahundred years pre-Change.”

“Y eah, but before then we farmed sand and broke our plows on rocksin Smadand for
Freya-knows-how-many thousands of years.”

Eric inclined the ogtrich-feather plumes of his dress helmet towards the Danedain banner for an ingtant.
“Chuck, did | ever tell you the one | made up for Astrid, back before the Change?’

He whispered; they were getting closer, even with the generd hubbub.

“No, Eric, | don't think you did. But fedl free.”

As softly, Eric went on:

“Ho, Tom Bombadil!
Tom Bumboydildo!”

“Shut up,” Signe said, suppressing an unwilling smile. “ Besides, you need to dance and click your hedls
with that smpering look and the daisy stuck up your nose, for the full effect.”

The Bearkiller banner was borne by Bill Larsson, Eric’seldest son; hewas nearly astdl ashisfather,
with hair of brown curls and askin the color of lightly toasted wheat bread and just this year the brand of



an A-lister between his brows. He exchanged alook with Mike Have Jr.; the fourteen-year-old rolled
his eyes dightly despite the tight discipline of the Ouitfit hisfather had founded. They were both obvioudy
wondering what the hell their elders were talking about. Chuck’ s foster son Oak carried the Clan's
moon-and-antlers flag; he was thirty-one, and about as bewildered.

Changelings, Signe Havel thought, with fond exasperation.

And agtab of pain. Even that dight tilt to Mike s head and the habit of raising asingle eyebrow was so
likehisfather . . .

They fell in beside Agtrid and the others. And she’ s being the Noble, Stern, Wise, Grave, Kindly
Leader, Signethought as shetook in her younger sister’ s pose. Well, she can carry it off with style. A
bull-goose loony she may be, but she' s still a Larsson.

Adtrid exchanged asingle regal nod as Sandra Arminger approached; they were both sovereigns.
Cardina-Archbishop Maxwell raised his croser and signed the air in blessing; Juniper Mackenzie did the
same with her saff topped with the Triple Moon—shewasin aformal arsaid today, and jeweled belt
and headband with the sign of the Crescent Moon on her brow. The others made brief greeting, but this
wasamilitary occasion, gtrictly spesking.

Then Tiphaine went down on both knees before her sovereign. She drew her longsword, kissed the
cross the hilt made, and then raised the blade on the palms of her gloved hands.

“My liege, my sword isyours, and al my faith and obedience, under God.”

Sandratook it—allittle awkwardly, since she was petite and had never been awarrior of any sort. She
turned to Astrid and extended the blade.

“My Grand Constable’ s sword | tender to you, Lady Astrid of the Dinedain Rangers, in token of your
command of thisarmy.”

She had ahigh voice, but trained to carry by ageneration of public events. Tiphaine rose and then went
down on one knee facing Astrid—the lesser salute to aruler not her own, and done with liquid grace
despite the sixty pounds of armor. Agtrid’ s eyes met hers for amoment; then the Ranger leader svung
the sword with casud expertisein ashimmering arc that ended with it presented to Tiphaine hilt-fird.

The Grand Congtable took the blade and sheathed it without glancing down. “Lady Agtrid, a my ruler’s
order | tender you my obedience and faith so long asthis dliance shdl last; so help me God.”

She extended her hands, palm pressed to palm, and Astrid took them between her own:

“Grand Congtable d’ Ath, so long asthisdliance shdl last, | acknowledge you as second-in-command of
thisarmy, and in my absence or if | should fal, its commander. So witness the Lord Manwé and the
Lady Varda, and the OneWho isabove adl.”

Signe seyeswent alittle wider. That hadn’t been on the agendal Sandra s expression mirrored her own,
under acontrol that couldn’t be called iron because it was far too supple.

Now, that was a smart political move, little sister, Signethought grudgingly. And you did it despite
the fact that you hate Tiphaine as much as| do Sandra ... and unlike Sandra, Tiphaine hates you
right back. She’s not nearly as emotionless as you' d think, underneath that Icy Elegant Killer Dyke
facade.



The Association contingent raised a cheer, hammering their wegpons on their shields and shouting o,
“Lady d’Ath! Lady d’ Ath!” The sound grew as the news spread to those out of earshot; the harsh mae
chorus echoed back from the walls of the castle, and frightened skeins of wildfowl into flight from the
Willamette behind them, rising like black beaded strings into the cloudless sky.

It sounded alot like Lady Death, which was Tiphain€e s nicknamein Portland’ sdomains.

The cheer gradudly swept down the ranks, sinceit wouldn’t do to leave the Protectorate troops on their
own. Each group joined in its own fashion—you could tell the banshee shrieks of the Mackenzies as
soon asthey camein, or the Bearkiller growl of Ooo-rah. And the warrior Benedictines of the Order of
the Shidd sang afew stanzas of amilitary hymn ingteed of just yeling:

“ Kyrie Eleison, down the road we all must follow—"

The other leaders made their variations on the same speech as Sandra, and the commanders of the forces
they’ d contributed did homage to Adtrid; Eric was grave as he went to one knee and put his hands
between hers—Signe had been haf afraid that he' d absently call their younger sbling Sis or peanut. As
the affair wound up Sandralooked aside.

“Is't that your son, Lady Signe? He stheliving image of hisfather these days.”
“Yes” Sgnesad brusquely. “Heis”

And | have him and his four sisters, Signethought, and knew Sandrawasthinking it aswel. While
your precious singleton Mathilda is off East of the mountains in the Goddess-knows-what peril. |
don’'t wish Rudi any ill ... not anymore, and | love Ritva and Mary even if they're difficult and
prickly. But your daughter, on the other hand, isall you've got ...

“A handsomelad, but then, hisfather was the most beautiful man I’ d ever seen, in an extremely masculine
way. In fact young Mike looks agreat dedl like Rudi. With lessred in the hair, of course,” Sandrawent
on politdly.

Ouch, Signethought.

It was true, too; Mike had been Rudi’ s blood-father. That brief encounter with Juniper Mackenzie had
been before they were married, but . . .

Don't try to get into a meaner-than-thou contrast with the Spider of the Slver Tower, she
reminded hersdlf.

“He |l be going East with your brother?” Sandrawent on.
“Yes” Signesad. “He samilitary apprentice now, and among the best of hisyear.”

And thisisn’'t a time when a ruler can keep himself safe, shethought. | don’t wish Rudi ill, but my
son will have his own heritage. And to do that, he has to have experience and to gain it in front of
the other warriors.

“Ah, yes, that Spartan-style thing you Bearkillers have,” Sandrasaid smoothly, looking at her out of the
corners of her brown eyes. “1 pray that every mother’ s child shdl return safely.”

Itisn’t a time like that, Signe thought, controlling her glare. But, oh, how | wish it was!



“Hey, hey, laddie-o
Paint your face and string your bow!”

Juniper Mackenzie waved as she passed by the campfire where they were roaring out the old marching
song to askirl of pipesand ahammer of drums. The air in the Mackenzie encampment benegth Castle
Todenangst was thick with the smell of woodsmoke and grilling food and the incidenta odorsthat even a
cleanly folk couldn’t avoid, asthe sun fell westward behind the towersin ablaze of black and golden
clouds above the Coast Range. It had been awarm afternoon, perfect for the speeches and rites; she and
Judy Barstow were gtill in their robes of ceremony as High Priestesses and carrying their staffs.

“Thisishow it garts,” she said sadly.

“Hopefully, it will be over soon, at least thisfirst phase,” her handfasted man, Nigdl, said beside her.
“Though | hesitate to say Home before Christmas . . . or Yule. That prediction hasn't got a happy

higory.”

“Wars are always easier to start than end,” Juniper agreed, and sighed. “ Sure, and you can start them
yoursdf, but the other sde must agree for the dance to stop. And their outcomes are never certain. If it
weren't for al that, and the waste and pain and grief and sorrow and genera wicked black ugliness, it'sa
splendid and glorious thing war would be.”

“Hey, hey, lasse-o

Plant the stake and face the foe!

What use the lance and the golden rowel

As their faces turn white at the Clan’ s wolf-howl ?”

She winced dightly; that was a song from the War of the Eye, and not too tactful now considering the
time, place and circumstance. Though there were Protectorate folk mingling among the Mackenzies. One
dark young sguire was even dancing to the beat of the war-chant—the golden bells on his shoes
twinkling inthe air as he did what the old world would have called a breskdance and clansfolk no older
clapped and cheered him on.

“They'redl 0 young,” she said despairingly.

“Y ou asked for volunteers,” Chuck Barstow said with infuriating reasonableness, and hiswife Judy
nodded. “ So you get the young ones who don’'t have kids and crofts depending on them.”

“They weren't born yet when the Change came.”

“Or near as no matter. Even Oak”—hisfoster son—"doesn’t remember the old world much, and he was
... what, nine, when we found that school bus on the way here?” A shrug. “I1t'sdl easer for the

Changdings”
Judy Barstow slently reached over and put ahand on her shoulder; Juniper covered it with her own for
an ingtant, grateful for her oldest friend’ s presence.

Only ascattering of the warriors were old enough to have fought in the War of the Eye, mostly the
bow-captains, and they were quieter. The two couples passed another fire where the youngsters were
knedling in pairs, touching up the savage patterns swirling across their faces and bodies and limbsin soot



black and leaf green, henna crimson and saffron gold.

“That’s ahbit early,” Chuck said dryly. “They’re going to run out of war-paint before there’ sany fighting,
if they keep that up every day.”

Onetdl girl among them suddenly sprang up and snatched a sword free, whirling naked into a battle
dance around the fire with the sharp stedl flashing. Her painted face contorted as she legpt and lunged,
her eyes blank and exdted as they stared beyond the Vell, graceful and deadly as the cougar whose
catamount shriek she gave. Her blade-matesjoined her, screaming out the calls of their totem beasts,
their bare feet stamping the measure as they invited those spirits to take possession on the road to battle.

Juniper shivered dightly, watching the snarling faces and the stedl that flashed bloodred in the light of the
dying sun.

“Oh Powers of Earth and Sky, what isit that you’ ve brought back, to run wild once more upon the ridge
of theworld?’ she said softly. “Y ou know, | don't understand the younger generation. | love them, but
even Rudi . . . wewere never as strange to our parents.”

“I don't think s0,” Judy said dryly; her old friend had always had that gift of bringing her back to earth.
“But they and we didn’t have the Change between us. Y ou’ d have to skip back quite afew more
generationsto get that, en? Go far enough back, and we' d be the odd ones, not the Changelings.”

“They .. .they accept thingsinaway wedidn't,” Juniper said.
Her companions al nodded.

“They speak English, but they don't speak our language. When they say ‘time’ or *death’ or ‘rebirth, it
means something different from the way we used thewords,” Judy said.

Death . . . how many of these happy youngsterswill lie stark and dead in a month’ stime, all their
fierceness and beauty gone too soon? Juniper thought. And rebirth, yes, but death comesfirst, and
we areright to fear it, for it is dreadful to pass through the dark gate, even if you know what
waits beyond.

They walked beyond the fires and the encampment, into the woods that lay aong the river, parkland kept
asapleasauncefor the castle-dwellers of noble rank, a pretty amendment of nature. Far eastward the
tiny perfect white cone of Mt. Hood caught the dying sun for an ingtant, flushing pink and then fading
away asthefirst stars appeared.

A few birds sang, and theriver ran dow benegth the willows, glimpsed through the big oaks of the old
parkland, some tangled with green English ivy. They came to aclearing where green grass was starred
with red paintbrush, green-sweet beneath the cooler forest smell; abank of poison oak had been turned
fire-red by last week’ searly frost. A doe and two fawns were grazing there, haf ahundred yards away;
the mother raised her head sharply, then bent again as she saw no movement. There was an added
dtillness as the humans withdrew their presence, atrick they al knew well.

Judy nudged Juniper softly and leaned closeto say quietly:

“Left,” shewhispered, and Chuck and Nigd froze aswell, with the smooth aertness of warriors and
hunters.

Juniper turned her head in that direction and almost started in surprise. Not far along the forest edge was
Chuck and Judy’s son Oak, and hiswife, Devorgill, and their children, who' d come aong to see him off.
One was ababy at the breast, and there was his daughter Lutraand his son Laere. Oak was|ooking at



his parents and grinning. Asfar as looks went he might have been Chuck’ s blood-child, abig
rangy-muscular man alittle past thirty, with long tawny mustaches that dropped past his shaven chin and
ashaggy shoulder-length mane bleached by the harvest sunsthat had tanned his body to the color of his
name-wood.

That showed because he and Devorgill were wearing only their kilts and sandals and alittle body
paint—his was a badger’ s head on his chest—while the children went naked and barefoot, as young
Mackenzies often did in warm wesather. They had abasket on the ancient but well-maintained rustic
picnic table and the remains of ameal set out on it, a chance to take one last supper together without the
bustle of the camp or the strained formalities of the castle. The adults' longbows and quivers and sword
beltsleaned against an ader behind them, and along-headed battle spear, though it would be amad
bandit indeed who dared to come here. Still, habitslearned in the years of the greet dying stuck hard and

got passed down.

Juniper nodded back. The children’s gaze stayed fixed on the spotted coats of the June-born fawns, who
peered about at the world big-eyed. She could hear the low whisper of Laere sfive-year-old voice as he
asked:

“Areyou going to hunt them, Dad? There are an awful |ot of people here the now, they must need an
awful lot of food too.”

“No, boyo, that | will not, and for two reasons,” Oak said.

Devorgill moved, laying agentle finger on Lutra smouth asthe girl started to burst forth with the answer
before her younger brother. Oak went on, in the same low voice:

“When'sit lawful to hunt, my little Laere?”

The boy was hisfather in miniature and minus twenty-odd years; hishair wasamop of whitetow and his
eyes brilliant blue in hisfreckled, summer-darkened face as he frowned in thought.

“Forfood...an ...an whenthey try to eat our gardens?’

His mother spoke: “That’ strue; but you must so never hunt adoein fawn, or any deer lessthan ayear
old. That brings acurse, unlessyou' re starving and make a specid rite. The Mother’ s hand is over them.”

Y oung L utra nodded, making the dark brown hair that fell in athong-bound horsetail to the smal of her
back bounce. She spoke quietly:

“Andthisisaplacethat’s never hunted, like a Nemed, so they’ re not man-wary and it’s geasa to kill
here, sureand itis.”

Laere stuck histongue out at her, and shereplied in kind, being al of five years older hersdif.

“But we can go and vigt them in peace today,” Oak said, smiling down at them with awarm delight on
his rugged face. “ Thewind' s from them to us. Come, and let’ s seeif you can walk very quietly. Step
when | do, and be as careful asmice!”

Hetook each by the hand, winking at hiswife—and at Juniper and Sir Nigdl and his own parents.

Father, son and daughter walked out into the dappled, darkening shade of the clearing, ill lit by afew
beams of the setting sun danting like orange fire though the tall trees. Both children walked softly, but no
more o than their woods-wise father’ s hundred-and-eighty pounds of bone and hard muscle. He kept
the deer in focus but without meeting their eyes when their heads turned, avoiding apredator’ s fixed



gaze. Each step flowed like dow water, and whenever their heads came up and scanned he stopped
smoothly without the least betraying jerk, as naturd as grass swaying in the wind. The children followed
his movementsintently.

The doe walked alittle away from the fawns, her tail quivering, her reddish brown coat fading to
darknessasthelight failed. Closer . . .

Lutradropped her father’ s hand and reached out. A fawn sniffed her fingers, began to dodge, then
stopped as she gently ran her hand down its neck. It tilted its head and looked at her oddly asif
wondering what she was. Lagretried to do the same with the other, but he moved alittle too sharply. It
shied, and a tick crackled benegth its hooves; the doe brought her head up and made a sharp bleating
sound.

Juniper chuckled alittle then as the deer bounded away, in arcs that made them seem like weightless
shadows that vanished under the trees. The two children stood waving and calling farewellsfor a
moment, then came back to their blankets.

“That’ s her saying—Great Goddess, foolish child, it's a human!” Juniper said, and the otherslaughed
as her singer’ svoice made it sound very like the doe sbleat. “ They' |l eat you! Will you be friends with
awolf next?’

“Grandmal” Laere said, and charged past Juniper to hug Judy around the waist and be lifted up on her
hip and given asmacking kiss.

“Merry met,” Juniper said to Devorgill and her children and her man.

That was alittle formd for people who lived in Dun Juniper year-round, but Oak was off to war
tomorrow. It would have been inconceivable for the son of the Clan’s Chief Armsman not to march with
the war-band, and Oak was bow-captain for Dun Juniper’ s own contingent.

“Merry met, Lady Juniper,” they replied.

Lutrahad hair as sedl brown as her mother’ s and eyesthe dark green of fir needles; she made a solemn
reverence, bowing her head with hands pressed together and thumbs beneath her chin. That wasalittle
too forma for the occasion, but the girl was obvioudly feding very adult and knowledgesble today.

“Dad says| can go hunting with him next year,” Laere said proudly, trotting back to stand by the man.

“To help with the camp chores,” Oak said firmly; his hand ruffled the boy’ s head in arough caress. “With
your sster. Neither of you isold enough to hunt yet, not for years, not until you can make akill quick and
sure”

Lutranodded. “Y ou know the song of the law, Laere,” she said.

Laerelooked like he' d rather stick histongue out at his sister once more for playing at old-and-wise
again, or possibly pull her hair thistime, but had too much in the way of mannersto do so in front of the
two awesome old women with their staffs. Juniper smiled at him and sang softly, just asnatch of it:

“ Let the death be clean aslife' srelease

So we show our honor to the beast

For your own death you will understand

When you hold life’s blood within your hand—"



The boy smiled back and continued in apuretreble:

“ Though we draw the bow an’ wew-w . .. uh. ..

Hisfather and mother camein to help him as he wobbled:

“—and we wield the blade

We respect the Law the Gods have made;
For we know not when the shadows fall,
And the Huntsman comes to claimus all.”

“And the shadows have falen, and now we' d best go back to the camp, before it getstoo dark and you
two takeachill,” Devorgill said, burping her youngest and wiping up the resultswith acloth. “Merry part
till later, mother Judy, Lady Juniper.”

They waked off. Asthey passed, Juniper could hear Lagretalking to hisfather:

“I wish | was old enough to go with you and Granddad to thewar! I’ d take a hundred heads, like the
Hound did when Maeve invaded Ulster! Chop-chop-chop!”

Hissgter’ s outraged tones faded through the forest: “ Laere! Y ou blood-thirgty little brute of aboy!
That'sjust inthe storied! It's geasa now!”

Juniper looked up, and saw the first stars hovering over the snowpesks of the Cascades.

“And we must go back to the castle, and smile and ook brave at the feast,” she said. “What afraud |
fed!”

Nigel faced her as sheturned. “My dear,” he said, putting a hand beneath her chin and kissing her. “You
are without doubt the bravest of usall.”

“Heis?’ BD said, her westhered, wrinkled face blank for an ingtant. “ Murdoch isaspy for Lady
Sandra?’

Astrid Larsson leaned back in the chair and nodded—not smugly, she hoped. The little chamber was
very private, with only one narrow dit window high up on the curving outer wall; Castle Todenangst was
full of placeslike that, nooks and crannies you could get to without anyone being the wiser and leave
unnoticed.

Unless someone’ s watching from a secret passage, of course. | think Sandra did a lot of the detail
work on the plans for this castle.

The light was good, gas-lamps with incandescent mantles, unaccustomed brilliance for an hour thislate
and reflecting off wainscoting of blond oak. There was atable of fine polished mahogany, afew chairs, a
rug, and abottle of wine and glasses by abowl of raisins and walnuts and hazelnuts. Despite the
charming little fireplace with itstiled surround of hummingbirds and meadowlarksit was abit oppressve
after alife spent mostly in the wilds or on the open roads, or a most in Stardell Hall with its loose scatter
of homesthrough forest.



She could fedl the uncounted tons of stedl and concrete above, amost smell them under the odors of
wine and burning fir-wood. And imagine the dungeons below, and the great foundations where the
Fortress of Death-Anguish gripped the soil of the land.

But there are advantages, she thought. Privacy seems easier to come by amid many people. Odd.
She sipped at her glass of wine and watched the older woman think.

“He' sgood, then,” BD said. “I’ ve dedlt with Murdoch and Sons every time | swung out that far East,
and I’ d never suspected he was her man in Pendleton.”

BD was from the Kyklos, ascatter of independent villages around Silverton, not far north of the main
Duanedain holding in Mithrilwood. Besides being a High Priestess of the Old Religion she ran the Plodding
Pony service, which delivered high-value freight over much of Oregon, and which had employed Rangers
as escorts amost aslong as there had been Rangersin this Age of the world. That sort of businessled to
the collection of information as naturaly as breathing. It dso made you a shrewd judge of character.

Adtrid went on: “Murdoch has been working for Sandra since before the War of the Eye. She planted
him in Pendleton when we made the Protectorate withdraw from the area, after her husband waskilled.
And he'sgot . . . connectionsthere. Sort of an underground.”

BD looked down at the map and her eyebrows shot up. “I’ll say! But how are you going to use them?’

Adtrid shrugged. “I’' m not atogether sure,” shesaid. “But I’'m alittle uneasy about just marching up to
Pendleton’ swalls and telling them to surrender so we can guard them against Boise and the CUT
whether they likeit or not. We can’'t even prove that either power is planning to move on them.”

“Y ou don’t think you can beat the Pendleton Round-Up?’

“| don't want to beat them in astand-up battle and | certainly don’t want to burn down the city or lay the
countryside waste. We Rangers generally don’t go in for mass head butting. It's. . . crude. And
Pendleton’ sjust badly governed, not evil likethe CUT anditsDark . . . Prophet. Every man wekill will
be onewho isn’'t on our sidelater, in the real war, when Rudi returns with the Sword. We ought to be
able to make something of an asset like thisMurdoch and his.. . . connections.”

Sheleaned forward. “Y ou’ ve been therein person. Tell me about the Pendleton Bossman, Carl Peters.
Thethingsthat don’t get into written reports.”

CHAPTERHVE

Cold falls the night where nothing sounds
Save weeping and the grief of the weak

Hot his heart and ready his hand

He and his companions sworn and trusty
Blade and bow ready for avenging of wrongs
Though wiser it were to think of the Sword
That waited where the Lady had bidden—

From: The Song of Bear and Raven
Attributed to Fiorbhinn Mackenzie, 1t century CY

EASTERN IDAHO, NEAR PICABO SEPTEMBER 10, CHANGE Y EAR 23/2021 AD



Caravan, Rudi Mackenzie thought. They' re putting together a big one, for a place that size. Or a
big one’ s passing through. Not about to leave just now, though.

They were alot farther north and closer to the edge of the mountains now; the stark foothills of the
Pioneerswere just ahead on the other side of Silver Creek, mostly summer-bleached grass up steep
dopes, with shallow valeysleading northward. A little higher he could see groves of quaking
aspen—and, aarmingly, some of them were beginning to turn, ahint of gold where none should shine.
They had to get over the Rockies, and soon, if they weren't to risk being hit by bad snowstormsin the
passes. The onesthey could usg, at least; the lower ones would be strongly garrisoned by the Prophet’s
men, or even fortified.

Maybe we should have headed south through Nevada and tried the mountains there!

The creek was about amile away, flowing from west to east and flanked by anarrow band of fields
watered through irrigation channels. Most of them were dun yellow regped grain with dust smoking off
the stubble at thistime of year, but the alfalfawas so degp agreen that it ssemed to hum, and there were
fields of potatoes and apple orchards aswell. Split-rail fences marked off the cultivated land, anidandin
ahugerolling wilderness of lava beds and gritty sagebrush-dotted soil southward, mountainsto the north.

The settlement wasn't large, no bigger than aMackenzie dun, room for twenty or thirty familiesif they
didn’'t mind living tight. It had awell-kept fifteen-foot rammed-earth wall on afieldstone base, topped
with adoping roof of timber and sheet metd, with one square tower beside agate. Barns and sheds,
corras and vegetable gardenslay outsde, but nothing higher than a man’ s knee rose within bowshot of
thewall. The gate was open, and there were animals and people and wagons milling around beforeiit,
and herds of horses under the eye of mounted cowboys moving across pasture and stubble to the north
and west.

“Get me Nystrup,” he said softly, lowering his binoculars and tapping them thoughtfully on the red-gold
gubble on hischin. “I don't like this. There' s something wrong.”

Ritvanodded. “Not enough people working. Too many horses. And where are their herds? And there
should be more smoke from inside the town, too—more cookfires and a couple of smithies.”

She ghosted away. A sage grouse walked past Rudi afew minutes later, pecking at a grasshopper, and
overhead two hummingbirds fought adive-and-buzz dud likeill-tempered flying jewery beforeflitting off
towardstheriver. Some sort of black-and-white insects were a haze over the creek, dmost like
dow-motion snow; when he brought the glasses back up he could see the silver forms of trout legping for
them now and then. The banks of the stream were green with willows and dense with reeds, and blue
herons sta ked through them with their beaks cocked. Ducks swam on the waters aswell, cinnamon tedl
and mdlards.

It would have been aremarkably pleasant-looking place after weeks of short rations and fear, but . . .

Nystrup did into place beside him. “1t’ s one of our settlements,” he said without preliminaries. “ About
two hundred and fifty people, and it was the center for some outlying ranches, the last big thing to happen
here was moving abunch of people up from Pocatello right after the Change, part of our resettlement
program. | don’'t know how it’s fared just recently.”

A warm breeze stirred across the land, raising dust devils. It fluttered out aflag from the pole atop the
gate tower; amany-rayed sunburst, gold on crimson. The banner of the Church Universal and
Triumphant. Beow it wasasmadller triangular flag, with three triangles outlined in white on blue—some



Rancher’ s brand mark, the persond sigil of whoever commanded the CUT’ sforces here.
“Wall, that answersthe question asto how they’ vefared,” Rudi said. “Not well. Ritva, keep watch.”

His hdf sister settled in behind aclump of gray-green rabbitbrush, atal shaggy plant that had clumps of
yelow flowersand smelled like a sweaty saddle. She went still beneath her war cloak; even at only afew
feet, and knowing where shewas, Rudi found her hard to see.

He eded backwards on his bdly until they werewell out of sght before standing. Nystrup turned and
made an arm signd; by the time they were back at their cold camp most of the Mormon guerillaswere
there too, leaving only the minimum perimeter of |ookouts.

Rudi glanced at Ingolf. The Easterner shook hishead. “1 passed alot farther south than this, when | came
west. Around Bear Lake.”

“We can swing around them,” Mary said. “Move south, then back north to cut the road again.”

Rudi shook hishead in turn. “We' re out of food and we haven’t been able to hunt much,” he said. “I
don’t know how they’ ve been ableto pressus so hard . . . but they have. We ve spent more time
covering our tracks than running, and we' ve been running farther north than east.”

Slencefdl; they were hungry, in the way you could only get when you combined not enough food with
working hard. Severd of the wounded Mormons had died; the hae members of their band weren't
weakened much. . . yet.

But we don’t have much time before we are, Rudi thought unhappily. And the horses are losing
condition. | wouldn’'t like to have to rely on them if we had a running fight, or the enemy werein
sight and we had to break contact. We need to get them good grazing and rest.

They might have been able to make more progressif they’ d kept al the food they’ d had and cut the
Mormonsloose immediately. On the other hand, that would probably have been bad luck aswell as
wrong . . . if therewas adifference.

Ingolf rubbed hisjaw thoughtfully, the cropped beard scritching under his callused fingers. The sight made
Rudi’ sfaceitch dightly and he conscioudy stopped himsdf from imitating the gesture; he hadn’t been
ableto shave for the past week, and the slky stubble was annoying. Plusthe hairs came in white along
the thin scar on hisjaw, making him look ridiculoudy older than hisrea not-quite-twenty-three.

“Y ou know, we haven’t seen any sheep or cattle or horses around here. But the range has obvioudy
been grazed. Until lately, a least,” Ingolf said.

“There sstock in the corrals,” Rudi said. “And alot of horses. Hundred, hundred and thirty.”

“That would mean fifty or Sixty Cutter levies” Ingolf replied. “The Cuiter soldiers are mainly Ranchers, or
even Rovers’—which meant nomad, more or less—* not full-time fighters like the Sword of the, umm,
false prophet. They get hivesif they don't have at least one remount for every fighting man. It makes
them fed pinned down.”

Nystrup sighed. “We were dways being surprised by how fast they could move, and how many men
they could throw at us,” he acknowledged. “It hurt us, and more than once.”

“The Church cdls them up to fight when they’ re needed,” Ingolf said. “A ranchisn't likeafam—theold
people and kids and women can keep it going pretty well for quite awhile, a a pinch. Cowboys can
make most of their own war gear, too, and their ordinary work is damned good training to fight.”



“Besdes the horses there were six or seven hundred sheep, maybe half that number of cattle,” Rudi went
on.

“Not as much asthere should be,” Nystrup replied. “I’ ve never been here mysdlf, but from the reports
and the taxes they paid and the way it looks, thisisgood land.”

Ingolf made agesture of agreement. “I’ d say what' slikely happened isthat a couple of ranches or
Rover bands worth of levies hit the place just recently, on their way home. Some of them have dready
left with part of the stock. The onesthere now plan to loot it bare before they |leave—they’ re shorter on
craft-workers than you Saints are and they’ re dways short of tools and so forth likewise. I'd say they're
about hafway through the processherein . . . Peekaboo?’

“Yes” Nystrup said grimly. “We counted on that, their being backwards, too much during the war, and
on their absurd superdtitions about gears and machinery.” He looked at Ingolf shrewdly. “Y ou have an
ideg?’

“Sort of. We have to know what’ s going on in there, and if we can get some supplies and fresh horses
for your people, Captain. It would take a pitched battle to fight for them, and we' re not in shapefor a
stand-up fight, and they outnumber us. But if we send in some people who can passfor ... oh, | don’t
know, merchants from one of the Plains towns come West to buy up plunder, that sort of thing. There
are afew placeslikethat in the Sioux country, tributary to the tribes. Then we could buy what we need.
Last | heard, the CUT and the Sioux had made peace.”

“We don’t have much contact with the Soux,” Nystrup said. “The CUT was aways between us and
them. Most of the Indiansin new Deseret are . . . were. . . friendly and part of our Church. | don’t think
any of my people could fool the Cutters.”

“Wadll, I've had alot of contact with the Lakotatribes,” Ingolf said, with alopsided smile. “Mostly not
too friendly, asin, contact with their arrows and shetes and tomahawks. That was my first war, when our
Bossman in Richland sent men to help the Republic of Marshdl fight’em. And later when | wasworking
for some tradersin the Nebraska country, | rode guard on a caravan they sent out West, to Newcastle,
and | got caught there for the winter. Therewasthisgirl . . . anyway, | can't passfor aSioux, but | think
| could buffalo outsiders who' d never seen the place into supposing | came from that town.”

Rudi felt abroad smile growing. “ Sure, and that is anidea. Y ou think it’s possible?’

“Likel said, most of the Cutter levies are just cowboys, or afew are farmers or townsmen,” Ingolf said.
“Y eah, they believe in that crazy religion—or say they do, if they’ re smart, anywhere Corwin controls—
and they’ re suspicious of outsiders, but they’rejust . . . men, otherwise. | saw afair number the first time
| was aprisoner of theirs; they let me out abit once I’ d convinced them I’ d swallowed their line of
bullshit.”

“Wadll, if weweretotry it, certainly you' d have to be one of our spies,” Rudi said musingly. He looked
around. “Thelr leader, infact. I'd beanother . . "

Ingolf spoke again: “ Three or four men would be the maximum. No less, though. Corwin makesabig
noise about how safe their territory isfor traders, but nobody travelswith alot of cash dl by himsdf. And
there should be awoman—a Mormon woman.”

Rudi blinked. “Why?’

“Camo-cover, Rudi. We d be refugee-traders aswell as buying loot in generd.”



“Saves, the Cutters call them, don’t they? It seems a bit too honest for them.”

“Refugeesistheword out East, and some places dlow that sort of thing; everyone' s aways short of
working hands. Say four men and ten, twelve horses—we d have the horsesto carry stuff. We' d be
pretty popular, too; coin’salot easier to transport, and they’ d want to change some of what they’ve
taken into hard cash.”

“Wedon't have any of the CUT’ sminting,” Rudi mused. “Or any from farther East. Boise currency might
do at apinch, but not the Association’s or Corvallis.”

“The Sioux don't coin, but they do use gold and silver. A bar of gold’ sabar of gold. And &t the least we
could buy up some folks and get them out to their kin, and enough supplies.”

Rudi winced alittle; he hated the thought of playing daver even asadeception, but it was alegitimate
ruse of war.

“I'll go if they need awoman,” Rebecca Nystrup said.

Her cousin opened his mouth, then closed it again. It was good protective coloration. Rudi sympathized
with him as he visibly suppressed the desire to say that she’' d do no such thing—he could scarcely order
one of the other women to do it, when his own kin had asked for the nasty, dangerousjob.

“I volunteer!” Fred Thurston said.
“Sorry, Fred,” Ingolf said. “Y ou'd stand out too much.”

Frederick looked a him blankly for an ingtant, then struck the pam of his hand against hisforehead.
“Right. Damn, | hadn’t thought of that. WWe haven’t gotten far enough away from Boise for peopleto just
take mefor mysdf.”

Black folk were even thinner on the ground herein the interior of the Northwest than they were on the
Pacific Coast—Mrs. Thurston was Anglo, but her husband' s African strain was plain in her son, too plain
for him to passfor Hispano or Indian.

And since hisfather had been ruler of Boise ever since he brought order out of plague and chaosin the
first Change Y ear, the association of young black man and Prince of Boise—specificaly, fugitive
prince with a massive price on his head—would be dl too likely, even for Cutter leviesfrom beyond
the Rockies. Their leaders at least would have some familiarity with local politics.

Rudi ran the rest of his band through hismind. They couldn’t take any of their own women; Cultter
fema es were close-kept, even more so than in the Protectorate back home. Which left . . .

“Edain...and Odard, | think,” Rudi said. “Would Edain’s accent pass? Or mine, for that matter?’

“Sure,” Ingolf said. “You get al sorts of funny ways of talking in little pockets and backwater settlements,
nobody can keep track of them al. These Montanans al sound like hicks with head coldsto me anyway.
You |l haveto leave the skirts’—he grinned at Edain’ s bristle—* pardon me, the kilts, behind. Odard's
OK too—you could passfor part-Injun, my lord Baron. Most of the folkswho call themsalves Sioux
look pretty much like white-eyes these days, mostly because they are white-eyes, but the important
familiesarelikely to havethe old blood.”

Odard Liu nodded; hisfather had been half-Chinese, and it showed in his coarse crow-black hair, high
cheekbones and the fold at the corners of hisblue eyes. Father Ignatius had similar looks save for black
eyes, courtesy of agrandmother from Vietnam, but his tonsure wasn't the only thing that made him too



unmistekably a Chrigtian cleric.
“Happy to volunteer,” the Association noble said dryly. “ Even ex-post-facto.”
Mathilda snorted. “Y ou volunteered for everything when you joined up, Odard.”

He gave her acharming smile, and a courtly sweeping bow that went oddly with his grimy wool and
leather outfit and shapel ess floppy-brimmed canvas hat. Somehow it evoked the image of theimpeccable
court fashion he delighted in at home.

“That ismost true, Y our Highness. My sword isever at my lady’s service”

Ingolf made a passable imitation of the bow himsdlf as she blushed and cleared her throat. He spoke
briskly: “Y ou can be the Injun prince, if you want, Odard. It'd belikely we' d have achief’ sson dong, if
thelocd tribe where we came from were putting up part of the money.”

“Notimelikethe present,” Rudi said, looking up; six hoursto sunset. “We |l have to have a set of
sgnds—’

“Stop right there, strangers!”

The words were backed up by haf-a-dozen stiff horn and sinew horseman’ s bows drawn to the ear.
Ingolf let his baance shift back abit, and Boy hated between one pace and the next; his favorite mount
had alot of quarter horsein his bloodline, and would pass anywhere in the plains-and-mountain country.
Rudi managed that aswell, and Edain, which Ingolf had worried about—the younger clansman’s
horsemanship had improved over the past couple of months, enough to passfor acity-man from
Newcastle. Odard had mastered the cow-country style too, and it was different from the long-stirrup
Portland seat. At least he' d been brought up on horseback, which was something you couldn’t
counterfeit.

