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Tothememory of H. Beam Piper,
and his Paratime/Aryan-Transpacific hideaway.



"FIRE!"

Thefirgt Hogtigi volley tore into the Ktemnoi front rank asif they were a battery of

artillery gunsfiring case shot. A great cheer rose up from the Hostigi ranks. The second
volley and third were dmogt as devadtating; the fourth less so. Still the Ktennoi squares
held. Now the musketeers were supposed to ding their weapons and fal back; instead
many picked up the pikes of the wounded or dead, while others drew their swords and
held their places.

"Pikes advance. CHARGE!"

As Xykos began to run toward the Sacred Square straight ahead, he was amazed at

how quickly the Ktemnoi rear ranks moved forward to replace their fallen comrades. It
was an admirable display of courage. He would make atoast to Galzar after he buried
their bones. The remaining Ktemnol musketeers fired alast ragged volley at amost point-

blank range, then fdll back, leaving the billmen to take the Hogtigi charge.

There was a cry from ten thousand throats—

"KILL THE DEMON SPAWN!"

The billmen began their charge.

The Hodtigi reply came—

"DOWN STYPHON!"

The two armies collided with such a shock that the first two Hostigi ranks
disappeared before Xykos eyes. He was eight ranks deep into what had once been the
Ktemnoi line before he came to a stop with his thirty-sx inch pike head buried hafway to
the end of itsiron head into a billman's hip. He dropped the pike and drew the two-
handed sword Boarsbane from its scabbard across his back. He had the sword blade out
in time to parry ablow from a billhead. His next stroke sent the edge through the
billman's shoulder, splitting him down to histripes.

"My friend Beam Piper would have liked this book."
—Jerry Pournelle

"GREAT KINGS WAR isalot of fun, afine adventure sory in the
tradition of the origind H. Beam Fiper works."
—Poul Anderson

"Kavan of Otherwhen goes resoundingly to bettle once more in skilled
hands."
—Gordon R. Dickson

"We both enjoyed the book very much. When is the sequel coming out?”
—Robert Adams and Andre Norton



PROLOGUE

After her vist with her Graduate Advisor, Danar Srnawas il in a state of shock as
she rode the gravlift down to the 40" Floor of Dhergabar University Tower where the
large assembly halls were situated. Her Advisor had dropped a bombshell, as he put it; he
was awell-known expert on Fourth Level, Europo-American—specidizing, she thought
wryly, in dichés

Stll, Sirna had just received the dream posting of the decade; she'd been assigned to
the Kalvan Study Team as the only undergraduate!

Lord Kavan, the former Pennsylvania State trooper Cavin Morrison, had been
picked up on atranstempora conveyor accidentally and been dropped off on Aryan
Transpacific, Styphon's House Subsector where held created enough of a gtir to spin off
an entirdly new time-line, identified dmost immediatdy by the Paratime Police,
Suddenly, for the firgt time in hitory, the University had an opportunity to sudy and
observe a new time-line from the exact moment of divarication.

And Sirnawas going to be there.

She was an undergraduate specidizing on Fourth Level Studies, with an emphasison
Alexandria-Macedonia, Ptolemaic Subsector History, which was about asfar awvay from
life on First Leve as she could find. After adisastrous marriage, she was literdly
retreating from redity, as her Mentdist had put it, when sheéd informed him that she
intended to return to the University of Dhergabar and work on her Scholar Degree.

Sirnd's scholastic scores were high, but not exemplary, so it had come as a shock to
her, and her advisor, to learn that she had gotten this dream assgnment to the Kalvan
Study Team. It could easily trandate into a career in Outtime Studies or achair in Aryan
Trangpacific. Still, there were thousands of more deserving graduate sudents &t the
Univergty and she couldn't come up with any reason that she, of al people, had been
selected.

After the pseudo-grav cushioned the drop, Sirnagot out of the lift and stepped on the
nearest dideway toward the Main Assembly Hall—the University'slargest lecture hall.
Danthor Dras, the Dean of Aryan Transpacific and one of the most respected, and feared,
scholars at the University, was going to spesk on the history of Styphon's House
Subsector. Dras focused interest on any topic he covered, but this time mediainterest in
the displaced former Pennsylvania State Trooper was attracting serious news and
broadcast attention dl on its own.



Thelecture hall was amost filled and Sirnawas forced to St at the back, near the
main entranceway. She had just settled into her form fitting seet, when Danthor Dras

strode up to the lectern, newsies trailing behind like jackds after abig cat. Dras hair
flowed back from his leonine countenance like silver wings, giving him the look of a

successful Fourth Leve palitician or preacher. As he cleared his throat, the noisy
Dhergabar University lecture room fell slent.

"I've been invited here to address the Kalvan Study Teams and interested observers,”
Danthor Dras smiled to acknowledge the crowd, which spilled out into the halways of
the large lecture room, as wdl as the millions of viewers watching his three-dimensond
image on dl the mgor networks.

"Asmogt of you know, I've spent more than fifty years researching Fourth Leve,
Aryan-Transpecific, as part of my research on theocracies and their effects on political
and ecoromic sructures. And, let me say this™ Danthor Dras grinned widdy, "this outfit
isthe nastiest bunch of religious frauds and out-and-out crooks it's been my pleasure to
study.”

The switch from dry lecture to informality had the desired effect and the crowd
responded enthusiagtically.

The wdl sized visscreen behind Scholar Danthor came to life showing a Styphon's
House temple-farm dave pen filled with skin- and-bone wretches eating dop out of
animal troughs before switching to a scene where white robed priests were wielding

whipson daves, wearing nothing but tattered shirts and trousers, hauling rocks in what
appeared to be near-freezing westher. Next the display featured aroom full of yellow and
black robed high priests eating at a table laden with food and ddlicacies, while being
entertained by musicians and scantily clad dancers. Then the scene changed to aburning

village assaulted by armored men with red cagpes and slver armor wielding some kind of
long bladed poleax. A black robed upperpriest pointed to a group of comely young
women who were led away in chains, while their neighbors were burned out of their
houses. Any who tried to defend themsalves were hacked to death. One man attempted to
run away and was shot by a primitive pistal the length of asmadl carbine.

"Rather than bore you with too many details," Dras continued, "let me give you
Styphon's House history in capsule form. Some five hundred years ago the 'god’ Styphon
was aminor dety, a heder god, among a much larger pantheon, with only afew haf-
hearted followers on the primitive Aryan Transpacific Sector. The dominant gods among
the Zarthani, as this group of the Sanskrit-speaking Indo-Aryan settlers called
themselves, were Allfather Dradm—the usud wise dl-knowing father god figure, Yirtta
Allmather, the femae goddess of fertility and Galzar Wolfhead, god of war.