Onething that wouldn’t passwas a Sioux who couldn’t ride, he knew.

Everyonein their party raised open hands in the peace gesture; except for Rebecca Nystrup, of course,

but hers were handcuffed, with the chain looped through aring on her saddlebow. The Cutters eased off
on their draws, which was reassuring—it was dl too easy to let abowstring roll off your fingertipsif you
held it too long. An arrow in the face killed you just as dead whether it wasintentiona or not.

The leader of the patrol wasin histhirties and looked much older, with a plainsman’ swrinkles and anose
that had been damaged by frost-bite once, leaving part of anostril missing. The others could have been
his brothers, cousins, or even his son if you counted one in his mid-teens. Mot of them wore smple
boiled-leather breastplates with the Church Universal and Triumphant’ s sunburst on it over thin shegpskin
jackets, though the leader had amail-shirt instead, and their metal-sirgpped leather helmetswere at their
saddlebows, traded for broad-brimmed hatsin the hot sun.

All of them had knives, tomahawks and heavy-bladed shetes at their waists, quiversfull of arrows over
their backs, and round hide shields and lariats hung from their saddles. And a powerful aroma, the harsh
rank musk-swest of men who lived on meat and milk and hadn’t had occasion to wash themsalves or
their clotheslately, added to horse and leather and iron greased with tallow and the odor of lank straggly
hair of various shades. Severa had minor wounds that ooked fresh but not immediate. Their equipment
waswel made and beautifully cared for, though, and their horses glowed with health and careful tending.

Ingolf held up his hands and smiled. “We re peaceful traders, men of the Dictations,” he said.



Peaceful but too tough to rob conveniently, was conveyed by hislooks and gear, and that of the men
behind him. Swapping around among the nine comrades and the Mormon guerillas had given them
suitable equipment, suitably varied. Even Garbh hel ped with the picture, her massive shaggy
barrel-shaped head held low and showing her teeth just dightly at the Strangers after Edain called her
shaply to hedl.

“You'reof the Faith?’ the leader said, his eyes probing. Over his shoulder: “Jack, Terry, backtrack 'em
acouple of miles. Keep your eyes open and check there aren’t any more. There' sdl sorts of buzzards
circlin’ around heregbouts.”

Two of the Cutters reined around and galloped eastward down the remains of US 20, riding on the old
graveled shoulders of the road to spare their horses' hooves from the cracked, frost-heaved asphalt that
was breaking up in pae chunks. Ingolf went on:

“No, we' re not of your Church, but we have permission to travel in the Church’slands by the Prophet’s
tresty with the Oceti Sakowin. We're out of Newcastle, which isan ally of the Seven Council Fires.”

Ally meant pays the Soux off so they don't raid, of course, but aman from there would use the polite
phrasing. Ingolf nodded towards Odard, who managed to look haughty enough for amodern-day Sioux
chieftain—something that came naturally to him—and stared over the Cutters heads. People who didn’t
know Indianswell tended to think they were impassive; in the Richlander’ s experience, they were as
cheerful and chatty as most folk, unlessthey thought the occasion caled for solemnity.

Which this does. But don't overdo it, Odard.
Ingolf went on:
“Thisistheworthy itancan”—which meant chief, roughly—" Wahuk’ eza Washte, Good Lance.”

Odard had inssted on that one when Ingolf ran him through alist of Sioux names, athough the
suggestions from the rest had started with Two Dogs Fucking from the twins and gone downhill from
there.

“He shereto, ah, watch over his peopl€e sinterestsin thistrading venture.”

Odard lifted a hand with the palm out, made a surly grunting sound, and said the L akota equivaent of
Hello, how do you do?, as he' d been carefully coached:

“Hau kola! Doe ksh kay ya oun hey?”
To Ingalf’ shorror, the Cutter leader raised hishand in asimilar gesture and replied:
“ Hau kola! Wakantanka kici UN.”

Which meant Hello, and may the Great Spirit bless you, and just about exhausted Ingolf’ s knowledge
of the language aswell unless you counted swear words and phrases you learned on campaign, like
Reach for the sky!, Where are the warriors? and Give me your money/hor se/lweapons/food.

Sweat broke out on hisforehead, prickling through the coating of dust; thiswasn't fair. Mogt of the
people who rode with the tribes and called themselves Sioux didn't actualy spesk it, gpart from afew
words they threw into the more usua English to sound authentic—the same reason they tended to goin
for leather and beads and feathers even more than the tribesmen with more of the old blood. To runinto
anon-Indian who actudly knew the language when their own pretend-Indian didn’'t would be. . .



Just like the rest of my luck since | first met Kuttner. Like meeting Saba and having her die the
same night.

He hid a shudder; priests had told him—including ones he respected—that there was no such thing as
fate, that there was only aman’s choices and the will of God. But there were times when he thought he
was cursed, and not only him, but anyone he cared for. Rudi’ s hand made the smalest of gestures
towardsthe hilt of his borrowed shete. But if it cameto afight, they’ d dmost certainly die. Ingolf forced
himsdlf not to gasp with relief when the Cutter chieftain smiled and went on:

“The Prophet sayswe' reto treat al you of the Seven Council Fires as brothers, now that we're at peace
with the Lakotatribes. May you cometo the truth of the Dictations! I’'m Jed Smith, Rancher of Rippling
Watersin Havre Didtrict, and these' re my kin and my riders.”

Upper Missouri River, Ingolf thought. Damn, that’ s pretty close to the frontier between the CUT
and the Lakota. Just our luck. A long way North of Newcastle, though, thank the saints!

Then Jed went on casudly: “Y ou' d be kin of the mayor down in Newcastle?’
“Larry McAllister?’ Ingolf said, feding the beads of sweat Sart up again.
Thank God | actually stayed there and not so long ago!

Aloud he went on, equdly relaxed: “No, but my father’sagood friend of his—he sponsored uswhen
Dad moved in from Casper, right after the Change.”

Good friend and sponsored meant someone who got protection in return for favors and politica backing
... which in Newcastle involved showing up with your shield and shete from timeto time.

What did Father Ignatiussay . . . right, client and patron.

Jed Smith nodded, satisfied. Ingolf made the introductions under their assumed names. The Montanan
went on:

“What' re you trading for? Doesn’'t look like you have much to trade with, unlessit’ s the crowbait remuda
you got there or—"

He indicated Rebeccawith ajerk of hishead, though he'd politely kept his eyesfrom her face; the girl
wasin ordinary overals, but had a CUT-style kerchief hiding most of her fair hair. Ingolf smiled back and
indicated her with asalesman’s sweep of hishand:

“No, we re buying and we re paying in bullion. Anything you brave soldiers of the Church might have
picked up. Cutlery, cloth, wine—"

“No chance of that here! The misbdieversdon't drink it, or even beer or whiskey or applgack. | haven't
tasted wine but once myself—traded West from lowa.”

Ingolf nodded. “But mosily we' re buying refugees, like thisgirl here. Skilled workers, if we can get them.
Saves, you say, don't you, instead of refugee?’

Jed nodded. “ That’ s the word in the Dictations.”

Just then Jack and Terry rode back up. “ Same horses for miles back,” one of them said, pointing behind
him with his bow. “We checked on the hoof marks. Nobody joinin’ or leavin’.”

The other scout spoketo Ingolf:



“But they had good stock and tools here. They make stuff you wouldn’t believe was new instead of
sdvage. And plenty of right pretty gals, too, even if they’re sulky. Wekilt al the grown men, 0’ course.”

Ingolf sighed asif he' d been expecting that and regretted it. Evenif hisregret wasn't for the reasons his
audience assumed, he had expected it. Ranchers didn’t need masses of field labor, and aman you
couldn’t trust to ride the range a one and armed was useless as a cowboy. Women did most of the
processing work on aranch, though—tanning, leather-working, weaving, milking, whatever—and they
were easier to keep. If nothing esetheir children pinned them down, and by Cutter custom the children
were freeif they took the Church Universal and Triumphant’ s faith when they came of age.

“Shut up, Jack, y’ damned pup,” Jed said crossly; at a guess, he was afraid his subordinate would lower
prices by prattling about how much they’ d gained. 'Y ou run your mouth too much.”

Infriendly wise he went on: “That’ sanice one you picked up there, Mr. Vogder. Lively in the bedroll?
She' squite alooker, yesindeed. How much did you pay for her? Get her from someone heading
home?’

“That’ sright. Don’t know what she' slikein the sack,” Ingolf said casudly. “Y esh, she'seasy on the
eyes, but she'saso agood weaver, cloth and rugs both, and a cheesemaker, whichiswhat | was
looking for. Refugee ass. . . dave, you folkssay . . . ischeap and looks don't last, but good cheddar
cheese or cloth aways fetches a price. We paid forty-five dollarsfor her, cash money—weighed out
slver, that' s easier than coin for big purchases.”

He could see the Rancher mentaly adding haf again to that. Odard spoke up, making a sweeping gesture
a thesametime

“Shewill go to thetipis of my people. | have spoken. Ugh.”

Jesus, don’t play it too heavy, Ingolf thought, but the Cutter leader nodded. OK, a lot of Soux do
talk like that. ' Cause they think people expect it, | suppose.

“Asyou please, Chief,” Smith said. “The Dictations say aman may do as he wants with his own within
the law, right? C' mon, then, you Newcastle men, and you, Chief Good Lance. Plenty of room for
lodgingsand | hopeyou'll do fine business here”

He grinned; combined with the mutilated nose and the traggly beard, it looked fairly darming as he went
on

“We surdly did!”

Picabo had been alittle farming and tourist hamlet before the Change. The Mormonshad waled it in, and
added more buildings—settlements within a defensive perimeter were always as crowded as people
could bear, to keep the length of rampart that had to be held as short as possible. Most of the buildings
were homes, thick whitewashed adobe on thefirst story, white-painted frame covered in clapboards
above, with steep-pitched shingle roofs.

Rudi noticed that they’ d also added the sort of touches Mackenzieswould, if moretidy and less
flamboyant—window boxes and plantings of flowers, trees and bushes dong the Streets, asmall
playground with dides and swings, buildingsthat would have been their church and school. Thevillage
had piped water from atank on salvaged meta legs with awhirring wind-pump atop it, but irrigation
channels d so tinkled pleasantly in stone-lined ditches on either Sde of the Streets, to water the fruit and
blossoms and herbs. None of the white farmhouses or workshops had burned down . . .



“Nothing got torched when you took it?” Rudi asked one of the Cutters.

The man riding next to the Mackenzie chieftain was about his own age or afew years younger; it was
hard to tel exactly, with the wegathering of their harsh climate making them al ook older to eyesrearedin
the gentle Willamette country. Not many of the Cutters were over thirty, and half werein their teens. This
one had shaggy black hair, awispy young beard, green eyes and amissing front tooth; he cackled
laughter at the question.

Jack, Rudi thought, remembering his name.
“Nope, wedidn't fireasingle lit-up arrow,” the young plainsman said boastfully.

Even amodest wall with afighting platform behind it could give defenders a big advantage. Picabo’ s had
aroofed hoarding aswell. If you didn’t have amodern siegetrain, the quickest and easiest way to storm
adefended town was to shoot fire arrows over the wall into the roofs and then rush the defenses while
folk turned aside to fight the fire, asthey must. And there was no sign of any Siege equipment more
sophisticated than alariat or improvised ladder among thisband of CUT levies.

“That must have taken some doing,” Rudi prompted. And you like to talk, Jack, he added coldly to
himsdf.

Jack laughed and dapped histhigh; acouple of hisfriends chuckled too, although afew of the older men
rolled their eyes at his chatter.

“It was dead easy, friend!”
“How did you get over thewall, then?’ Rudi went on.
A caravan guard was the next thing to a soldier, and the question was naturd.

“That'sUncle Jed for you,” Jack laughed gleefully. “ Said we could get ashes and dead bones at home
without the bother of fightin’ for ’em, ' cause dl we had to do there was ride on down to Billings and look
at the ruins. So we druv abunch of these Mormonswe' d caught abit south of here right up to the gate
ahead of us, making like they was coming here for sanctuary.”

Jed had been ligtening. He looked over his shoulder now with adight ferd smile:

“They redly had been coming here for sanctuary. Which made it more convincing, you know whéat |
mean?’

Rudi nodded soberly. He didn't like Jed Smith, but the man was no fool, unlike his nephew. The younger
man went on:

“We had our men mixed in among’em in the same clothes and their blades hid.”
“They opened the gate without making sure?’ Rudi said, alittle surprised they’ d fdlen for the old trick.

“Therest of us hung back alittle, whoopin” and shooting arrows and makin' like we was chasing them.
We d kept their kids so they’ d play dong, and they al yelled out to hurry up so’ sthey could get inside
before we caught em. By the time the ones inside this Peekaboo place knew the score, the gate was
aready open and we had awagon full of rocks hafway through. With the wheels ready to be knocked
off, so they couldn’t drag it away, and then they couldn’t shoot us without hit-tin’ their own folks.”

“That was clever work.” Rudi looked around, counting househol ds and multiplying, then subtracting



because Mormon women rarely bore arms. “ But there would have been hard fighting till. They should
have had . . . what, Sixty or seventy men under arms? Y ou’ ve aded lessthan that, | see”

Jed Smith looked back at them, silently at first thistime; his browswere up, and there was awary
respect in them. Rudi sworeinwardly. The last thing you wanted an enemy to do was respect your wits.
The older man spoke after amoment’ s considering stare:

“Maybe there was sixty or seventy fighting men here before the war, that would fit with how many
women and kids. But I’ ve lost more men from Rippling Waters Ranch in the past three-four yearsthan |
like, and we won. | figured it had to be alot worse for them, and | wasright. And they were surprised,
and we had more men then—two other bunches were with us. It weren't no fair fight, which istheway |
likeit, youngster.”

“I kilt three of their fighting men mysdlf,” the one caled Jack sad.

“In your dreams, maybe, Jack,” another of the Cutters said. “Unless every arrow you shot off was
guided by the Masters, persond-like, and since one nearly hit me in the butt cheek | sorta doubt that.”

“Wél, | kilt onefor sure, Lin, whichismorethan you can say.” To Rudi: “Uncle Jed saysthey thought all
our troops were still down south aong the Snake.”

“And you took no losses?’

“Naw. Well, they killed Kennie. He got a spear in the gizzard while we were rushing the gate, he was an
old guy, nearly forty, dooooow, and he never did learn to keep his shield up under his eyes, them geezers
arelikethat.”

“Watch your mouth, pup,” Jed said. “1 ain't going to see thirty again neither, and | can till whip you any
day of the week and twice on Sundays.”

“Sorry, Uncle Jed. And Dave, my second cousin Dave Throsson, not Big Dave Johnson who got killed
at Wendell, he took an arrow in the leg, but we fixed him up good and poured whiskey init So0'sit hasn't
gone bad so far, and Tom Skinner got his ribs stove something terrible when he got pushed out of a
window by thisgd he was chasng—Lord—"

Jed Smith looked over at him with acold eye. Jack cleared histhroat and corrected himself:

“—by the Ascended Magters, didn't we dl laugh when he fell straight down with his stiff dick waggin’
out! That'sdl our ranch logt, apart from some cuts and little shit like that. We got hurt alot worse at
Twin Fdls, and we had aright bad day at Wenddll; that wasared fight, let metell you!”

“Y ou took the village with only one dead?” Rudi asked.

“Onefrom our ranch, like | said. Those stupid bastards from the Runamuk and Sweet Grass ouitfits lost
six, maybe seven, and plenty more hurt bad, but they couldn’t pour piss out of aboot with directions
written on the hed anyways. It wastheir fault a bunch of the enemy got away, out over the north wall,
too—their fault and no one else's, the greedy sons of bitches, running on in before they were cdled.
They’ re gone now. Uncle Jed sent them on dong with their share, and good riddance.”

“And the plunder was good?’
“Plunder?’
“Taking ther things”



“Ah, the salvaging, you mean! I'll say it was good! The misbelieverswerericher thanrich, I tell you. And
thistimewe got it al to our own selves, on account of we took thisway home just so’swe' d hit some
placesthe main army didn’t get to yet. Uncle Jed thought of that. | know the Sword of the Prophet do
the hardest fighting, saw that my own sdlf at Wenddl, but it' s enough to anger aman bad the way they
get the best pick of—"

Jed Smith threw alook over his shoulder again, and Jack went on hastily:

“Anyway | got ten bolts of that good tough linen cloth the mishelievers make, saddlemaker’ stoals,
twenty bucksin coin, some rings and pretties and blankets and sheets and dresses and cookware things
for Jenny—she’ s my intended—two young gaswho'll take the work off Manow that she' s getting the
rheumatism so bad, agood oil lamp with aglass chimney, abunch of other stuff, and | fucked until |
couldn’t raise astand no more.”

“Y ou can believe thet last part at least, mister, not that it would take much with him,” another young
Cutter said, and he and Jack exchanged mock punches before the talkative young ranch-hand went on:

“Plus| got six good horses earlier, and some more coin back in Twin Fals, but we sent that al East with
thefirg folksfrom our digtrict released from service. Like the Prophet says, the unbelievers are spoil for
the Brotherhood of Light-bringers. Priest says spoil used to mean good stuff, not meet that’ s gone off.”

Rudi made himsalf smile and nod. Picabo stank of spoiled meet in truth now—of desth, like rancid sweet
oil smeared into your nose and mouth. The Eastern levieswho' d taken it hadn’t bothered to clean up the
bodies except to roll them out of the way, probably because they were planning on leaving soon, and flies
werethick. They werethick on the eight men crucified upside down to the inner side of the adobe wall
with railroad spikes, too. Fortunately they al seemed to be dead now, but it hadn’t been quick, even for
the oneswho' d had smdll hot fires it beneath their heads.

At a guess, Uncle Jed wanted to ask those some questions.

“Those onestried to sneak back for their hoors and brats,” Jack said with awave. “But Uncle Jed knew
they would, and we were ready for them. The Black VVoid drank ’em down!”

The young man went on in aless boastful voice: “Y ou folks got much silver?’
“Plenty, for theright goods,” Ingolf said over his shoulder.

“That' sfine, fine. | surewould like to turn some of the Stuff | got into silver. Then | can tradeit for
livestock back to home alot easier than riding through blizzards to line camps and swapping around all
winter. My Jenny’ sfather won't let us get married until | have at least twenty-five heifersin the Rippling
Waters pool besides agood remuda—"

“Jack, like | told you, stop flapping your lips. The horseflieswill get in there and buzz around in your
empty head. Here' sthe house I’'m using,” Jed Smith brokein. “Y ou Newcastle men can have the one
next door. Some of our folkswas using it and cleaned it up before they left and I'll send some of the gals
in. You can start your barterin’ in the morning, and then we' |l leave. We close up tight at night here.”

“What' sthat one?’ Rudi said, pointing with his chin a a building with boards nailed over the windowsto
make an improvised prison.

A few of the Cutters werelolling about on the steps, one whittling at a stick with afoot-long fighting
knife, another Sitting propped against the wall with hisfloppy hat pulled over hiseyes and his strung bow
across hislap. Rudi thought he was adeep until he saw an eye following the horses. A Mormon woman



carried ayoke with two buckets of milk up the front steps as the mounted men passed, and others
followed behind with aprons full of loaves of bread or covered pots of cooked food wrapped in towels
againgt their heat. They turned their heads aside to avoid meeting the eyes of the Cutter patrol, some of
whom called out greetings of their choice.

“Oh, that’ swhere we' re keeping the brats,” Jed Smith said. “They’re part of the Prophet’ s portion of the
spail.”
“Brats?’ Ingolf inquired.

“Their kids, the onestoo young to be worth anything, under about six. We' ve got ordersto look after
"em careful, for the Houses of Refuge. A lot of them can be raised in the Faith, you see. Or if they're
soulless, they can go to the breeding pens.”

“Yeah, some of "emwill end up in Corwin,” Jack put in. “Not just working—they get to be priestsor in
the Sword of the Prophet. That don’t seem—"

“Jack, what did | say about flapping your lips?’ Jed barked. “Don’t your earswork or areyou a
natura-born damned fool like the minions of the Accursed?’

Hewhirled his pony around with ashift of balance and thighs, and dapped the younger Cutter acrossthe
facewith hisleather hat, hard enough to sting. The younger man yel ped and then fell slent, face red.

“Seeyou folksin themorning,” Jed went on. “May the Masters keep the Nephilim from your dreams.”

“Uff da,” Ingolf sworein atired voice, running ahand over hishead and kneading at the back of his
neck. “I"d forgotten how much | don’t like thiskind of shit. And how much | really don't likethe
Cutters”

Smith's cleaned up had been ardative term; no bodies | eft to rot, or human excrement in corners,
basicdly. Littlethingslike the fan of black congedled droplets that arched across onewall of the kitchen
where they’ d been |eft by the backswing of ablade didn’t count. A team of village women with mops
and brushes had comein to giveit agoing-over, working in sllence like machinesin the old stories. When
they left, the comrades sat around the kitchen table, beneath a bright lamp; sunset came early insde a
close-packed walled town.

The women had left food, too, and Rebecca Nystrup had started afirein the ingeniously designed tile
govewithitsiron top.

“Y our people have some evil foes,” Edain said awkwardly, patting her on the shoulder.

She nodded silently and began making dinner—dlicing ham and cracking eggsinto a couple of big frying
pans where melted butter browned, and chopping potatoes and onions for hash. Edain moved
automatically to help her asthe good smell of cooking mingled with the stinks.

“No!” Ingolf said with quiet emphasis, the tone contrasting with hisrelaxed, casua posture and
expresson.

Rudi looked at him curioudy. The man from Richland was Sitting at the head of the table, where he could
see out the window into the little walled garden that fronted the house, and through the open door as
well. Nobody was close enough to overhear them . . . but they were visible from outside too. It would be
suspiciousif they closed up before the night grew cool.



“It'll look damned funny if you' re helping the bought woman with the chores, kid,” Ingolf said flatly. “ Not
only that she’ s supposed to be adave, but Cutters don’t hold with men doing women’swork at the best
of times. Plus, generally speaking, sweet helpful typesjust plain don't take up the busnesswe' re
supposed to bein.”

Edain sat and moodily pulled gpart one of the loaves, buttering it and biting into the warm fresh bread.
Rebeccalooked over her shoulder and said:

“But thanksfor the thought,” and he nodded, blushing.

Rudi tore aloaf aswell. The bread was well made, with an egg-glaze crust that crackled when he ripped
it. The butter was sweet and fresh too, athough they had to keep apiece of cloth acrossit to deter the
flies. It was the flies and the smell and the thought of where the flies had been that made him hesitate, and
evidently the same occurred to Edain just as he was swallowing, for the younger clansman turned allittle
green under hisruddy tan.

Y ou didn’'t grow up squeamish about stinks or bugs in aMackenzie farming dun, but this. . .
“Ground and center,” Rudi said quietly, making himsalf est.

Food was life, human toil and the sacrificid blood of the Powers, so it was sacrilege to wasteit; and he
was going to need his strength, and he’ d done without agood deal for the past week. Odard murmured a
prayer before he took some of the bread himsdf, which surprised Rudi. He' d dways thought that the
young nobleman was only conventiondly religious because it was expected of him. He' d confessed to
Father Ignatius a couple of times on thetrip, but once he' d had to go back aday later before the priest
would agree to communicate him, and he' d come away from that one with his ears turning pink.

Sure, and a man’sinward self islike the woods on a moonless night, Rudi thought. Even your own
self. Especially your own. It always surprises you, sometimes with a noise, sometimeswith ajabin
the eye.

Ingolf spoke to Edain; hisvoice was rough, but Rudi thought he detected a certain sympathy init:

“There are going to be worse things to see and smell before we reach the East Coast, kid,” he said.
“Y ou've got to get case-hardened pretty quick.”

“I’ve seen fights before and men killed, sureand | havel” Edain snapped. “And worsethings. . . like that
Haidaraid we were caught in, up near Tillamook on the ocean, Chief, and what they did to that poor
woman and her bairn. But thisis. . . very bad.”

Rudi replied: “I1t’ sworse because here the raiders won, Edain. The which they didn’t at Tillamook, and
you can claim some of the credit for that.”

Edain looked heartened. Rebecca set the plates of food before them and then sat at the foot of the table
hersdf. Rudi found he was hungry enough to enjoy it after al, and adeep drink of cool milk rich with
cream. The day’ s heat was fading, though the thick adobe walls of the farmhouse sfirst story radiated a
little of it back.

“Thisis. .. squalid,” Odard observed. “And did you smell those animas?1’m no rose mysdlf, not after
the way we ve been traveling, but . . .”

Ingolf gave ashort dry laugh. “Oh, | know why they’reamiterancid,” he said. “They’ refrom the
Hi-Line”



At their glances he went on: “I’ ve talked to men who' ve been through there. Y ou can trave fifty, Sixty
miles at atime and not see asingle tree. The only way to heat water or cook is over dried cowflops. And
the winters are amighty cold. Y ou get out of the habit of taking baths, or taking off your clothes at dl
mighty fast, out there.”

Odard nodded. “I do hope we don’t run into anything worse.”

The Easterner made asound, but thistime it wasn't alaugh of any sort. Rudi looked at Ingolf, but the
Eagterner’ seyeswere blank, asif dl his attention was focused within.

“Worse?" he said softly, coming back to them. “Oh, yeah. I’ ve seen as bad asthis, during the Sioux
War. That was ahard bitter fight, and alot of . . . questionable. . . things got done. By us and them
both.”

His hands closed and opened unconscioudly, and he swallowed asif the food had turned sour in his
mouth before he went on.

“Eadt of the Missssippi, that’sawhole different thing. It slike God pulled out the plug &t the bottom of
the world, and everything human drained out. And then something . . . else. . . cametrickling in, and
messed things up, twisted them. | don’t mean just the Change. | swore | wouldn’t go back to the
deadlands again, not even for afortune. . . and now I’'m headed back dl the way to Nantucket because
of avison and adream. Go figure.”

Edain paused aminute, sivalowing, then doggedly cut another piece of ham, dipped it in the mustard pot,
chewed and swallowed. Everyone was silent for severa moments. That was the way they were headed,
into the death zones, where the hordes fleeing from the stricken cities had overlapped and eaten the earth
bare, and then each other. Not everyone had died, not quite, but their descendants weren't redly human
anymore. The stories were gruesome even at a distance; enough rumors had trickled back from the
borders of California. From what Ingolf said the mega-necropolis on the Atlantic Coast was just as bad,
and he' d seen it firsthand.

“That' sasmay be,” Edain said stoutly; dangers rarely daunted him when they arrived, and never
beforehand. “Y ou said these Cutters were just men. Well, that they may be, but they’ re roit bad ones an’
no misteke.”

Rudi mopped his plate and poured himsdaf more milk from the jug. Halfway through, he wondered if the
women who' d milked the cows had spat in the bucket, but finished anyway. They’ d have reason.

“They are men. Men who' ve been encouraged to give guest-room to the worst parts of themselves,” he
sad thoughtfully.

Edain made a protective sign. “ They’ re blagpheming the Goddess, that’ s what they’re doing,” he said. “I
just hopewe aren't caught in Her anger.”

He held his hands up before hisface. “Use these my handsto avenge Y our likeness, Dark Mother,
Morrigu Goddess of the Crows, Red Hag of Battles. So | invoke Y ou.”

Rudi nodded soberly and joined in the gesture and the prayer. “ So moteiit be!”

We fight, we of humankind, hethought. Man against man for pride and power, tribe against tribe
for the land that feeds us and our families ... That’s the nature of things, the way They made us,
neither good nor bad initself. To fight is the work of the season, just as wolves fight one another
for lordship of a pack, or a whole pack battles another for hunting range in a bad year to keep



themselves and their cubs from hunger .

But taking women by force wasn't war. Nor just acrime, either, not even aserious one like murder in
hot blood. As Edain had said, it was a profanation of the holy Mysteries, the divine union of Lord and
Lady, Spear and Cauldron, that made al creation.

Mackenzies buried arapist a a crossroads, with a spear thrust in the soil above; and they buried him
living when they could, as a sacrifice to turn aside the anger of the Earth Powers.

These Cutters have over stepped the bounds They have laid on us, and must pay for it.
The vengeance of the Lady could be dow; it was also very thorough.

Thorough to the point of being indiscriminate, sometimes, Rudy thought grimly, feding the hairsalong
hisspine crawl alittle. It would be well to make oursalves that vengeance, before it falls from
somewhere else like an avalanche on all and sundry.

“Hard times make for hard men,” Odard said. “ Things were bad everywhereright after the Change, from
what the oldsters say, and you had to be bad yourself sometimesto survive. | imagine Montanawasthe
same, even if they weren't as crowded. My mother doesn’t talk about those times much, but some of the
older men-at-arms who served my father do. From what our, ah, hosts have let fall, there hasn't been
much order or peace out there since then, except what the CUT imposed at the sword' s edge.”

Rudi nodded; that was true enough that he could be polite. His own mother had had to drive away
srangers and foragers, lest the Clan-in-the-making and its neighbors be eaten bare before the first
harvest. And to keep out the plagues which had killed as many asraw famine did. Away from habitation
you gtill found the skulls lying in the brush by the overgrown roads, or bones huddled in hegpsin the
ruins. Sometimes they’ d been scorched and cracked for the marrow.

But what Odard said was true only to a point. There was doing what you had to do to ward off death or
worse, and there was treating disaster as opportunity.

“Y ou know Chuck Barstow?’ he said to the Association nobleman.
Odard nodded. “I’'ve met him. First Armsman for you Mackenzies now, after Sam Aylward retired.”

Rudi nodded himsdlf. “He was a Society fighter before the Change. On the day, he lifted two big wagons
and their teamsfroma. . . living-history exhibit, whatever that was. . . in Eugene on hisway to Dun
Juniper with the Singing Moon coven. And he loaded the wagons with food and tools and seeds he.. . .
picked up . . . dong the way, and drove aong cattle and pigs and sheep they acquired likewise, with
worthlessmoney or just by lifting them. Thiswas before people had a chance to eat everything, you see,
or even to redlize what was happening, the most of them.”

“Thereyou arethen,” Odard said. “All our parents did that sort of thing. If you haveto—"

“And heraninto aload of lost schoolchildren along the way, and picked them up too, and adopted three
of them himsdlf,” Rudi finished, interrupting him. “Oak—he used to be named Dan—has three sons and
daughters of hisown now.”

“Oh,” Odard said, and cut himself awedge from the cheese.

Rudi didn’t say any more; Eddie Liu, thefirst Baron Gervais, hadn’t been that sort of man, and everyone
knew it.



In your father’sday, Odard . . . Matti’sfather’sday . . . your lot were just as bad as these Cutters,
for all the fancy titles. Eddie Liu and Norman Arminger among the worst of them; not just hard
men, but rotten bad. If they’ d won the War of the Eye, you' d be worse than you are yourself, my
friend, and even so there are things about you | don’t much like.

And at least Arminger’ s had been amorta evil, whilethe CUT seemed to corrupt everything it touched.
And. .. heremembered the dead man laughing.

“Thetimes were very hard indeed,” Rudi went on aoud, controlling adight shiver at that recollection.
“But hard isn't the same thing as bad. It depended on the leaders and what sort of thingswerein their
souls, and what pathsthey led their folk down. My mother saysatribeislike aman; it becomes more
itsdlf asit gets older, and aswhat it does writes on the heart. Thingswere. . . loose, for awhile after the
Change. They could be turned thisway or that. Now they’ re getting set again, for good and ill.”

Ingolf shook himself and loaded his plate, doggedly plowing through eggs and ham and fried potatoes.
When he glanced up a Rudi, the haunted look was gone for now and atough shrewdness back in
charge.

“| gather we' re not just going to buy some supplies, and ransom some people, and ride quietly away,
Rudi?’

“No, that wearenot,” Rudi said forcefully. “Not if we can do more. | won’t command usto certain
death—but | will take arisk.”

“I’m the one who was raised on tales of knights-errant,” Odard said dryly. “We have the Princess to
think about, Rudi . . . and your precious Sword. We have along way to go. We can't right every wrong
we find, not when we re outnumbered fifty to four. We' re fugitives, not an army with banners and
trumpets. | don’'t mind afight, but . . .”

Rudi nodded; that was true. And he didn’t doubt Odard’ s courage. It had been shown often enough that
there was no need for him to go out of hisway to proveit.

“I'm not going to try to right every wrong,” he said. “But when the Powers shove one under my nose,
and it smelling no better than a goat turd on ahot day, then it becomes my business.”

“Yed” Edain said, hiseyesbright.
Rebecca s blazed. “ Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you both.”
“You' rewelcome,” Rudi said.

“Wall, then we need more information,” Ingolf said practicaly. “More than we can get cooped up here.
And that Jed Smith may have acted redl friendly, but he'sno fool like his nephew Jack. He'll let us see
just asmuch as he thinksis needful for him, and not abit more.”

“No, he'sadangerous man,” Rudi acknowledged. “He'll keep acloseeyeon us”
“Not on al of us” Rebeccasaid.

A sharp scream came from the middle distance, and then sobs and the sound of men laughing. She
shivered, but went on:

“My people here will know al we need.”



CHAPTER SIX

Avenger the Archer high-hearted
Deadly the skill of the bowman’s hand
Stronger still isfate hard woven

Than any shaft nocked by mortal man—

From: The Song of Bear and Raven
Attributed to Fiorbhinn Mackenzie, 1st century CY

EASTERN IDAHO, SOUTHWEST OF PICABO SEPTEMBER 10, CHANGE YEAR 23/2021 AD

Peter Graber, newly promoted Mgjor in the third battalion of the Sword of the Prophet, was abdlieving
man. He recited from the Dictations nightly, or the Book of Dzhur, and had sncehewasachild inthe
House of Refuge. He treasured the occasions when he could fed that chanting bring him into contact with
the Beyond, ajoy as great as holding hisfirstborn son in hisarms, and greater than any hiswives could
furnish. The Ascended Magters would welcome hislifestream in time, and eternd glory would be his.

He believed that so deeply that danger to hislife aroused only an animal wariness, not the fear some men
felt. And his combat record had been excellent as he rose from trooper to squadron commander; against
the Powder River Ranchers, the Sioux, the Drumhellers, and then in the great battles of the Deseret War
and most recently at Wenddl | against the US of Boise.

But | still don't like this Seeker, even if he comes from the Prophet’ s right hand. There's
something ... wrong ... about him.

Right now High Seeker Twain was just an unexceptiond-looking man of about thirty-five, wiry and
tough, with adull red robe over histraveling clothes, huddled on his horse with ablank expresson on his
face as beads of sweat ran down through the dust. He rode well enough to keep up, but not to the
standard of the Prophet’ s dlite guard regiment, or even aswell asthe average cowboy. Graber would
have placed him for atownsman, if he hadn’t been so uncomplaining of hardship . . . but then, the
Seekers had their own code.

Fifty of the Sword were spread out to either Side, in asingle rank to makeit easier to spot any turning in
thetrail they followed. The dull russet brown of their lacquered lesther armor faded against the volcanic
soil in the distance, with an occasiond eye-hurting blink as the lance-heads above them caught the harsh
noonday sun. The men rode in disciplined silence except for an occasional order from an under-officer,
the spiked hemetsrising and faling with the walk-trot-canter-trot-walk pace.

The noise came from the dow steady pounding of hooves, the clatter of the hard metal-edged scutes of
their war harness, creak of saddle-leather, the dull clank of a shete scabbard against astirrup iron or the
rattle of arrowsin aquiver.

Unavoidably they raised a plume of dugt, in this stretch where even sagebrush was sparse; they rodeinto
awind out of the east, so the dust fell behind them rather than hanging about to get in nose and eyes, but
it would be visible for some distance. The remuda, the remount-herd, was behind them, and its cloud was
larger. Most of the Snake River country wasn't so different from the plains of Eastern Montana or the
Powder River ranges, though abit drier. This particular eerie stretch of cinders and conica hillswas
strange, though, and he distrusted it.



“High Seeker,” he said respectfully.

You told usto come this way, and now my battalion is scattered over a front a hundred miles
wide. Now tell us how to get out of it! I’'m going to lose horses soon, if we don’t get to forage and
water. May the Nephilim eat your soul in the Black Void if I'll lose good men without an
explanation!

“High Seeker?’ he repeated.

The man’s pupils were shrunken to pinpoints, and hisjaw worked asif he chewed a bitter truth. Graber
shrugged with adight clatter of gear and swung up a clenched fist. The unit halted within three paces,
horses aswell trained as the men. Dust smoked backwards; he could hear adight hissng sound asthe
heavier particlesfell out. Everyone dismounted; you stayed out of the saddle whenever you could, if you
wanted your horseto last.

“WEe |l wait for the Scout,” he caled. “Loosen girths but keep the tack on.”

All hismen could follow atrail; they were trained horse soldiers, and hunters besides, and many came
from ranching families. The Scout wasn't of the Sword; histribe were caled the Morrowlander Troop,
and they lived deep in the forests and grass ands south of Corwin, what the old world had caled

Y dlowstone. Rumor said that they’ d fallen from the sky right after the Change.

Graber didn’t believe that; but they were dmaost inhumanly skillful trackers. They served the Church by
sending their best for work likethis, and paying atribute in hidesand furs. In fact, his superiors had said
something about their ancestors being Scouts. . . some weird woodland cult of the olden times.

Graber considered taking astick of jerky or ahardtack biscuit out of his saddlebag; he was hungry. Then
he decided not to, as an example to the men of rising above materiad things. Instead he took off his
helmet, unsnapped and pedled out the lining, then poured in ameasured quantity of water. Hishorse
drank eagerly, chasing the last drops around the bare metd with itslips. The rest of the unit followed suiit.

Only then did he drink from his canteen himself, a precisaly measured amount. No need to check on the
others; the under-officerswould see to water discipline.

And we are the Swvord of the Prophet, he thought proudly, as hefinished exactly the amount that the
lowliest trooper would have. In the Sword there is no Rancher or cowboy or refugee, only servants
of the Messenger of the Ascended Masters . . . Dammit, how did he do that!

Somehow the Morrowlander Scout got within afew hundred yards before he was spotted. His horse
was shaggy but sound; the Scout ran dlong besideiit at an effortless distance-devouring lope with one
hand on the smple pad saddle he used, using the beast to set his pace.

Hewasatdl lean man, dressed in moccasins and fringed |eather leggings dyed in mottled colorsand a
brownish green tunic over a shirt starred with circular badges sewn with bows and tents and other
curious designs. A kerchief went around his neck, the ends held through alesther ring. Plaits of red hair
held with leather thongs and stuck with eagle feathers bumped on his shoulders benesth a bandana, and
he was lightly armed, with knife and tomahawk and bow. Three pardld scars gashed his cheeks on either
Sde of asnub nose.

“Scout,” Graber said politely.

“Prophet’sman,” the Morrowlander said, equally expressionless, saluting by putting three fingersto his
brow with the other folded under histhumb.



Then he held out his hand. Graber tugged thoughtfully at his brown chin-beard; the grimy paw held a
horse-apple, and one that wasfairly fresh.

“How long ago?’ hesad.

“Two days. Wind scrubs out the hoovesin this place, but they went thisway. Water about half aday’s
ride north, alittle eest—spring beneath abig hill. The nine rested there, and met some more.”

“More?’
The Morrowlander grinned, showing strong yellow teeth. “Here.”

He opened his other hand like a conjuror, with atwinklein his blue eyes. Init was half a glass ornament,
agolden bee.

“Mormons,” Graber said thoughtfully, and whistled sharply in asigna to summon the under-officers.

Histhree subordinates gathered around him; there should have been four noncoms and alieutenant, but
casudties had been heavy a Wendell. All of them squatted and |eaned on their sheathed shetes as they
watched the Scout sketch in thedirt.

“How many?’ one asked.

“Twenty, twenty-five of the Deseret men,” the Scout said. “ They camein from here”—hisfinger traced a
route—" but they don’t have many remounts, and their horseswalk tired. And the nine we chase camein
like this, met them there a the spring. The nine have plenty good horses’—he opened and closed his
hands, showing the number— “some very big, never seen any trackslike that before. Big but not dow.
They buried their ashes, and their own shit, but not the horses' ! All rode off together, the nine and the
Deseret men, making east and north.”

“Two daysago?’

“Two days. Traveling dow-a-hit, walking, riding, walking. Half our pace. Be careful. They have good
lookout, and they watch their backtrail. Their scout almost spotted me, | think. Had to wait half aday
hidden up, buried mysdf inthedirt.”

Another grin. “He didn’t see me, though! | like to meet their scout, someday.”

He tapped at histomahawk to show how he' d like to meet the unknown man. Graber grunted and pulled
a hisbeard again. That the nine were traveling at along-distance pace argued that they didn’t know
someone wasright on their trail—they were trying to conserve their horsesfor along haul. He wished he
could do the same. A ridden horse couldn’t equal afit man for long-distance endurance, though you
could do better than foot-speed with astring of remounts,

Provided there's grazing, hereminded himsdlf. Which thereisn’t, here.

“Northeast isold Highway 20,” he said, drawing aline at the base of the wavy marks the Scout had used
to represent the mountains. “They may betrying to cross the Tetons. Or work north through the
mountainsand then across; there are old tracks there.”

“Bringing twenty-five Mormonsinto Church territory, Sr?” one of the under-officers asked. “Pretty much
like holding up asgn that says Hurrah, we're here, now kill us!”

“A lot of it's Church territory that’ s pretty thin on people, just around there,” Graber said thoughtfully.



“And they may not be taking the Mormons. . . but we' d better catch them before then. General Walker
will be pleased if wefinish off some bandits at the sametime.”

Suddenly the Seeker spoke. “Give me two of your arrows, Mgor Graber.”

Graber blinked in surprise; at the statement, and at its sheer disconnectedness. He obeyed automatically,
reaching up over hisright shoulder and twitching out two of the long ashwood shafts. Asit happened they
were both armor-piercing bodkins with narrow heads like a blacksmith’ s metal -punch.

The Seeker took them and studied them for an ingtant, then dowly licked each head. Graber controlled a
grimace of distaste; there was something dirty about the gesture. He took them back reluctantly, and
only because you never had enough—there were thirty-six shaftsin aregulation quiver, and you could
shoot them dl off in acouple of minutes skirmishing.

“By the Ascended Masters,” someone muttered.
It had been said softly, but the Seeker smiled; Graber wished that he hadn’t.

“By the Mastersindeed,” he said, and the smile grew broader. “ Oh, we have learned much, and we shdll
learn so much more of Them!”

“Do you have anything to say?’ Graber asked neutrdly. Technically I’ min command, but ...
The Seeker nodded, his eyes growing distant again.

“There” hesaid. Hisarm stretched out, the hand like ablade, pointing precisay northeast. “ There. The
Son of the Bear . . . the Son of the Raven . . . where the weak are strong and the vanquished day.”

Graber felt sweat prickle out on hisface, more than sun and armor would explain. He looked at the
Scout, and the lanky man shrugged and pointed more nearly straight north.

“Mount,” he said harshly. “We'll go for the spring and then track them from there. Until wereachit,
water only for the horses.”

His under-officers sghed and shifted dightly with relief; the big canteens on the pack-saddles were nearly
empty. The reserve on the men’s betswouldn't last long.

“WEe |l push the pace now, and stop just long enough to water at the spring and fill our canteens. Change
off with the remounts every hour, but no rest sopsuntil dark.”

As he swung back into the saddle he racked hisbrain for what lay ahead. A string of small Mormon
settlements at the foot of the mountains, Generd Walker had said they were to be mopped up at leisure,
as troops became available. And one pass over the Rockies eastward, so obscure they hadn’t bothered
to garrison it. Would any of the levies be heading there on their way home? Possibly not . . .

These misbelieverswill not defile the homeland of the Dictations, he thought; the Prophet had given
him thismisson personally, and that was honor beyond price. . . and responsibility heavier than a
mountain. By the beard of the Prophet, | swear it!

PICABO, EASTERN IDAHO SEPTEMBER 12, CHANGE Y EAR 23/2021 AD

Edain Aylward Mackenzie heard Rebecca squeal in shocked aarm, and then acry of rage and a smack
like wet laundry hitting arock. He whirled, his hand sngpping to the hilt of hisunfamiliar shete.



They were in the Covenstead at the center of thetown . . . no, the Saints called it aMeeting House. The
center was abig hdl lit by clerestory windows around the edge where the bright light of dawn showed.
One half wasfull of pews, the second—oddly—equipped with basketball hoops and a recessed stage,
and there had been big folding partitions that could close off one from the other. It smelled of wax and
paint and lamp-oil and careful cleaning, or at least those had been the predominant odors until recently.

One of the Cutterswas rubbing at hisfuzzy cheek. It was Jack, and hisface looked asif it had been well
and truly dapped. There were adozen or so there, working on their gear or muscling bundles of oot out
to the wagons. Some of them were grinning and haw-hawing—he' d noticed that young Jack didn’t get
much respect, despite being their leader’ s nephew. Otherslooked angry. Jack himsdlf certainly did.
Rebecca backed towards the Mackenzie, her cheeks flaming and visibly forcing herself not to rub where
she' d been goosed.

Edain ebowed by her; the sooner they were digtracted from the Mormon girl, awoman of the
vanquished enemy, the better. The men of Rudi’ s band—Ingolf’ s—were supposed to be from afriendly
or at least neutra realm, protected by treaty. He pushed forward and thrust hisface into Jack’s.

“Now, why would you be thinking you could get away with that, boyo?’ he asked quietly. “Thegirl’ snot
yours.”

Though maybe you can get away with it, if it comes to a fight with these shetes, some part of him

thought.
Not afraid, but considering as he would the weight of abillhook and the ook of a hedge.

If they don’t all just mob me. But I’ m thinking the curse of the Goddess is falling on you the now,
and me Her instrument.

He was a passable fair-to-middling siwordsman . . . with the gladius- style shortsword and small buckler
that most Mackenzies used when things got too close for the bow. He' d never had morethan alittle
cursory practice with the weapon the Easterners had devel oped from the machete.

Of course, there’ s no reason for you to know that, he thought, and stared at the blue-eyed Montanan,
hisown gray eyes asflat and cold ashisfather's.

Not many men cared to face Samkin Aylward in that mood. Garbh was beside him, growling dightly and
eyeing the Cutter in away that was quite obvioudy focused on whereto bitefirst. Jack split his attention
between the two threats and took a step back.

“Migter, you'd better collar your she-dogs—both of them,” he said, his own hand on the hilt of his
wespon. “We of the Church Universal and Triumphant don'’t take back-talk even from our own free
women, much lessdave bitches”

Someone spoke sotto voce behind him: “Y eah, that’ s why Jenny chased you round the bunkhouse with
that frying pan last Messenger Day and you were hollering about how sorry you were.”

Hisvoiceroseto afasetto squeak: “ Oh, please, darlin’, don’'t hit me no more. | promiseI'll be
good!”

“You shut the fuck up, Lin!” Jack snarled, truly furious now.

He drew the long curved sword at his hip and pointed it a his comrade, then siwung around to face Edain
once more. The broad point-heavy dashing blade was quivering alittle from the tightness of hisgrip ashe

spat out:



“Look, migter, you owe me for what your she-bitch there did. Y ou can pay in coin, or lend her to me
long enough to teach her manners, or I'll takeit out of your hide!”

With an effort at self-control: “I’ll even pay you for her time, though you rightly should pay me for
properly bresking her in.”

“Isit that you're after calling me apimp the now, boyo, or just acoward?’ Edain said flatly; he could fed
the sweat trickling down hisflanks, but nothing showed on hisface. “Well, every man chooses hisend,
they say. If it sthe day you want to die, just say so. For if | draw my blade, I'll cut your throat where

you liebegging.”

Jack’ sface twitched dightly; there was another haw-haw from behind him. He d backed himself into a
place where he had to fight or lose credit, and Edain had just upped the stakesto life and desath.

First time|’ve ever done that, hethought. In cold blood.

“Hey, fellahs, no need to get al bloody about the bitch,” one of the Cutters said. “It ain’t worthiit.
Therée s plenty more of them. They don’t grow shut.”

“Maybe Jack wanted this’ un because the others hit him with afrying pan,” another added, which got
more laughter. “Hell, you know, I'm getting tired of "em all. I'll be glad to get back home and seea
woman who'sglad to see me.”

“There soneasis, Artie? Newsto me,” one of his comrades said, and they laughed again.

They weredl alittle more casua than Edain would have expected, and lessinclined to take their
comrade’ s part. Mackenzies rarely fought one another beyond a behind-the-barn punch-up now and
then. It was againgt the law, for starters, and if someone was hurt badly a priestess might curse you or
your dun outlaw you. The PPA allowed duds, but under an eaborate forma code and only between
Associates.

These are wild men, heredized. Guts and skill at arms are everything to them. And they're away
from whatever law they have at home, and used to killing from this war they’ ve been having.
That works for me now. If | win, that is. . .

A thought struck him. It wasarisk . . . but less of one than meeting the other man with cold steel. Mostly
lessfor Rebecca; if he lost afight, she'd be in the Cutter’ s hands.

“Or we could try abit of agame, if you’ re man enough for it,” he said.

“Ah, dang it to the Black VVoid,” one of the spectators said. “1 waslookin’ forward to afight. All this
lying around eating and deeping soft and screwing’ sgot mefedin’ bloody.”

“Game?’ Jack said suspicioudy.
“WEe Il shoot for her,” he said. “Bow againgt bow.”

The Cuitter visbly restrained himsdlf from speaking. He looked at the longbow across Edain’ s back, and
his eyes narrowed in thought. Archery was a skill that had spread far and fast after the Change—most
rura areas had had at least afew hobbyist bow-hunters who suddenly found their pastime deadly serious
business. Bowyers had been rarer and more precious than gold. Edain’ sfather had been ahunter and
Student of the English longbow from his childhood—it was an old family tradition of the Aylwards—and
Western Oregon was full of good yew, which grew like aweed in the understory of the great mountain
forests.



But these Easterners were horsemen, raised in the saddle in an empty land. Bows meant to be used from

horseback were the only kind they knew, short powerful recurves modeled on pre-Change hunting styles
but far heavier on the draw. Those complex constructions of laminated sinew and wood and horn needed
months to make and were the single most expens ve things most cowboyswould own.

To Jack the Mackenzie weapon probably looked like asimple bent stick, the sort of awkward makeshift
primitives without real bowyer’ s knowledge would improvise. His uncle wouldn't have made that
mistake, but . . .

Jack isn't the sharpest shaft in his family’s quiver, I’mthinking.

“Wadll, if you'rethat anxiousto losethe bitch, I'll take you on,” Jack said, confirming Edain’s estimate.
“Rounders or rovers or a the bull’ s-eye?’

Then hegrinned dyly. “I’ll even sall her back to you for forty-fivedadllars. . . later.”

Edain nodded, but the audience groaned. “ Ah, hell, it’ s not even worth gettin’ up to go watch you two
shoot,” one said.

“Did anyone ask you to come aong, Lin?’ Jack said. “ | didn’t heer it. Sitting on your ass sucking on a
jug’'smoreyour style”

Thelanky brown-haired one named Lin snapped hisfingers. “1 know!”
“Y ou don't know much,” Jack said.

“I know an old story,” Lin said enthusiagticaly, “ *bout a cowboy that got in Dutch with this Bossman, so
the Bossman made him shoot an apple—"

The Cutters cheered and clapped when he' d finished; evidently they thought that alot more entertaining
than a smple shooting match; they were making bets asif it was a settled thing before the story was fully
told. Rebecca sucked in her breath sharply. Aylward the Archer’ s son felt his skin go pale, and clammy
with cold swest.

Hewouldn’t have expected one of these grass-country men to have heard of William Tell.
“I don’'t know how long we' ve got,” Ritvamurmured.
Or isit Mary?

Rudi couldn’t tell while he stood looking down southward on the little town of Picabo. Hewas haf amile
north of the town wall, and several hundred feet up on the scrub-covered dopes of the hill. From this
distanceit still looked the pleasant place it must have been once.

For one thing, you can’t smell it, hethought grimly.

Here there was nothing but the clean warm wind, and the scents of rock and dirt and sage. His haf sister
was behind him, and close enough that they could talk, but she wasinvisible beneath the lip of aravine.
To any casua observer in the town—and he' d noticed that &t least one Cutter was dwaysin view
wherever he went—he was smply looking out over the valey of Silver Creek and the long plains

beyond.

“It' snot aplace!’d linger of my ownwill,” hesaid.

“Bad?’ shesad.



“No, it'samerry place, like an inn where you’ d be glad to get your feet up and have an deand asong in
good company. Wdll, if you don’'t mind rape, plunder, murder and the stink of rot and the flies crawling
over your face and your food. Tell me more.”

“We'renot sure, but . . .” the young woman said. “We backiracked and watched our trail, and . . . it's
possible there was someone there, scouting around our campsites.”

“Possible?’ he said; he' d hoped they’ d broken contact with the Cuttersin the lava country.

“If therewas, they wereredly, redly good at not being noticed. Moreof . . . afeding. . . than anything
definite. We didn’t want to take more than afew hoursto check.”

Rudi’ s eyebrows went up. He wouldn't care to try playing dodge-the-scout with Mary and Ritva
working as ateam. They’ d had very careful training from expertsal their lives, naturd talent, and for their
agealot of experiencein varied types of country. Aunt Astrid kept her Rangers busy.

“Therewas only one, though, if there was one. He could have been awandering hunter being cautious,
but | didn’t likeit. Meanwhile, Ritva—"

Ah, so it isMary. Someday I’ll be able to tell the difference without looking close.

“—found where the other people who cut their way out of this Picabo place were. Hiding hdf aday’s
travel north of here; they had ahideaway in the hills, with a deep tube well and some caves, and supplies.
There are aout thirty; dl men, say twenty fit to fight—the rest are badly wounded.”

“Ah, that explains something,” Rudi said, doing alittle menta arithmetic.

Explains the men with the fires under their heads. But presumably they didn’t talk . . . probably
Jed Smith didn’t know the right questions to ask. Brave of them to attack, but foolish . . . Sll, in
their place. ..

“The Cuttersare pulling out of here tomorrow,” he said.
“Hit them a dawn?’ Mary said.

“No, they’ Il be expecting something then, or at least sort of expecting and taking precautions. Their
leader, Jed Smith, istoo shrewd by haf. Here swhat we'll do—"

Hefinished and she repeated the salient points back to him. Then she cleared her throat.
“How’sIngolf?’ she asked casudly.
Aha, Rudi thought, but carefully kept the smile out of hisvoice and off hisface.

“Better,” hesad. “It helps him to have work to do—and he' s been doing agood job of it. | couldn’t
have carried it off in athousand years, not without alot of experience | haven't had.”

“Wadl, you'll be twenty-three in December, Rudi. You'll have achance to accumulateit.”
He nodded, and thought: If I’ m not laying stark for my totem bird to eat my eyeballs fairly soon.

“I"d better get back,” he said. “I1t wouldn’t look good for Ingolf’ s assistant to be absent through all the
bargaining.”

“Manwé and Vardawatch over you, Rudi,” she said soberly.



“And the Lady hold you in Her wings, and the Lord ward you with His spear, my sister,” hereplied
oftly.

Then she was gone; there wasn't anoise, just afedling of emptiness, and perhaps the staccato
chuck-chuck-chuck calling of an oriolewas alittle louder. Rudi rose smoothly, his sword scabbard in his
left hand, and half did down the dope; therewas aclick of rock and diding earth—he wasn't trying to be
quiet. Eponagreeted him at the bottom with a snort, throwing up her head from where she’ d been
grazing, and then trotting over. He caught at the saddlebow and vaulted up as she passed, giving her a
friendly dap on the neck as his feet found the stirrups. They needed no conscious signals, she turned her
head towards the village gate and floated into a canter, taking arail fence with abunching of the great
muscles between histhighs, and landing with a deceptive thistle-down softness.

She pulled in her pace asthey approached the gate. Rudi wrinkled his nose, and Epona snorted through
hers, she knew what that smell meant. There was enough of a breeze to make it more tolerable than
insdethewall, though. The Cutters had the captives they were ready to sdll there, together with bundles
of other loot, and the women’ stools and goods of their making—cloth mainly, but aso some handicrafts.
Ingolf had been running them through their paces, questioning them sharply on their skills.

“Lifestreams of the Magters and the hearts of the Men of Camelot, but that’ s a purty horse!” the Rancher
said as the Mackenzie cantered up.

“Not just her looks, either,” he went on, and listed her points. “Y ou or your kin have any of her get?’
“Back homein Newcastle,” Rudi said, inclining his head respectfully. “A sdlion a stud, and a colt.”

The good manners were acting, of course, but Rudi felt an unpleasant moment of empathy with the man;
he had to, when someone appreciated Epona so knowledgesbly.

Which gives me the crawls, the man being so detestable otherwise, hethought. Yet what manisall
of one piece? He may be a loving husband and kind to animals and concerned for hisfolk.

“I wouldn’'t use her asariding horse, not on along dangeroustrip or for war,” Jed said, shaking his head.
“Waste of agood broodmare, you ask me.”

“WEe ve agood stud, back homein Newcastle,” Rudi said with a shrug.

The Mackenzies were passing as Ingolf’ s young cousins—Ingolf and Rudi were about the same height
and build, and dl of them not so different in coloring or cast of featuresthat they couldn’t be closekin.
Supposedly they dedlt for afamily business, farms, smithies and weaving workshops, and
livestock—which latter made them respectable enough for a Rancher to ded with as near equals.

“I'll say you do! If only you could bring some up our way, I’ d give seven, eight hundred for astdlion colt
out of her, if thesrewas anything.”

The Cutterswere al passionate horsemen and horse breeders; Jed would have been content to talk over
Eponafor longer yet, and drop some heavy hints about buying her, though there wasn't the dightest
doubt he knew she was well past mark of mouth. Ingolf cleared histhroat.

“Don’'t mean to hurry you, Rancher, but . . .”

Jed sighed. “Y eah, we got to get goin’. All right, you want them to strip down?’ He jerked athumb at
the captives. “It'snot asif they were respectable.”

“I’'m not buying them for their looks,” Ingolf said, shrugging. “It' stheir work I’ m interested in.”



Jed dapped him on the shoulder. “Y ou’ re more sensible than most men your age,” he said; he was
perhaps a decade older than Ingolf’ s twenty-eight.

Which means he was fourteen or fifteen when the Change came, Rudi thought suddenly. | wonder
what sort of lad he was. And what might he have been, if the old world had not died in an instant.

“Most of my boys, they get asniff of awoman and they can't think of anything but putting her flat on her
back,” he went on, with amale laugh. “ Or bent over asaddle, according to taste.”

Ingolf shrugged again. “ Silver’ s harder to come by. And gold doesn't take sick and die on the road, or
run off and get et by wolvesor tigers, or get the galloping miseriesand kill itsdf. Siver and gold you can
trugt.”

“Oh, things can get confusing for awhile when someone finds a big cache of bullion in one of the dead
cities,” Jed Smith said.

Ingolf grinned; the old time's coins were worthless, except as raw materiasfor arrowheads, but the new
currencies hadn’t settled down yet either.

“How often does that happen these days?’ he said. “ The ones near where people live have been picked
over, and the others.. . . friend, you do not want to go there.”

“Yeah, I've heard,” Jed said. “ So, what do you say to forty-five dollars ahead for these twenty-five?
And the older children thrown inwith’em.”

“I say you'rekidding me and it’snot funny,” Ingolf replied. “1 say you're athief. | say you'd get hdf that
much in awet dream. | say get serious or don’'t waste my time.”

Jed scowled at him. “They’ d fetch that back to home.”

“You're not home,” Ingolf pointed out. “Y ou' ve got over ahundred women and their kids to get back to
your ranches over the mountains, al the way to the Upper Missouri. They’ Il haveto walk, and it’ s getting
late in the season. What happensif you run into blizzards in the high country?”

Jed reflexively cocked an eye at the heavens, they were mostly blue, with afew towering cloudslike
mountains of whipped cream in the sky. Anyone who made their living from the earth and feared the
wesether’ s fickleness would recognize the glance. So would asoldier.

“Should make it before the passes snow up, if we push’em,” Jed said.
He absently popped the lash of theriding quirt thonged to hiswrist. Ingolf shrugged.
“That'll wear on them. And you' re not planning on keeping them al yoursdlves, are you?’

“Oh, Black Void, no. They’d be nearly as many al up asthe free women on Rippling Waters then.

That' d betrouble, " specidly at firgt, give’em too much chance to dream up something bad together.
We'll swap at least half for livestock. Our range on Rippling Waters can carry alot more than we' ve got,
good grassgoin’ to waste.”

Ingolf looked at him in surprise; acowherd could double every three years. Jed caught the glance and
explained:

“We ve had a couple of bad winters, and lost some to lobo-wolves and tigers, more of the damn things
every season. There ve been too many prime hands away fightin® to ride guard proper or to cut enough



field hay. A hedlthy woman who knows weaving and cheesemaking or leather work will fetch ten good
breeding an’ milking heifers or twenty steers, easy. That’swhy | let the Runamuk and Sweet Grass boys
take most of the stock from here; easier to get one gal home than twenty cow-beasts.”

Ingolf smiled like awolf. “That may have been true before your war with Deseret ended, but now the
pricesyou get for everything you took will go down, sure as sure, with so much loot chasing the
livestock. And the women will eat every day, and some of them will die and leave you with nothing for
your trouble. Selling some to me now meansyou don’t have to try and move them in aglutted market . . .
and the bullion you get you can carry on one packhorse and lend out at interest until pricesfor livestock
drop again.”

Jed grunted, pulling at his beard and looking asif he' d tasted something sour. Ingolf had explained his
bargaining strategy to Rudi, and it was based on the Cutters' wants, just asared trader’ swould be. In
the end, cattle and sheep and horses were the only wedlth that was redlly red to the plainsmen. . .

“Wadll, hell, Mr. Vogder, you' remakin' mefed guilty at unloading any of "em onyou,” Jed said dryly.
“Mebbe | should pay you to take’em off my hands.”

Ingolf shrugged. “Newcastl€ sacity. There are plenty of workshopsthere, and farms around it, and
police and atown wall to keep order. We make alot of stuff for the Sioux and for trade—they buy our
buffalo-hide shields and our bows asfar east as Nebraska—and we can make moreif we get more
hands. Hell, if you could sdll us men, we could use them in the cod mines and the lamp-oil works.”

“Which means you can afford to pay more than my neighborsfor the gals.”

“But they’ re not worth as much to you, which iswhat mattersin abargain. If | push onto Twin Fdls, I'll
get what | need even cheaper; | can buy from the Church’s officids, or your army quartermasters. And
you're not selling me the best you have here and you know it. Come on, Mr. Smith, make it worth my
whileto turn back now and save an extratwo weeks travel.”

“You'll get alot more than forty-five dollars each when you get home,” Smith pointed out.

“On the oneswho live; somewon't,” Ingolf said with an air of patience. “Plusthere sthe tax to the Oceti
Sakowin, and the cost of transport, food, depreciation on working stock and those wagons | want to
buy from you, and my men'swages. . . I'll give you fifteen each for dl twenty-five and that’ s generous.
They’ re none of them as good qudity asthe one we ve aready bought. And | should get abulk purchase
discount—"

Rudi had been avoiding looking at the women who waited, mostly in stolid sllence beside thellittle
bundles of food and spare clothes that would go with them, many with children clutching at their skirts. A
few of the women wept, but the children were too frightened, and most of their mothers looked like
they’ d used up alifetime’ stears. They dl glanced back at Picabo, though, as a party of young Cutters
came through the gate, whooping and shoving one another in rough horseplay. Edain and Rebeccawere
intheir midst, and they both looked as though awagon had just run over their puppy.

No, Edain does, Rudi thought. Rebecca looks more like a queen surrounded by oafs, and walks like
it. She'safinebravegirl . . . no, a fine woman, and no mistake . . . but perhaps not the best
person to impersonate a slave.

Jed and Ingalf turned from their leisurely bargaining. They listened to the story—told in bits and pieces by
excited youngsters—and the older Cutter’ s scowl would have done credit to a summertime thunderhead.

“Y ou damned pup!” he said after amoment, and snatched his hat off. He looked asif he'd liketo hit



Jack with it again, too. “What' re you thinking of, playing grab-ass with someone e se's property? And
these folks are guests in our camp, under the Prophet’ s protection, too! Y ou' re adisgrace to the Rippling
Water brand!”

“It was alittle forward of her asshe grabbed,” Lin put in, and then subsided at alook.

Behind him Odard looked at Ingolf and Rudi, his brows fractionaly raised. The man from Wisconsin
shook his head very dightly, and Rudi flicked his eyesin agreement. If the“ Sioux Chief” intervened, there
was no telling how things might go—jprobably back to adud to the death between the two young men.

For once Jack wasn't backing down from his uncl€ s anger; he certainly looked determined enough. He
flushed at the Rancher’ sinault, but stood straight and went on doggedly:

“Uncle Jed, she hit me. In front of everybody! And he didn’t do anything but try to face me down! Am |
supposed to let adave gd hit melikethat, or a stranger walk on me?’

Jed spat disgustedly just before the pointed toes of Jack’ s tooled-leather boots and then waved him
aside. He lowered hisvoice as he spoke to Ingolf:

“Mr. Vogder, I’'m sorrier than | can say about this. | can’t make the pup apologize. . . not even if they
were dill fixing to fight serious. Asitis, though.. . . well, if the arrow hitsyour bought gd, I'll give you two
of oursin recompense, and you can pick which. And Jack’ s going to pay for it, you can bet on that!”

Rudi walked over to Edain. “What happened?’ he said quietly. “Beyond the obvious.”

“Father Wolf be my witness, Chief, | just chdlenged thefilthy scabhtéara to a shooting match!” Edain
whispered frantically. “I figured I d be sure to best him at that, but it would be even odds with cold sted!.
It was those sodding bastards who had the idea about the apple!”

The brown-haired Cutter named Lin cleared histhroat as his comrades and others of the Rippling Waters
men gathered around, letting their preparations drop.

“Hear the terms of this shoot!” he said, trying to be formal. “ Eddie here can shoot three arrows. If he
misses the gpple and the gal with al three, then our own Jack getsthe gal, or Eddie pays him forty-five
dollars cash money. If he hitsthe gal, then he and his bear the loss’ cause heisn’'t asgood ashot as he
claimed. If he hitsthe gpple, then Jack hasto pay him forty-five dollarsfinefor groping his bought ga
and being a naturd-born stupid dumb fuck aswe dl know heis.”

“Fuck you, Lin!”

“Not while there' s sheep on Rippling Waters, Jack,” Lin said cheerfully. “They smell better’ n you, too.
Let thefun begin!”

“No helpfor it, then.” Rudi studied the younger Mackenzi€' sface. “Ground and center. No, | mean it,
clansman! Breathe in—breathe out. Sow and steady.”

Edain obeyed, and alittle of the gray tightness|eft hisface as he controlled lungs and heart.
“I don't know if | candoit,” he said, and held up his hand.
Therewasadight quiver toiit.

“You can,” Rudi said. “Y ou' re the laddie who won the Silver Arrow younger than any before you, and
then beat mefor it the next year!”



Edain’ s grimace showed histeeth. “That wasjust atarget!”

“And thisisjust atarget,” Rudi said, and forced al sympathy out of hisvoice; if he couldn’t banish fear,
he’ d have to make Edain useit. “ And that' swhat you' re going to do, becauise you mugt. Invoke Them . .
. and then get out there and let the gray goosefly, clansman!”

The young Cutters had hustled Rebecca over to the town wall. She stood with her arms crossed, staring
sraight ahead with afaint smile on her face asthey placed the apple on her head; it was alarge one,
bright red, and still unwithered. Rudi looked aside and noticed Jed Smith looking & Edain . . . witha
consdering expressonin hiseyes.

“That young nephew of yoursisamite soft,” he said quietly to Ingolf. “ Getting al bothered about a
bought gd, asif shewerekin or his sweetheart.”

The man from Wisconsin shrugged. “ Y oung guys are like that around women,” he said. “Especidly
young, pretty women.”

“Y ou should' velet him screw the bitch Silly and get over it,” the Rancher said.

“Wel, Good Lance decided hefancied her, you see. I'll still get her sale price, but otherwise. . .” Ingolf
shrugged. “I’'m not going to piss off aSioux clan who're good friends now to let my own nephew blow
off some steam and get the girl out of hishead.”

“Ah,” Jed said, glancing over at Odard. “ Good thing he’ s not too mad about this.”

“He may be. Hard to tell, with Injuns. But they’ re sticklersfor taking up a challenge, you know—at least,
the Soux are.”

“Right. Wdll, I’d have lent you boys some of ours. . . let’s hope your Eddie can pull off that shot. |
swear, even if Jack ismy sister’ s son, thelittle bastard issuch apainin the ass, | dmost wish it washim
there with the gpple on hishead!”

Edain strode out to the mark Jack drew in the scrubby grass with aboot hed. It wasfifty yardsto the
wall where Rebeccawaited, far enough that her face was mostly a blur and the apple only ared dot. He
looked expressonlesdy at her, a the movement of the grassin thelight irregular wind. Then he stripped
off hisleather jacket, tossed it to the ground, and laid bow, quiver and sword belt onit. Jed made a
grunting sound and watched more closdly as the young clansman flexed his arms and rotated them dowly
to stretch sinew and tendon, working hisfingersaswell. Cordsin hisforearms stood out sharply, moving
beneath the taut white skin. Edain was only average in height, but he looked strong even in that company,
and he had quite afew scars for aman so young.

Then he picked hisleather-and-stedl bracer, adjusting the straps to fit his bare forearm, took up the bow
and strung it Mackenzie-style—bottom end over the left instep and right thigh over the riser, pushing
down with his body weight as hisright hand dipped the cord into the notch in the elk-antler nock. When
that was done he picked the agreed three shafts from his quiver, al with hunting broadheads that had
darted ther lives as stainless-sted spoons. The triangular heads were honed to razor sharpness, and they
glittered in the strong sunshine as he rolled each arrow over histhumbnail to test its Straightness.

He' s using broadheads because he hopes they won't break the skull bone even if he misses, Rudi
thought sympatheticaly. Not a hope, my friend. At that range and with a draw that heavy . . .

“That’ sagood bow,” Jed said dowly. “ Strange-looking, but it's made by someone who knows what
he' sdoing.”



“WEe ve got fird-rate bowyersin Newcastle,” Ingolf said. “Have since the Change.”

“But I’ ve seen Newcastle bows, and they’ re our style, pretty much—we buy some from you, traded
hand to hand. I’ ve never seen one quite like that "un.”

“We got the ideafrom farther east,” Ingolf said easly. “ Just these last couple of years. Too long for easy
horseback work, but some of the younger men have taken them up.”

“What' s that wood? It doesn’t ook like boisd' arc.”
“Yew. Growsin the canyons,” Ingolf lied with easy fluency.

Jed Smith could amogt certainly read, unlike many of hisyounger cowboys. But he probably didn’t have
occasion to do so very often, and he certainly couldn’t go look up the natural vegetation around
Newcastle, Wyoming.

Ingolf went on: “They’re good for hunting on foot in the Black Hills up north of town, or shooting from
thetownwalls. Don’'t have to curein ahotbox, or be lacquered against the wet. And they’ re cheap, a
tenth or aquarter the cost of a saddlebow, so you're not out of pocket so much if you damage one.”

Smith grunted again, rubbing at hisjaw. “Might be worth the trouble, then, for townsmen,” he said with
kindly scorn for men who lived behind walls and worked on foot.

That turned to an ingtinctive duck and snatch &t the hilt of his shete as Edain drew, turned on his hedl
away from the town wall, and loosed. Jack did throw himsdlf flat; Edain had wheded to face him, and
there was nothing wrong with hisreflexes. He lay on his back with hisfighting knife naked in his hand,
gaping upward at the trgjectory of the arrow Edain had shot nearly straight up. There was a murmur of
amazement from the watching cowboys as something fell back—two things, the arrow and the malard
duck it had trangfixed.

The bird thumped into the dusty earth not more than arm’ slength from Jack’ s gape. Two of hisfriends
dodged nestly asthe arrow plunged into the dirt with a shunk! The young Mackenzie strolled over,
pulled the shaft out of the dirt, then leaned over the Cuiter.

“Areyou not going to thank me, then, Jack-me-lad?’ heinquired mildly, reaching out with theend of his
longbow to nudge the limp blue-green shape of the bird. *Y ou’ ve the makings of afine roast-duck dinner
there, and the flight featherswill do for fletching when you' ve plucked it. And I'll ask no more of you if
you decideto cdl this quits. Save yoursdf forty-five dollars, friend . . . and enjoy your duck.”