"This adl changed when one of the priests of asmdl temple who cdled themsalves

Styphon's House was mixing a batch of primitive chemical compounds that pass for
medicine on this backward Sector. When he mixed his ingredients and put them under a

flame—they went BAM!"
His voice boomed through the room, echoing this prima moment.
"So it was that gunpowder, or fireseed asthey cdled it, was born on Aryan-

Trangpacific. This underpriest was smart enough to keep his discovery a secret, contacted
his boss and suddenly the 'Fireseed Mystery' was born. Styphon's House has used this

knowledge to turn Styphon's House from aminor cult to the dominant religious



indtitution on anew branch of Fourth Level, Aryan-Trangpacific, fittingly named
Styphon's House Subsector.

"By withholding fireseed, Styphon's House has been able to make and bresk nobles,
princes and kings. Since 'fireseed' is doled out, usudly in smdl gquantities, to favored
dlies, Styphon's own coffers have sweled with hundreds of years of accumulation of
precious metals. Styphon's House has used their accumulation of wedth to dominate the
primitive banking system, inter-kingdom trade and keep technologica innovationto a
minimum. If they hear of any invention or discovery that threstens their monopoly they
buy it. If the inventor is uncooperdive, they arrange to have him killed and continue on
with business as usud.

"Now, thisiswhereit getsinteresting,” Dras said, with a knowing wink to his
audience. Even Sirnafet hersdf leaning forward in her seet. "One of the characteristics
that dmog dl outtime religions share is that the followers actudly beieve—despite all
contrary evidence—that their deity isred. Asred asthislectern!™ Danthor said,
pounding on it for emphasis. "Typicdly, in the mgority of temples, churches and
ashrams, the priests are the most fervent believersin their supposed gods and goddesses.
True, dl religions have doubters and lapsed believers among them, but the average priest
believes his god or gods are the true gods, or One God—only the competitions deities are
fakes!

"Yes, as hard asit isfor usto beieve, mogt of these outtimers redly truly believe the
drive they're fed, which iswhat makes them so damn dangerous, giving rise to religious
persecutions and wars—the nagtiest wars of dl. Theré's nothing holier than killing your
neighbor for the benefit of his soul, or to keegp him safe from heresy.

"In alarge number of pre-indudtrid societies, the priests have amonopoly on
centralized record keeping and accumulation of wedth. In many cases, the result isa
theocracy, even if not in name. With the power of the state behind them, these
‘theocracies," having a monopoly on the 'truth’ and a pipeline to the deity, accumulate alot
of economic assets, be that property, precious metals or symbolic currency.

"However, there are very few religious organizations founded on a sham miracle,
which they know to be a natural event, such as Styphon's House. Not surprisngly,
Styphon's priesthood has taken full advantage of the economic opportunities their
monopoly on fireseed dlows—all in the name of their daty, of course"

Dras paused to wink at the camera recording the event. There was a smatter of
nervouslaughter.

"In thisarea,’ Danthor continued, " Styphon's House is both refreshingly and
gppallingly dishonest! The Temple Upperpriests and Archpriests of Styphon's House are
out-and-out crooks and make no apologiesfor it."

Just like us, thought Sirna with uncheracteristic cynicism, as we Home Timeliners rob
uncountable time-lines of their resources for our own use. Only we gpologize for it—to
oursslves—adll thetime!

" Styphon's House's firgt temples were in Hos-Ktemnos and, ever since the Fireseed
Mystery was discovered, they have used their discovery to turn their formerly minor deity
into the dominant god figure within the southern kingdoms of Hos-Ktemnos and, to a
lesser degree, Hos-Bletha”



Danthor Dras paused to whip out a concedled yellow robe, which he quickly donned
before his audience. His countenance underwent a complete metamorphosis, taking on a
ferd cast as, right before their eyes, he actudly became a Styphon's House Highpriest.
Many of the assembled academics moved back in their seats or hissed audibly. Srnawas
certain Danthor's unsuspected acting talent was a mgjor part of his success as an outtime
researcher and media phenomenon.

After grinning wickedly, Dras resumed histak. "In an effort to infiltrate Styphon's
House, | set up a cover as anHos-Blethan temple Highpriest. Part of my background was
passing mysdf off asason of anoble family, who had cometo rdigion in hismiddle
years. The Zarthani are unduly impressed with titles and birth pedigree.”

Theroom wasfilled with titters Snce many of the Home Timdiners, outside of the
University, responded the same way to outdated patents of nobility.

"Since the mgority of Zarthani, including the priesthood, areilliterate, | was able to
advance rgpidly through the Temple hierarchy. After afew years a the Temple of Hos-
Blethain Bletha City, | was able to obtain atransfer to the Holy City of Baph, which is
to Styphon's House much as Memphisis on Fourth Level Alexandria Macedonian, or the
Vatican is on Europo- American, Plantagenet Subsector. My reading abilities got me a
spot in the Archives, which—trust me—is not a popular posting with most of Styphon's
Highpriests. The corruption and influence peddling in Balph, to make agood First Level
anaogy, is best compared to the Management Party's machinations in our own Executive
Coundil!"

The audience roared. Management Party, which everyone considered the Paratime
Police's palitica mouthpiece, had been in control of the Executive Council since the
Mystic Wars some four thousand years ago. Management Party— and therefore the
Paratime Police—was considered by most academics to be the mgjor obstacle to serious
outtime research. Sirnawasn't convinced that the Paratime Police were doing anything
more than their job as mandated by the Paratime Code since, as a collective body, the
Univerdty had about as much vested self-interest as Styphon's House. That 'view' of hers
had long been amgor area of contention between her and her former husband.

"The Archpriest of the Archives was a hdf-blind highpriest of some eighty years and
he was pleased to at long last find what he saw as a successor. In the Archives, most
assstants leave as soon as they can buy, bribe or blackmail their way to a better position
within the Temple hierarchy. After a short period of adminigtrative work, | was promoted
to his assstant and allowed access the High Temple of Baph Archives, atreasure trove
of ancient parchments and documents. After a number of yearsin the Archives, | was
able to put together a complete history of Styphon's House—not that I'll go into that
here."

There was an audible sgh of relief throughout the room. These were dl academics
and they understood how much time a complete history briefing might involve.

Sirnanoticed wryly that Danthor did manage to add a plug for his new book.
"However, | will mention that the new edition of my history on Styphon's House,
Gunpowder Theocracy, is now available from the Dhergabar University Press”

Danthor made a dramatic cough before starting again, “The actud priestly apothecary
who invented the fireseed formulais forgotten. However, while searching through the

Temple Archives, | found a statue of the priest who discovered its letha potentid. Inthe



beginning Styphon's House used fireseed to create explosions of colored gas and light to
awe thelocds. Then Highpriest Trythos discovered, while making primitive fireworks,
that fireseed, when used insde a tube with afuse, could propel a stone a sgnificant
distance.