Rudi found himsdlf smiling involuntarily. Jed Smith snorted alaugh, and the young Cuitter’ sfriends roared
until they staggered around wiping at their eyes and dapping one another on the back; afew fdll helpless
and drummed their heels on the ground. Severa urged their comrade to accept the terms, between
sputters and whoops. Skill with the bow was the thing they admired most in dl the world, after
horsemanship and raw courage.

Jack came back to hisfeet with ashoulder roll. The Cutters al looked alittle awkward to Rudi’ s eyes
when they were afoot, though they were as graceful as panthersin the saddle. That didn’t mean the
young man wasn't strong and quick, and Rudi judged that he’ d be good with ablade. He didn’t draw,
quite. ..

“Y ou got two more shafts, or the split-tail ismine,” he said with quiet venom, al garrulousness washed
out of him by the hate that made his face go white around the nogtrils. “Now shoot. I'm of amind to see
how many ways | can fuck that bitch and you can keep your forty-five dollars.”



Edain shrugged; Rudi thought he aone could see the flash of despair in the archer’ s eyes, but anger was
deeper. He turned and smoothed the fletching of the arrow againgt hislips, blowing softly on the feathers
and setting the shaft on the string. Then he stood stock still while he took onelong bresth, drew past the
angle of hisjaw and loosed in asingle continuous movement.

The arrow flashed out, seeming to drift asit gained distance. There was |ess than a second before it
struck . . . and Rebecca Nystrup pitched forward on her face, limp as a sack.

Slencefdl for along moment. “Well,” Jed Smith said. “Want meto finish her off for you?’
CHAPTER SEVEN

NEAR PENDLETON, EASTERN OREGON
SEPTEMBER 12, CY 23/2021 AD

BD fanned hersdf with one dangling end of the loose sun-turban she wore over an inconspicuous steel
cap. A quarter mile ahead of her eastbound wagon train on Highway 84 was a baulk of timber studded
with blades, mounted on old truck axles with modern spoke wheels. And besides the ten men behind it
on foot with pikes and crossbows, around dozen or more armed cowboys waited to either side.

It al looked tiny in this huge landscape, beneath a sky blue from horizon to horizon; the weeather was
clear and dry, typical for fal hereabouts. And just on the comfortable side of warm, also standard, but
the wind was from the east and it held the dightest hint of autumn beneath the acrid scent of dust. But no
view with that much edged meta init was particularly friendly.

“TiaLoba?" the head of her guards said, as some of the cowboys cantered forward and flanked them
to either Side, just within bowshot.

“Keegp cdm, Chucho,” she said. “We |l just walk on up to them and have atalk.”

The dow creak and clatter and bounce of wagon travel went on, and the figures around the barricade
grew from dollsto men.

“Whoa!” she said, pulling onthereins, just asthey barked out: “ Halt!”

Dobben and Maggie were wdl| trained, once they woke from their patient ambling daze; the big
half-Suffolk lead pair cameto astop inside six paces, the rear pair had to halt perforce, and she pulled
and locked the brake lever. The four other carts behind them cameto ahdt aswell, and the Sx guards
reined in beside them.

They werejust far enough away that the Easterners would have to cometo her if they wanted to talk
without shouting, which was what she’' d wanted. Silence replaced the clop of shod hooves on the
freeway’ s broken asphdlt, slence and the long hiss of the wind through the rolling fields on either sde.
Y ou couldn’t see Pendleton proper from here—it was down in theriver valey about sx milesfarther
east—but you could just make out the rounded heights of the Blue Mountains on the horizon.

“And thisused to be atourist spot,” she muttered to herself.

BD looked around casually, wiping her forehead on thetail of her turban and checking for more armed
men. Northward was aregped whest field with some of the shocks of grain till standing in yellow
tripods, but €l sewhere the rolling swaes around had long since gone back to arid wilderness. Pae
bleached-brown bunchgrass studded with the olive green of sagebrush rippled in waves, aflock with a



mounted shepherd and his dogs and guard Ilamas drifted south of the road, moving dowly through the
middle distance. Farther off some pronghorns danced, and a pair of buzzards swept in and perched on
the tilted shape of an old telephone pole not far away. 1t moved dightly under their weight.

| hope that’ s not an omen, she thought. And of course, this was the Oregon Trail before it was
Interstate 84. Not all that different from the way it looked when some of my ancestors came
through in ox-carts.

Footmen and mounted archers alike scowled at her party, and there were two flagsflying from apost by
the road. One was the expected blazon of theloca Rancher—the Circle D in black on light green. The
other was the white-on-red cowboy and bucking bronco of the Associated Communities of the
Pendleton Emergency Area

What everyone else calls the Pendleton Round-Up, BD thought. Or, alternatively, “ those Pendleton
sheep rapers.” But they usually don’'t bother with the flag. Pythian Apollo witness | am getting too
old for this.

Shewasjugt short of sixty now, and getting a bit gnarled. People said she was tough as an old root, but .

Yeah, tough as an old root, and stiffer. People age faster these days, shethought. | spent the past
generation heaving loads and hauling on reins, not behind a keyboard. It’stime to sit by thefire
and tell the grandchildren stories.

Then, smiling to hersdf: Who am | kidding? The Powers gave me my marching orders back at DUN
Juniper last Lughnasadh, and Apollon confirmed it.

Her guards closed up around the lead wagon; they and the wranglers were her own people from the
Kyklos, mostly unofficial nephews—or in one case, a niece-by-courtesy. They favored Japanese-style
armor, another legacy of hobbyists-turned-deadly-seriousright after the Change. The outfit included
flared hemets and armor of metal |ozenges laced together, and they carried naginatas, five-foot shafts
topped with curved swordblades. Quivers and asymmetric longbows rode across their backs, and
katana.and wazikashi at their belts.

They were a0 bristling alittle at the show of force. Young men. . .

“Whoa, everybody,” BD said loudly, carefully not touching the naginata that rode in a scabbard behind
her, or an assortment of conceal ed weagpons on her own person. “Let’ s be sensible here; it’s good for
busness”

She climbed down from the seat and rubbed at the small of her back, looking ddliberately as
nonthreatening as possible; she wasin shapel ess linsey-wool sey pants, belted tunic and boots, practical
traveling garb. An expert could probably catch the mail-vest beneath, but that was just areasonable
precaution traveling in lands without much law. Peering &t the cowboys, she saw aface she knew, and
got out her glassesto confirmiit.

“Hey, Rancher Jenson!” she called; Sandy Jenson was an old customer. “What isthis? Another
shakedown? If you people don't stop this shit, nobody will comethisway at al, and then where' |l you
be?’

The Rancher walked his horse over, followed by some of hisretainers. They were certainly loaded for
bear; Jenson’ slong reddish beard splayed down on amail-shirt of the short type that cow-country
fightersworeif they could afford it, and the men behind him fairly bristled with wegpons and bits and



pieces of armor. One had an arrow on the string of hisrecurve and they were dl scowling.

Twenty cowboys, shethought. Hmmm. That’s a quarter of the riders Jenson can bring to a fight.
Enough to cut into the Circle D’ s usual routine. It must be fairly serious. Plus those other guys
look like Pendleton City militia.

“Thisign't atrangt fee, BD,” Jenson said, using the local terminology for shakedown. “The Bossman
says he' s heard you Westerners may be getting ready to invade. We ve been called up to guard against
spiesand infiltrators.”

“Hey, Sandy, you know me,” BD said. “I" ve done businesswith you and | did businesswith your father.”

Shejerked athumb over her shoulder at the pony drawn on the canvastilts of her wagons, scuffing along
amid puffsof dugt.

“The Plodding Pony Serviceisneutrd. | carry stuff, | buy, | sell. Everybody benefits. And I’ m not exactly
hiding or sneaking around here. Also I’m old enough to be your mother. Do | 1ook like Jane Bond?’

That went past him; he' d been about nine when the Change happened.

“Dol look likeaspy?” sheamplified.

“Y ou'refrom the Willamette. Y our bunch—"

“—the Kyklos.

“—yeah, the Kyklos, you're part of the CorvalisMesting,” he said, but hisfrown relaxed abit.
Unexpectedly, one of Jenson’s cowboys spoke, a gangling youngster with a scatter of spots.

“She' s an abomination, awoman doing aman'spart,” hesaid. “And flaunting hersdf shamelesdy in
man' s garb. The Ascended Masters say—"

Jenson turned in the saddle and extended a finger into the skinny youngster’ s face.

“George, it safree country and you can take up that half-baked stuff if you want, but if you fed like
preaching, you do it on your own time, understand? And not on my land. I’'m the Rancher here on the
Circle D, and | happen to be a Presbyterian, which I'll thank you to remember.”

“All right.”

“What did you say, boy?’ he barked, raising hisquirt. “Let me hear that again.”

“Yes, dr, Rancher Jenson, Sir,” he added sullenly.

“That’ s better. Now apologizeto the lady.”

The young man stared &t the horizon. After an instant he ground out: “ Sorry, ma am.”
Jenson nodded. “Y ou get on to Pendleton and see about those horseshoes | ordered. Git.”

He turned back to BD, ignoring one of the older hands cuffing the young man on the back of the head
and muttering acurse.

“Sorry, BD. W€ ve had some odd preachers coming through past couple of years. George there never
did learn to look in a horse’ s mouth before he bought it.”



“Hell, Sandy, if he can get excited about my flauntingly shameless old legs, and in these saggy-assed
pants at that, either the boy’ s not getting enough or I'm really flattered.”

The Rancher rdlaxed with agrin, and severd of his men laughed; George flushed under histan and
hunched in the saddle, turning his mount and flicking the end of hislong reinsto either Sde. The quarter
horse took off in aspurt of gravel.

“Did you hear anything about an invason, BD?" hisemployer said.

“Not offhand, but I’ ve been on the road for weeks; I’'m out of Bend thistime. It doesn’t sound very
sensible to me, though. Nobody’ s bothered you dl thistime, why start now? And usually the Mesting
can't agree on theright time of day for dinner, much lessinvading hither and yon. What would be the
point? To steal your oh-so-rare and va uable wheat?”’

Actually, I got off the railway in the Dalles only three days ago, shethought. Special express
pedalcars. And for once the Meeting did agree on something, and without talking about it forever
plusthree days, either.

None of that showed on her face; atrader and a Priestess both had to learn salf-control.
Jenson took off his helmet, which had allama-hair crest, and scratched at his scalp.

“Nothing persond, but from what | remember and what Dad said, you people left usto rot back when,
with everyone againg his neighbor and gangs of refugees from the cities and whatnot,” he said.

“Hard timesall over, thefirgt year or two,” BD said shortly.
And a hell of alot harder for me than you, Sandy, she added behind acalm face.

At 6:15 P.M. Pacific Time, March 17, 1998, BD had been driving southbound on I-5 in Portland, amile
and ahdf north of the Terwilliger exit, and she' d been pushing forty. Jenson had been a child, and achild
on aranch with more cows than people, far enough from the cities that they had enough food to teke
othersin, rather than fighting over scrgps or shivering with choleraasthey lay dying in aditch.

More than haf the human race had died in the year after the Change; in North Americait had been closer
to nine-tenths. But this area probably had more people now than it had then—certainly it did outside the
city of Pendleton proper.

Jenson went on: “Then that son-of-a-bitch Arminger comes and tells us he' sgoing to pacify the place,
which meant handing the ranches out to his cronies here and his gangbanger thugs from Portland. | do
remember that. Then you make histroops leave and we had another round of fighting. Thank God that
Bossman Carl findly got things under control.”

BD redtrained hersdf from arguing with the spin he put on the past twenty-two years of local affairs;
getting into apolitical digoute was never good business. . . particularly if you were spying. Though
Bossman Carl Peters wasn't as bad as he might have been—for one thing, nobody could exert enough
control hereto be ared tyrant.

“Look, Sandy, can | do business here or not? I’ ve got my expenses to meet, you know. If | haveto turn
around and go home, the sooner | find out the better. And I’ d appreciate aletter from you telling meto
go home, so | can claim act-of-the-Gods and not have to pay nondelivery penatiesto the shipper.”

Jenson looked harassed. “Hell, BD, | know you . . . but you are from Mesting territory and . . . well,
you' ve got armed guards with you.”



“Wall, by the Gods, | should hope | do!” she said, letting alittle temper show. “Y ou know aswell as| do
how many Rovers and road people and just plain old-fashioned bandit scum are running around between
here and the Cascades. | travel with this many guardsin CORA territory, too, when I’ ve got vauable
cargo—and | don't do bulk freight.”

At hisbrigtle, she went on: “Come round and look at my load and then tell meif I’'m hostile to Pendleton,
Sandy. Y eah, and those pikemen are from the Bossman' stownee militia, aren’t they? Have one of them
over too.”

He dismounted—abit of a concession, sSince interior ranchers and their followers generally saddled up
even if they were just going from thelr front doors to the outhouse. The townsman in the stedl-strapped
leather breastplate and kettle helmet came over aswdll; hisround dark face was frankly hostile, and his
little black mustache twitched.

Both their faces changed when she pulled out a claw hammer and opened thefirst of the flat crates that
made up half her cargo. The lid came up with ascreech of nails, and. . .

“Jesus!” the Rancher said, taking up one of the swords and giving afew expert cuts that made the cloven
ar whine. “Now, that’ sthe real goods!”

“Y eah, I’'m ddlivering them to Murdoch and Sons, on consignment from Bend,” she said. “ Seethe
Isherman stamp on the boxes?’

The WS S—for Weapons Shop of 1sherman and Sons—was branded into the cheap pine boards.

Shewaved an envelope. “ All the paperwork’ sin order. Now, if | was aspy for someone trying to attack
you, would | bring weaponsin that your Bossman can buy?’ she said reasonably.

I might, just to disarm—snork, snork—your suspicions, shethought. And there aren’t enough in
these wagons to make much difference to an actual war. It' snot asif I’'m hauling in a battery of
field artillery, after all. You guys are short of that stuff.

“And the barrels have mail-shirts, by theway,” she went on. “Good light stainless stedl with riveted links,
none better, in the usua assortment of Szes. Plushelmets. . . it'sdl intheinvoices”

Even the militia officer wasimpressed; Pendleton had never devel oped the sort of semi-mechanized arms
shops that were common farther west, where water power was easier to come by. Mail-shirts were
expengve everywhere, but more so here.

“The Bossman will beinterested,” the militiaman said. He extended a hand. * Captain da Costa, Carlos
daCosta.”

“Beatriz Dorothea,” she said. “But everyone calsmeBD.”

BD shook with afirm squeeze and met his eyes squardy—a o tricks of the trade. She’ d heard of him, if
not met him before; hisfamily had atannery and saddle-and-harness-making workshop. Shetold him:

“Tdl Bossman Carl to talk to Murdoch; I'm just hauling this stuff for afee plus commission.”
Then she hesitated, asif making apanful caculation. *1f you need some yourself, Sandy, | suppose. . .”

The Rancher looked tempted; alandholder out here ways had to be ready to skirmish with his
neighbors and ouitfitting his cowboyswell wasimportant in kegping them loyd. Under the militiaofficer's
eye he shook his head.



“No, thanks. | can afford what we need, and we make most of our own gear on the ranch anyhow. But
you're doing usall agood turn, BD, and | appreciateit. Want to stay the night at the ranch house and
have asteak dinner, and huevos rancheros and a shower before you head in tomorrow?’

He looked hopeful. Without any prying eyes but his own svorn men he might well “accept” agift she
could write off asacogt of doing business. BD caught hiseyesand let hersdide alittle towards the
militiaman; that would be excuse enough. And . . .

Well, Sandy’ s not exactly a guest-friend, she thought. That was a sacred bond. But | have eaten his
bread and salt beneath hisroof. I’d rather not do it again when I’'m herewith . . . well, sort of
hostile intent. It s for their own good, really . . . but that won't help Sandy or any of his people
who get in the way of an Associate' s lance or a Mackenzie arrow or a Bearkiller backsword.

“I think I should head straight in, with thiscargo,” she said. “But I’ d appreciateit if | could send the
wagons and teams right out again and keep them on the Circle D for alittlewhile. Prices at Pendleton
livery stablesinsdethewall are arocious”

“Fine, and stay aslong as you want coming out,” Jenson said generoudly.

“I'll get apermit!” Captain daCostasaid. “Y ou'reright, Dofia Dorothea, aload thisimportant should go
right into town! Just you wait there and I’ ll fetch the paperwork—"

The last was said over his shoulder as he walked back towards the barricade.
“Who'she?’ Jenson asked idly, Sghing regretfully.

He jerked his head at the man Sitting beside the driver of the second wagon, agreat hulking hunched
figurewith ashock of shiny-black hair.

“Oh, that’smy cousn Hugh,” BD said. “He ssmple, but there’ sno harm in him, and he' s certainly useful
to have around when there' s heavy lifting to be done. Those boxesweigh afair bit.”

At the Hugh the big man gave avacant grin and wiped his nose on the back of his hand; therewasa
thread of drool dowly making itsway down from the corner of histhick-lipped mouth.

“Here, Hugh!” BD said in an admonishing voice.
She handed him a handkerchief and he made astammering cluck and used it, clumsly.

Captain da Codtareturned with hisform; behind him his men pushed in careful grunting unison, and the
barricade rumbled aside.

“Just show this at the gate, Dofa.”

“And the Bossmanisputting ona‘do’ tomorrow night,” Jenson said. “ All the Ranchers and town bigwigs
... Hey, why don’t you come? Murdoch will be there, too.”

Da Costa nodded vigoroudy again. “Y ou’ re a public benefactor, Dofia,” he said. “1’m sure Bossman
Carl would be delighted to seeyou.”

“I'll bethere,” BD said. But he may not be delighted about it at all.

Seven mileswas more than an hour’ strave at preserve-the-horses wagon speeds. That gave her enough
time to take in the surroundings thoroughly without making it obvious.



“Oh, my, oh, my,” BD murmured, as they passed the ruins of the old State Hospital and swung south.
“Aresison hand.”

There were tented camps outside Pendleton; most of them were Sited so they weren’t in view from 1-84,
but she could catch glimpses of them. Most of them were the casud affairs a Rancher and hisretainers
would make when they were away from home, remarkable only because there were so many. But it was
getting on for sundown. Campfires showed therein the rising ground south of town, adding to the
smoke-and-outhouse scent of the town in general; and some of them were suspicioudy regular, laid out in
neat rows, or in one case acomplex system of interlocking triangles.

Pity | can’t Use my binoculars, shethought. But that would be a big | AM A SPY sign.

She laughed alittle sadly asthey turned north on an overpass il labeled Exit 209 in faded, peding
paint, where the old John Day highway had approached town. Around them was the usual messy
sadness of ruined suburbs that surrounded most till-inhabited towns; burnt-out houses or buildingstorn
down for their materias, truck gardens and livery stables and smelly tanyards and plain weed-grown
wreck with bits of charred wood or rusty rebar poking up throughiit.

“Tia Loba?" her nephew-guardsman asked.
“Chucho, that underpass over there used to dump cars onto Frazier, because Emigrant was one-way.”

His dark young face looked puzzled, and he pushed up the brim of his helmet to scratch with gloved
fingers

“Y ou could enchant aroad so that it only went oneway in the old days?’ he asked. “ Y ou are pulling the
leg of me, Tia. Flying | believe, the picturesthat moved | believe, but not that.”

“Changdingd” she muttered with ashrug.
“Oh-ho,” the man who was not BD’ssmple cousin Hugh said.

Traffic had thickened as they approached the gate, and sowed. Now the reasons were obvious. Chucho
dropped back tactfully; he knew that “Hugh” was not as he seemed, and had carefully avoided learning
any more.

Pendleton had been divided by the UmétillaRiver before the Change. Afterwardsit had shrunk, in
fighting and chaos and as peopl e dispersed to the surrounding farms and ranches, but there had been no
total collapse. Now it had four or five thousand people, in arectangle on the south side of the river
perhaps two-thirds of amilelong and athird wide. The inhabitants had built awall with towers, out of
concrete and rubble and rock around a core of salvaged girders; so much was unremarkable, although
the construction was more recent and cruder than many, with rust-pitted iron showing on the surface.

What the pseudo-Hugh was looking a was a cluster of men examining the gate and its heavy valves of
metal -sheathed timber.

BD had never seen the gear they wore, but she' d heard of it, and seen sketches by agents and
far-traveling merchants. Armor of steel hoops and bands to protect the torso and shoulders, fastened
with acomplex set of brass latches; high boots; rounded helmets with neck-flares and hinged
cheek-pieces and short cap-bill pieces over the eyes. All of them carried broad short stabbing swords,
worn high on theright Side of their belts. . . except for the man with atransverse crest on his helmet, who
had his on hisleft hip. He a so bore a swagger-stick or truncheon of twisted vinestock, tapping the end
into hisleft pam. Closer and BD could see that he had ared kerchief tucked into the neck of hisarmor.



Boiseregulars, shethought. United States Army, as far as they’ re concerned. Sxth Regiment, from
the shoulder-flashes.

There was plenty of time to watch the commander with the vinestock pace about examining the gate and
the two square flanking towers, since the usua evening crush of wagons and carts wastrying to get
through—and moving more dowly than usua, as the guards checked them with extra care. The Strangers
in the odd armor weren’t shy about getting in people sway, either.

“Chrigt, civvied” their officer said. “1t'sthick and it's solid, and that’ sal you can say for it. Y ou could
bring acovered ram right up to the gate!”

“Fubarred,” his companion with the sergeant’ s chevrons on the short mail-deeve said. “Lookslike they
based the design on an illustration from abook of faerie tales my mother used to read to me, Captain.”

The officer reached out, adight smile on hishard clean-shaven face, and playfully rapped the
swagger-gtick on the man’s hemet. The sted went bonk under the tough wood of the vinestock.

“That's Centurion, Sergeant. Therank structure’ s been modernized.”

“Yesdgr, Centurion. Glad President Martin got around to it, Sir. It' sawonder we. . . or someone. . .
didn’'t take’em over beforethisif thisistheir capital . Lewiston has alot better defenses and it wouldn't
be apimple on Boisg' sass”

“Congderations of high policy, soldier—and stick to business. It’'ll be alot better with a couple of
eighteen-pounders and some heavy darters up top, on turntables and with sted shields. W€ ll put the
lifting triangle right thereand—"

The lineinched forward. The gate-keepers were militiamen, ordinary shopkeepers and craftsmen taking
the duty in turn with their homemade armor over norma working clothes. One of the Bossman's persond
guard was there too, besidesthe usua clerk to collect the customs dues—yet another local term for
shakedown. He was a big young man in ahammered-sted breastplate and helmet with ostrich plumes,
above tight red-dyed pants and el aborately tooled thigh-boots turned down to the knee; she guessed that
someone had been looking through an illusirated book when they designed the outfit.

Or possibly the cover of a bodice-ripper, shethought wryly. Or maybe that book of faerie tales. If
he had pointed ears and whiskers, he' d be a dead ringer for Pussin Boots.

A smdl mustache of the type Pendleton men favored wasfiery red aswell, naturally so judging from his
milk-white-and-sunburn complexion. He took the letter and read it through dowly, moving hislips, then
went and examined the opened box in the wagon.

“All right!” he said. “ Fan-fucking-tastic. Go right on through, ma am! I’ll report thisto the Bossman's
House. No, you fool,” he went on to the clerk. “Weaponsimports are duty free for the duration of the
emergency.”

The Boise centurion looked up from a sketchbook. “Wegpons?' he said.

Strolling over he looked into the crate and took one of the swords out. It was astraight longsword ina
plain sheath of black leather over wooden battens, with duminum at chape and lip; he drew the
thirty-inch blade and looked down the edge, then hefted it to test the balance.

“Not bad. Thisiswel-made equipment, for itstype.”

“Yeah, itis” the Bossman'sguard sad.



He didn't bother to keep the hard note out of his voice. There was a badge on his shoulder that had three
intertwined capitd R’'s, but despite the appearance it wasn't a Rancher’ sbrand . . . exactly. That stood
for Registered Refugee Regiment. Technically the man was a Registered Refugee, roughly equivdent to a
davein Pendleton, except that the men of the Regiment belonged to Bossman Carl Peters. Who had
either come up with theidea on hisown or gotten it out of some book on Middle Eastern higtory; its
members had privileges ordinary freemen could only envy, and were correspondingly unpopular with
townsmen and Ranchers both.

They werefanatically loya to their benefactor and the two hundred of them were amgjor reason the
current incumbent had managed to survive and hold on to power far longer than any previous overlord
here.

The young man went on: “And they’re for the Bossman. Our Bossman, His Honor Carl Peters. Any
problem with that, straight-leg?’

“Noneat dl, Lieutenant, none at dl,” the centurion said; hedidn’t seem at al put out by the unflattering
term for aregular. “ Our leadersare dl in aliance to serve America, right?’

Which would have been more tactful if he hadn’t used the tone aman would humoring aboy. BD left
them talking with strained politeness as they went through into Pendleton proper. It was darker inside the
walls, the Sreetswere straight and fairly wide—especialy Emigrant, down which they traveled—and the
potholes had been repaired with packed gravel or remelted asphalt. But the town had been built up,
two-or three-story structures of adobe or salvaged brick and wood frame standing cheek by jowl with
othersthat had been kept unatered for acentury or more to preserve Pendleton’ s Old-West atmosphere
before the Change. And. . .

“Hugh” was up walking beside her wagon now; his six foot seven wastdl enough that they could talk
quietly even with her gtting on the driver’ s seat and him hunched over and lurching. Y ou tended to forget
how tall hewas until he came close, because he was even broader in proportion, built like an old-time
high-rise, square from shouldersto hips.

“Lot of menintown,” he said, in avoice with asoft drawling burr.

There were; young men, mostly. Many of them were ordinary cowboys from the ranches of Northeastern
Oregon, but some were in uniforms of mottled sage-and-gray cloth, or coarse blue-green. Every second
building seemed to house a sdloon or eating-house or some combination on its ground floor, or to have
been converted to such; the air was thick with the smell of frying onions and grilling mest, and sweat and
horse manure and piss and beer and the sour tang of vomit, loud with raucous guitars and pianos and
voices Snging or shouting. And every building had the Pendleton flag flying, which was unusud.

Asthe sun dipped below the walls behind them the dark grew thick; Pendleton didn’t run to Streetlights,
even lamps at crossroads like Sutterdown’ s, much less the sophisticated methane gadights of Corvalisor
Portland. The yellow glow from windows made it possible to steer the wagons without running over
anyone. . . if you were careful of figures collapsed hdf off the sdewalks.

They cameto their destination, a compound taking up half ablock, with a discreet MURDOCH AND
SONS, IMPORTERS over the main gate and a blank twelve-foot wall dl around the perimeter, not
quite afortification, but ared deterrent in the sort of factiona squabble the city had had before the
current Bossman took over.

Thebuilding just before it had alarge sign reading WORKING GIRLS HOTEL, and it wasin the
ornate stone and terra-cotta style of long ago, a century or more before the Change. Some of the girls
were leaning out of the upper windows wearing very little, and shouting invitations that sounded more



than usudly tired and frazzled. Just as the Plodding Pony wagons passed, afigure catapulted out through
the swinging doors and sprawled in the dirt of the street with athud. He' d come with aboot in the
buttocks, and lay for a second sobbing with rage and frustration and the raw whiskey that made his
movements vague and tentetive.

“Whoa!” BD shouted.

Her not-cousin grabbed at the team’ s bridles. Together they kept three tons of Conestoga and sixteen
hooves from rolling over the prostrate figure.

The man tried to get up again; it was Rancher Jenson’ s cowboy George. He lay for amoment with horse
dung in the fuzzy sheepskin of his chaps, and then rolled aside to dodge the saddle, saddlebags, bedrall,
quiver and cased recurve bow that were tossed after him. He clumsily scooped the arrows back into the
quiver and used the saddle to push himsdlf partidly erect.

“I want my money back!” he screamed from one knee, fumbling at his bt for his shete. “ And my horse!”

A thick-set woman in a sequined dress came to the doors and leaned out. A massively built man loomed
behind her, aclassc whorehouse bully in atight crimson shirt and expengve bluejeans, belt witha
slver-and-turquoise buckle and tooled boots with fretted stedl toe caps, his eyesflatly impassve and an
iron rod in onefigt. He pointed with it, and the cowboy et the hilt of his blade go. It was the woman who
poke, in aharsh raw voice:

“Kid, a your ageif you can't get it going after twenty minutes with the Buffalo Heifer, you need adoctor,
not awhore.”

There were grins and laughter up and down the street as she went on: “ And you didn’t have enough
money to pay for what you gambled anyway. Be thankful we didn't keep the rest of your gear for kickin'
up afuss. Next time leave the sheep aone for awhile before you come into town, rube.”

The young cowboy staggered on past, the saddle flung over one shoulder. BD caught his gaze for an
ingtant; it was sick with an unfocused rage that must be eating a his soul like acid, and she winced dightly

inunwilling sympathy.

And some of the strangers were looking around them entirely too aertly for soldiers whooping it up
before action. The crawling sensation between her shoulder blades didn’t go away until they’ d swung the
wagon train into Murdoch’ s courtyard.

“Welcome, BD!” Murdoch said.

He was amiddle-aged balding man, heavyset in away rare nowadays, with thick brown muttonchop
whiskers whose luxuriant curls compensated for his bad spot. He aso wore what Pendleton currently
regarded as a respectable businessman’ s evening dress—a good imitation of pre-Change copper-riveted
Levi’ stucked into tooled boots with pointed toes, fancy belt with ceremonia bowie knife, ruffled white
shirt, floppy string tie, a cutaway tailcoat in good brown homespun, and awaistcoat embroidered in gold
threed, with awatch and chain aswell. The formal felt Stetson with itsband of silver conchoswasin his
hands, and he looked asif hewas not crushing it with an effort of will.

“Good to see you, BD, good to seeyou,” he burbled. “Let’ s get the cargo into place!”

Grooms had |ed the teams away. Workers appeared and began unloading the wagons, and a steward led
the Plodding Pony employees to abunkhouse. BD stopped her chief guard with ahand on the arm.

“Tia?” hesad.



“Don’t get settled in, Chucho,” she said quietly. “ Just water and feed the horses, load some oats, then
hitch up. Tell the gate guards and the people at the barricade out on 84 that you' re heading for the Circle
D, but don't turn off at Jenson’s place. Kegp going west; push the horses as hard as you can without
killing them.”

He nodded, unsurprised. They were working for the Kyklos and the Meeting, and they were getting paid
forit. .. but thefamily busness could do without losing its capital assets, too.

And | like Dobben and Maggie, shethought. I’ ve traveled a lot of miles staring at those equine
rumps.

“Hugh” helped with the crates, dobbering and grunting but heaving two a atime up onto his broad
stooped shoulders. When the last of them was stacked, Murdoch made a production of giving his day
laborerstheir pay, with alittle extrafor the oneswho worked for him regularly.

“Y ou boys get on hometo your families” hesaid. “And Sim, tell the house staff they can go home early.
With my wife and the boys off visting rdatives, | can shift for mysdf tonight.”

One of them grinned a him, ayoungish man. “1’m goin’ next door, patrén,” he said.

“It'syour money now that I’ ve givenit to you, Stan,” Murdoch said. “Remember, tomorrow’'sa
holiday—time off for the Bossman’s speech. Seey’dl at the House!”

They left, swinging the big entry doors of the warehouse closed. Murdoch’s smile ran away from hisface
asthey did, and he checked thelock on the smaler entry door beside it, moving confidently in the
darkness, asaman did when he was intimately familiar with aplace.

“Thisisbad tradecraft, letting two agents know each other’ sidentities,” he said in avoice that was much
colder and had less of the twanging local accent when he turned to face them. “ All these yearswe' ve
been doing businessand | didn’t know you worked for the Lady Regent until | got that message—"

“With, not for, Ben,” BD said patiently. “I’'m a perfectly genuine businessvoman. | just do. . . thingson
the Side sometimes.”

And pull yourself together, Ben. It’s hard enough to control my own nerves without having to deal
with other people’s.

“And maintaining your cover is't going to be important soon,” shewent on. “Or do you want to be here
when the trebuchets tart throwing thousand-pound rocks and bundles of incendiaries over the wdl?
Even Sandracan’t make sure a Sege engine doesn't drop a boulder or ajug of napalm on your head.”

Hewas slent for amoment, fiddling with an expengve incandescent-mantle lantern; then it lit with a hiss,
and acircle of yellow-white light drove the dense blackness back.

“No,” hesaid quietly. “That’ swhy | got my family out on thetrainto WdlaWalalast week. But I've. . .
been here and in this character for along time. Since the War of the Eye. | keep dipping mentally and
thinking | am my cover. And . . . I’ve got friends here. My wife was born here, and so were my children.
| don’t want to see Pendleton wrecked ‘in order to saveit.” ”

“Going native?’
A sgh. “No, not redlly. It snot such abad place. . .”

“If you don't end up sold to the woolen mills, or the Working Girls Hotel, or worse,” BD said. “ Besides,



hopefully we can make things alot easier on the ordinary people. I'm not a great fan of the PPA, but
even they don't do that sort of thing.”

Anymore, shetactfully left unvoiced, and went on doud:

“That’ swhat this missonisall about, at least asfar as |’ m concerned. Plusthe Strategic stuff about
keeping the Prophet and Boise a bay.”

Murdoch nodded. Then he started as the big man beside BD straightened, took the soft pieces of rubber
out of his cheeks, spat on the concrete floor, and pulled apillow from under his coat. Suddenly he
seemed much bigger . . . and not smple at dl. And when hetook off his gloves, the auburn fuzz on the
backs of the great spade-shaped paws was a horrible mismatch for the raven thatch on his head.

Murdoch’s eyesbulged. “ Y ou' re—"

“John Hordle, a your service” he said, intherich accent of rura Hampshire, fill strong after a
generation herein the Western lands.

“You're Little John Hordle! The onewho killed Big Mac!”

“The very same. That disguise works atresat, even if you '’ aveto drool an’ dobber abit. A bit undignified,
innit? Still, it sworth it. Not so easy to hide, when you' remy size”

Murdoch nodded. “ Come on, then.”

“Y ou know,” the big man said as they walked towards the office that was partitioned off from the floor of
the two-story warehouse, “back when | was a nipper in *ampshire growing up around the Pied
Merlin—me dad' sfamily’ s pub—I awaysfancied the Wild West. Clint Eastwood an’ dl them old shows
on thetelly. Shame to have me romantic notions ruined, innit?’

Hejerked athumb over his shoulder at the doors and the courtyard, and the street beyond:
“Or maybe it was different before the Change, the first time?’

“Not much,” BD said. “Except they had guns so it was louder, and there wasn't acity wall, so it might
have been less crowded. There were forty saloons and sixteen bordellos here back when it was aredl
cow-town with about two thousand people.”

“It’ sthe mobilization,” Murdoch said defensively. “ The town’ sburgting a the seams right now—it's
worse than the Whoop-Up. And you saw the foreigners?’

“Yes. TheBoise men | recognized, but . . .”

“CUT,” Murdoch said grimly. “Not just the wandering preachers—we ve been getting them for
years—but soldiers and officials out of Corwin.”

“When?’ Hordlesaid.

“A few of them two weeks ago, then the rest just the past three days, and it’s not just troops, there are
high officers of both them and the Boiseans quartered at the Bossman' sHouse. The Cuttersare acting in
concert with the Boise people. Carl Petersinvited themin, but . . .”

“But the bugger has forgotten the saying about the camel’ s nose. Quick work on thevillains' part,
though,” John Hordle said. “ And we're not before time, en?”’



Murdoch put the lantern down on adesk for amoment, and then stepped to the rear wall of the office
where apicture hung.

“I could let you down with thewinch,” he said. “ But that section’s closed off from the rest on theinside.
This part doesn't officidly exigs—"

The picture was a Remington print set in an ornate frame—Coronado’ s March, al desert and dust and
lances and armored Conquistadores. BD glanced &t it, then suddenly redlized . . .

You know, down in the Southwest, something precisdly like that might be happening right now and
that could be a photograph of it.

She shivered dightly and set the thought aside. If you' d lived through the past couple of decades, you got
used to thingslike that; you aso got used to pushing them away when they hit you again.

Therewas a click asthe merchant-spy’ sfingers explored the frame of the print, and then a section of
wall the size of asmal door swung open. He led them into the staircase beyond; the temperature fell as
they descended through dirt held back by boards and then into a broad tunnel of coarse light-textured
volcanic rock like hard dense pumice.

Thelantern left amoving bubble of light in darkness Stygian enough to make the nighttime streets seem
like noonday, showing ancient posters and even dust-choked storefront windows. Therewasacold
smdll of abandonment and mouse droppings, like an old house where nobody had lived for awhile,

“Welcome to Underground Pendleton,” Murdoch said, alittle nervous as he went on: “Dug by the
Chine”

“Chinee?’ Hordle said.

“Therewere alot of Chinese workers here once,” Murdoch said; he seemed to have aperverse pridein
locd history, even the more questionable bits. “ They dug tunnels so they could get from one part of town
to another. It' s easy, therock’ s soft and cuts like cheese.”

“Why not use the Stregts?’

“Because theloca Anglo-Saxons had a habit of shooting them on sight for no particular reason besidesa
didike of Chinamen,” Murdoch said.

“I've’eard of the underground economy, but thisisridiculous,” Hordle said. “Roit useful for what
we vein mind, though. Y ou said there was tunnels, but thisis a bloody maze, mate.”

“Then they used part of it for illegal businesses, and then for tourists before the Change,” Murdoch went
on. “It'sdl shut up now, too dark and stuffy to be useful. Officidly | just have some storage chambers
down here. . . but your people have been going over theplansand . . . ah, herewe arel”

He cameto astout door and knocked three times quickly and three times dowly before openingit, letting
out light and warmer air and a pleasant smdll of burning pinewood. The chamber was brightly lit, by
lamps and by asmd hearth built into—or dug out of—onewall; Hordle blew out hislipsin an expresson
of relief a the score of figures seated within around along plank table, with the remains of amedl
scattered about.

The burble of Sindarin conversation died away as the door opened, though severa waved to BD asto an
old friend. BD understood the Elven-tongue well enough, since she’ d been hiring Dunedain Rangersfor
caravan security for years, and it was the language they usudly spoke among themsalves. She’ d been



working with them aslong asthey’ d existed, in fact, though to listen to some of them you'’ d think their
grandparents had stepped off the boat from Numenor, having quietly skipped the Fourth Age somehow.

Sometimes she shuddered to think what the generation born in steads like Stardell Hall in Mithrilwood
would be like, raised by crazed Changelings with their heads full of storiesthey believed.

And they make me fedl old, she thought.

Hordle and Alleyne Loring were the eldest of them dl at forty. Astrid Larsson and Eilir Mackenzie were
thirty-six; and they’ d been the founders of the DUnedain. The rest of the party were in their late teens or
their twenties. All of them werein Dunedain working gear—nblack lesther and wool, mostly, and
soft-soled df-boots, but with the tree-stars-and-crown blazon on their chests done in dark gray, rather
than slver-white. One of the nearest was a striking woman in her thirtieswith bowl-cut hair that was
naturally the color that dye had given Hordl€' s own brown curls, and leaf-green eyes the same color as
her mother, Juniper’s.

Héello, luv, Hordle Signed to the black-haired woman; she looked up with asmile from alitter of maps.

And doud, snce the three bright lanterns hung from the rocky celling and the firdlight gave amplelight for
Eilir slip-reading skills

“Wdl, dear, I'm’ome”

No, you'rein a cave under an enemy city full of thousands of people who'd like to kill usall, Eilir
replied; shewas still smiling, but there was a bit of abite in the gestured speech. Our children are back
home in Sardell wondering where the hell we are and when we'll be back.

Hordle winced.
“No problem with the weagpons, John?” Alleyne Loring said, mercifully changing the subject.

He spoke English for Murdoch’s sake, in an accent as British as Hordl€' s, but of the
manor-and-public-school variety, and smoothed his close-trimmed ydlow mustache with afinger.

“Dead easy.” A deep chuckle. “No better way to smuggle weapons than in wagonloads of . . . weapons!
No problem getting our lot in?’

“You'rethelagt, old chap. They’ vetightened up their security, but they’ re till not stopping harmless
unarmed wanderersin ones and twos.”

“You' d better get the gear unloaded and get ready,” Murdoch warned. “1 don’t think the Bossman will
send his people over for hisweapons tonight, but I’m not absolutely sure hewon't . . . and there are
more men in town than you expected.”

“Cutters. And Boiseregulars,” John Hordle said, repesting the detail s that Sandra Arminger’ s spy had
given him. “ Seems the Bossman got an attack of the nerves and decided ' e needed some friends.”

“T,” AlleyneLoring said. “Heforgot the origins of England.”

Murdoch and BD looked at him, and there was a grim smile on his handsome fine-boned face as he went
on

“Thefirgt English in England—two outlaw chiefsfrom Jutland named Hengist and Horsaand their merry,
hairy band of pirate cutthroats—"



“Sound like lads after me own heart,” Hordle obsarved.

“—wereinvited in by achief of the Britons named V ortigern. The Romans had withdrawn, and Vortigern
had a problem with the Picts kicking up their hedls. He decided that the obviousthing to do was hire
some Saxonsto fight the Pictsfor him rather than go to the dreadful bore and bother of doing it himself.”

“What happened then?” Murdoch asked.

The amile turned wolfish; for amoment it was easy to imagine Alleynein abearskin tunic, legping out of a
Dark Age war-boat with a seax in hisfid.

“Shortly thereafter the Jutes and their Saxon and Anglian relatives had England, and the Britonshad . . .
Wales. Despite dl King Arthur could do. And Vortigern made that mistake despite alate-Roman
definition of rapacity: He could teach piracy to a Saxon.”

A tal woman who' d been sitting with her legs crossed and her hands resting on her thighs opened her
eyes and siwung her legs down from their lotus position. Her head came up, crowned with white-blond
hair in atight-woven fighting braid, and she met Murdoch’ s eyes. The Association spy shivered alittlein
that pale gaze, the hyacinth-blue pupils rimmed and shot with slver threads. She stared sllently for afew
seconds, and the man who Pendleton knew as an importer squirmed.

BD sympathized; people meeting the Hiril Danedain for the first few times often had that reaction. She'd
knownthegirl ... woman. .. since she wasfourteen, and still felt that way sometimes hersdlf.

“We aren't expected at the Bossman'sfeast,” Astrid Larsson said. “But | do think we'll drop in
anyway.”

Alleyneamiled. “ Crashing the party, rather like thirteen dwarves coming by unexpectedly for tea.”

“But even less welcome and more troublesome,” hiswife said. “And if there are emissaries from our
ultimate enemiesthere. . . so much the better. We' |l spend tomorrow going over the details, but with
luck and alittle effort we can skip thewar and go straight to the victory, which is dways the best part

anyway.”

Hordle rapped his knuckles on the wooden table. Murdoch muttered and retreated, banging the door
behind him.

Alleyne made a tsk sound and dropped back into the Elven-tongue. *Y ou shouldn’'t spook him, my love,
just because he works for Sandra Arminger. He s on our side now. The whole Portland Protective
Association is. And he' s been quite cooperdtive.”

“WEe refighting the same enemy at the moment, bar melindo,” she said. “That isn't exactly the same
thing asbeing friends, darling.”

A dozen of the Rangersfiled past and trotted up the stairs to fetch the gear. BD stepped aside asthey |eft
and nodded to the four leaders, then stepped over to look at the documents on the table. One was the
blueprints of the Bossman' s house. The other was amap that showed Pendleton, the modern town, in
consderable detail. Acrossit—underneath it—lay anetwork of dotted red lines. . .

“Well, that’ simaginative a least,” she said, asthe details of the plan legpt out at her. “It' sgoing to be
tricky, though. Particularly the ‘ getting away dive part.”

And I’'mglad | sent my people out of town!



Eilir nodded and replied in Sign: Don’t worry. Murdoch has really done a very creditable job with
these tunnels since the end of the war. The last war, | should say.

“Judt like Sandra Arminger to have a literal mole here, burrowing away for the past twelve years,”
Adtrid said dryly, and they chuckled. “ Sheisn’t called the Spider for nothing.”

A clatter of footsteps, and the Dunedain returned with boxes and crates and barrels carried on their
shoulders, or dung between them by the rope handles. A little brisk hammering opened them, and men
and women crowded around.

“Ah!” John Hordle said, seizing hisfour-foot bastard longsword and running his hand along the
double-lobed grip. “Felt naked without this, | did. A big bloke' s not worth buggery without ’is bastard.”

Which sentence sounds absolutely indescribable said in Sndarin with a Hampshire yokel burr, BD
thought with amenta groan.

Meditatively, glancing at Astrid, Hordle went on: “ Aren’t we supposed to be generals? Sitting around
map tables |ooking important, while the younger generation do the work? Thisistoo ’ ands-on for my
taste, now I’ m past forty and adad and sensible.”

Astrid smiled and spread her long-fingered hands. “ Are there any among our people better suited to lead
thisendeavor, my brother?’

“No, | suppose hot,” Hordle grumbled, shrugging into amail-coat covered in dark green leather and
cinching it with abroad belt.

BD siretched her own back with asilent groan. Her mail-vest waslight, but she’d worn real armor now
and then, and detested every minute of it. Hordle was probably so accustomed to it that he didn’t even
notice. It waslike the sword; he didn’t fed natura without it.

“But | thought we came hereto fight a battle?” he went on plaintively, turning his head dightly so that he
could wink at Eilir unobserved; she giggled silently. “ There samurdering great army out there west of
town, thousands of them gitting on their arses with nothing better to do than eat and scratch themselves,
and here we aredoing their work.”

“The best battle isthe one you win without fighting,” Astrid said serenely.

Hordlerolled hiseyes and spoketo Alleyne Loring. “I hate it when she getsal profound likethat!” Then
to Adtrid: “And you put Tiphaine d’ Ath in to look after the troops.”

Adrid’ ssmilewas dightly crud now. “That was her punishment. Do you imagine there sanywherein the
world she' d rather be than here, right now, John? And when the bards make their song, they’ll sing of us
, while Tiphaine gets three lines saying she looked after the troops well enough while we were gone.”

The smile grew broader, and unexpectedly she giggled like aschooal-girl. “ She'll be snarling about that
when she sninety.”

“Let’ shope the song doesn’'t say she gdlantly avenged our ’eroic deathsinstead,” hereplied.

“I intend to die heroically of extreme old age and genera debility, in bed, with my great-grandchildren
gathered around weeping,” Alleyne said crisply. “BD, you should have something to eat and get some
deep. It'sgoing to be abusy day tomorrow.”

BD did, with John Hordle pitching in beside her; there was cold roast beef and pungent kielbasa and



fried chicken, bread and butter and hot pickles, tortillas and beans, tomatoes and radishes, with sharp
cheese and appletartsto follow. She' d been too worried to be hungry up until that point, despite the
eight hours since lunch; suddenly she was ravenous, and constructed several sandwiches as massive as
her dentures could handle. Anyone who didn’t think wrangling wagons dl day was hard physical [abor
had never doneit. Hordle ate enormoudy but negtly as he joined in the planning session.

When BD finished she tapped the small keg by the door for amug of the beer. So did John Hordle, but
gpparently it didn’t make him fed deepy; of course, he was a generation younger, in superb condition,
and had a hundred and sixty extra pounds of massto sop it up. There was bedding down in the other end
of the chamber; she wrapped herself in blankets and shegpskins, and felt hersdlf fading swiftly. Asshedid
she overheard Adtrid:

“Begdes, it isnot by force of arms aonethat wewill prevail inthiswar. We keep the enemy’ s attention
onusand that helpsFr . . . ah, Rudi and the others.”

“Inspiration’ sonething. Plagiarismis something eseagain,” Alleyne said in asevere tone, and the four
laughed.

BD sighed and prayed: Oh, Apollo, guard your priestess! Artemis of the Hunt, let me not be the
prey! And look out for Rudi and the others too. They're going to need it.

CHAPTEREIGHT

Curse and ill-wishing have no power

Save that the heart lets themin

Hard the lesson learned by the undefeated
That strength and right may end in ill—

From: The Song of Bear and Raven
Attributed to Fiorbhinn Mackenzie, 1st century CY

EASTERN IDAHO, HIGHWAY 20, EAST OF PICABO
SEPTEMBER 13, CHANGE YEAR 23/2021 AD

Rancher Jed Smith yawned and turned over in his bedroll, conscious of the growing light in the east and
thefrosty air on hisface.

That was a good dream, hethought deepily. 1t’s good luck to dream of home.

He' d been there, out where the horizon went on forever. Where the grama and wheetgrass brushed
againg your stirrups and ran in rippling waves benesth the biggest sky in the world, cloud shadowsracing
the wind across prairie green with spring and thick with blue lupine and white pennycress and golden
gromwell, so beautiful it made the breath catch in your throat . . . and the air was fresh enough to hit like
ashot of whiskey. Riding his own range and his herds had been around him, red-coated, white-faced
cattle up to their hocks in the good grazing, sheep fat with the grass of ayear with no drought, apromise
that dl hisfolk on Rippling Waterswould be full-fed and warm come the blizzard season.

Dry mild wind on hisface, agood horse beneath him, his sons Ted and Andy and Mark riding by his
side, grown to tal men and talking horses and hunting, grass and cattle. The land at peace again, not even
afeud on his borders. Then somehow he was at the head of histable, forking steaks from the serving



platter onto plates, while Katy spooned out beans and Lorrie came in with abasket of biscuitsin each
hand and the kids were young again as they bowed their heads for the grace from the Book of Dzur . . .

He yawned again and shook the last of it off; it wasn't quite dawn, and he could go back to deep for
another half hour. One of the perks of being the Rancher wasthat you didn’t have to stand a
guard-watch yoursdlf, but he aways got up and did the rounds himself at least once anight, in enemy
territory. And at unpredictable intervals.

Dad taught me that. But he forgot, that once.

And he and Gramps and that whole party had been left stripped and butchered by agang of road people
who crept past adeeping sentry. Jed had been only twenty then, but he’ d held the Rippling Waters
spread together and led them into the embrace of the Dictations.

It was pleasantly warm insde the glazed leather deeping bag; it was made of shegpskins with the fleece
turned in, and the girl who shared it with him now was as good as a campfire. She' d been much less
aullen last night, and the thought and the fed of her and the scent tempted him to have another go while he
hed the chance—women generdly didn’t likeit in the morning, and asensible man didn’t push hiswives
that way too often. It wouldn’t be the same even with the bought gal's they kept, when they got back to
Rippling Waters.

Whatever the priests said should be, aman’swives did object if he diddled the dave girlsopenly in his
own housg, in the morning or otherwise. And Church law might say aman could correct hiswiveswith a
quirt if they scolded or back talked, but a man who tried that too often was asking for trouble with them
and maybe with their kin, and it didn’t make for ahappy home life ether. The only worse thing than
having your women quarreling was having them gang up on you.

He was aman who liked tranquillity and smiles under his own roof-tree, not sulks. Everyone on the ranch
had to pull together for things to go well—though an occasiond quick one behind ahaystack did no
harm.

And I’m not nineteen no more, hethought. C’' mon, Jed, get up, take a leak, lead the morning
prayers, get some breakfast and chicory inside you and git this outfit on the road. Those Newcastle
men’ll be splittin’ off today; good riddance. Long way to home, so up an’ at ’em! Sooner we're
back, the sooner we can start getting the place back running smooth.

The decison saved hislife. He pushed the woman aside and was yawning and stretching rather than
helpless on his back when she turned, snatched his bowie knife and droveit at histhroat.

He' d grown to manhood in the years after the Change when chaos and death went stalking through the
Hi-Line country, and survived them. There was nothing wrong with hisreflexes, even in the srait confines
of adeegping bag. The blade dithered aong hisforearm in ashalow cut as he blocked it, turned hiship to
take the attempt to knee him in the crotch on his hip bone, and smashed his forehead down into her face.
That hurt him, but nose and cheek bones crunched under the blow and she screamed in shock and
agony. The bowie dropped from her hand. He snatched the hilt; the cutting edge wasturned in and he
stabbed downward twice with al the strength in his lean corded arm and shoulder. The scream cut off in
agurgling, choking sound.

There were more screams as he pushed himsalf clear of the twitching body and climbed to hisfeet. And a
shout he recognized dl too well from the past few years.

“ Come, ye Saints!”



Though hewasn't used to hearing it in high-pitched femae voices. The dim light showed aheaving,
thrashing confusion in the rocky flat where they’ d camped; he dropped the bowie and snatched out his
shetejust in time to cut down another woman running at him with awood-chopping ax aready wet with
blood.

“Rippling Waters men! Here, here, here!” he shouted intherdly call.
“Back to back!”

He quickly stamped hisfeet into his boots, which were the only part of his clothes he had taken off to
deep, and caught up hisshidd. A man came running, limping with blood on hisknee but with hisshield
and shete. Another, and another . . . and hishorse came trotting as well, and then a clump of men. He
jerked his cow-horn trumpet loose from the pile of gear on the ground as they formed up around him and
blew along dunting blast, huuu-hhhhrrr-uuuu!

“Here, here, herel”

The light was waxing, and he could see haf adozen little fights going on, and men sprawled bloody and
dill intheir bedrolls, one going down under half a dozen shrieking women armed with knives and acamp
kettle and snatched-up rocks. How had they planned it? But that didn’t matter now; if they could just live
through thefirst couple of minutes, strength and wegpons would beat down any amount of desperation.
A woman could knife adesgping man, but that was about al she could do.

“Here, here, herel Kill those bitches!”

Then thetrader Ingolf came loping; his shete was wet too. More of his party was behind him. They'd be
useful, but they were running away from amob of women—

Then the hatchets and knivesin their hands registered, and the blood dripping from the stedl. The women
weren't chasing the Newcastle men; they were following them into battle. Rage warred with disgust.

That gal of theirs, Rebecca. She went around among the others before the shoot . . . They must
have used her astheir go-between for this!

“Hey, Rancher Smith,” Ingolf caled. “Why don’t you kill me?1’m moreyour sze!”

Sted dammed into stedl, shedding atail of sparks, banged on shields. His sworn men and kin closed in
on either side of him and threw the outlanders back.

“Bagtard!” Smith wheezed. His arm dripped blood, and one of hismen took aningtant to tieit up. “Lying
bastard! Cut! Cut!”

Rudi Mackenzie leaned aside and thrust past Edain’ s back, feeling bone pop and crunch asthe point
went through the body and into the dry gritty soil. The Cutter named Jack tried to scream once asthe
blade nailed him to the ground, writhing around the stedl and coughing out asingle gout of dark blood
that steamed in the cold dawn air.

“1 had him!” Edain said—amogst snarled.

From the red-purple blotches on the dead Cutter’ sthroat he wasright. And Garbh' s fangs had aready
cut his hamstring; theright leg sticking out benesth his dirty shirt looked asif it had been chewed to rags,
which was a pretty accurate description.



“We don't have time to settle scores,” Rudi panted.

A raly shout sounded, and the dunting of awar-horn, and someone screamed out: Cut! Cut! Cut! A
good many other people were Smply screaming.

“Come on. We veafight towin.”

Edain came, snatching up his bow. Odard was finishing aman aready wounded by the woman who
sprawled beside him dying dowly with a crushed larynx; he whipped the shete around hishead in a
Portland-style flourish blow, and the sharp edge drove hafway through the Cutter’ s neck.

“Haro! Face Gervais, face death!”

Odard surprised the Mackenzie by dropping to hiskneesfor an instant and pressing the hedls of both
hands againgt the woman’ sthroat.

“All'l could do,” he panted, loping on beside him. “If thetissuesdon’t swell shut . . . and damn this
peasant’ s overgrown weeding tool! | want a proper longsword, and aknight’ s shield!”

Thethree young men came up with Ingolf; the big Easterner wasjust pulling his shete out of aman's
back, bracing hisfoot on the body to get the broad point free of the bone.

“The sentries?” hesaid.
“Dead,” Rudi replied succinctly.

“Let’'sgo pay acdl on Rancher Smith,” Ingolf said quietly. “Kill them ourselves, or wait?1’d like tokill
them, but . . .”

“Let’'sseehow thingslie,” Rudi said. “Nystrup should be here soon, but it’ s better to overrun them
oursdves, if they’ re still rocked far enough back on their heds. We can't |et them get their feet under
them.”

They ran on, past wagons and horses wandering loose or rearing and tearing at their picket ropes, past
blankets and tumbled cookware and bodies lying till, or crawling or writhing or clutching themselves and
cdling for their mothers—high-plains cowboys and Mormon women both. The smell of blood and filth
mixed with brewing chicory and scorched bacon that had falen into the embers.

Some of the wounded just shrieked with pain grester than they had ever imagined, and those were of
both sdestoo. The Mormon women still standing fdll in with them, running or hobbling at their hedls,
holding weapons snatched from their captors. Rudi was disappointed when he saw the Cutters forming
shidd-wall; there were thirty men till on their feet, though many of them were wounded. They al had
their shetes and shields, and many had managed to snatch up bits and pieces of their war-harness asthey
ran to the sound of the horn and the raly-call. Hisown folk had al been able to put on their gear, mostly
leather with pieces of sted riveted toit, but Ingolf had his mail-shirt.

A good many of the women were naked and barefoot, and none had more than a shift and drawers.
“Here, here, herel” the Cutter leader called. “ Kill those bitches!”

“Hey, Rancher Smith!” Ingolf cried; there was anote of playful ferocity in hisvoice, release from therole
he' d had to act. “Why don’t you kill me? I’'m moreyour size”

Rudi saw Smith’sface change, twisting into something inhuman. Then he and Ingolf were at handstrokes,



their blades lashing out in the hacking Eastern shete-style. An arrow flashed past the Mackenzie
chieftain’ s shoulder, and lanky brown-haired Lin toppled backwards limp as arope, with a gray-fletched
Mackenzie arrow in hiseye.

“Now be eating that, and a sodding apple too, a phiosa chaca bréan!” Edain shouted. Thenin angry
frugtration: “ Get out of my way!”

The mass of women ignored that; ignored anything. They threw themsalves on the Cutters pointsina
ghrieking mass, sheerly mad—at home he' d have said the Dark Goddess had them, from the fixed glaring
eyes and the froth on somelips. Rudi engaged a Cutter himself, bringing hisround shield up in alooping
curve to stop the downward stroke of the shete without blocking his own vision. The weapon banged on
the hard leather; he threw it Sdeways with atwitch of hislong arm, but another came at him from the sde
and he had to block that . . .

Even Lugh can’t fight two, he knew angrily; not in astraight-up fight between lines. There aren’t
enough of us!

Then three women threw themsalves on the man ahead of him, so quickly that he nearly put his back out
halting his own strike; one grabbed at the Cutter’ s shield, the second hung on his sword arm despite a
chop that diced open her leg to the bone, and the third leapt up and wound her legs around hiswaist and
stabbed him in the face, over and over again with along-tined roasting fork held in both hands, her arms
pumping like awater-driven machinein afoundry. She stopped only when atomahawk whirred across
the width of the Cutter formation and sank into her skull with a chock that was horribly like an axman
landing acut on atree.

Rudi’ s shete and shield moved as fast as he could turn and whedl and strike, a blur of motion, but the
other two women died in the next three seconds; one quickly with a shete thrust to the gut, the other
thrashing and gobbling with half her face cut away. Then an arrow struck his own shield with ahard
whirr-thuck and ablow like a dedgehammer, the sharp point showing on the inside of the curve of
bullhide and sheet metal and wooden frame. He blocked, struck, blocked, skipped backwards two steps
to give himsdlf room to look to either Sde.

“Cover!” he snapped.
He retreated again and crouched behind an overturned wagon. Edain was beside him.

That’saswell, Rudi thought, wincing at what hesaw. Thisisn't war. It's. . . sure, and | don’t know
what it is, except that it’ s ugly.

The mass of women had struck the Cutter shields with areckless fury that made them more effective than
he' d dreamed; haf adozen of the plainsmen were down, dead or badly hurt. But for the most part they
hit the wdl of shields edged with sharp swinging metal and splashed, theway aman might if he'd been
shot out of acatapult at a castl€’ sferroconcrete ramparts. They had few proper weapons, no shields or
helmets or armor, and none of the Cutters' hard-gained fighting skills; and while they were strong from
churn and loom and hoe, the enemy were sironger still by far.

Rebecca had said the women were dl willing to die rather than be led away captive; and they were. It
would be good if they accomplished something by it. Trying to fight with them would do nothing but see
Rudi and dl his companions dead at their Sdes.

“Cut, cut, cut!” the war cry rang out.

Then the rush was over, and the recurve bows of the plainsmen began to snap.



Moments now, Rudi thought, judging the distance to their horses. Nothing more we can do unless
Nystrup comes. What' s keeping the man?

He pursed hislips and whistled for Epona. Another arrow dammed into the wagon beside hisear and he
ducked backwards. The sun was up now, over the peaks eastward, and casting long shadows down the
road. A knot of horsemen came over therise, dust and gravel and bits of broken asphalt paving flying up
from the hooves of galoping horses, and Rudi let out his bresth in a whuff of relief. They were supposed
to have been here alittle earlier, but things like that happened in fights, and there’ d been no way to
coordinate more than to say at dawn.

Then he saw that the Deseret guerillas and his own companions were shooting backwards from the
saddles, and arrows flickered towards them. They had most of Rancher Smith’ s remount herd running
ahead of them, though, running wild-eyed and with their heads down.

What—

Therewasn't timeto give way to bewilderment. Eponawas there, drawing ahead of the other horses
with every step, moving with agrace that was beautiful even then. Rudi leapt with al the power of his
long legs, three bounding paces and a snatch at the saddlehorn. It dapped into his hand, and he clamped
down with ablaze of determination, pouring will up hisarm and into fingers and wrist. Two-thirdsof a
ton of horsetore by, and his grip turned the momentum that threatened to rip hisarm out at the socket
into avault that landed him in the saddle and his feet in the stirrups seconds later.

That was good, because they’ d dmost run into Rancher Smith and his men. Eponareared, crow-hopping
on her hind legs; Rudi leaned forward until hisface wasin the black silky-coarse hair of her mane. Her
forefeet milled like stedl-edged clubs. A shield cracked under them, and the arm under it, and another
man catapulted backwards as a shod hoof crushed hisface. Rudi caught himself as hislegs clamped
down on hismount’ sbarrel. The Cutters' rank was broken, more by the rush of rider-less horses than by
the mounted men and women behind and among them; the Easterners were too surprised to fight and too
braveto run.

One of them shook himsdlf out of hisdaze and ran in at Rudi’ sSde; it was Rancher Smith, moving with
lizard-quick skill to dash a Epona s hamstring. With most horsesit would have worked. The big black
mare had already set hersdlf, her head around and judging the range. She kicked out with her left hind,
powerful and accurate and blurring-fast. Smith would have died then if he hadn’t turned hisrushiinto a
frenzied leap backwards, dropped his shete and tucked his shield into his gut as he redized what was

heppening.

The hoof punched into it with a crack like mountain ash bresking in the coldest part of winter, and the
plainsman flew backwards, his feet off the ground for six feet or more. Then herolled across the rough
ground, shrieking asit battered his broken forearm amid the warped and shattered remnant of the
shidd' sframe. The thump when he struck awagon’ s wheelswas enough to stop the sound.

Rudi ignored him; aman Eponakicked wasn't going to be a problem anytime soon, even if he was lucky
enough to live. The mare spun beneath him, agile as acow pony despite her Sze; sparks shot as her
hooves scored rock.

There were men coming behind Nystrup's Deseret guerillas and Rudi’ s own companions. Men in the
lacquered-leather armor and spiked helmets of the Sword of the Prophet, a score or more of them, their
ranks disordered with the hard pursuit that had left them clumped in ones and twos and little bands. A
swift glancetold him their horses were spent, laboring, their necks and forequarters thick-streaked with
lines of yellow-white foam, but the riders were ready with bow and lance.



“Toomany!” hecdled. “Run!” Then: “ Edain!”

The younger Mackenzie was shooting at the oncoming troopers of the Sword; one went down, another,
another. But there were too many for any single archer to stop, even an Aylward; a Cutter was coming,
his horse' s gallop awheezing shamble, but faster than aman could run and with hislance leveled. From
thelook of Edain’s set face, gone milk-white and staring, he didn’t intend to stop killing until he died. The
Dark Mother had him, and the Devouring Shadow was a dangerous thing to evoke.

Epona moved, responding asif she were part of him. His desperate sword stroke knocked the lance out
of the line that would have brought it into Edain’s chest. But that meant it struck his, and Rudi wheezed in
astonished agony as the blade scored across his flank and dammed him back againgt the cantle of the
saddle. Armor snapped, and something within him. Half asecond later the horses struck
shoulder-to-shoulder, and the Cutter’ slighter gelding went back on its haunches and then over
backwards with a bugling scream of terror; the Cutter’ s scream was cut off as the weight landed square
acrosshim.

Edain shot again, and again. He reacted only to struggle blindly when Rudi threw his shete aside,
snatched him by the back of hisjacket and tossed him with agrunt of back-crackling effort across his
pony’s saddle. White fire washed across Rudi’ s eyes at the effort, and injured muscle tore.

“Go!” he shouted, and Epona nipped at the gelding’ s haunch.

It shot eestward with asqueal, and Rudi turned again. More Cutters were coming at him, more of the
Sword of the Prophet—and they were close enough that he’ d only be lanced or shot in the back if he
ran. Thefirst went by him at the gallop; he ducked in the saddle so that the lance went over nearly close
enough to part his hair, then rose and smashed the hammer edge of hisfist down on the man’s neck.
Something cracked, but the Mackenzie froze and grabbed at hissde; it was asif he were coming apart,
and only the strength of hisarms kept everything inside from tumbling out.

A whirring thock, and ahammerblow that forced a grunt out of him and afedling of intense cold. He
dared for an ingtant at the arrowshaft in his right shoulder, punched through leather and mail and planted
deep in bone. The arm wouldn’'t obey him, and Epona turned and bounded eastward on her own.

Whirr-thock. Another impact, in hisback thistime. Blackness.

“No,” Jed Smith said, looking up from hisback at the officer of the Sword standing over him.
“What did you say?’ Magjor Graber barked.

Jed Smith hissed between histeeth and stiffened into quivering silence as one of his men set the bone that
had snapped under the torque from the arm loop of his broken shield. Then he gasped as the splints were
bound with coils of bandage. It was asmple greenstick fracture and ought to heal inamonthor so.. . .

“I sad, no,” herasped tightly. “What part of that don’t you understand, Mgor?’ Then, to his own man:
“Whiskey!”

The cowboy who' d set the arm handed him aflask. He drank, letting the cold fire burn down hisgullet. It
took away alittle of the pain, and more of the heart Sickness.

“I’'m on the Prophet’ sbusiness!” Graber said increduloudy. “And | need those horses.”

“And I’ ve been fighting for the Prophet, the old Prophet, since before you got your first hard-on!” Smith
snarled. “And | need them horses worse than you do.”



Hejerked his head at the chaos of the camp. “I lost more men thismorning than | did in thewhole
Deseret War, and half my horses. I’'m not giving you the rest, not when | have to get wounded men back
to Rippling Waters.. . . and these kids, somehow, and our plunder, what’ sleft of it.”

“WE ll leave you our mounts,” Graber said. “They’ re better stock than yours and there are more
scattered back for ten miles.”

“They were good stock,” Smith said, taking another swallow of the raw grain liquor.

Asif to make his point, one that had been standing with its head down dowly collgpsed, going to its
knees and then to itsSidein aclatter of gear. The trooper of the Sword knelt besideit, stroking its muzzle
asitrolled itseyesin blind supplication.

“Now they’ re foundered and half of them are like to die and most of the others will be wind-broke until
they do die. I’'m not leaving my men stranded here with nothing but this dog fodder to ride and the passes
dueto close soon and that’ sthat.”

Graber’ sface was dick with sweat and the mud it had made of the dust on hisface. He till glanced
around at his men, and Smith knew exactly what he was thinking. There were at least twenty-five of the
Rippling Waters men il fit to fight, and they were grouped around their Rancher and glowering at the
regulars out of Corwin—whose arrogance nobody liked. Half the Sword troopers were scattered back
aong theway, walking and carrying the tack from their foundered mounts.

Graber thought he might—would—win any fight, but that would leave his command utterly wrecked and
easy prey for any band of Mormon guerillas, or haf adozen other threats. And Corwin would be very
reluctant to punish a powerful Rancher with adistinguished record of early support for the Church.

The Maor of the Prophet’ s household troops dowly flushed, until hisface was brick red, then stared at
Smith with hislips moving—versesfrom the Dictations.

“Thewise...man...is...known...he...commands... his. .. passons—
The blood of rage dowly ebbed, and he spoke camly:
“Four horses, then. Four fresh horses.”

Smith pushed away the throbbing hot-and-cold sensation of hisarm, and the growl of the whiskey in his
empty belly. Corwin would not be happy if hedenied dl help . . . and he didn’'t want to, either. The
Dictations and Book of Dzhur said aman had an obligation to repay, for good and ill. Thefase
merchantswho' d said that they came from Newcastle had built up quite abalance.

“Fine, Mgor. Fick’em yoursdlf,” he said. “We re going home. Consider them agift in the service of the
Church.”

Graber nodded curtly and turned, pointing hisfinger to one horse after another. His men ran to prepare
them in slent obedience, and the officer sad:

“Scout! High Seeker!”

A tdl lanky man with hishair in braids ambled over; helooked tired, the way a horse did after pulling a
hay cutter for aday, but strong as seasoned wood anyway. The Seeker . . . Smith blinked. He didn’t
look tired, or fresh, or like anything, somehow.

“It’ [l be days before we can move,” Graber said. “I may haveto find fresh horses, somewhere. Follow



them. Mark the track. Don't losethem.”
“I haven't yet,” the Scout said.
The man in the robe the color of dried blood shrugged and nodded, smiling.

“Shit, shit!” Ingolf Vogder said. “We can’'t stop, not here. It sbare asapalitician’sliel”
Mathildalooked at him wide-eyed. “He. . . those arrows have to come out. He' s badly hurt. But—"

Father Ignatius nodded without turning as his fingers worked. Ingolf looked around; the Mormons were
getting ready to leave, turning north into the mountains or southward to the Snake River sagelands. Edain
Mackenzie sat by Rudi, elbows on knees and face buried in his hands, his dog pressed against him and
whining softly as she stared up into hisface.

Eponawas alittle distance off, giving soft snorts of equine distress. He d thought for amoment he’ d have
to kill the mare before she'd let them pull Rudi off her back.

“I’'m sorry,” Nystrup said, at hisown horse' shead. “Y ou’' ve donewell by us, but | have to get my
people out of here. We |l scatter, and that will draw some of them away.”

“Not if their scoutsare asgood as|’m afraid,” Ingolf said, beating hisright fist into hisleft pam. “ Shit!”
Nystrup winced. “Goodbye. . . and we' Il pray for him. For you dl.”

Ingolf took adeep breath as the guerillaleader mounted and legged his horse southward; the others were
looking at him anxioudy, and you had to show willing. Nothing broke men’smorae faster than the leader
showing theflibbertigibbets.

The problemisthat if this had happened during the Soux War and he was one of my troopers, I'd
give Rudi the mercy stroke and we'd run like hell to save the rest of the ouitfit, he thought. Not
exactly an option here!

“Father Ignatius?’ he said.

The dleric finished hisexamination. “I don’t know how much damage the arrow in the shoulder did, but
moving him will makeit worse. The onein the small of the back isamore immediate danger. The point
turned when it broke the mail-links. It islodged at adant and it isfar too closeto the liver and to severa
large blood vessda's; motion may work it inward. And four ribs were broken, and there' s soft-tissue
damage. But if | operate now, he cannot be moved at al for sometime or there will certainly befata
bleeding.”

“Hell certainly dieif we stay here until the Cuttersarrive,” Mathilda said; her face was drawn, but her
mouth was firm and her brown eyesleve. “Their guardsmen, the. . .”

“Sword of the Prophet,” Odard said neutraly; he was watching Rudi with an unreadable expression in his
narrow blue eyes.

“The Sword of the Prophet, they’ |l be dow, from the state their horses were in. But the other one, this
Rancher Smith could come after us quickly.”

“If hewantsto,” Ingolf said. “He doesn’t know we' ve split up. If he did want to chase us, he' d be here
aready. But someone will come after us, and sometime from the next fifteen minutesto the next couple



of days”

“We could move alittle north and find a place to hole up, then tend Rudi,” Odard said. “I don't like to
risk moving him more than absolutely necessary.”