"It was Highpriest Trythos who contrived the firg primitive handgun—a metd tube
cradled in awooden stock which shot a stone pellet.” Dras reached down and picked up a
golden statue, which he then took to the first row of seats and handed to one of the
professors. "Trythos was pronounced as the first Styphon's Own Voice and devised the
Inner Circle of Archpriests as ameansto protect the Fireseed Mystery. Thisis Trythos
image recorded in gold. The statue bears a striking resemblance to Styphon's Great Image
in the Great Temple at Balph, made severa decades after his desth, where the Inner
Circle of Styphon's House meets. Styphon's true believers see this as proof that Styphon
himsdlf was the author of the firgt handgun.

"Please pass it to your neighbor after you've had alook at it," he admonished the
professor who gppeared mesmerized by the Satue.

It took severd minutesto reach her row, but Sirna found the smal gold statue to be
very heavy and cold, but vibrant with alife force dl its own. The work was vagudy
Babylonian, reminding Sirna.of some of the stonework she had observed from Fourth
Leve Babylonian Hegemony, Assyrian Subsector that she had studied in her Empires
Frozen in Time class. The beard was long and braided; whoever had made the mold—
probably using the lost wax method—was a tdented artist. The face looked dmost redl;
there was an arrogant sneer to the tiny lips— probably made after Trythos was devated to
the top of the Temple hierarchy. All the Archpriests sheld seen on spool had shared the
same look of innate superiority.

Once everyone had been given the opportunity to examine the idol, Danthor
continued, " Styphon's House was quick to exploit their new discovery. To the Zarthani of
that time, it was a fearsome unearthly weapon from the gods. Styphon's House used that
superdtitious awe to destroy their enemies and reward their dlies.

"Theredt, asthey say, ishigory. It took Styphon's House a century to go from meded
fireseed to corned, or black powder, and another century and a hdf to evolve thefiring
mechaniam from the early matchlock handguns to flintlocks. Firearm technology has
remained in astate of sasis ever since as Styphon's House can discern no advantage to
making their wegpons more efficient. In fact, there's evidence they've held back the
evolution of firearns, such as cast cannon with flintlock mechanisms, to keep the military
forces from developing more effective arms. Through their control of military
technology, as well as the supply and dispensation of fireseed, Styphon's House has been
able to keep the mgority of the inter-kingdom conflicts smal and contained, preventing
any decisve wars that might establish peace and lessen the Great Kingdoms' dependence
upon Styphon's House.

"The Temple Archives do not contain any documents regarding Styphon's divine
beliefs or revdations at dl; in fact, there's a conspicuous lack of norma priestly records
of revelations and devotions in the Temple Archives. Other than Styphon's Way, a series
of homiliesthat pass for divine revelation, there gppears to be a conspiracy of slence
over the whole issue of Styphon's godhood—except when it comes to Styphon's oracle.
As| dready mentioned, in the Great Temple of Baph resdesthe other 'miracle of



Styphon's House, Styphon's Great Image”

Danthor paused and dramatically smacked hislectern for emphasis. "Thisisno smdl
datue, either; it rises up over three stories and is bathed in enough gold to feed the Five
Kingdoms for an entire year! When the Temple faces a problem, the righteous flock to
the Great Temple, where the Golden Image, on rare occasions, 'speaks to the multitude.
It'sthe usud primitive voice amplification with articulated joints at the jaw. The 'secret’
of Styphon's Great Image is so well guarded that only the head of the Temple and the
highpriests who rule the Great Temple and dl its worldly possessons know thet itsa
fraud.

"Styphon's Own Voice is the head of the Styphon's House and is presumed— likethe
Pope on most Europo- American time- lines—to speak for their god and rule the Temple.
In actudity, Styphon's Voice is typicdly afigurehead chosen to represent the interests of
the Inner Circle of Archpriests, aclosely connected group of thirty-six Archpriestswhich
indudes the highpriest of each Great Kingdom High Temples of Styphon.”

Drasturned to the visiscreen and they were shown the innermost chamber of the
Great Temple where adozen yellow-robed Archpriests were surrounded by knedling
pengoners and penitents. "Only on rare occasions will Styphon's Own Image will spesk
to the multitude. These believers are attending the great idol in the hopes that Styphon's
Golden Image will spesk and answer their questions— believe me, they pay alot for the
privilege of waiting.

"The current Styphon's Own Voice, His Divinity Sesklos, was an activigt until the
past year when Lord Kavan's rapid military successes discredited his leedership.” The
visiscreen showed a wizened old man with a beaked nose and ice-gray eyes dressed ina
red robe. "For the past decade, Sesklos has been promoting his handpicked successor,
Archpriest Anaxthenes who has now emerged as Speaker and the dominant member of
the Inner Circle. On the Kalvan Control time-linesit is presumed that Anaxthenes will
follow Sesklos as Styphon's Voice.

"One of the true believers, Archpriest Roxthar, has attracted our attention because
he's become a pivota player within the Inner Circle on Kadvan's Time-Line. However,
thisis not the case on the Kavan Control time-lines where Roxthar is viewed as a
crackpot by the other Archpriests of the Inner Circle and his harangues on Styphon's
Divinity are greeted with derison. Only on Kavan's Time-Line has Archpriest Roxthar
become one of the major power centers or created his Officeof Holy Investigation, to
seek out Kavan fogtered heresy within Styphon's House. Thus, it is now evident that
Archpriest Roxthar's rise on Kavan's Time-Lineisadirect response to the threat Kavan
poses to Templ€e's continued existence."

A beefy professor with ared face shouted: "Next you'l be telling us you are a
supporter of the Great Man in History theory!™

Danthor cocked his head, ran his fingers through his hair, looking thoughtful. "It's
till too soon to draw any definitive conclusion, but | will admit the evidence is pointing
in that direction.”

Sirna couldn't have been more surprised if the Scholar had admitted to friendship with
Verkan Val, membership in the Management Party or relations with a barnyard animal!
The red faced professor and the rest of the audience were shocked into silence. Was what
she was witnessing possible—a tenured University Professor rising above his prejudices



and the group consensus of the Dhergabar herd?

Danthor acted asif the interruption had not occurred, continuing on with his talk.
"Now before we get any further into Styphon's divinity, let me inform you that Styphon
and his prime competitors—Dram, Gadzar and Y irtta—are not the only gods on Aryan
Trangpacific, Styphon's House Subsector. The origina Indo-Aryan invaders, who caled
themselves the 'Zarthani,' a contraction of ‘za-aryan-thani' meaning in their language ‘the
noble people,’ brought with them some twenty-five to thirty gods and goddesses. Many of
these 'original’ deities have since disappeared from popular consciousness as their
worshippers have declined and are now remembered only in curses, old sagas, legends
and yarns. These days there are only twelve True Gods and four Demons—fiveif you
count Styphon as a Demon as many of Dram's worshippers do. Although some of the so-
cdled True Gods, like Phydros, God of Wine and Music, and Lytris, the Westher
Goddess who isworshipped primarily by sailors, have asmall or select congtituency.

"As | mentioned previoudy, the primary Trinity—before Styphon's prominence—was
Allfather Dram, Yirtta Allmother and Galzar Wolfsheed, the God of War. Dram isthe
al-knowing, dl-powerful Father god, like Zeus, Jupiter and ahost of others familiar to
most Fourth Leve Indo-Aryan scholars™

Heads bobbed up and down in agreement.