Mathilda nodded anxioudy, and clasped his hand where he rested it for amoment on her shoulder.

Ingolf looked around, drawing on the mapsin his head. They were severa days out of Picabo—cal it a
bit over a hundred miles eastward as the crow flew. The mountains had been closing in from the north for
awhile, but there was still open country to the east north of 1daho Falls. It would be crawling with Cutter
patrols. . . but probably with Mormon guerillas, too, and if they could—

“No, we're going to head eadt, fast,” he said. “ Thisistoo close, too easy to saturate with men once they
get organized. We ve got to break contact. The only part of Wyoming the CUT doesn't redlly control is
thataway. And the mountains start well west of the old state line. We' Il have to chanceit. When we get to
the mountains, we can tend to Rudi.”

They al looked a him, then at the wounded man, and most of them |ooked westward as well.
“Cross-country,” Mary—or Ritva. . .

No, that's.. . .

“Right, Mary.”

Her troubled face gave abrief flash of pleasure as he used theright name.

“Y ou and your Sster are going to have to cover our backtrail.”

CHAPTER NINE

PENDLETON, EASTERN OREGON
SEPTEMBER 14, CHANGE YEAR 23/2021 AD

“And | though our politica speechesweredull,” BD said quietly. “ Shhhh!” Murdoch said.

They’d gone on for hours, in the great oval amphitheatre where the yearly Round-Up was held. At least
they were over, and the VIPs and their families had shifted into the Bossman' s house with the coming of
sunset. She could hear the fiestafor the commons going on outside, a surf-roar of music and voicesin the
distance.

The Bossman' sresidence was a compound rather than asingle building, out at the northwestern corner

of town at the edge of the river and surrounded by its own strong wall. Within were barracks and
storehouses and workshops, aswell as the patios and gardens around the actua house, arambling
two-gtory structure with ared-tile roof and arches upholding bal conies with wrought-iron grills. Strong
ydlow light spilled through the tall windows of the house, and torches on the pillars and walls round about
lit the brilliantly clad couples, the servantsin their white jackets and bow ties, and the charro costumes of
the mariachi bands who moved about.

Long tables were set out buffet-style, with chefsin white hatswaiting to carve the roasts and hams; whole
yearling steers and pigs and lamb roasted over firepits behind them, the attendants dathering them with
fiery sauce widlding their long-handled brushes like the forks of devilsin the Christian hdll. The rich scent



of roasting mest drifted on the air, and the little spurts of blue smoke rosein the lantern light.
Interesting assortment of costumes and uniforms, BD thought, accepting aglass of wine.

She wasn't wearing a pepl os tonight; no point in hanging out anotice. Instead she’ d opted for along
denim skirt embroidered with geometric patterns around the hem, jacket, belt with slver-and-turquoise
conchos and tooled-lesther boots . . . what a Rancher’ swife or mother would probably wear here. The
owners of the big herding spreads were the most numerous eement, many of them getting alittle
boisterous as they talked about what they’ d do to any invaders of the sacred soil of Pendleton; those that
weren't feuding with one another, of course.

When the hour came, her job would be to stick close to Bossman Peters. He was a big man,
broad-shouldered and with the beginning of a paunch straining at the buttons of his embroidered
waistcoat. His dark brown hair was thinning on top, and his bushy muttonchop whiskers were going gray,
but hislaugh boomed hearty, and the little eyes were shrewd.

Estrelita Peters was beside her husband, in an indigo dresswith abelt of sequins, and
ivory-and-turquoise combsin her high-piled raven hair. She was seven or eight years younger than her
husband’ s mid-forties, dight and dark with aface like aferret, dbeit a pretty and extremely cunning one.
Rumor said that she was rather more than haf the palitica brains of the family business. Two sonsin their
teensfollowed dutifully behind their parents, one rather heavyset in away that only the families of therich
could be nowadays, the other lean and quick.

Not time to get close to them, BD noted, swallowing past adry throat and covertly drying her pamson
her skirt. Just keep an eye on them. And in the meantime, look for anything unusual.

The foreigners were gathered together in two clumps, on the tiled veranda near the broad iron-strapped
wooden doors of the house proper. BD sidled closer.

One group wasin blue, or long robes of adark reddish brown color. The Church Universal and
Triumphant, shethought.

They al wore nest little chin-beards; the soldiersin blue-green had their hair cropped close, the robed
priests—Seekers, she' d heard they were called—were shaven-pated. The priests were glaring a any
number of things, some of the guests were smoking tobacco, which their faith forbade, and there were
women with uncovered hair, or some wearing pants, and mechanica clocks. All of them maintained a
disciplined quietness, except their leader.

Could it be him, here? BD wondered. He's around thirty, that’ sthe right age . . . medium height,
brown beard, hazel eyes. . . Troubleis, that’s a description of Every-man just as much asit is of
the Prophet Sethaz!

Hewas certainly more sociable than the others, smiling and chatting easily with asuccession of Pendleton
VIPs. Some of the Ranchers avoided him—the Mormon ones, in particular, who were afair scattering of
thetota. And the smaller minority who' d taken up the Old Rdligion asit drifted eastward were even
morefrankly hogtile.

And that’ s Jenson’s cowboy . . . George, shethought, puzzled.

The young man wasin one of the dull-red robes, his head newly shaven. Their eyes met just for an
ingtant, and BD shivered. Therage she' d seen was il there, but it was transfigured, focused like light
from the edge of aknife, agaze as blank and pitiless as the sun.



The other clutch of outlanders were even more exotic. BD’ slips quirked; they were exotic because they
were 0 like things she'd seen in her youth. The green uniforms with the service ribbons, the berets, the
polished black shoes, the archaic shirtswith collar and tie, even the neat high and tight haircuts. The
only thing different from the old Army of the United States was the swords at their belts; shortswords, or
cavary sabersfor afew. Y oung men, mostly from their mid-twentiesto their thirties, and notably
hard-faced even by modern standards, with impassive rock-jawed features and wary, watchful eyes.

Their commander turned, the four stars of agenerd on his shoulders. BD’ s eyes went wide in shock, and
sheturned naturdly to place the wineglasson atray.

Martin Thurston himself! she thought; self-promoted since hisfather’ s excessvely convenient death.
Oh, Astrid, I think you' ve let yourself in for more than you thought!

“My Lady Grand Congtable, there’ sadeserter,” her squire Armand Georges said. “ She' sasking to see
the commander, and she has documents.”

“She?’
“It' sawoman, my lady. A cavary sergeant; Boisean army.”

Tiphaine d’ Ath’sbrows went up; that wasrarein theinterior . . . and of coursein the Association
territories. And the Meeting had sent this army here because they were afraid the US of Boise and the
Prophet might be intervening; apparently they hadn’t been worrying without cause.

“I'll see her here”

She flipped the empty porridge bowl back to the scullion, yawned and finished coffee brewed
snarling-strong to wash down the taste of the bland mush and dried fruit and the scorched bacon that had

gonewithit.
At least coffee always smdls good brewing, shethought. Even when it tastes like soap-boiler’slye.

Shewasfeding abit frowsty thismorning, with wisps of her pale hair till escaping from the night’ sbraid.
The black arming doublet she wore—like ajacket made up of vertica tubes of padding—and the leather
pants tucked into her boots both had the faint locker-room smell that never came out once they’ d been
worn under armor, with metal-and-oil from the patches of chain mail under the armpitsthat covered the
wesk pointsin asuit of plate. The leather laces that dangled from strategic spots to tie down the pieces of
war-harness dways made her fed like an undone boot at this stage, but there was no point in putting on
sixty pounds of sted! just to look spiffy. Not yet. It tired you fast enough when you had to weer it.

That freedom and the coffee were about the only mark of rank, that and aprivate privy. You didn’t take
pages or hordes of servants or apavilion on campaign—at least, she didn’t, not even when they were
operating along arailway—and her tent was barely big enough to serve as amap-room when her bedroll
wastied up.

Thewar-camp of theallied army was just waking, agrowing brabble across the rolling plateau aslight
cleared the far-distant line of the Blue M ountains beyond Pendleton. The high cloud there caught the
dawn in streaks of ruddy crimson that faded to pink froth at their edges. Fires smoked as embers were
poked up and stoked with greasewood and fence-posts and brush. Faint and far to the south she could
hear the Mackenzies making their greeting to the Sun:

“. .. my soul follows Hawk on the ghost of the wind



| find my voice and speak truth;
All-Father, wise Lord
All-Mother, gentleand strong . . .”

Her mouth quirked. Some of her own troops were praying too—Queen of Angels, alleluia—more of
them were just scratching and stretching and getting in line by the cookfires, or turning in and trying to
deepif they’ d been on thelast night-watch. A few were Snging, anew song—

“He spoke to me of the sunrise lands

And a shrine of secret power

Where the sacred Sword of the Lady stands
And awaits the appointed hour;

The hero’sright, Artos hisname. . .”

The quirk grew to asmdl cold smile. That was Lady Juniper’ swork, if she'd ever heard it. It didn’'t do
to forget that the Chief of the Mackenzies had been abard—a busker, they’ d said in those days—back
before the Change. For that matter, half the troubadours in the Association’ sterritory trained down
South, for dl that it prompted rumors you were awitch. And that story about Rudi’ s secret name, Artos,
had been circulating since the Protector’ s War. Sandraknew with the top part of her mind how powerful
song-born tales could be, but Tiphaine thought the Lady Regent had trouble believing it down below the
neck.

Her squire made asignd. “Rodard has the deserter, my lady. Here are the documents she carried.”

Armand was atdl young black-haired blue-eyed man in his early twenties, ready for knighting and
hoping for it during this campaign. He and hisyounger brother Rodard were dso the nephews of Katrina
Georges, who'd been Tiphaine' s companion from the time the Change caught their Girl Scout troop in
the woods until shewaskilled inthe War of the Eye. . . by Adtrid Larsson. It gave Tiphaine alittle
twingeto look at their boldly handsome faces, though the resemblance wasn't as strong nowadayss.

Hewas dready in haf armor, breastplate and mail-deeves and vambraces on the forearms; his brother
wore the older-style knee-length mail hauberk. She took the packet of sealed papers and turned back
into the tent, and looked at the T-shaped stand that carried her war gear and shield.

Thiswill be my last war, | think, at least for leading from the front, she thought with cold
caculation; she'dlost just ahair of her best speed, and it would get worse. Now, let’sseeif | can go
out with a bang.

The folding table had been set out, and canvas stools. She sat on one and waited; by reflex her fingers
itched to open the report on the table, which was the one about reconditioning the railway to here from
the Dalles. Keeping four thousand troops fed and supplied out here in the cow-country wasn't easy, and
the Protectorate had agreed to take on the logistics as part of its share. But paperwork would eat every
minute of your timeif you got too obsessed with detail work, and questioning a valuable prisoner was
asoimportant.

She liked to keep her hand on the pulse of intelligence; possibly because she’ d been asmuch aspy as
anything in thefirst years of her work for Lady Sandra.

Not to mention a wet-work specialist, she thought wryly, and touched one of her knives—not the
obvious one on her sword belt.



Rodard had his sword out as he showed the prisoner in; his brother stood outside the tent flap to make
sure nobody got within earshot without permission, even if they had the rank to muscle through the
perimeter of spearmen. With the east-facing flap back there was good light and she was Sitting to an
angleto it so she'd be in shadow.

Always an advantage, to see without being seen.

The deserter had a square dark olive Hispano face and black eyes and coarse straight bobbed hair so
dark there were iridescent highlights;, around five foot Six or seven, Tiphaine thought, and in her late
twenties or early thirties—hard to be sure when someone spent their days outdoorsin thisdry interior
climate. Lean, wiry and tough-looking, probably quick and very dangerous with asword . . . Which was
no surprise; in their line of work awoman had to be extremely good to compensate for the thicker bones
and extramuscle men carried. She wore breeches and boots that had the indefinable ook of uniform,
dyed mottled sage green, and awai st-length mail-shirt with chevrons on the short deeve: light-cavary
outfit. The belt held laced frog-mounts for a saber and dagger, and therewas adightly shiny patch in the
mail on her right shoulder where the badric for aquiver would rest.

She cameto attention and started to salute, looked down at her bound hands, and shrugged.
“Ma am, I’'m Sergeant Rosita Gonzaez—"
“That's my lady d’ Ath,” the squire whose sword hovered near her back said.

“Gently, Rodard, gently,” Tiphaine said, her voice empty of al emotion, like water running over smooth
rocks. “ She cameto us.”

“I’'m looking for Grand Congtable d’ Ath,” the prisoner said. “I’ ve got messages from, ah, Princess
Mathildaand—"

Tiphainedidn't Sit bolt upright. Rodard didn’t raise the sword or swear; he and his brother had been
trained in her household for more than a decade, as pages and sguires. Instead the Grand Constable
untied the bundle of |etters and looked at the sedl on thefirdt. It wasn't the usud shapeless blob of tallow,
but a crimson disk from a stack of premade blanks, the type the Chancellor’ s office used. And the
sedl-ring was one she recognized, the Lidless Eye crossed by the baton of cadency.

“Sed s can be duplicated, Sergeant,” she said softly. “Or taken from prisoners.”

The other woman looked at her warily; not afraid, exactly, but obvioudy conscious of the sword behind
her, and of the pale gaze on her. A poet had once described Tiphaine d’ Ath's eyes asthe color of
berg-ice floating down the Inland Passage on a sunless winter’ sday.

“The Princess said you' d say that. So she gave me amessage that only you two would know, and
nobody would think to ask her.”

Torture out of her, Tiphainethought, and was dightly surprised at the surge of anger shefdt. Well, | did
help bring the girl up from her cradle. ..

She nodded, and the prisoner approached. Rodard rested the needle point of hislongsword over her
kidneys, and Tiphaine leaned forward to hear the whisper:

“She said that you met Delia at the party, when she was serving at your feast when you took seizin”—the
woman from ldaho mispronounced the feuda term—- of Ath, and Ddliaasked if you wanted to look at
the embroidery on something.”



Tiphaine' seyes narrowed alittle, as close to asmile as she would get here-and-now. Mathilda had been
there at that first feast at Castle d’ Ath; it had been just after she rescued the girl from the Mackenzies,
and was ennobled for it and given thefief. For that matter, Rudi Mackenzie had been there too, since
she' d captured him in the same raid, and Sandra had wanted to get him out of Todenangst and from
under Norman's eye. She hadn’t thought Mathilda had known . . . but Ddliahad aways gotten on well
with the Princess, and had a perverse sense of humor.

“Right, you' re from the Princess, Sergeant,” she said. “What were the circumstances?’
The noncom gave her abrief précis; the noblewoman’ s eyebrows went up.

Lady Sandra is going to have kittens, shethought. Matti prisoner of the Cutters. . . and Odard’s
man working for, or with them. Which means Odard’ s mother till is. . . Hope the headsman
sharpened his ax after the last one. Or it might be the rack and pincers. . .

“But theré smore,” Gonzalez said. “President Thurston . . . Martin Thurston is here. Four battalions of
regular infantry and one regiment of cavary—that’show | got here—and alot of field artillery. And the
Prophet Sethaz, he' s got about the same of his goons, al cavalry. About athird of them the Sword, the
household troops, the rest of them ranch-lander levies, but they look like they know what they’ re doing.
They got alot of experiencein the Deseret War.”

Now, that changes the equation completely, Tiphainethought. Our preemptive strike just got
preempted.

“ And there was something going on at the Bossman’s house last night,” Gonzaez said. “Fighting, and
then afire. Then we were ordered out to beat the bushes dl around the town, with the priority on anyone
trying to bresk west. Meanwhileit looked like the whole force was getting ready to move in your
direction. As soon as those Pendleton tontas got their thumbs out.”

Ah, Tiphainethought. Astrid’ s little black op didn’t go as planned. But it didn’t go entirely
pear-shaped either, not if they’ re looking for fugitives rather than putting the heads on spears
outside the gate.

“I can makeit back if you let me go right now,” Gonzadez said. “My squad aredl inonit and they’ll
cover for me. Any longer and I’ ve got to stay.”

“Rodard, release her and give her back her weapons and her horse. Then get to Rancher Brown and tell
him | need two hundred of his men, or as many more as he can get here within haf an hour, ready for a
running fight. Armand, send for Sir Ivo and Sir Ruffin, and then arm me. And cdll for couriersl”

She dipped her precious sted-nibbed pen into the ink bottle, and wrote:
To the Regent: | have confirmed the authenticity of the enclosed.

Then shethrew that in a preaddressed courier bag and handed it to thefirst of the messengers, adender
whipcord man in legthers.

“Get thisto the forward railway station for forwarding to Portland, maximum priority,” she said, and was
writing again before he' d | eft the tent.

By thetime Sir Ivo arrived she' d sent Six messages out, severa clerks were writing out more, and the
camp noise was beginning to swell as getting-up turned into frantic-scramble,

Ivo pulled up before the open flap and swung out of the saddle; he was wearing an old-style hauberk and



conica hemet, and theloose mail and padding made him look even more troll-like than usud. Ruffin was
on hisheds, with hismail coif ill hanging down behind and his squires scurrying behind him with visored
sallet helmet and shield and lance. Ivo pushed his helm back by the nasal bar and looked at her as she
stood to | et the squire fasten the more e aborate modern gear on her, bending and twisting alittle
occasondly to make sure the adjustments were correct.

“Thisto First Armsman Barstow, over with the Mackenzies,” Tiphane went on to one of the clerks, who
beckoned to acourier. “ Ruffin, you'rein charge here until | get back.”

“Back?’ hesaid.

“ Something needs doing, and | don't have timeto brief you. Ivo, get me two conroi of the Household
men-at-ams.” Those were at full strength; that was a hundred lances. “Full kit, now.”

Heleft at the run. She went on: “Ruffin, the enemy’ s strength is much higher than we expected—Boise
regulars and the Prophet’ s men are here, about two thousand of each.”

He grunted asif someone had hit him in the somach; that turned even oddsinto something like
two-to-one against the dlied force.

“WEe re going to haveto fight to bresk contact, rock them back on their hedls, then use the cavary to
hold them off whilethe infantry retreet. Get the heavy stuff moving out now. If it can’t be on therailsor
roadsin an hour, burnit.”

Thelast of the armor went on, the metal sabatons that strapped over her boots to protect her feet. She
stepped over to the table and sketched with her finger on the map. “ Put the Mackenzies here, and—"

Ruffin was nodding soberly as she concluded: 1 should be back in about an hour. If I’'m not, get this
army out. Concentrate our troops at the Dalles, but alert the border forts aswell.”

“I'll handleit, my liege,” he said; the hdiograph network would flash it al over the Association by theend
of the day, and the newswould bein Corvallis by midnight. “ God go with you.”

“Or luck,” she said, with acruel smile as she thought of her immediate errand.

Adtrid Larsson had killed Katrina Georges, back in the War. Tiphain€ s own oaths meant that she had to
do her very best to rescue the Hiril DUnedain and her husband and soul-sister and brother-in-law . . .

Which will be sulfuric acid on her soul, if only | can pull it off.

Armand handed her the sword belt; sheran it around her hipstwice and buckled it, tucking the double
tongue through, and then pulled on her sted gauntlets. The coif confined her braided hair, and she settled
the sdlet hdm with its expensive lining of old sponges on her head and worked the visor. Daylight
vanished save for the long horizontal bar of the vison dit, then returned as she flicked the curved sted!
upward again.

A groom led her destrier Salafin up, and she swung into the high war-saddle. Armand handed her the
shield and she dung it diagonally over her back like aguitar in the old days, the rounded point down to
her right. By then the CORA light horse were ready, and the block of tal lances and stedl-clad riders and
barded horses that marked the Portlander men-at-arms, with their arms blazoned on their shields.

“My lords, chevaliers, and esquires of the Association!” she called.

Shereined in ahead and turned the war-horse to face them as she drew her sword; the barding clattered



asthe big black gelding tossed its head and mouthed the hit. “Our souls belong to God, our bodies and
our livesto our liege-lady—"

“A cheer for the Princess Mathildal” someone caled from the ranks of the knights.
“Haro!” rang out from ahundred throats.

Tiphaine blinked, as horses caracoled and lances were tossed in the air in ablaze of pennants. She'd had
Sandra Arminger in mind. Sandrawas respected, and feared. The Grand Constable was feared, and
respected. Evidently Mathildawas. . .

Loved? she thought, as she thrust her blade skyward. Well, she' stheir generation. | suppose a lot of
hopes areriding on her.

“—and our swords belong to Portland! Y ou have given your oaths; now you shdl fulfill them, and | at
your head.”

Oddly enough, Chateau genera s were obsolete now that real chateaux had made a comeback. She
chopped the longsword forward.

“Haro! Holy Mary for Portland!”

The destrier stepped out beneath her, and the light horse from the CORA fanned out eastward. Beside
her Rodard held the banner of the Lidless Eye, and the black-and-crimson of it fluttered in a cool breeze
from the distant Pacific. The winter rainswere coming. . .

| wonder what the hell happened with our pseudo-€lf’ s plan? Tiphaine thought, beneath the running
assessment of terrain and distances playing out against the map in her head. Usually she's pretty good,
or at least she has the luck you expect for small children and lunatics.

“Here,” Agtrid Larsson said.

Shedidn’t need to take the radium-dia watch out of the leather-covered stedl case at her bdlt; evenin
the deep darkness of the tunnels, her time-sense was good. Thiswas just short of midnight, time enough
for the Bossman' s party to really get going above, and for everyone to punish the wet bar hard.
Pendleton men drank deep at afiesta, by al accounts.

They had asingle lamp lit. She saw Eilir put her hands against the concrete blocks of the wall ahead of
them and close her eyes.

| can feel the music and the dancing from above, she signed. Sounds like quite a do!
Good, Astrid replied. Get the line of retreat ready for us, anamcharal

Eilir sped off down the tunnel with her four hel pers and their burdens. Astrid put her left hand on the hilt
of her longsword and tapped the Silver fishtall pommel againgt the blocks: tap, and then tap-tap-tap.

A wait, while she listened to the blood beating in her ears. The air was cool and dry here, and dusty, but
therewas afaint living smell that the rest of the tunnels hadn’t had, more like a storeroom. There was
even adight scent of spilled wine soaked into flooring. Behind her therewasadight clink and rettle as
the others of the Ranger assault party did their final equipment check. Astrid took a deep breath and
touched her weapons and gear; beside her Alleyne did the same and gave her athumbs-up.



And then not far away: tap-tap . . . tap-tap . . . tap.

“We could use afew dwarves,” he said whimsicaly, and brought his heater-shaped shield round onto his
am,

“WEe |l be above ground fairly soon,” shereplied. “Lantern out, Hurin!”

Utter darknessfdl, like having your eyes painted over, asthe lantern’s flame died and the mantle faded to
adim red glow and went oui.

Alleyne s coal voice sounded: “John, you do the honors.”

She could fed the air move asthe big man turned and groped for the sted! lever that stood upright ina
niche. Thelever wasfastened with apin; therewas adight chink as he pulled that free to dangle—that
little chain to keep it from getting lost on the floor was o typicd of aplan with Sandra Arminger behind
it—and heaved. There was amoment while the inertia resisted the huge muscles she knew bunched in his
tight black deeve, and then thewall ahead of them began to swing up.

Onceit gtarted the movement was smooth and sure, as counterweighted levers swung the stedl plate and
the camouflaging blocks up out of the way. Sound came through the four-foot gep in thewall, faint and
far, ahint of music and aloud burr of voices and fest.

The cdlar beyond was dimly lit by occasiond night lanterns, but it looked bright to dark-adapted eyes;
the secret door opened between two huge wine-vats, looming above them and resting on double
X-SHAPED cradles. A figure waited, in the bowtie of the Bossman's servants. He gave back astep at
the sght of John Hordle' sbulk uncoiling from the low entranceway to hisfull towering height, thelong
handle of his greatsword standing up over hisright shoulder.

“Quickly!” the spy said then, licking hislips. “Theway’ s clear up to the kitchens.”
“Good,” Adrid said. “Y ou should go now.”

The man nodded jerkily and scurried away. They gave him afew seconds lead, and then followed. The
cdllars here were sections of tunnel, joined by narrower linking passages; they went by rows of barrels of
various sizes for wine and beer and brandy and whiskey, flour and st pork and sdt beef, shelving with
potted meats and vegetables and jams and jellies, sacks of onions and potatoes and bins of dried
peppers and beans, vats of pickled eggs and sauerkraut, racks of hams and flitches of bacon in wrappers
of waxed canvas. . . dl the varied supplies agreat household needed.

It reminded her alittle of the storage sheds at Stardell in Mithrilwood, down to the deep rich méange of
smellsand the arrogant air of a patrolling cat, before the moggy took one horrified look at the Strangers
and fled with its ears back in aflying legp to the top of astack of boxesfull of apples. Thereit arched its
back and hissed and spat with asharp tsk! sound, its eyes glowing green in the faint gleam of alantern.

“Peace between us, sister!” shelaughed. And a sudden thought: * Every second pair, take some of that
lamp-fud.”

They shouldered large jugs of it, ten-gallon models of pre-Change metd full of pure acohol. The map
was printed on her brain. And there were the metal stairsthat led up. She went first in asoft-footed rush.

“Harin, Mdendil,” Alleyne said, his sword indicating two.

The pair hated just below the top of the stairs, ready to deal with anyone who came by. Adtrid led the
rest up acorridor that led past afue-store with billets of firewood and sacks of dusty-smelling charcod.



“Morwen, you and Aratan wait here,” she said softly. “ Soak down this stack and keep fire ready, but
hidden.”

Thetwo of them took the metal jugs and began pouring the spirit over the combustibles. Sheled the rest
into the flagged hallway beyond and took a deep breath. The smells of cooking food were strong from
the doors ahead, from frying onionsto baking pastries with their buttery richness; thiswas the kitchens,
where the made dishes would be prepared while the whole carcasses roasted outside. She and Alleyne
looked at each other, nodded dightly, and pushed through, each turning to one side with shield up and
blade poised.

Thelight was painfully bright, from lanterns set dl around the gresat rectangular room and hanging from the
groined arches of the high celling. Onewall was lined with cast-iron and tile-and-brick stoves and ovens
and grills, the central idand and the counters dl around were lined with cooks and scullions hard at work,
chopping and rolling and setting out arrangements on bright silver platters. The sounds of knivesand
tenderizing hammers and rolling pins dropped away as flushed, sweating faces turned towards the
dark-clad warriors who rushed through the doors.

A small party of Rangers sprinted to the other exit that gave on the main house, tal meta portals with
ova glasswindows st in them. A man pushed atrolley of empty serving plates through it, then froze with
the doors swinging behind him as asword point pricked him behind the ear. The rest of the Danedain
fanned out to either Sde of her, arrows on the strings of their drawn bows, the vicious triangular heads
motionless.

“Hear me! We have no quarrel with you,” Astrid said. “ Only with your master.”

Her clear soprano filled a sudden silence broken only by theflicker of flames and the sputter of fat
dripping on embers. She knew their eyeswere dl on her sword, the blue light of the lanterns breaking off
the honed edge.

And the most of these people will be thralls, not willing servants.

Just then aburly cook cocked back his hand with the cleaver init. John Hordle had his sword in hisright
hand, but the | eft shot out and clamped on the man’ sfat bull-neck. Fingers like wrought-iron bars drove
in, and the man purpled and then went limp. His head hit the brown tile of the floor with an unpleasant
thock.

“But wewill kill if wemust,” she added.

Two dozen pairs of eyesfollowed the point of her sword asif hypnotized. She pointed to another set of
doors, these of oak. That led to the day-pantry where supplies were stored for immediate use. It had
only the one entrance, and it was windowless, with walls of thick adobe.

“Inthere. All of you; take that one on the floor, he' s not dead—"
She shot aglance a Little John Hordle that said he' d better not be dead.
“And be quiet about it.”

They obeyed in aclumsy scramble; despite her demand for quiet, there were crashes as crockery
cascaded to the floor and silverware chimed. In aminute they were al tightly packed among the barrels
and crates and jars and crocks; she could see some of them crawling up on the emptied shelves. One of
her Dunedain shoved the door closed, dropped awedge and hedl-kicked it to seet it tightly. The portal
wasn't particularly strong, and the kitchen workers should be able to hammer it down in time, especialy



since the hingeswere on their sde. That wouldn’t be soon enough to hinder her plan. Everyone waited,
their eyesonher . ..

Except for one who wasflicking dices of glazed roast pork loin into his mouth from a plate where they
were arranged and chewing with relish.

“John!” she hissed, enraged. “Not now! Great deeds await us!”

“Not bad, roit tasty touch of applein the glaze, but abit * ot. They put chiliesin every bloody thing out
rHe_”

The sudden wave of fury vanished, and |eft her balanced and sure. She smiled at him, and turned to her
folk. Alleyne poised besde her, shidld up and eyesgrim.

“Now,” shesaid.

BD forced hersdf not to take another glass of wine. Shedidn’t usualy try to drown anxiety, but her
throat was dry and tight, far too tight to try any of the little nibblements going around.

God, these cowboys can pack it away, she thought, watching men who' d downed racks of lamb-ribs
and heaped plates of roast beef with dl the fixingstaking fruit tarts and pastries of pine nuts and honey
and cream from the Slver salvers.

Not to mention the way they can drink. I'mimpressed, and | wasin Barony Chehalisfor a
Savarov wedding!

Instead she chose aglass of cold herba tea—not many of those had been taken. She supposed they
were kept for the Mormons among the Bossman' s followers. Her eyes kept going back to the clock,
willing the hands to dow down. The room got more crowded, as the night outside grew colder and more
people moved into the heated interior of the house; if anything it was uncomfortably warm here, with fifty
or sixty peoplein the big ballroom besides the great wrought-silver chandelier above with its spendthrift
weight of wax candles, and thelampsin their wall-sconces.

Then the doors to the kitchens burst open, and her throat squeezed shut at the shock, even when she'd
been expecting it.

“ Lacho Calad! Drego Morn!” rang out, and astunning bull-bellow of: * Every one of you buggers
freeze and nobody’ Il get ’urt!”

The three Dunedain |eaders made a bedline for the Bossman and hisfamily, ahdf dozen more at their
hedls, they didn’t usetheir swordsto kill, but battering shields and the flats of the blades scattered men
and women out of their way in achorus of screams and groans. More Rangers pushed the musicians off
their dais and covered the ballroom with drawn bows.

A third party ran to the outside doors and dammed them closed, shooting the bar homein the
wrought-stedl brackets that |ooked merely decorative until you realized that they were asthick asa

man’ swrist. The Bossman's house wasn't exactly afortress, but those doors were made of heavy oak
beam and plank, strapped with iron as useful asit was ornamental, and the hinges were on theinside. The
windowswere smdl, high in the exterior walls, and barred by sted grillwork. The Rangers had stout
padlocks and chainsto fasten the bar in place; nobody was going to open that door soon without dedges
and bolt cutters.

The screams and babbling rose to a crescendo; most of the men present were drunk, afair percentage of



the women were too, and nobody had time to think or adjust to the sudden shocking violence. The
guards around the perimeter of the room were sober, and they were armored and armed with shetes and
glaives, but the Bossman was in the center of the room and they weren't, and it took them crucial
seconds to switch their menta settings from ceremonial guard to muscle squad.

There were metal bangles at BD’ s studded belt. She pulled one of them free, and her wrist did aquick
snap-flick-and-roll; that put the blade of the balisong butterfly knife out and the handle that had
concedled it in her hand. Two stepstook her to Edtrdllita Peters' side; she threw one arm around the
smaller woman to pinion both of hers, and set the knife blade to her throat.

“Don’t do anything foolish,” she snarled.

Suddenly anyone looking would know why she' d been called La Loba in one of Mexico City’ stougher
schoolsforty years ago.

The Bossman'swife jerked very dightly, and atrickle of blood ran down the smooth olive skin of her
throat; the scent of the rose-essence perfume she wore was strong this close. Her eyesrolled down
towards the knife hand with areflex like a startled horse, but there was absolutely nothing wrong with her
wits, and shefrozeinto immobility.

Her sons noticed dmost immediatdly; their hands went to the silver-hilted daggers they wore, but the
elder one, the one with the swordsman’ s build, stopped and shot out his right hand to his brother’ swrist
instead.

“Bedill, Jorge! She might hurt Mamal”

Carl Petershimsdlf took alittle longer to wrench himself out of theinitia bewilderment. His hand went to
the well-worn hilt of his shete, but then stopped again for an instant as he saw the glitter of the little knife
a hiswife sthroat.

“Kill her, querido!” Edtrellitagasped. “ She won't dare hurt me!”

“Try it and she bleeds out,” BD rasped, the skin between her shoulder blades itching; she made the knife
dimplethe skin again. “Better her than athousand boys dead and acity burning.”

In the seconds he needed to decide to draw his sword anyway Astrid and the others were there, and
they made ashield wall around the ruler’ sfamily and two pointswere at histhroat.

“Rangers!” Peters blurted, taking in the tree-and-stars blazons on their leather-covered mail-shirts. “ God,
what are you bastards doing here?’

“Nobody expectsthe Elvish Inquisition,” Hordle said good- naturedly . . . but his sword was four feet
long, and hewas holding it as effortlesdy asif it were ayardtick.

“WE re not going to harm you, my lord,” Alleyne Loring said smoothly; the cultured tones conveyed
sncerity . . . and the rock-steady point of the longsword did aswell. “Y our memory as amartyr would
be aformidable threat. We just need to take you away for abit of quiet negotiation.”

As he spoke severa of the Rangers grabbed the Peters family and trussed their wrists behind their backs.
BD stepped back with awheeze of relief . . . which turned to ayep of agony as Estrellita Peters brought
her narrow hedl down on theinstep of her foot, hard, the instant the steel was’'t touching the skin over
her jugular.

“Tomal Cabronal” shesnarled.



The whole sword-edged circle of captors and captives began to move smoothly back towards the exit to
the kitchens; the guests were mostly unarmed, and goggling with surprise anyway.

We're going to do it! BD thought as she hobbled dong. The Kindly Ones be praised.

Then she made a propitiatory gesture with the fingers of her right hand to avoid the jedlousy of the Fates.
The Registered Refugee Regiment guardsmen had forced themsalves through the crowd; therewere a
dozen of them clumped together in abristle of glaives. BD saw horror warring with anger on their faces,
but Peters had himsdlf well in hand by now. Someone was besating on the door from the outside, and then
it began to boom as someone quick-thinking organized a battering ram out of astone bench. A few more
of the guardsmen began beating & the chainswith their glaives asthe Dunedain there retreated to join the
others.

Petersis going to tell themto stop. Apollo, but I’'m glad of that! Those points ook way too sharp.

The Bossman gave the Dunedain awry look and raised hisvoice. “Well, boys—" he began to say to his
men.

“Kill,” Sethaz said.

BD gave an involuntary moan; the single word was not loud, but it seemed to vibrate in the little bones of
her inner ear, running out dong veins and nerveslike adry hot wind that made every sinew in her body
creak. A guardsman leveled hisglaive and lunged. Alleyne smashed the heavy blade of the wespon
upward with his shield, but the other man turned it and caught the rim with the hook on the reverse,
dragging it down so his mates could stab acrossit. Spears poised amid obscene curses; Peters shook his
head in gartled futility. Alleynekilled the man who held his shield with asingle snapping lungeto the
throat, withdrawing the longsword with acrud professiona twidt.

The crowd had stood gaping as the black-clad Rangers swarmed in. Now they roared as the guardsman
twisted, blood spraying ten paces from his dashed-open neck. Roared and surged forward; thefirst fell
to the sweep of John Hordl€' s sword, three men spinning away, a hand flying loose, another dashed
open across the chest, the last screaming through a split jaw. The four-foot blade looped up and poised,
but the snarls of the ones beyond were bestially unafraid, teeth red with the spattered blood. The salt-iron
gink of it mingled with the food and spilled drink until her somach clenched and nearly climbed up her
throdt.

“Back to thedoord” Adtrid called, in avoice like atrumpet. “Quickly!”

The Dunedain bows began to snap; the archers were backing up themsdves, shooting asfast asthey
could draw shafts from their quiversand loose. A guardsman went down with an arrow through hisface;
therewas a tunk! as another punched through a breastplate. The glaive clattered on the floor asits
wielder went down on dl fours, coughing out blood and bits of lung. The green-uniformed Boise men had
closed in around their President in aflicker of blades; then he shouldered hisway through with his saber
out and led them to the attack, a reckless white smile splitting his brown face.

BD ducked behind one of the Rangers. The man fell an instant later when Thurston’ s curved sword bit
through the mail benegth hisjerkin, cutting the great muscle of the shoulder and breaking the bonewith a
greengtick snap that made her fed asif someone had run a copper pick along al the surfaces of her teeth
painfully hard. Alleyne Loring stepped into the gap, and they were a each other in arage of stedl.

BD fell aswell, then set her teeth and reached out to grab the fallen man and drag him backwards. Pain
shot through her back; Estrellita Peters had kicked her just above the base of the spine and lespt over
her, and her sonsfollowed her, lost in the not-so-miniature riot.



Turnabout’ sfair play, BD thought, and set hersdlf to crawl and pull the wounded man again.

That gave her aview through amomentary gap. The red robes and blue uniforms of the Church Universal
and Triumphant had closed around their leader too, though they hadn’t been allowed weapons. She
could see him behind them; he was standing with arms raised and spread wide, on wide-planted feet, and
his mouth was stretched in what might be a smile—it bared histeeth, at least, and therewasajoy init
that made her want to close her eyes and best her face againgt the hard tile of the floor in an effort to
scrub the memory out of her head.

His eyeswere an ordinary brown, but she could see something surfacing there, like adead body floating
up towards the surface . . . an absence, an un-meaning . . .

His hands swept closed on the head of the cowboy she' d heard called George. Asthey did the young
man’ s expression became amirror of that on the face of the Cutter prophet leering over his shoulder.

“Kill,” Sethaz said again, and it was no louder than an ordinary speaking voice, but it seemed to echo
back and forth within her skull.

The young man grinned, moving in jerks, like aman whaose limbs were attached to strings. But these
strings wove him through the complex obstacles of battle like aweaver’ s shuttle through the loom.

“Look out!” BD shouted, trying to move away on the blood-dippery tile and pull the man with her.

The sound waslost in the uproar, but a Dunedain arrow struck the young man in the shoulder. The arrow
sank deeply; it was a powerful bow, and close. Hislean body recoiled with the impact, flexing loosdly;
then he reached up and pulled the arrow out and threw it away, advancing with that same fixed grin. John
Hordle stepped forward. The great blade of his sword spun up and around and down in ahissing loop,
lost in the gutturdl roar that split hisface beneath the thatch of bristling dyed hair.

George moved aside, just enough, and the greatsword diced empty air and smashed into tilewith a
crackle and ashower of sparks asit pierced to the lime-rich concrete beneath. Hisfist lashed out and
caught Hordle benesth the short ribs, and the big man’ s bresth came out in an agonized huff!

Then hewas past, and Agtrid came at him in alunge, fluid and smooth and so fast she seemed to stretch
rather than move, with the round shield she carried hugged impeccably againgt her.

The young man’ s hands dapped together, and the blade of the longsword was imprisoned between them.
Adtrid Larsson froze, her slver-veined eyes going wide, and the hands jerked forward, punching the hilt
of her sword out of her hands and into her forehead.

The thock resounded even through the white noise of riot. The sword clattered on thetile floor near

BD’ s nose, the shimmering water-patterned stedl flexing asit jumped and whined and fell back again.
One of George' s hands flashed out and caught Astrid by the throat as she began to crumple. The other
clamped down on the top of the woman’s head, ready to twist . . . and BD recognized the gesture. She'd
killed hundreds of chickensthat way hersdlf, these past twenty years and more, and before then in
Mexico when shewasagirl.

The balisong was in her hand again. She reared up on one elbow and diced at the back of the young
man’ s knee. The finger-length blade was honed to awire edge; it did through denim and flesh and with
only alittle tick of extraeffort when it cut the tendon. George howled, asound of bestiad frustration rather
than pain, and lurched before his other leg could adjust to carry hisweight. Hordle was turning even as he
did, and the blade spun—horizontaly thistime, from left to right across the other man’ s shoulders. The
head camefree, and fell beside her.



BD looked into the dead man’ s eyes. And they looked back at her; his mouth was il grinning as she
saw consciousness flow back into them, asingle instant of utter horror before the blackness.

I’m going to faint dead away, for the first time in my life, shethought with a curious detachment, and
did.

“No,” Sethaz said. “ Do not waste more men down that tunnel. Send them to scour the land outside the
wallsingtead. We |l have a battle to fight tomorrow anyway.”

Thurston of Boise gave him an odd ook, a single nod, and then turned to stride away, issuing ordersto
the men around him even as he did.

Edtrellita Peters sood before him, flanked by guardsmen and with her hand resting on the shoulder of her
€ldest son. Behind them servants were clearing away the ruins of the Bossman' s feast. She swallowed
and met the Prophet’ s gaze for amoment before she shifted her eyesto look over hishead. Her voice
was dill cdm as she spoke:

“Thethanks of my family and Pendleton to you, my lord Prophet. My husband has been abducted by
these vicious bandits, but at least you saved me and my sons from captivity. In the future, you and yours
may carry weapons here as you please.”

Sethaz smiled, awryly charming expression. “For the present, Dofia Peters, we' Il be wielding our
wegpons outsde the walls, against your enemies.”

She nodded. Her son spoke, eagerness on his seventeen-year-old face.

“Y our man was so brave, and so quick and strong! He defeated the head of the Rangers, and knocked
down John Hordle! Thetruth you teach must have muchinit, if you can ingpire men so!”

The Bossman’ swife gave her son awarning squeeze, and he cleared histhroat and extended his hand.
Sethaz took it in both of his, afirm shake:

“Thank you for rescuing me and my mother.”

“Y our mother did agood dedl to rescue hersdf,” Sethaz said, looking into the dark young eyes. “We will
speak more of such matterslater, Mr. Peters.”

And awhisper, felt dong the edges of hismind: |—see—you.
CHAPTER TEN

Asfire forges steel

So pain brings wisdom forth;
Not lightly won, but with blood
All the God suffersis known
By His chosen ones—

From: The Song of Bear and Raven
Attributed to Fiorbhinn Mackenzie, 1t century CY
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| bind your eyes, your nose, your ears, brother deer, RitvaHave thought, turning her will into adart.
By the Hunter and the Huntress, come to meet your fate!

Then she withdrew her mind, becoming one with the musty scent of damp decaying leaves and wet earth
and pine sap from the twigs that studded the loops set on her war cloak, the fedl of water soaking
through the knee of her pants from the damp earth where she knelt, with the gray light through the misty
rain. The mule deer was a second-year buck, hisrack of antlers gill amodest affair. He was plump with
autumn though, his ruddy-brown coat glossy, working hisway down from the heights where the snow
season had already started.

Here it wasjust cold, the drizzle danting down through open forest of tall dender lodgepole pine and
short squat limbers, knocking more of the faded old-gold foliage of the quaking aspens and narrow-lesf
cottonwoods to flutter down and make the earth beneath dippery with wet duff. The brush ahead of her
and to either side was viburnum, scarlet in this season; the withered red berrieswere still dense on the
spindly stems, and the deer was working itsway along the edge of the tongue of woodland, nibbling at
thefruit whileitstal ears swiveled like ajackrabhbit’ s and the black-tipped whitetail quivered over the
snowy patch on its rump. Mountain bluebirds caled asthey flitted from branch to branch, feeding on the
same bounty.

Closer, and she could hear the dight mushy tock as the deer’ s hooves cleared the ground. Her own
breath scarcely moved the gauze mask, but her somach abruptly cramped—they’ d been hungry, and
Rudi needed better food if hewasto hed. Fifty yards, forty, thirty . . . you looked at the spot where you
wanted thearrow to go.. . . twenty . . .

| am the bow and the arrow, the hunter and the prey . . .

The bow came up as she drew to the ear in asingle smooth motion, and the cloak fell away from her
arms. A dight creaking came from it as her arms and shoulders and gut levered against the force of the
recurve s stave, stretching the sinew on the back, compressing the laminated horn on the belly and
bending the dice of yew between them. The string lifted from thefind curve a thetips, the bow bent into
adeep C, and the arrow did back through the cutout in the riser. The deer began its stiff-legged leap
even asthe gtring rolled off her fingertips.

Sap. The string lashed the hard |eather bracer on her forearm, and there was a quarter second’ s blurring
streek through the air. Thunk.

That was the distinctive wet sound of a broadhead striking flesh. The quick-rel ease toggle of the war
cloak snapped under her fist and she cleared the viburnum in asingle raking stride, ready to chase or
shoot again. Starlings rosein achittering flock from the trees around her as she moved, hundreds
whedling in perfect unison and coasting downward to new perches. She reached for anew arrow; an
injured anima had to be run down and given the mercy stroke or a hunter would lose al luck, and you
couldn’t dways count on aquick kill. Thistime the deer took three staggering steps and collapsed, its
limbs kicking for amoment; then it stretched out its neck and went limp.

“Good!” Ritvasaid, wiping off her bow and diding it into the case againgt the wet.

She stopped and gathered up her cloak, did her sword through the buckled frog on her belt and dipped
her buckler onto the spring-loaded clip on the sheath. The deer’ s eyes were blank by the time she
arrived, beaded with drops of the rain that pooled like tears. Her arrow had sunk to the fletching behind
theribson the left Sde, angling sharply forward and either striking the heart or severing the big veins next



to it asthe razor-sharp triangular head punched in. The death had been very quick; asingle moment of
surprise and pain, and then the dark.

“I’'m sorry, brother,” she murmured, glad of that.

She bent and passed a hand over the deer’ s eyes, and then her own; touched afinger to the blood and
then to her forehead.

“Thank you for your gift of life. Speak well of meto the Guardians. Go now and play beneeth the forever
trees on the mountaingdes of the Undying Land, where no evil comes, until you are reborn.”

Totheforest: “Thank you, Horned Lord, Master of the Beasts! Bring this my brother’ s spirit hometo
Her who is Mother-of-All. Witnessthat | take from Y our bounty in need, not wantonness, knowing that
for me also the Hour of the Hunter shal come, soon or late. Earth must be fed.”

Then she bent and caught the deer above the hocks, heaving backwards and pumping her legsto keep it
moving, and wheezing alittle too; the carcass weighed as much as she did, and shewasn't asmdll
woman. Y ou needed atreeto gralloch adeer properly. Hanging it up by the hind legs madeit drain
thoroughly and it dso made it easier to gut and quarter.

Also shewanted to get out of the open meadow; they hadn’t seen any sign of pursuit for awhile, but
these dien mountains weren't the friendly confines of Mithrilwood, or even the further Cascades, where
you could kindle alittle fire and eat the liver fresh aswas ancient hunter’ sright. Spit ran into her mouth at
the thought; there was nothing like liver or kidneys right out of the beast, grilled on ahot twig firewith no
relish but alittle dt.

“If you could get afiregoing inthismisery,” she muttered to herself.

A trickle of skin-rippling cold rain ran down insde her collar. Therest of her clotheswere just damp, but
they’ d be wet soon if thiswent on. Y ou got used to that if you spent alot of time outdoors, but that
didn’t makeit any fun. And it leached the heat out of your body, which meant you had to eat more.

Then her head came up beneath the shadow of the lodgepole she' d selected, and she frowned as she
blew on her fingersto keep them supple; you didn’t want your grip to dip when you wereusing a
skinning knife.

What' s the matter? shethought. Isit the weather?

The low clouds hid the peaks eastward, and even the glacier-polished granite upper dopes of this broad
valey. And yes, it smdled like it was going to get alot colder; maybe snow, maybe heavy snow. They
were well above five thousand feet here, and it could be dangerous, even though shewasn't dl that far
from camp. But it wasn't that which made the skin between her shoulder bladesitch.

Asif absently, she whistled softly as she cut abranch for a spacer, trimmed it to points on both sides, ran
those between hock and tendon, tied aropeto it and hoisted it up. Therewas no reply fromMary . . .

Uh-oh. Something iswrong!

Her sensesflared out, but the rain was stronger now, awhite curtain of noise, blurring sight and drowning
scent. Four trees big enough to hide aman stood close by.

It wasthe smdll that warned her, even in the damp; asudden shift in the wind brought the scent of
woodsmoke soaked into fur and leather, and the distinctive taint of wool cloth full of old dried sweat wet
again with therain. She' d just started her whirl and lunge when armslong and cable strong clamped



around her from behind. The man whipped her sdeways, and her wrist struck the tree trunk painfully.
The knife skittered off, pinwheding into the mass of dead leaves and falen needles.

Ritva hunched her shoulders and threw her weight downward, but the arms gripped harder and lifted her
off the ground—the man was strong as a bear, and tall as one too, and knew what he was doing. A
half-dozen thin red braids wound with eagle feathers and bits of turquoise on the ends swirled around her
face asthey struggled. She whipped her hedl backwards, and heard a grunt as the boot connected with a
knee.

“Keep ill, woman!” avoice grunted in her ear, harshly accented and smelling of stale bresth and
unscrubbed teeth. “I win badges for wrestling!”

Ritva did keep ill for an instant—and then whipped her right foot back up over her own shoulder as she
felt him adjust hisgrip. Y ou had to be very limber to do that, but it took him alittle by surprise. Thetoe
of the boot didn’t crack into hisface; he'd pulled his head aside. But it did graze along hisjaw, and that
made the arms dacken a bit. Not enough to wrench free; they were so bear tight she was having trouble
breathing, but enough so that she could get her left hand down aong her sword sheath.

No point in trying to draw it, shethought. But . . .

Her fingers closed on the grip of her buckler. She stripped it out of the clip, swayed her hipsto one side,
and did her best to smash the hard, hard edge into her unknown assailant’ s groin. Again hewastoo fa,
but the edge hit his hip bone instead, and even without much leverage the thump was enough to paralyze
him with pain for an ingtant. In that instant she stamped down on the instep of one foot, and felt something
yield. She was wearing laced boots, and he apparently had some sort of soft moccasin on instead.

A grunt of pain and bad bresth by her face, and she wrenched herself free. The motion turned into a
whirling circle-in-place, but as she turned her hand snapped down on the hilt of her sword and swegpt it
out. The stedd swung in ablurring arch of slver inthe gray rain as she turned, but the man suddenly
wasn't there; he'd flung himsalf back and pivoted in the air above the waist-high swing of the longsword,
then backflipped again, hands down and then snapping upright. Histomahawk and long knife flicked into
his hands.

“ leston esgerad gweth lin!” she snarled in baffled fury that tasted like vinegar at the back of her mouth.
“And then Il stuff them down your throat!”

Nobody had aright to be that fast, except her and her sster. Well, perhaps Aunt Astrid, and Rudi, and
by reputation Grand Constable d’ Ath. And nobody whatsoever had any right to be able to sneak up on
her that way. Nobody had, not for years.

The man grinned at her and circled; she turned on her hed, keeping the sword and the buckler up. He
wastdl, astall asRudi; lanky rather than leopard-graceful, but the crushing power of thoselong arms
was adreadful memory. He' d known what he was doing, too; if he hadn’t been trying to subdue rather
than kill she'd be dead or crippled or at least unconscious aready.

Just atrace of a limp. And he doesn’t ook like there’ s any armor there, she thought.

He was wearing fringed leggings of mottled buckskin and along woolen shirt covered in rondds of cloth
sewn with images—a bow, a canoe, ahorse, more—and a bearskin tunic over that. If he had a
backpack or supplies, he’ d cached them elsewhere.

“Y ou are not like the women of the Prophet’smen,” he said.



The fighting-ax and bowie made precise, lazy circlesto draw her eyes, she kept them on his, instead, and
let the focus blur alittle so that periphera vision would be sharper. The white plumes of their breath
puffed out into the chilly faling drizzle, dowing asthey controlled theimpulse to pant.

“They are sheep,” he went on. “Y ou are ashe-walf, like our Scout women, worthy of badges of merit of
your own; | have followed you many days, and seen your skill. | will take you back to the Morrowlander
camps northward, and you will bear strong cubs. The Prophet can go find comfort with hiswooly ewes.”

“ Alae, nago nin, hwest yrch!” shesaid. “ Oh, bite me, orc-breath!”

Shewas used to mae admiration, but thiswas ridiculous. To hersaf she added: He didn’t notice that
there were two of us? Where is Mary?

“And—" the man began.

He attacked as hislips began to move, sweeping the hammer of histomahawk towards her temple and
flipping the bowie into areverse grip o that the foot-long blade lay aong hisforearm, ready to block a
CUt.

Clung-tung!

Sted rang on stedl as she swept the buckler around and up to knock the tomahawk aside. The impact
nearly torethelittle sted shield from her hand, and did send ajag of pain through her wrist and forearm,
making her grit her teeth and work the fingers against the wooden grip to get the numbness out. The
sheer strength was shocking, but Ritvawas used to male warriors who were stronger than she was, men
her height often had twenty pounds more muscle on their arms and shoulders. She wasn't used to fighting
men that fast. She had to duck, because the deflection barely sent it over her head.

Ouch! shethought, and lunged, her right foot throwing up aruck of forest duff as she extended.

The Scout was used to fighting with men who used shetes, point-heavy dashing blades with the balance
thrown well forward of the hilt. He legpt backwards and landed with agrimace of surprise. A spreading
red spot showed where she’ d touched him, on the front of hiswool shirt just above the solar plexus. She
could see hiseyes widen alittle as he took in her sword and what it implied, thirty inches of
double-edged sted starting at two thumbs' width and tapering to amurderous fang.

The shete hit hard, but once a blow was parried or missed its weight pinned the wielder’ sarm for an
ingtant, and there was enough time for an agile man to get insde with shorter wegpons. The Western
longsword in Ritva s hand moved like light on sparkling water; it could drive a him like aspear, and cut
anywhere dong either side as quick astheflick of abeetle€ swings.

Now hewould fight to kill, for surviva’s sake.
“Lacho Calad!” she shrieked, and attacked. “ Drego Morn!”
“Akeal” he shouted back, grinning.

Ting! The sword skidded off the blade of the bowie, and she jerked her torso back just enough that the
tip of the knife scored the green leather over her mail-vest. Tack, and the return cut at the Sde of hisleg
was caught by the tough rawhide-bound ashwood shaft of the tomahawk; he tried to twist the sword out
of her hand by turning the notched blade of the hand-ax againgt it. She legpt backwards, launching a
frantic stop-thrust as her foot came downonaroot . . .

In the end it came down to who dipped first. He skipped aside from arush as she came in foot and hand



behind the point of her sword, and the narrow head of the tomahawk came down on her |eft shoulder. It
didn’t cut through the light mail, or break the bone beneath—not quite. She gave ahissas cold fire
washed through that sde of her body and the buckler dipped out of her fingers. Pivot, lunge—

Wet |eaves skidded out from benegath one of the Scout’s moccasins. He still fell backwards, but the point
droveinto his shoulder until it scored bone; she could fed the ugly jarring sensation up the blade and
through the hilt. Thefine stedl bent and then came free again as she recovered. He threw the tomahawk,
and won afew seconds when the top punched her ribs and she grunted with the impact. Then she lunged
again, and the point sank four inchesinto histhigh.

That was enough. She recovered and retreated, right foot shuffling back to |eft and left moving back in
turn, her mouth open as she brought her breathing back under control. Suddenly she was stiff and her
legswobbled, and she leaned forward alittle to take the air in; her sight dimmed for an instant asthe
diamond clarity of life or death passed. Her enemy had a hand clamped to the leg wound, but blood
welled around it, and the shoulder was bleeding too, and that arm was uselessfor now.

I’m not getting near him, he’ stoo dangerous, she thought; her own left arm was till wesk, and the
shoulder was starting to redlly hurt where the ax had smashed flesh againgt bone. I’ [| wait until he
bleeds out some more and weakens, then finish him.

Theman saw it in her eyes, and nodded respect. Ritvaraised her sword in salute.
“You fought well,” she said, and in English. “ Speak noiill of meto the Guardians; I’ ll makeit quick.”
He grinned, showing his strong yellow teeth; the face beneeth the braids was turning alittle gray.

“You let melive, | tel you about your sster,” he said. “1 give my word—honor of a Scout—I will not
fight you or your people again. | go to place deep in woods, hed up.”

Painfully, he brought three fingersto hisbrow in some sort of ritual gesture. Shelooked into the
pain-glazed eyes and nodded.

“Y ou’ re the one who' s been dogging our tracks?” she said.

“You're good tracker, but I’'m better!” he said, proudly boastful even then. “ A Scout of thirty badges! |
track you for the Prophet’ s men, with apriest.”

“A priest? shesad.

“War-priest out of Corwin. High Seeker, they say.” He spat aside. “Warlock, evil. We split up this
morning when you two do—capture one, make her talk, he says. We know you al stop, make camp,
hunt for food.”

“ Arethe Cutters behind us?’

“Many days. Lost their horses, had to find more, not too many and not too good, pushed ’em too hard.
Not used to nursing bad horses. We leave sign for them to follow. Go to your sister. Go now.”

Ritva gave one crisp nod, toed the bowie knife over to where the man lay—he could cut bandages with
that, enough to staunch the bleeding so he could get to wherever his gear was stowed—and ran.

Closer, she dowed, ghosting from treeto tree. If Mary was sill up the tree watching, she'd. . .



Then she heard the scream. 1t came from the right place, and she dowed till further. Her left arm was
still weak, too weak to use her bow.

Move swiftly, but don’t dart; it draws the eye.

Therain had tapered off to afaling migt, but that cut visihbility, too. A snort from ahorse asit caught her
familiar scent; their dappled Arabs weretied up to aline strung between two trees, but there was athird
there—a strong nondescript brown beast, looking worn down asif by long hard riding. She ghosted
closer...

Mary screamed again; she was up against the hundred-foot pine she' d been using asablind, and aman
in arobethe color of dried blood was holding her by the throat. Holding her off the ground, and
sgueezing, and her face was amass of blood. The Dunedain longsword lay on the ground nearby, and a
shete; they were both red, the sticky liquid turning thin and dripping away asrain washed the stedl.

“Look ...at...me" theman—the priest—intherobe sad. “|—see—you.”

His other arm ended short of a hand, and it had arawhide tourniquet bound around it; even then Ritva
found afractiond ingtant to be astonished. Aninjury like that would leave aman flat on hisback with
shock for days, a aminimum! And the hand was lying not far off.

“Look ...at...me”"” hesadagan. “Tel...me...”

The words sounded dark. Not just deep or gravelly; asif they had more weight than words could bear,
asif they were suffused somehow, like aman’sface when he strained at a heavy load, like aweight that
dimpled the surface of the world as a heavy footstep would a sheet of taut canvas. Suddenly the cold wet
sapped at Ritva s strength with afeding of dreary hopelessness. A wrongnessthat only flight could cure,
enough space between her and thisthing that she wouldn't have to think about it anymore. She couldn’t
walk towards that.

Instead sheranto him. “Try looking at me!” she screamed, gathering her will.

The sword flashed down as he turned and released her sister; he batted at the gray-silver streak with his
injured arm, but the blade raked across his chest. The wound wasn't instantly deadly, but she could see
the skin split and blood well out . . . and then stop.

And hesmiled. He smiled at her.
“|—see—you,” he said.

Lord of Blades, be with me! she thought desperately; and the fear blew out of her. Maiden of the
sword, aid me!

She set both hands on the hilt of her longsword as he came towards her.

He' s like the guy Rudi fought. He doesn’t feel pain, her mind thought dispassionately. Or shock. And
so he won’t faint or go wobbly. Maybe he won't die right away if | stick him through the heart. No
point in thrusting. And if he can get that hand on me, I’ m dead. Damn slippery wet ground! But
he’ s got to reach for mefirst.

Hedid, moving in ajerky series of motions, asif he were being operated by a puppeteer, and not avery
skilled one. But the grab nearly caught her arm; he was fast.

Ritvawhirled away, and she cut. Thetip of histhumb caught against the point of her sword. The man



looked down at it, flexing the rest of the hand, then bringing it to his mouth to bite off the mangled bit and
swdlow it. Then he grinned at her asred ran down hislips, mixing with the rainwater.

“Clever,” hesad. *Y ou—are—too—clerver. All—of—you.”

“ Thiach uanui a naneth lin le hamma,” she spat, and began alunge. “ You' re ugly and your momma
dresses you funny.”

It was afeint, and the man betrayed himself with a snatch a her sword wrigt, ignoring the glittering
menace of the point. She cut backhanded . . .

It became like afight in anightmare; cut and back, cut and back, against afigure that would not fall, no
matter what she did, that sumbled after her even when she landed adrawing dash on the belly. Once
three fingers closed on her left wrist, and the shocking strength in them made the bones creak. She leapt
up and drove both her feet against the man’s chest and heard bone snap as she tore free and rolled away
inthree full back summersaults. He was there, raising afoot to samp the life out of her; she cut at hisleg,
kicked again and again to pull hersdf free.

Hetried to crawl after her even then, but the leg was hanging by athread. His body stiffened, and he
made a sudden sound—a croaking scream, and life came back into the flat stare, asif the man had been
poured back into himsalf and was suddenly aonein his skull once more, naked before the pain of what
had been done to his body. Then he went limp.

Ritva put the point of her sword into the soil, knedling and holding on to the quillions, breath whooping in
and out as she struggled not to vomit or give way. Her vision narrowed in to adim tunnel that was muddy
colored at the edges. When she could stand she went to Mary and knelt beside her. Her twin waslying
curled around hersdlf, hands across her face, making small sounds through her clenched teeth.

“Let meseeit,” Ritvasaid, pulling a her hands. “Let me seeit!”
“I killed him. Then he hit me,” she mumbled, and let her twin pull the hands away.

The face turned up to therain was her own . . . or it had been. Now there was a dash running down from
just above the nose to the | eft cheek, and the clear matter of the eye was mixed with the blood.

“I'll get thekit,” Ritvasad, swalowing.

They had some morphine left, though not much. Shetried to stand and nearly collapsed hersdlf as she put
her weight on her left arm.

The bloodied hands caught at her. “1 killed him. Then he hit me.”

A dog barked, a wooorugh of greeting and of darm at the scents of pain and injury. Ritvaforced her
eyes open, and saw Garbh dancing before her horse, fur bristling.

“Mother of God, what happened to Mary?’ Ingolf’ s rough voice asked.

The sound took aminute to penetrate the fog of cold and exhaustion that wrapped Ritva s mind more
thickly than the building snow-storm did the forest around. The Richlander caught at the bridle of her
horse; Ritva swayed in the saddle, automaticaly tightening her grip on her sister who rode before her.
The other twin's face was a mass of bandages—that helped keep her warm, too, along with the cocoon
of blankets she'd rigged, and Ritva s own body heat, though she was shaking with a chill that seemed to
go straight to her gut and spine and into her head.



Their campsite was hidden in ahollow, a set of dome-shaped shelters of tight-woven pine branches; the
snow was sarting to catch on them, turning them into white curves, and flakes hissed asthey were blown
sSdeways under the hood of the same construction that covered their fire. More danted down out of
darkness, like ribbons of white between thetal dim mountain pines. Everyone el se came boiling up;
some asking questions, Edain grimly silent and moving like awindup toy in the old stories. He sillently
undung the quartered deer from the led horse and took it over to the hearth and set to his share of the
other chores.

Ingolf lifted Mary out of her arms. Odard and Fred and Mathilda caught Ritva as she started to topple,
tended to the horses, half carried her over to the largest shelter and through the low door of blankets and
branches. It was warm within—warmer, at least—with rocks heated in the fire and changed asthey
began to coal. Father Ignatius began to unwrap the bandages around Mary’ s head; someone hel ped
Ritvapull off her wet gloves and thrust amug of hot broth into her hands, and she managed to wrap her
fingersaround it before it spilled. The liquid dmost scorched her mouth, but she could fed every drop of
it asit madeitsway down her gullet and into her nearly empty stomach. She' d eaten the deer’ sliver,
raw, but nothingeseinthe. ..

“How long?’" she asked, through chattering teeth.

Another mug of the broth came, and she was suddenly aware of the salty aroma of the boiled-down
jerky and minced squirrel. She forced hersdlf to sip, and help as others got her wet clothes off and hersdlf
into her deeping bag; more of the hot rocks went into that aswell, wrapped in her spare clothes. Her
mind began to function again as her core temperature rose, enough to be conscious of how weary she
was, and even of how thelight of the lantern dung from the apex of the shelter jerked and twisted on the
anxious faces around her. The pine scent was overwhelmingly strong, like acool cloth on afevered

brow.

“Y ou’ ve been gone aday past when we expected,” Ingolf said. “What the hell happened?’

Shedescribed it in short words, ending with: “They’ re not going to follow us anymore. But the warlock
and the lunatic with the badges |eft ablazed trail to where Mary and | met them. That’ s only twelve,
fourteen mileseast. How’sRudi?’

The othersremained silent, silent as the blanket-bundled form who lay on his ssomach not far away.
Father Ignatius said from where he worked:

“He'snoworse. . . well, perhgps not much worse. The antibiotic cream is containing the infection, but
thewound in hisback in particular doesn't want to hed . . . of course, the conditions haven’t been very
good for convaescence.”

His breath sucked in as he undid the last of the bandages. Everyone looked; Frederick Thurston winced
and looked away dmost immediately, but he was the youngest of them.

“I'll have to remove the remains of the eye, cleanse and stitch. Thewound isdready angry . . . | wouldn’'t
have expected that, so soon and in cold weether.”

Ritvablinked. “I cleaned it and packed it with the powder!”

Ignatius nodded, hands busy. Mary stirred, and gave agtifled shriek as she came aware again, then
subsded into atense shivering quiet.

“Can you hear me?’ the warrior-priest said, as he swabbed her face.



Ingolf was on her other sde. The cornflower-blue eye swiveled from the cleric to him, then to the rest of
them, and to Ritva, and she sighed. Her hand came up, and the Easterner took it.

“I...canhear you. It' s seeing you that’ s a problem! How come there' stwo of you when I’ ve got only
oneeyeleft? Mary said, and bared her teeth in what might have been asmile.

Ignatius nodded sober approva, took the vial of morphine from the kit, frowned alittle as he saw the
level, and then began filling ahypodermic. Ritvaremembered bargaining for the precious painkiller in
Bend, with Mary asthe other half of her . ..

“I can't usetoo much of this” he said, as someone came in with akettle of boiling water and poured it
into ashallow basin; the shelter was aready set up asasickroom for Rudi. “I’'m afraid there will be some

pan.”
“Alag, duh,” Mary said.

Ritvaflogged hersdlf into wakefulness while the work went on; her sster’ s other hand wasin hers, and
the bones of Ritva s creaked under the pressure of her grip. Ingolf sat at the other. When it was over, he
hel ped wipe away the swest of agony.

“Feds. . .likenice. .. gitching,” Mary said, timing the words to her bresth to control it. “\We never
were. . . good at embroidery.”

“I’ve used some of the numbing ail,” Ignatius said. “'Y ou should deep now, my daughter.”
“Thanks,” shewhispered. Then her eydlid fluttered. “Guess. . . | canlivewith. .. oneeye”
“No,” Ritvasaid. “You'll havethree, Ss”

“Fve” Ingolf sad.

He waited until her breathing grew regular, then tucked the hands inside the degping bag.
“How soon can she be moved?’ he asked the priest.

“Idedlly . . . not for weeks,” Ignatius said, and then shrugged wryly as he tossed the last of the soiled
cothsinto abowl. “But moving her will be much lessrisk than moving Rudi.”

Ingolf’ s battered face closed in like afigt. “We have to. Move’ em both. Twelve milesisn’t enough, even
with the storm to cover our tracks.”

Unexpectedly, Frederick spoke: “I’ ve seen reports on these mountains. From now on, the storms can
come one after another for weeks. We could get stuck here. But there are caves farther up thisvalley.
Dad used them for, uh, scouts, back when we were having problems with New Deseret.”

Ingolf nodded. “We need to get farther away . . . acave would beright. W€ ll rig two horse-travois.”

Ritvalet her mind drift away. | don’t have anything | have to do right now, she thought. It was enough
to make her smile, asthe dark flowed up around her like comfort.
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Rudi Mackenzie dreamed.

In the dream he rose from his sickbed, looking down for amoment at the thin, wasted form. Edain
watched by hissde; now and then he poked at the low fire that burned with a canted wall of piled rocks
behind it to absorb and throw back the heat. The others were dim shapes in the depth of the cave; Epona
looked up and whickered at him, and Garbh bristled abit and whined until Edain absently stroked her
head.

He turned from them and walked out through the gap in the pine branches that blocked the entrance,
knocking alittle snow down on his bonnet. He was whole, and free of pain; looking down he saw that he
was dressed in hiskilt and jacket and plaid, knee-hose and shoes. His senses were keen, but the blizzard
outsde was only bracing; he could hear the wind whistle in the Ponderosa pines, and fed the sting of
driven snow on hisface, smell the dry, mealy smdll of it as branchestossed in the thick woods above and
below.

But I’'m not really cold, somehow, he thought, smiling to hear the moan and creak of thewind's
passage.

He walked down the path. An overhung ridge of rock topped with three twisted trees made the trail
kink, creating a sheltered nook in the storm. A man stood there, leaning one shoulder againgt the rock. A
brisk fire burned at hisfeet, throwing smoke up to where the wind caught it above the ridge and tattered
it into the blowing whiteness. To one sde atall spear leaned againgt the cliffside, broader-headed than
most horseman’ s weapons; he thought there were sgns graven in the stedl. A horse stood some distance
off, unsaddled but with severa blankets thrown over it and its head down. It was abig beast, but hard to
see; the wolflike dog that raised its head as he approached seemed massive aswell. Saddle and bedrall
and gear lay beside the fire, and a pot steamed over it.

The man wastal too, taler than Rudi but lean. Asthe Mackenzie came closer he saw that the stranger
was old; at least, his shoulder-length hair and cropped beard wereiron gray. His dresswas that of the
Eastern plains and mountains, neckerchief and broad-brimmed hat, sheepskin coat and long thick chaps
of the same, homespun pants and fleece-lined leather boots, poncho of crudely woven wool longer at the
rear than the front. Closer ill, and Rudi could see that the lids of hisleft eye closed on emptiness; the
other was the color of mountain glaciers, and as cold.

“Y ou’ rewelcometo share my fire,” the man said, making a gesture towards the pot.

Hisvoicerolled deep, cutting through the muted wind-howl. Rudi nodded, swallowing aprickling
sensation as he bent and poured himsdlf a cup—thus making himsdlf aguest. Not everyone felt that to be
as sacred as Mackenzies did, but most folk would think three times before falling on someone they’ d
invited to share their food. The liquid was chicory—what most in thefar interior called coffee—hot and
strong and hitter, but this somehow aso tasted of honey and flowers and alittle of hot tar.

The dog growled at him alittle, one gresat paw across amesty ek thigh bone. . .
No, Rudi thought suddenly. It’s a wolf, not a dog.

The gray man nudged the beast, ruffling its ears as he bent to pour himself a cup from the battered pot of
enameled metdl.

“Quiet, greedyguts,” he said. He glanced up; araven sat on abranch that jutted over the rock, cocking a
thoughtful eye a the wolf’smedl, and another sat beside it with head beneath wing. “ And you two
remember what happened the last time, and think twice.”



Then he leaned back againgt the rock again, blowing on his chicory and waiting, relaxed asthe wolf at his
fedt.

“I'm cdled Rudi Mackenzie,” the young clansman said dowly, as he straightened and met the other’s
eye; strength flowed into him with the hot drink, easing aweakness he hadn’t sensed until that moment.
“But I’'m thinking the now that | know your name. . . lord.”

The older man’ s features were jut-boned, bold of chin and nose, scored by age but till strong, aswere
the long-fingered hands that gripped his own cup.

“Cdl meWanderer,” hesaid. Hesmiled alittle. “And | know your father.”
“SrNige? Rudi asked.

“Him too. But | wasthinking of your blood-father. Y ou might say he bought aticket to thetable | set out;
him and many of hiskin, from out of deep time.”

Rudi finished the cup and set it aside; thelast of his discomfort seemed to vanish with it. Heraised his
head and met the Other’ s gaze.

The eye speared him. For amoment he seemed to be looking beyond it, asif the pupil were awindow;
to aplace where everything that was, was smaller than that span acrossthe eye. Then aflash, asearing
that was more than light or heet, while being itself flexed and shattered and re-formed in awild tangle of
energies, then awilderness of empty dark where starslit, like campfires blossoming . . . and then
guttering out asthey fled apart, until there was another darkness, one where the stuff of hisbody itself
decayed into nothingness. And in that nothingness, alight thet looked a him.