"Yirttais the goddess of harvests and fertility and as such she has maintained her
prominence within Zarthani life and ritud, primarily among women who are more
conservative about their gods. The Temple of Yirtta Allmother isavery traditiona and
conservative temple, smilar in many aspects to the Roman goddess Vesta and her cult.

"Gdzar God of War has seen no diminution of status with the passage of time; if
anything, as Dram's influence has waned, Galzar—with the congtant internecine warfare
and proliferation of mercenary units— has grown over the years. The Uncle Woalfs, the
priest of Gazar, have even taken over many of the healing duties of older gods, including
Styphon.

"Dram's position among the gods has dropped draméticaly, particularly, within the
last hundred years, as Styphon's influence has increased in the Northern Kingdoms,
principaly among the gentry and the upper classes. The Styphoni do not consider
Appdon, Dram's son, the Patron of gamblers and gaming, a True God. Whereas the
followers of Dram add Lyklos, the Trickster, who has a powerful cult in the Middle
Kingdoms, to their pantheon instead of Styphon.

"As Styphon's House's political and economic power grows, the worship of Styphon
has spread its way through the upper strata of society, whereas Dram isin danger of
becoming dmost exclusively the god of peasants and artisans. Styphon's House with its
tithing and manure collection continues to be unpopular anong the lower classes, except
in Hos-Ktemnos where his worship isfirmly rooted after four hundred years of priestly
tyranny.

"As I've demongtrated, Styphon's House has used their ‘fireseed’ miracle to awe the
unsophigticated and manipulate the politics of the Five Kingdoms, the dominant ruling
gates on Aryan Trangpacific. Furthermore, Styphon's House hasits own military of
which there are two arms; the first being Styphon's Own Guard. The Guard is an dlite
corps and very well paid; most are former mercenaries and are not above doing the
nastiest kind of deeds. Often times, they are poised behind unreliable troops with the



orders to execute anyone who retreats or runs from battle. They've earned the sobriquet
the Red Hand through their scrupulous attention to such orders.

"The second martid arm is the Order of the Zarthani Knights, who protect the
western borders of Hos-Bletha and Hos Ktemnos, as well as act as a buffer between the
Five Kingdoms and the Sastragath and migrating nomads from the Sea of Grass. The
Grand Master of the Order isaso an Archpriest in the Inner Circle, but like most military
holy orders they have little participation in the day to day running of the Temple. The
Zathani Knights are aformidable fighting force and the Grand Magter rules more
territory than the largest Great Kingdom.

" Styphon's House's usud tactics are to encourage grudges and border disputes among
the princedoms of the Five Kingdoms, helping dlied princes with ample supplies of
fireseed, while withholding it from their opponents and placing them under Styphon's
Ban. The Banis avery important tool sinceit not only deprives that princedom under the
Ban from purchasing fireseed from Styphon's House, but also carries the threat of
withholding fireseed to any other lord or prince who might be willing to sell his excess
powder to the proscribed lord. Without any other recourse to obtain fireseed for their
smoothbores and guns, the opponents of Styphoni supported armies are quickly
dispatched. It's been a very successful policy throughout Styphon's House Subsector,
except on one time-line—Kalvan Prime.

"From dl reports, with Lord Kavan, Styphon's House ran up against someone from
the outside who knew the Fireseed Mystery and was not cowed by their wedth or
military might. Kalvan is the former Cavin Morrison, a Pennsylvania State Policeman,
who was picked up as atranstemporal ‘hitchhiker' on a Fourth Level Europo-American
time-line far advanced over Aryan Trangpacific, both socidly and technologicaly.”

There were snickers from the audience as they al were familiar with Hispano
Colombian. The dominant culture there was socidly backward, but aso explosvely
cregtive and technologicdly innovetive. Latdly, the latest Hispano- Colombian music
crazes and flat screen movies had become very popular with the masses on First Level—
especidly the proles.

"This Pennsylvania State trooper, after an interpenetration foul- up with another

transtempora conveyor, was able to subdue his Paratime Police host and was didodged
from the conveyor onto Styphon's House Subsector.”

There was amurmur of gopreciation for hisfeat. While most University professonds
didiked the Paratime Police and their over-zedous regulations concerning outtime travel,
they did appreciate their physicd training and abilities.

Scholar Danthor stepped back from the podium and a 3-D image of alanky Paratime
Policeman in his green uniform seated in front of a table gppeared on the visscreen.
"Hereisarecent interview of Araln Folen, the Paratime Policeman who picked up Calvin
Morrison and was being prepared for broadcast on the Dhergabar morning news show,
Newsworthy. This has never been released for public viewing.”

Sirnawondered how Danthor was able to access interna Paratime Police documents.
What would Paratime Police Chief Verkan do if he knew?

Thefamiliar voice of Yandar Y add filled the hall. "So, Officer Ardn, what were the
circumstances of your unexpected pick-up of Cavin Morrison?"



Aran looked sheepishly into the recording lens. "'l had finished making a Sandard
pick up on Europo-American, Confederate States Subsector, and was returning to Fifth
Leve Police Termind when my conveyor merged transtempord fields with another
conveyor on an unscheduled jaunt to Third Levd."

"Then what happened?'

"When the two fields juxtaposed there was a opening cregted in the transtempora
fidd—"

"Hold on aminute, Officer Aran, not dl of our ligeners are familiar with
Paratempord jargon. Just what is an opening in the time field?"

Using his hands, Aran continued, "When two conveyors pass the same spot their
fiddstry to occupy the same time/space continuum,” he paused to inter-twine hisfingers.
"This creates atranstempora void, or opening. Any objects and/or lifeforms, including
humans, that are in theimmediate vicinity can be ‘accidentaly' picked up and deposited
into one of the interpenetrating conveyors. Thisiswhat happened with State Trooper
Morrison. Now you understand,” continued Officer Aran, suddenly animated,
"sometimes when two fields meet head-on there are alot of collaterd effects—the reactor
engines, dectronics, control panels, visiscreens get jumbled filling the conveyor with
light displays and noise, so | wasn't even aware Morrison was there until he got the jump
on me. | tried to shoot him with my needler, but he's fast—very fast. Instead, | ended up
taking adug to the shoulder.”

Ardn winced, and rubbed his shoulder. "Next thing | remember was | was back at
Police Termind Fifth Leve with amedic giving me emergency trestment. | understand
Morrison's drop on Aryan Transpacific has caused quite a fracas there, but | don't
remember anything after he shot me. Just a shadowy gray figure and BAM! That'sit."

"What's going on here, Yadd!" asked a familiar voice off- screen, which Sirna
recognized as belonging to Paratime Chief Verkan Vall.

There were some hisses and catcalls from the audience.

"I'm just exercisng my rights to question Officer Ardn for a segment of
Newsworthy."