Rudi blinked and swallowed, daunted but not glancing aside. The degp voice went on:
“Shdl | show you your fate, boy? Shdl | tdl you if you die untimely or livelong?’

“No, my lord Wanderer,” Rudi said softly. “My mother isaweaver, and | know that every thread hasits
place and is part of thewhole. All men die. None die untimely, and no man may live aday longer than he
lives. Soif you've cometo lead me away, | am ready.”

Hedared aamile. “Though I’ ve heard you send your daughtersfor that job.”
And there’ sa good deal I'd rather do first . . . hethought.

Suddenly an image cameto him, painfully bright; aroom with abed, and Matti’ s face exhausted and
triumphant as she looked up to him from the red crumpled-looking infant cradled in the crook of her arm,
and ashadow of hisown exultant joy.

The Wanderer laughed, and though it was a soft chuckle there was an overtoneto it like the crackle of
lights over the mountainsin winter. There was approva there, but by something greeter than men or their
hopes and sorrows.

“Good! Though you won't be meeting Gondul, as your father did. Y ou’ ve pledged yoursdlf to another,
and I’'m not inclined to quarrd with Her.”

Rudi’ s mouth quirked. “It seems you' ve something elsein mind then, my lord the Wanderer,” he said.

The figure nodded. “But unasked, | will tdl you this: you won't diein the straw of sickness, nor of an
arrow in the back, even acursed one. Though you will not liveto fed your shoulders bend with age, or



seeyour hair grow gray.”
“How, then?’

“You will die by the blade, sword in hand. The King' s death, the given sacrifice that goes consenting with
open eyes, dying that hisfolk may live”

“Asmy father did, whose blood renewed the land. Thank you, then, lord Wanderer. Though I’ ve seldom
cdled on'You by name”

The Wanderer flicked away the groundsin histin cup and tossed it to the damp earth beside the fire.
“No?’ hesaid. “But your mother has called on Me, in her grove, when you lay wounded and near to
death. And you have aswell. Come.”

He put hishand on Rudi’ s shoulder. They took three steps to the edge of thetrail to look downward, and
his poncho flared in the wind, seeming longer now. A dead ledf flickered out of it asit masked Rudi’s
face for amoment, and then he sucked in his breath.

| know that path! hethought.

It was nightfall on the roadway that ran westward from the waterfall and mill to the gates of Dun Juniper,
where the school children practiced an hour or two shooting at the mark most evenings. The trees beyond
and below were Douglasfir, taler and thicker and closer-set than the pine forests of the Tetons, each
dark green branch heavy with itsload of snow. It was asofter fal than the blizzard about him, of flakes
larger and wetter . . . the snow of awinter in the western foothills of the Cascades, one that would lay a
few daysa most, not grip theland like cold iron until the end of May.

Close a hand acolumn of kilted children were walking through the gathering dark, cased bows and
capped quivers over their shoulders, with afew adult warriors among them—one had alamp dung ona
Spear over her shoulder, aglobe of yelow light in the fog white of the snow.

“That' s Aoife Barstow,” he said dowly. “ She and her lover died fighting for me when the Protector’s
men came, only alittlelater . . . | offer at their graves every year.”

The children tarted singing. He recognized one clear high ten-year-old' svoice. It was hisown.

“Upon his shoulder, ravens

Hisface like stone, engraven

Astride an eight-hoofed stygian beast
He gathers the fruit of the gallows trees!
Driving legionsto victory

The Bringer of War walks tonight!”

“By the name you invoked, by the blood she spilled, by the offering made beneath the tree where she
died,” the man said softly. “By these you called, and | answer at the appointed time.”

“She. .. named othersthan you, lord Wanderer. As havel, full often.”

Images passed before his eyes, he couldn’t be sure if they were shapes formed in the swirling snow, or
hisown imaginings, or asred asthe blood he could fed beating in histhroat . . . because that too might
beilluson. A tal charioteer’ s shape edged and crowned with fire, tossing up aspear that was a streak of
gold acrossthe sky and kissing it as he rode laughing to battle asto abridal feast; awoman vast and



sooty and bent, wielding a scythe that regped men; araven whose wings beet out the life and desth of
worlds. His hand went to the scar between his brows, where areal raven’ s beak had touched himin the
sacred wood.

“When | hung nine daysfrom the Tree, | became agod of death,” the one-eyed figure said. “When |
grasped the runes of wisdom | learned many names.”

Helooked up. One of the great black birds moved in the skeletal branches above them. It cocked its
head and gave a harsh cry and launched itself away, gliding down the dope on broad-stretched wings.

“And Raven and | areold friends.”

They turned back to thefire. If thisisn’'t the final journey, then | must be dreaming, Rudi thought, as
they crouched by the red flickering warmth, across from each other, ditting easily on their hams.

The gray-haired man reached into a pocket, brought out tobacco and papers, rolled himsdlf acigarette
sngle-handed, then lit it with an ember he picked out with atwig. He handed it acrossthefire; the
Mackenzietook it, and inhaed the smoke—he d done the same before, visiting with the Three Tribes.
For aflickering instant as he inhaed the harsh bite across his tongue the shape on the other side of the
flames had a prick-eared, long-muzzled face, and two braids of hair beside it benegth the hat.

“Areyou truly that One men named the Wanderer?’” Rudi asked boldly.

He could fed hisfear, but it was dightly distant, like the cold of thewind. And well might aman be afraid,
to meet Him on alonely mountainsde. He was agod of death; the lord of poetry and craft who' d given
the runes to men and established kingship, but also bringer of the red madness of battle, of everything that
lifted humankind beyond themsdlves. Hisfavorites got victory, but they died young, and often by
treachery.

A puff of smoke. “What would your mother say?’

She'd answer a question with a question, some distant part of Rudi thought wryly. And if I complain,
say that you can only truly learn the truth you find yourself. Aloud:

“That the formsthe God wears . . . or the Goddess. . . are many.

And that they are true, not mere seemings or masks, but that they’renot . . . not complete. Asare the
little gods and the spirits of the land, or the Fathers and Mothers of the animal kind. They speek to usas
we need them, if we'll but listen. For how can aman tell dl hismind to achild, or agod to aman?’

The other nodded. The great wolf raised its head and looked at him, then put its massive muzzle on its
paws again.

“A wisewoman, Lady Juniper, avery wisewoman . . . and not least in knowing that what she knows
ig't everything that is”

“You'll betaking to meinriddiesand hints, then, | suppose, lord Wanderer?’

The eye pierced him. For amoment he felt transparent as glass, asif he could suddenly see hisentire
life—not in memory, but through an infinity of Rudis—stretching back like a greet serpent to the moment
of hishirth . . . and his conception . . . and before. Asif all time and possibility were an eterna now.

“Look, then,” the Wanderer said. “If you can bear it.”



For amoment the mountain about him stood stark and bare, only here and there a charred root exposed
by the gullies cut by long-gone monsoon floods. Hest lay on it like ablanket, through air gray and clear
and thick with the tears of boiling oceans. Then it changed and was green once more.. . . but different,
somehow; there was awrongness to the way the trees were placed, aregularity that held patterns as
complex asthose you saw in akaeidoscope, layer within layer. A rabbit hopped by . . .

... and slvery tendrils looped around it, thinner than the finest wire. The beast gave onelong squed and
then froze asthey plunged benegth its skin. Then it seemed to blur, asif it were dissolving, until nothing
was | eft but adamp patch on the ground. Involuntarily Rudi looked down at his own fegt. The Mother’s
earth was beneath him, and he expected to feed it with his body and bones someday . . .

But not like that! he thought.
“Those were evil fates, lord Wanderer,” he said. “And true ones, I’ m thinking.”

“Evil for more than men,” camethereply. “Now, tell me, Son of the Bear. What would you do with a
little child you saw running with asharp knife?’

Rudi’ s mouth quirked. “ Take it from her, lord Wanderer. Swat her backside so that she' d remember, if
she were too young for words.”

“And achild who took alighter and burned down your mother’ s Hall and al itstreasures, so that many
were hurt?’

“The same, perhapswith abit of aharder swat. And cal in the heart-hedersto find the source of her
hurt, and I’ d see that she was watched more carefully, and better taught.”

Walker nodded. “Y ou wouldn’t kill her? Even if you thought she might do the same again, and dl within
would die?’

Rudi madeasign. “Lord and Lady bless, no!” he said in revulsion, and then wondered if he’ d spoken too
quickly. “What athought! If it was necessary, we. .. | ... would keep her guarded dways.”

“Somemen . . . and somewomen . . . would have that thought. Some would act on it, and kill the child.”
The single eyelooked out into aworld that was once again pines glimpsed through snow.

“And some would have joy in the thought; or inwardly thank the chance that gave them the argument that
it was necessary.”

“Lord Wanderer, | don’t understand.”

“Y ou don't need to. Just remember this: the world”—somehow Rudi knew he meant more than merely
Earth—"is shaped by mind. And the world in turn shapes the stuff of mind. And now a question for you:
what isthe symbol of Timeitsdf?’

“Anarow?’ Rudi asked.

Thetdl figurelaughed. “A hero’sanswer, if | ever heard one! And I’'m something of aconnoisseur of
heroes. That's natural enough. Y ou're at the age for it, for war and wild faring. So . . . watch.”

He turned and took up the great spear, its head graven with the same symbols that glowed on the brooch
of hisblue-lined gray cloak. Then hisarm went back, paused, whipped forward with the unstoppable
certainty of acatapult. The spear disappeared into the snow in ablurred streak.



“Wasthat astraight cast?’” Wanderer asked.
“Very draight, lord; and | wouldn't liketo beinitsway.”

They paused, in asilence broken only by thewhistle of thewind. The single gray eye watched him, achill
amusement in it. Something warned Rudi, perhaps awhistle of cloven air that wasn't part of the sorm’s
music; he turned and jumped backwards with ayell, nearly stepping on the wolf’ stail. The spear flashed
past, smashing a sapling to splinters asit came, and then there was adeep hard smack as the Wanderer
caught it. Hislong arm swayed back with the impact, and then he grounded the wegpon and leaned on i,
the head glinting above his head as the dark wind blew flecks of ice past into the night.

“That was agtraight cast,” Wanderer said. “ But the line only seems straight because you can't seeitsfull
course. Draw it long enough and it meetsitsdlf, like Jormungandr.”

“I don't understand!” Rudi said again, baffled.

“Youdon'tneedto. . .yet,” thegray onesaid. “No man can harvest afield till itisripe, but the seed
must be planted. The heroes offer to me for luck and victory. But the Kings. . . they ask for wisdom, if
they have any to begin with.”

“I"d beglad of that,” Rudi said; hefdt likearguing, but . . . that wouldn’t be wise at all.

“Would you? Then know this. Fact becomes history; history becomes legend; legend becomes myth.
Myth turns again to the beginning and creetesitsdf. The figurefor timeisn’'t an arrow; that isillusion, just
asthedraight lineis. Timeisaserpent.”

Rudi blinked. He noticed the bracelet around one thick wrist, where the coat rode up; it wasin the form
of asnake, wrought of gold so finely that the scales were amanifold shiver that seemed to spin away in
infinite sts.

Wanderer stepped closer. “ Y our friends are waiting for you, Artos, son of Bear and Raven,” thetall
gray-haired figure said. “Go!”

He clapped ahand to Rudi’ s back. The touch was whitefire, and the Mackenzie stiffened asif existence
shattered about him.

“I’'vegot it!” he heard avoice say.
Gods and holy men, never a straight answer, he thought as he bit back agroan.

Thewhitefiredtill ran in hisveins; it narrowed down to a patch on hislower back, and he could hear the
voice again. It was Father Ignatius.

“Holy Mary and every saint and God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit be thanked. That waswhy!”

Shuddering, Rudi felt the sting as something swabbed at the wound, and ahand dropped a pus-stained
bandage into a bucket. He could smell the sweetish odor of it, oily and with a hint of something like
vinegar. Then red fire bathed it.

“I’'m sorry, Rudi, but it' s necessary,” the priest’ s voice soothed.

A hand took his; he knew it was Mathilda's, and tried to remember not to crush her fingers. Then he
redlized he couldn’t, not even if hetried; her hand was carefully gentle on his. Hiswhole body fdt like the



limp blood-and-matter soaked rag, hot and week and gtiff at the same time, with localized throbbing
achesin his shoulder and back. He could spesk, but he smply did not wish it. Evenllifting hiseydidswas
too much effort.

“Therewas afragment of the arrowheead still in the wound,” Ignatius said as he worked. “But thistime the
probe found it as | was debriding the dead tissue. Praiseto the Lord in Hisinfinite mercy! And Praise
Him that Rudi was delirious through it. It' sfar too close to the Great Sciatic.”

“Will he hed now?’ Mathildasaid anxioudy.
“That iswith God. But there' s a better chance.”

Another voice: Odard's. “He needs proper food and warmth and area bed,” the Baron said. “ So does
Mary. My lady, let me take alittle food and try to find a settlement. Ingolf, you said—"

“—that they’renot dl Cuttersin this part of the country, south of Y ellowstone, yes,” the big Easterner
said. “But the operative word is not all. And my information’ sayear out of date—ayear ago, Deseret
was holding out, too.”

“I'mwilling to chanceit,” Odard said.

“Areyou willing to not talk, if they do takeyou?’ Ingolf said.
“I'...think s0,” Odard said.

“Thank you, my old friend,” Mathildasaid softly.

Then acomplex whistle came from outside; Ignatius hands finished fastening the band across Rudi’ s
back, and he heard the soft wheep of asword leaving a scabbard, and the little rustle of an arrow
twitched out of aquiver.

“ Gil sila erin 10 e-govaded vin!” Ritva svoice, and then in English: “I’ vefound friends”

Then in astrong ranch-country twang: “ Gate gate paragate parasamgate bodhi svaha, y'all!”

“WEe ve got to move you, Chief,” Edain Aylward Mackenzie said gently.

The blue-green eyes opened, more like jewd s than ever in the shockingly wasted face, and Rudi smiled
ahim.

“Good. .. gladtobe. .. going somewhere” he said.

Edain swallowed. “It' sgoing to hurt.”

“Means|’m not dead yet!” Rudi said.

He looks different, Edain thought. Better. But till sort of . . . like glass.
“Glad to have you back with us, Chief,” he said.

The strangers had a stretcher with long poles on the cave floor now, next to the injured man; it could be
rigged as ahorse litter, and it was padded with sheepskins. Together they eased him onto it; the thin face
convulsed alittle asthey set him down.



“Sorry, Chief!” Edain said.

“Glad...tohaveyou. .. there, boyo,” Rudi sad.

“I don't know why,” he said suddenly, asif aboil had burst insde him. “I got you wounded! And—"
Rudi opened his eyes again; he looked tired, but more there. “Bullshit,” hesad crisply.

“What?' Edain rocked backwards, asif dapped on the cheek.

“Y ou were going to say you couldn’t save Rebecca But you did save her, in the fight with the Rovers,
remember?’

Edain shook hishead. “And killed her later!”

“So you couldn’t save her ways. Y ou're not going to live forever, boyo. Y ou' ve saved my life more
than once—but I’'m not going to live forever either! Someday I'll die whatever you do, or | do. It’s not
just going on that makeslife. That' sfear talking; or the fear of loang someone. I've. . . wrestled
Thanatos knee to knee, thislast while, and | know. It’ swhen you best fear every day, that’s when you're
immortd. And | want you with me.”

He reached out and caught Edain’swrist. “You' remy friend . . . you' re my comrade of the sword and
my brother. My brother doesn’t run out on me!”

Edain gulped, and took adeep breath. “Right, Chief. It'sjust .. .”
“Grief’ shard.”

“Thatitis” He straightened his shoulders. “ So’ sthe work hafway through harvest, but that never
stopped me.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

PENDLETON, EASTERN OREGON
SEPTEMBER 15, CHANGE YEAR 23/2021 AD

“They're holding out there!” Sir Ivo said. “ St. Michagl must be looking out for them!”
“You'reright,” Tiphainesad.

Sheresisted atemptation to Sip at her canteen, despite the dry dust blowing across the land. What you
had to go through to peein one of these stedl auits. . .

Ivo crossed himsdlf, and she reflected that sometimesit was a bit lonely, being one of the last agnostics.
“God grant that they’ re il dive when we get there,” she said with pious hypocrisy.
Even my girlfriend s a believer, shethought. Just a different set of beliefs.

Sheraised her binoculars again, adjusting her visor asit went tick against the leather-covered meta of
the field glasses. The thin chamois on the palms and fingers of her gauntlets et her adjust the screw easily
enough. The action was nearly two mileswest of the Pendleton city wall, on ahill about twelve hundred
feet high. It was bare and not too steep, and severa hundred of the enemy cavary were swirling around



it like bees around sugar, surging up the dope to shoot with their recurves and then back againin the
quicksiver Eagtern style.

The binoculars brought it suddenly, startlingly close; there were about adozen Dinedain on their fet,
hiding behind rocks and ridges, and as many wounded. A party of the Pendleton horsemen surged up to
their pogition with shetesin hand, and then a giant figure rose beneath the hooves. A long blade glittered
asit hacked through both a pony’ sforelegs to cast the rider screaming down at the man’ s feet, where he
died aningtant later. The rest of the Easterners rode away, shooting behind them asthey retreated . . .

Thisis so tempting, shethought. What a song the bards would make of Astrid’s Last Stand . . . that
overgrown peasant Hordle with a circle of hisfoes at his feet and a broken sword in hishand . . .
blood-stained banners, faces to the foe, eternal glory . .. no, no, | promised Sandra.

Her knightswere out of Sight from the enemy’ s position behind aridge. In thelittle dry valey ahead
waited two hundred of the CORA cowboys under Bob Brown of Seffridge Ranch. Their commander
was looking back at her; she raised agauntlet and chopped it forward with her hand extended like a
blade. The cowboys had their bows out and arrows ready on the string; they started their mounts
forward. The agile quarter horses managed to build speed even asthey climbed the little rise ahead of
them, and she could see the sudden aarm on the other sde asthe solid block of horses and men came
over the crest.

“ Yip-yip-yip-yip-yip—

Thedarm cdl rang out asthe Easterners started to draw together to meet the CORA attack, turning
westward and away from the bel eaguered little party on the hill. Cow-horn trumpets blatted as the two
loose swarms headed towards one another, and the Western Ranchers' shout went up:

“Cora! Coraaa!” intergpersed with raw catamount shrieks.

“And about now,” she murmured, and in that ingtant the foremogt in either band rosein the tirrups and
shot.

The arrowheads twinkled in the midmorning sun as they plunged downward. That was how they liked to
fight out here in the cow-country, only coming in to close quarters when an enemy had been savaged by
arrow-fire. Normally for heavy horseto try and strike them waslike trying to beat water with a
dedgehammer. Water whose spatters turned into vicioudy dangerous stinging wasps asit flew away.

But ah, if you can trick them into bunching up to receive a charge, shethought, with adight cold
smile, as she returned her binocularsto their padded stedl case. Then it'smorelikeusing a
sledgehammer on a bowl of eggs.

Sheturned in the saddle. “Now, my iron-heads, I’'m going to do you afavor,” she said, looking at the
eager young faces, shadowed by raised visors or bisected by the nasal-bars of the older helms. “Now |
give you achanceto die with honor!”

They cheered, shaking their lancesinthe air. And they actually think | am doing them a favor, she
thought. It’ s true what they said in the old days. Testosterone rots the brain, not to mention
listening to the bards when you' re young.

She held out her own right hand, and Armand thrust the [ance into it. Tiphaine rested the buitt of the
twelve-foot wegpon on the ring welded to her stirrup-iron, shrugged her shield around and brought it up.
The banner of the Lidless Eye came up beside her, and the destriers began to walk. They’ d keep the
pace dow until just before arrow range. . .



BD looked up from the wounded as she heard the high harsh singing of the Portlander oliphants, the long
curled slver trumpets holding the sustained scream that meant charge. It was faint with distance, but the
sound was as startling as it would have been to hear achorus of girlssinging afestival hymn to the Lady
of the Blossom-time. She' d grown so used to the thought that she would die here amongst angry
gtrangers and the smell of wounds that it took a moment for what her ears heard to filter through to her
mind.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Eilir' s eyes move. Her head was amass of bandages, seeping red
where an ear had been diced; there was another wound on one thigh, a shete-cut.

“The Portlanders are here,” BD said, and then repeated it in basic Sign in case she was too dazed to
read lips.

Eilir sghed and closed her eyes. Not far away from her, Astrid roused allittle and turned and tried to
vomit. It was only adry retching, and when she sank back her face was gray. One of the wounded with a
splinted leg dragged himsdlf over and helped her drink. Abstractly, BD sympathized—the pain would be
savage, and a concussion like the one she' d gotten from her own sword hilt would keep her immobilized
for weeks, and might cripple—but it was Astrid’ s plan that had gotten them into thismess. BD didn’t
want her dead, but she had to admit there would have been somejusgticein her getting hit so hard the
brains spurted out of her ears.

It would have been worth it to avoid a battle, shethought. But it looks like we' re going to have the
battle anyway.

Part of it was taking place right below. The Easterners had better things to do than lob arrows at the little
cluster of Rangers atop the hill, and she risked rising from behind aridge of rock and clay to watch.

Mogt of the horsemen were fighting the CORA men, at close quarters and handstrokes now that their
quiverswere empty. Dust hid most of the action, but the sun glinted off the edges of sabers and shetes
and axes. Eddiesin the earth-mist showed men who hacked and died; she saw adoll-tiny figure topple to
earth and go benegth the hooves, anonymous in ranch-country leather and wool, and another dragged
from the saddle by aflung lasso.

The sound of their curses and war-shouts came up the dope that was aso littered with bodies of men
and horses, some still thrashing or trying to crawl away, others motionless. Overhead turkey vultures
walited, sweeping in broad circleswith their black-and-gray wings outstretched. Ravens skittered lower
on thewind. One went over close enough for her to seethe clever black eye it cocked at the ground,

judgingitstime.
They re dways on the winning side, she thought.

Then the Association’ s trumpets screamed again; much louder thistime, and closer. From here she could
see what the men lost in dust and rage below couldn’t, the line of ahundred lances catching the morning
sun asthey came over the low rise to the westward. The pennants were snapping with the speed of their
passage, and the big horses had had time enough to build momentum.

The CORA men withdrew if they could, most of them turning north and south in clumps and ones and
twos, their misson done. Thewind from the west blew the dust away, just in time for the Pendleton
Ranchers men to see what was coming at them. Sometried to turn their agile cow ponies and run; some
charged forward, or shot the last arrows cunningly hoarded againgt extremity. Shafts hammered into
shidlds, or rang off the doping surfaces of helmets and the steel lames of the barding that covered the
horses' necks and shoulders.



But the Portlander knightswere at the full galop, their tall mounts faster over the short distance
remaining, their enemies poniestired and confused. Thelong lances dipped in ashining ripple; the
hammer of four hundred hooves pounded the earth like war-drums, like thunder; even here she could fedl
the vibration in the bones of earth, and divots of the hard dry soil flew skyward. Plumed helmets bent
forward as the men-at-arms braced themsalves in the high-cantled saddles, shields up under the visorsto
present nothing but shapes of wood and bullhide and sted! to their enemies.

Even in that noise, the degp-voiced shouts of Haro! were loud.
Thenthey struck.

There was no crash; instead a series of heavy hard thud sounds aslance-heads dammed into flesh with a
ton-weight of armored horse and armored man behind them. Men were lifted out of the saddle, rising in
the air like obscene kebabs until their weight cracked the tough ashwood of the lance-shafts. The
destriers bowled the lighter Eastern horses over by main force asthey struck breast to breast; she saw
one pony pitch over backwards and land full on its screaming rider. Then the knights were through the
loose mass of their enemies, throwing aside broken lances. The swords came out, bright and long, or
men snatched up the war-hammers dung to the saddlebows, and the knights went raging among their
lightly armored foeslike stedl-clad tigers.

BD sank back down, wincing alittle. No need to watch. She'd grown used to what edged meta did to
the godlike human form, but there was no point in looking at it if you didn’t haveto.

Hooves thudded up the dope, and Alleyne Loring and John Hordle stood to raise their bladesin sdlute as
Tiphaine d’ Ath reined in. The Grand Constable had the stumps of three arrowsin her shield, and another
in the high cantle of her saddle; her siword glistened with a coat of liquid red so fresh it had not even
begun to clot, and more spattered up her arm and across the articulated lames of her breastplate.

She used the edge of her shield to push up the visor, and her face showed framed in the mail coif, red
and running with sweet as she drew in air through a wide-open mouth. Fighting in armor was bruta |abor
at best, worse than hauling a plow like an ox.

“We d best get going,” she said, timing the wordsto her breath. “ They’ll be herein strength soon; it's
going to beabusy day. I’ ve got ambulances.”

The light well-sprung vehicles were bouncing up the dope behind her, two tal spoked whedlsfor each,
and apair of fast horsesto draw them.

“WEe ve got the Bossman,” Hordle said, jerking histhumb at a man who lay bound hand and foot.
“Waan't’ df anuisance, dragging him through the tunnels.”

“Then we got something out of this” Tiphaine said.

“Not as much aswethought,” Alleyne said. “ Thurston and the Prophet are both in Pendleton. And
Estrellita Peters, too, for them to use as a puppet.”

Alleyneturned and helped hiswife to her feet. She blinked, squinted, and then raised one hand in
acknowledgment.

“I commend the army to your care, Lady d’ Ath,” she said.

There was alump the size of arobin’s egg on her forehead just above her nose, and she squinted and
blinked at thetall steel-clad figure.



“To both of you,” she added owlishly, then swallowed and forced clarity on herself with avisible effort.
“I've seen the new Dark Lord. Thistime he' sthe genuine article.”

I’'m a gardener, Chuck Barstow Mackenzie thought.

That had been hisfirst love, growing things, though the Barstow family had already been two generations
off the farm when he d been born. One of his first memories was helping his father plant a Japanese
cherry treein the backyard, his small hands pressing the peat moss and potting soil down around thelittle
sapling, and he' d checked it daily and laughed with delight at the first blossoms.

He' d been working in the city Parks Department in Eugene when the Change happened, and thirty years
old.

How the hell did | end up a general ? the First Armsman of Clan Mackenzie thought. OK, so | wasin
the Society . . .

“Halt!” he cdled, and his signaler—his younger son Rowan—undung the cow-horn trumpet and sounded
it huuuuu-hu-hu!

The column braked to a stop, the dust of their trail-bikes falling ahead of them. He was on horseback,
and afew others, but most Mackenzie crofts didn’t run to ariding horse, and abicycle didn’t need to be
fed or tended when you weren't using it. Their faces were glistening with swest; it was no joke biking
cross-country in thirty pounds of brigandine and helmet, with aquiver across your back and two more
dung on either side of the rear whed, but it beat marching for effort and speed both.

“The Grand Constable says you' re to deploy there, my lord,” the Portlander courier said, pointing to the
low crest ahead of them. “The Bearkillers and the contingent from the Warm Springstribeswill beon
your right.”

“Vey well,” hesaid. “You may tel Lady d Ath that we Il hold the position.”
And | don't like taking Tiphaine d’ Ath’ s orders, either, hethought.

She had killed hisfoster daughter Aoifein the War of the Eye—with her own hands during the abduction
of Rudi, back when she’ d been Sandra Arminger’ s persona black-body-stocking girl ninja.

OK, that was war and Aoife was armed and fighting back. And now we're all allies. It still sucks.

The rest of the Mackenzie contingent set their bicycles on the kickstands, lining them up with the front
whedls pointing west. The carts and ambulances and the hedlers set up nearby; everyone el sefollowed
him athousand yards eastward, loping along at a ground-eating trot. Chuck reined in and waited until
they were dl within range and then raised hisvoiceto carry; there was atrick to doing it without
screeching.

“Mackenzies” he sad. “The Prophet’s men came onto our land and killed our own folk in Sutterdown
last Samhain, when we' d never harmed them. When our dead come visiting this Samhain night, what will
wetdl them?’

“ Blood for blood!” someone shouted. “ That we' ve taken the heads of them and nailed them up
over the door!”

A long growl answered from the broad semicircle of snarling painted faces, fists or bows thrust into the
arinarippling wave.



OK, I like the old stories too, but let’ s not get ridiculous.

The problem was that you could never be quite sure what the younger generation would take from the
ancient tales. Chuck continued:

“We came here because we thought the Prophet’ s men might come and use Pendleton as a base against
us, and hisfriend the tyrant of Boise.”

Which would have been a bit unfair to the old General, but fits his son Martin like a glove, he
thought. And probably a lot of these kids volunteered because they were bored with working on
their home-crofts and because Lady Juniper asked it. I'mglad | don’t have Juney’sjob, by the
Horned Lord!

He grinned at them and put his hands on the horn of his saddle.

“Well, it turns out they’ re both here—not just their men, but the leaders themselves, to be sure. Lady
Juniper knew what she was talking about, en? So there are more of the enemy than we hoped or
expected, and that' swar for you. Don’t think of it as being outhumbered . . .”

“Think of it as having lots of targets!” someone finished the old joke, and there was aroar of
laughter.

“That'snot dl we' velearned,” hewent on. “We ve had aletter from our tanist, Rudi Mackenzie—Artos
himsdf himself, the very Sword of the Lady off on his quest to the sunriselands.”

That brought them dl leaning forward, eyesintent.

“This prophet scabhtéara attacked him, yes, and set evil magic againgt him and hisfriends, and took his
anamchara Mathilda prisoner. They scorn al other men, and al gods save theirs. But Artoswalked into
their camp at night, and brought her out for al their sorcerers or swordsmen could do . . . and when he
|eft there were afair number of them making their accounting to the Guardians, for the Morrigl was with
him, and his sword her scythe, regping men.”

He paused, and said with mock solemnity: “Earth must befed.”

That brought more laughter, some alittle scandalized, and another long cheer, with shouts of Rudi! and
Artos! dl rising into the racking banshee dhriek of the Mackenzie battle-yell, sunning-loud from a
thousand throats at close quarters. Chuck raised ahand to quiet it.

“The Lord of the Long Spear iswith us, and the Crow Goddess. We re fighting for our homes, our kin,
our Clan, and theland your parents spent their blood and their swesat to win,” he said, just quietly enough
that they had to strain to hear him.

“But Earth must befed. Not al of uswill walk away from thisfield. And thiswar won't be ended with a
single battle. So listen to your bow-captains, stand by your blade-mates, and shoot fast, straight and
hard!”

Their pipers struck up, leading the contingentsto their places, the skirling drones pealing out the jaunty
menace of “The Ravens Pibroch.” Behind them therewasafaint rat-tat-tat . . . And then ashattering
BOOM! Even expecting it, he had to control agtart.

He' d read somewhere before the Change that abig Lambeg drum had about the same decibel level as
the engine of a Piper Cub. Nothing else in the world today came close to massed Lambegs, unlessit was
thunder or an avadlanche of anvilsfaling on rock. That was something Juniper Mackenzie had taken from



her father’ s people, who' d been Ul ster-Scots before they began the long trek West. Thiswasthe music
they’ d used to shatter their enemies hearts and lash their own folk into the blood-frenzy.

BOOM! Then Boom-boom . . . boomboom-boom . . . boom. .. BOOM! repeating over and over with
amaddening irregularity. It wove through the piping until he could taste it at the back of histhroat, like
blood and hot brass.

He dismounted, handed off the reins, and walked a dozen paces eastward. That put him on the crest of a
low ridge running north-south, with along dope before them, a patchwork of stubble fields among the
broader gray brown of bunchgrass and sage. It was good ground, aslong asthe sun wasn’t in their eyes,
and it was dready too high above the horizon for that to be area problem. It did gild the dust clouds that
the feet and hooves of the advancing enemy raised, twinkling on spear-points like stars through mist. A
long ripple of comment went down the ranks of the Clan’ sarchers. All dong the front the bow-captains
plucked out tufts of the dry grass and tossed them into the air to test the breeze; it wasfaint, but directly
from the west.

Rowan planted the green flag with the Crescent M oon between antlers beside him. The Mackenzies
waited in ther three-deep harrow formation, along dightly curving linelike avery shdlow Sthat followed
the crest, each dun’ sfighters by the neighbors who would take home the news of their honor or their
shame. He waited until they were set before barking:

“ Plant the swine-feathers!”

Spread out like thisthey couldn’t dl hear hisvoice, but Rowan put the horn to his mouth and blew a
series of long-and-shorts, the blatting snarl cutting through the rumble of an army shaking itsdf out into
battle formation. Each of the Clan’ swarriors reached over their backsto abag dung beside their quivers
and pulled out apair of yard-long ashwood shafts, tied together with thongs. There was aflurry of
purpossful movement, and along snick-snick-clack! asthe metal collar-and-tongue joints were fitted
together. That |eft every Mackenzie holding a six-foot pole with along spearhead on one end and a
narrow-bladed shovel on the other.

They jammed the shovel bladesinto the ground and hammered them home with boot-hedls. The shunk
of stedl in dry soil sounded over and over again for afew seconds, when it was done aforest of
spear-points jutted forward, three ranks deep and danted at just the right height to catch the chest of a
horse. Then the whole formation took four steps back, and they had a barrier ahead of them that most
horseswould refuse to take—at least at agdlop.

Helooked left and right while the clansfolk worked; northward was a battery of the Corvalan field
artillery, their glaives stacked as they labored like maniacs with pick and shove to pile up bermsin front
of their throwing engines. Beyond them thefirgt of the Portlander infantry, leaning on their spearswith
their shidds till dung acrosstheir backs.

In the distance there he could just make out Tiphaine d’ Ath's banner, floating amid aforest of upright
lances.

The First Armsman of the Mackenziesfilled hislungsagain:
“Make ready!”

The bows came out of their carrying loops beside the quivers. Here and there some of the clansfolk
stretched and twisted or rotated their right arms. From each contingent one trotted out to the front,
planting ared-painted stick every so often out to three hundred yards—extreme battle range—to help
the archersjudge distance.



“Good open ground,” Oak cdled to hisfather, grinning; he was leading the Dun Juniper contingent,
nearest the standard, which put him within conversationa distance. “ Fine wegther, the wind at our backs,
and downhill. Praise to the Long Spear and the Battle-Hag!”

Chuck nodded back, matching the smile—but it was a conscious gesture for him. He envied the
youngsterstheir cam acceptance of it adl; there was fill atouch of unredity to this, for him. Asif he'd
wandered into atale. . .

Hooves thudded behind him. He glanced back; the carts with the spare arrows were already trotting
aong behind the Mackenzieline. Y oungsters like Rowan—just ayear or two too young to stand in the
battle line—grabbed bundles and rushed them forward, planting them point down by thewarriors feet
until each had three or four, and then poising ready to bring more as needed. A Mackenzie war-quiver
held forty-eight shafts, but those were the chosen handmade arrows that each bought or crafted to suit
their own fancy for precison work. These were from the stored reserves, and making them to the
standard pattern was winter work, done as a part of the Chief’ s Portion that every dun paid from its
crops and labor for the Clan’s common purposes. All the heads were alike, too—narrow bodkins
shaped like ametalworker’ s punch, of hardened aloy stedl.

When the work was complete the ground around the clan’ swarriors seemed to bristle like the hide of
some monstrous boar, topped with the gray goose feathers of the fletching.

Chuck took a sip from his canteen and spat to clear the dkaline dust of thisdry Eastern land. Some of
the others did likewise; more were lifting their kilts and taking alast chance to empty their bladders
downd ope towards the enemy—that dways happened, for you went tight when danger approached. The
bawdy jokes were astraditiona asthe harsh ammoniasmell.

Horsemen cantered up before him, led by Winnemuca of the Three Tribes, and Eric Larsson of the
Bearkillers with the ogtrich-feather plumes on his hdlm making him even more of asted tower.

Winnemucalooked asif he' d already seen some action; there was a sheen of swest on his broad
features, making the paint on hisface run alittle below the eagle-plumed sted cgp—the design was
black, with circles of white around his eyes.

“Whoa, that’s war-paint,” he said, looking at the crimson-gol d-black-green designsthat swirled over the
faces of the nearer Mackenzies. “Y ou white-eyes always go overboard with an ideaonce you sted it.”

A few of the archerswho could hear eevated their middle fingersin neighborly wise. Chuck grinned at
him.

“The woad was traditiond long before we decided to relocate, sure an’ it was,” he said, exaggerating the
Mackenzielilt that had become second nature over the years. “ Along with scal ping 