Verkan's not-so-happy countenance appeared on the screen. He was atdl man with a
rangy body. He was wearing his Paratime Police Chief's green uniform and a Vandyke
beard. "Y add, you know full well thisisa Police Interna Investigation and I'm going to
have to confiscate that recording.”

There was a string of Second Leve curses from Y add; a sudden yelp of pain and then
the shot rotated showing a scowling Verkan Val and the newse being marched off-
screen in acome-aong hold by a big Paracap.

The visiscreen went blank. Danthor turned back to face the audience with asmirk on
hisface.

"| doubt very many of us" Dras continued, "would have reacted quite so decisively as
State Trooper Morrison in an unexpected, strange and even frightening new environment.
That he reacted as quickly and decisively as he did is atestimony both to his quick
reflexes and training from the Pennsylvania State Police, which is one of the finer
constabularies on that particular Europo-American Subsector.

"When Cavin Morrison dropped off the conveyor, he managed to land himsdlf smack



right in the middle of awar between the small Princedom of Hostigos and severd of its
neighbors, encouraged by Styphon's House, who wanted ownership of a sulfur spring on
Hostigos territory—sulfur being one of the compounds that makes up the Fireseed
Trinity. On Kavan'sfirg day, with the help of some locas, he managed to fight off a
smdl sortie from one of Hogtigos enemies and won the love of the local princess.”

Someone in the audience let out awhistle of appreciation.

"You do have to keep in mind that while this Fourth-Leve policeman was certainly
quick on the uptake, he dso arrived at a point in time on Styphon's House Subsector
where socid and political events were coming to a head. That he was able to exploit them
s0 quickly lends credence to Kavan'sinitiative and surviva skills. However, | do beieve
that certain personages in the Paratime Police and media have prematurely awarded a
mantle of brilliance and superiority to Lord Kavan, asheis cdled, that has yet to be
earned. His superior knowledge of military tactics and technology is nothing remarkable
coming from aman trangolanted from a highly indudtridized time- line and suddenly
tossed onto a pre-indudrid time-line

"What is unusua was how quickly Kavan redlized that he was cast adrift in a'‘world'
not his own and how swiftly he responded to the Stuation he was thrown into. His
successes in besieging Tarr-Dombra, an important border castle with neighboring Nostor,
and defeating Styphon's forces at the battles of Fitraand Fyk demonstrate Kalvan's
resourcefulness and military leadership abilities. So far his successes have been those of a
second-cdass man triumphing over third dass opponents.”

Therewas asigh of rdlief in the auditorium. Maybe Danthor wasn't a proponent of the
Great Man in History theory after dl, thought Sirna, nor of the University approved view
of history as a course molded by vast, impersond forces and Historica Inevitability.
Could it be that Danthor Dras was that rarity, a scholar who believed in letting the
evidence stand on its own?

"Thetruetest is yet ahead now that Styphon's House is awakened and is assembling a
great army of their own, the Holy Host. Kavan has awakened the degping giant and is
about to get mauled. If heistruly the Grest Man of hisera, he has met hisequa and
accordingly, for thefirg time, we will be ableto actualy see atest, from the moment of
divarication, of the Great Man in History Theory, and whether they truly make events
happen, or are smply chosen to act out grander socid impulses.

"Winning afew battles will not answer the question. Only atotd victory over
Styphon's House will be acceptable and that is yet to be seen. Let us seeif Lord Kavan—
actudly Great King Kadvan now—can decisvely and profoundly change Kdvan's Time-
Line—in comparison to the Kavan Controls—before we pronounce himin the
University and media as Kavan the Great!"

There was around of applause from the crowd. Danthor preened before the cameras
and did everything but bow.

"The Kalvan Sudy Teams have their work cut out for them, but | am convinced that
with my oversight the Study Teamswill be able to find the answers to this question and
other profound socid issues. | will be joining the Baph Study Team on Kdvan's Time-

Line from the Styphon's House Subsector time-line where |'ve been doing my previous
research. My agents have laid the groundwork on Kalvan's Time-Linefor a'trandfer’ from

Hos-Blethato the Holy City of Baph where | plan to work in the Archives. Within afew



years, | should be able to scale the hierarchy from Highpriest to Archpriest of the Inner
Cirde. My intimate knowledge of their persondities and peccadilloes from the
neighboring time-line should aid in my progress.

"As head of the Aryan- Transpacific Academic Overaght Committee | will bein
contact with the Hostigos and Harphax Kalvan Study Teams as time and events alow.
Thank you al for attending and there will be further updates as we make our findings
public." Draswaved hishand to indicate the lecture wasat an end. Sirna had seen 3-Ds of
Ptolemaic emperors with less panache!

Srnamarveled a her good fortune. She would not only be a member of the most
coveted study team in University history, but dso be there on Kavan's Time-Line
watching higtory in the making. Maybe in some smdl way she could be a part of that
higory.

As Danthor Dras began to pick up his materids and the audience began to leave,
Sirnafet someone dip into the seat next to her. She had to repress her startle reflex when
she recognized Hadron Tharn. Something about the cold way he eyed her made her fed
like a cold piece of meat. Tharn himsdf wastall, with regular features, except for a sharp
jaw that reminded her of a sturgeon's, and not the least bit physically domineering—until
you looked into his eyes. They were the cold measuring eyes of a predator, one who
feasted on human weakness.

Tharn grinned. "I'm sure you're wondering how you were selected by the Oversight
Committee"

Srnahad asnking feding at the pit of her somach Her father had been a part of
Hadron Tharn's political action group. Even worse her former husband was still working
as one of Tharn's staffers. Hadron had an oar in every pond and stream in Dhergabar
City. Tharn was dso a big financia donor to the University, even though he himsdlf had
left the University some 10 years before in some hush- hush incident believed to be
connected to a Paratime Code violation. Rumor had it only hissgter's pull asatop
Paratime Police officid had kept Tharn out of the hands of the Bureau of Psy-Hygiene.

She knew that in this case the rumor was true, since her parents had told her about
Tharn's antipathy towards both the Paratime Police and its current Police Chief, Verkan
Vdl—who happened to be Tharn's brother-in-law. And how DdlaVall hasinterceded in
Tharn's behdf with her husband...

"1 was wondering how | was sdected for the Study Team." She had the fedling she
was going to learn both the how and why very soon.

"l had one of my ‘friends present your name to the selection committee," Tharn sad
with asmirk. "I need someone to represent the action group on the Team. Y our name
came to mind as the perfect choice."

"l don't understand...”

"| needed to have someone on the Kalvan Study Team | can trust to report any
violations of the Paratime Trangpostional Code committed by Chief Verkan™—Tharn
fairly soit out the name—"or any of hisminions™

That certainly confirmed there was bad blood between Tharn and his brother-in-1aw.

She thought of telling him to forget it, but the hard look in his eyes told her to keep
her thoughts to hersdf. Of course, if she refused, she could also kiss her dream



assignment good-bye.

"What do you want me to do?"

Tharn smiled asif he's just tasted a succulent morsdl. "'l want you to write nice little
letters to your Uncle Tharn telling me al about your new assgnment. I'll see that you
have an ample supply of message balls. Y ou just report what is going on & the

Foundry— No, | guessyou don't know. You and al the other Study Team members are
coming in as Zygros and Grefftscharrer foundry workers and support personne. |

believe your job will be as pattern maker."

"l had no idea."

"You'l be briefed shortly, once al your inoculations are finished and the background
check is completed. Don't worry, purely administrative wheel turning. Y our appointment
has been approved at the top."

"How do | let you know about any Transtempora Contamination?”

"By using the trangtempora message bdls that will go to the target area on Fifth
Level. These will bewdl disguised so there's nothing for you to worry about.”

Srnafdt her heart thump. Tharn had al the answers; there was no way out of
becoming his oy unless she excused hersdf from the Study Team, which would
effectively end her University career— and she wasn't suited for anything ese. Sirna
didn't even want to consider the consequences of defying Hadron Tharn; her ex-husband
had told her some hair-raising stories about his insane displays of temper.

Typical of the man's arrogance, Tharn took her compliance for granted.

"Thisisthelast time we can meet until the end of your assgnment on Kavan Prime.

I know you'll do agood job for us."

Sirna nodded numbly. What a terrible end to what had started as the best day of her
life...

"What did you think of Scholar Danthor's little presentation?’ Tharn asked.

Sirna shook off the black cloud descending around her. "Fascinating. Heis the pre-
eminent authority on AryanTranspecific.”

"He certainly makesthat clam. | need to talk with him."

Sirnashrugged. "1 can't help you there. I'm an undergraduate. | don't even exist asfar
as a Scholar is concerned, much less a recognized authority such as Danthor Dras."

"He's been ignoring my cdls, too," Tharn said with a pointed glare towards the
lectern and spesker that promised future retribution.

After Dras|eft the podium, Tharn rose out of his seet, saying, "I'll be looking forward
to your reports on Kalvan Prime. Y ou know the drill. I'll expect aletter every ten-day.
And amessage bal every thirty days."

He turned and |eft, malevolence trailing behind.

Srnashivered in spite of hersdf. She noticed how quickly even the most respected
faculty members moved out of Tharn's way and the ingratiating greetings they made as
he strode by, obliviousto one and al except Scholar Dras.

As Hadron approached the Scholar, even ten rows away she could sense the mutual
antipathy. Hadron said something too softly for her to hear, but everyone heard Danthor's



reply. "Tharn, I'll have no part of your business! I've said that before and I'll stand by it.
And don't approach me again.”

Again, Hadron Tharn said something too low for her to hear, but she could seethered
blotches on Dras face. "Stay away from me, or I'll have the University guard remove
you."

Thank providence; Danthor hadn't noticed that Tharn had been ditting next to her, she
thought. I wonder what I've gotten myself into...



WINTER

ONE

The howl of the wolf floated down from the wooded hillsto the right of thetrail. A
moment later, severd more howls replied from farther off.

"Your Mgesty. That first one's on the scent of prey. He's calling the pack!”

Kavan reined his horse to a hdt and looked back at the bearded trapper riding behind
him. He might be Greet King of Hos-Hostigos, but when it came to hunting wolves he
would defer to Hectides forty years accumulation of knowledge.

"The forest's too thick for usto blaze atrail here, Sire," Hectides added. "We'd best
ride on a bit."

"What about them scenting us?' Kavan asked.

There was another howl, this one closer.

Hectides pulled off afur glove and held afinger up in theicy winter air. "Not enough
wind. With wolves this hungry, they'll eat anything. They've got their minds on
something.”

There was a shot from the trees, then the sound of hooves at a canter. One of the
buckskin-clad scouts came plunging back down the trail, his horse churning up the fine
powder snow into asilvery spray.

"Your Mgesty! Thereésafire over the hill. Not too far. A big firel”

As an intelligence report the scout's words left alot to be desired, but they told
Kavan enough to make him think about histactics. Wolves could be ridden down with
lances or swords, or shot from the saddle with pistols. A fire could mean bandits and they
could shoot back. Two of this winter's worst problems appeared to be up and about
tonight. At least they were aso the two easest to ded with.

"Musketoons to the front," Kdvan ordered. That was ignoring the chain of command,
of course, and one of these days held have to start being more careful. He aso had time to

wonder, not for thefirgt time, if the confidence these people had in him was entirdy
judtified. Do | really know what 1'm doing?



Kavan had known what he was doing when held shot hisway out of that—call it
cross-time flying saucer, for lack of a better term—that scooped him up out of
Pennsylvania 1964 and dropped him off here-and-now. Of course most of that was sdf
defense, afairly smple job for the trained reflexes of Corpord Cavin Morrison of the
Pennsylvania State Police and former sergeant, United States Army.

It was when he landed that things started to get complicated. Here-and- now was il
Pennsylvania, but nothing like the one he grew up in. It was an dternate Pennsylvania
that had never heard of William Penn or even George Washington. From what he'd been
able to deduce in the past year, this was an dternate Earth where the Indo-Aryan
migrations had gone east across Siberia, then in shipsto the northeast dong the
Aleutians, ingtead of moving into India and Pakistan as they had in Kadvan's home world.

They had built city-statesin dl the natura harbors aong the Pacific Coast asfar
down as Bga Cdifornia. Later arrivas, proto-Germans who caled themsdvesthe
Urgothi, had settled the Great Plains and the Mississippi River valey. Then, about five
hundred years ago, there was alarge- scade migration from the Pacific Coadt to the
Atlantic seaboard, where there was now a gaggle of what Winston Churchill had cdled
"pumpernicke principaities.

The loca inhabitants of the Five Kingdoms had a late medieva to early- Renai ssance
culture and technology, with steel blades and gunpowder, using a back- acting flintlock.
The monopoly of gunpowder gave Styphon's House, a here-and-now theocracy whose
priesthood claimed that gunpowder (or "fireseed" asthey cdled it) was amagica secret
they aone knew passed down from their god, Styphon. Any ruler who defied them was

put under the Ban of Styphon, which cut them off from any supply of fireseed—and that
meant disagter.

Prince Ptosphes of Hostigos was under such a ban from Styphon's House when
Cavin Morrison landed in his small Princedom, helped rout an enemy cavdry raid and
was accidentdly shot by Ptosphes daughter Rylla. HEd spent his convalescencein Tarr-
Hostigos as aguest of the Prince. HeEd had no quaims about telling the Hostigi what he
thought of Styphon's House, an ouitfit as bad as Al Capone's mob, and taught them the
fireseed formula so they could make their own. Then Cavin Morrison had helped them
prepare for the coming battle againgt Styphon's Princely pawns, the dternative was
having Ryllas lovely head stuck on a spike on the battlementsof Tarr-Hostigos— wel,
that was as good as no choice a dll.

After that, developments had followed one another more or lessinevitably. While the

new Lord Kavan had sometimes felt asif he were riding arunaway horse, hed known
there was no dismounting in mid-journey. More important, he could look back and say he
hadn't made too many avoidable mistakes.

Taking the castle Tarr-Dombra was easy; that was craft and common sense, aswell as
afew otherwhen tactics, dl used against an unwary and complacent opponent. The Béttle
of Fitraagaing Prince Gormoth of Nostor was alot bloodier, but not much more difficult.
Stupid generdship by Kavan's opponents helped. So did new field artillery, with
trunnions and proper field carriages, able to outshoot anything else in thisworld.

Then came the Battle of Fyk; Kavan till wondered how anyone had emerged dive
out of that fog shrouded daughterhouse where the eventua outcome was due more to
luck than skill. Regardless, that outcome was avictory for Hostigos over the Princes of



Beshta and Sask, and aresounding defeat for Styphon's House.

Now Hostigos was a power in the Five Kingdoms, whether it wanted to be or not.
There was nothing else, redly, but to proclaim it the Great Kingdom of Hos-Hostigos.
And who was the only man everyone would accept as Greet King?

Corpord Calvin Morrison, Pennsylvania State Police (Forcibly Retired).

That was asfar as Kavan's memories took him when he redlized his escort and the
wolf hunters were waiting for his orders. They were aso crowding closer to either side of
his horse, making awall of horseflesh two or three ranks deep. Mot of them were
troopers of Queen Rylla's Own Dragoons; they'd rather be eaten by wolves or shot by
bandits than return home to report to their colond-in-chief they'd alowed her husband to
bekilled.

"Forwarrrd!" Kavan shouted. The hunting party moved up thetrail a awalk, until
the trees to the right tarted thinning out. As they did, the wolf howls came again. This
time it was the whole pack, closer than before—much closer.

At last Kavan could see the fire for himself—a wavering orange glow from near the
crest of alow hill to the northeast. In the light he could see a zigzag trail leading
downhill, ending among a dozen deek gray shapes. Whatever had made the trail; it was
down now, with the pack ready to dine.

"Follow me!" The old infantry command turned everybody's head toward Kavan as
he swung his horse off the trail. In the lee of the hill, the snow lay only afew inches deep
on hard-frozen ground. Kavan's horse barely broke stride as it plunged in among the
trees. He bent low to keep snow-laden branches from scal ping him and cantered out onto
the open field while drawing a pigtol from his saddle holgter.

A dozen wolves made a target impossible to miss even from horseback. Kavan's shot
drew ahowl from the pack, and one rangy specimen yeped and jumped into the air asiif
it'd been horse kicked. Half the wolves drew back with snarls and bared teeth, while the
others turned from the blood-spattered mess on the snow to face Kavan. A quick look
over his shoulder told Kalvan held outdistanced his escort by atwenty yards or so. For the
moment, he was going to have to face the pack aone.

He cocked and fired his other pistol. The gray wolf he hit dropped asif it had been
poleaxed.

The other four charged Kavan, led by the biggest black wolf he'd ever seen. Even
haf-starved, it was the Size of a Shetland pony. He was going to have to remember to
stop judging animals here-and-now by the pitiful remnants of wildlife in his more
civilized homeland. Kavan dropped the empty pistols onto the snow, pulled two more
out of his boots and discharged them both just as the wolves reached his mount.

Kavan never saw whether or not his shots hit; he was thrown back in his saddle as
his horse reared and struck out with its hooves at the atacking wolves. The next thing he
knew, he was on the ground and the black wolf was worrying his left boot.

Kavan tried to pull out his sword, but it was caught in the scabbard now pinned
under hisleft leg. He found his knife at the same moment the black wolf redized its prey
wasn't dead or stunned.

The wolf lunged and Kavan threw his knife. The blade sank into the wolf's shoulder,
but the oversize beast never even flinched. Suddenly he could smdll its carrion-laden



breeth, ginking like the Hdllfire and Brimstone his minister father had so often and o
eloquently described. He closed his eyes and braced himsdlf for terrible pain.

Instead of pain, he heard a deafening explosion. Then the wolf smashed into him,
knocking the wind out of him but thankfully not Snking its teeth into his flesh.

He opened his eyesto the blurred movements of someone throwing off the wolf
carcass. The next thing he saw was the face of Captain Nicomoth, his aide-de-camp.

"Your Maesty! Areyou hurt?"

He looked down and saw bloodstains on his breeches. He quickly felt hislegs. No
pain or cuts, the blood must be the wolf's. He shook his head, sighing in rdlief. The
prospect of abite-wound without reliable antiseptics was bad enough, but more than a
score of his subjects had died thiswinter of rabies. That possibility frightened him more
than dl of Styphon's armies.

"Sire..." Nicomoth sammered. "I don't know what to say...I can't understand how you
rode so far ahead of the rest of the party. What will | tell the Queen?

"Nothing, Captain. She has a breeding woman's fears, and | want nothing to upset her
now." Particularly since I'll be on the sharp end of her tongue, not you! "Understood?"

"Yes, Sire."

"What about our party? Was anyone hurt?"

"Yes, one. Petty-Captain Vantros. He was badly mauled by one of the wolves. He
will most likely never use hisleft leg again.”

If he survives, thought Kavan, curang to himsdf. One more victim of the hard winter
and one less trooper to fight the war that would arrive with spring.

"Mount up," he ordered. He waited until VVantros had been strapped into his saddle
before giving the order to move out. He examined what the wolves had |eft behind: the
body of aheifer cdf, dead and dready hdf-eaten in the few minutes the wolves had been
a it. He could adso see the fire more clearly now; it was the thatched roof of alog barn,
blazing merrily and quite out of contral. In the glare he saw figuresin peasants clothing
darting among the other farm buildings, beeting out embers with old sacks or dousing
them with buckets of snow. Two stood guard over what |ooked like a cow and a couple of
pigs. Half adozen dlipped turkeysranin circles.

No bandits, just an accidenta fire and an escaped caf to draw the wolves. They had
paid ahigh price for their haf-eaten meal, too. Now what could he do for the people on
the farm? Kavan dug in his spurs and set his horse a the dope.

Hedidnt find any surprises a the farm: animas with their ribs showing, afather and
two grown sons with eyes too large in thin faces, the plaintive cry of ababy from ingde
the house. The men stared at Kavan without making the dightest sound or gesture of
respect. Wasit because they didn't know him, or were they too awed by the presence of

Dram-sent Great King Kavan? Or maybe they just thought their being hungry was his
fault.

A big war or along onein an agriculturd society aways meant trouble; some parts of
Germany took two centuries to recover from the Thirty Years War. Lagt year's war with
Styphon's House had been both long and big, with raids al over the place, even when the
main amies weren't in the field. Thereéd aso been a high percentage of the peasantry



sucked into the poorly trained militia, where casudties were dways the highest. Cannon
fodder.

Crops that weren't burned by the enemy or trampled down by either Sderotted in the
fields because the harvesters were dead, on campaign or had run away. Hostigos had
harvested barely haf its norma crops, war-ravaged Nostor till less. The people of
Hostigos were facing a hungry winter even before the snows began and the temperature
dropped. It was the worgt winter in living memory, o everyone said—and Kavan wasn't
about to argue. He hadn't felt cold like this since Korea.

All winter snow had clogged the roads, so there was no carrying food from places that
had a surplus to those where rations were short. To fill their larders, people went out and
hunted; even awinter-thin groundhog could keep afamily from starving. More animas
died of hunger, unable to find food under the snow and ice. Wolvesthat had grown fat on
escaped livestock and battlefidd dead suddenly found themsalves going hungry.

It was inevitable the wolves would turn on the hunters, then on travelers, then on
isolated farms and even amdl villages. Men who might risk a blizzard and degth from
exposure wouldn't face being dragged down and eaten dive by starving wolves.

He knew that for this winter, the main enemy wasn't Styphon's House. It was the
wolves, which were going to gnaw his Kingdom out from under him if they weren't
stopped. That was what had brought him to swear a public oath two days ago that he
would bring an end to the wolves reign of terror. Hunting parties would go out
everywhere the wolves were a problem. Which aso meant leading one himsdlf, to set an
example, which was why he was out here tonight, dowly freezing in his saddle and doing
acavary lieutenant's work.

"We took seven wolves asthe price of your heifer,” Kavan told the farmers. "You
may have the skins, and the bounty for them."

Wolf-bounty was five ounces of slver, or five tlos—a slver coin about the Sze of a
dlver dallar, with a samped image of a young King Kaiphranos on the face and atwo-
headed battleaxe on the obverse. Kavan had recently added an officia gold coinage, a
one-ounce gold piece called a Hostigos crown, minted from the loot taken from Styphon's
temples.

Maybe the slver from the bounty would keep the farmers dive until spring, maybe
not. "Also, | will have soldiers come and rebuild your barn. In the spring,” he added,;
there was no hope of finding fresh thatch in the dead of winter.

"Dram Blessyou, Your Mgesty!" the father said. He bowed his head. "It has not
been easy thiswinter, Sre. We have prayed to Dram and Yirtta Allmother..." Hisvoice
trailed off as the baby sarted crying again.

"Go on praying,” Kavan sad. "When you can spare a prayer for someone else, pray
for Queen Rylla—she'swith child, too."

The three men managed a smile at that news, which lasted until the ridgepole of the
barn cracked and fdl into the fire. Sparks flew up again, geese squawked and they dashed
madly for the buckets and sacks they'd lft to greet Kalvan.

He thought of writing out his promise and leaving it with the farmers, and then he
remembered they most likely couldn't read. Only nobles, priests, scribes and clerks read
here-and now; like the Middle Ages back home. Also, parchment was scarce and



expensive. Which reminded him to stop off at the paper mill on the way back to Hostigos
Town to givethose poor bastards some encouragement! They were working hard with

what little knowledge of papermaking he'd been able to dredge up out of his memory.
Unfortunately, to date, dl their results were till various grades of foul-smdling mush.

That too would eventudly change; there were dready quite afew people leaning
their way around Kavan's new world: Rylla, of course. Ptosphes, First Prince of the new
Great Kingdom of Hos-Hogtigos. Count Harmakros, Captain-Generd of the new Roya
Army. Trader Verkan the Grefftscharrer. Master Ermut, here-and-now's first
experimenta scientist. Count Phrames. Chancellor Xentos, aso Highpriest of Dram.
Brother Mytron, the healer priest who had listened with gresat interest to the lecture on
antiseptic techniques Kalvan ddivered the day after he learned Rylla was pregnant.

There would doubtless be more. And the child who would be born in late summer, he
or she would grow up with al these changes, learning to ride the runaway horse from the
cradle. Now that he had ared stake in the future here-and-now, Kalvan was determined
to be even more careful about what changes he introduced. After dl, he didn't want to
sart a stampede, just save Hostigos from Styphon's House and Great King Kaiphranos of
Hos-Harphax. Kavan's own history was full of examples of technology changing the
world faster than peoples ability to adapt to those changes.

He was going to make mistakes, of course. Probably aready had, but only because
he'd been running hard on his feet ever snce held arrived. Maybe when—if—this
Styphon menace were ended, he'd have time to think of ways to help his subjects adjust
to the changing world around them better than the people he'd been snatched away from

had done. Regardiess, even uncontrolled socia upheava was better than the nasty type of
theocratic despotism Styphoris House was using to endave the peoples of the Five

Kingdoms—wadl, Six Kingdoms now. Much more of that, and the people here would be
worse off than the Chinese under Mao!
Right now he knew more than anyone e se here-and-now. So he had to be out in front,
leading the battle againgt Styphon's tyranny, even if he barely knew what to do himself.
There wasn't anybody else who knew it at dl.

Kavan was glad to turn his mind from that thought, to concentrate on getting his
horse down the hill without its sumbling and rgjoin his escort.

In the flickering torchlight Archpriest Anaxthenes, First Speaker of the Inner Circle
of Styphon's House, searched the faces of hisfellow conspirators to seeif they shared his
growing anxiety. Only Archpriests Cimon and Roxthar looked comfortable in the white
robes of village underpriests; if caught, their disguises would mark them as conspirators
fit only for burning.

Archpriest Neamenestros was more than a candle overdue, and the atmospherein the
cdlar of the abandoned winery in Old Balph was damp and oppressive. At least they
were away from the chilling wind that tore through the chesp robes like daggers. At any
moment Anaxthenes expected to hear the tramping feet of Temple Guardsmen coming to



arest them. He knew that haf the Inner Circle would have smiled to see visble
discomfort written on his usualy expressonless face.

"How much longer do we wait?" Archpriest Euriphocles asked, atrace of hysteria
raisng his aready high-pitched voice.

"Another quarter,” he repied, pointing to the notched candle flickering in aniche
within the rock wall. We must know if we can count on Archpriest Heraclestros
Support.”

AsHighpriest of the Great Temple of Hos Agrysfar in the north, Heraclestroswas a
mean of some influence within the Inner Circle, especidly among the uncommitted
moderates—the group the conspirators needed most to court if they were to save
Styphon's House from the winds of change banging on the Templ€e's doors. Archpriest
Dracar dready saw himsdf in the flame-colored robe of Primacy, as Supreme Priest
Sesklos voice grew weaker. Dracar! He wanted to spit out the name so foul wasits taste
in his mouth. Were Dracar to become Styphon's Own Voice, he would quibble and quiver
until the Usurper Kalvan had the Temple drawn and ready to quarter.

It was the mistaken belief of Dracar, and too many others among the Inner Circle, that
King Kaiphranos the Timid should be the principa agent of Kalvan's destruction. Witless
fools! Didn't they redlize that Kalvan was awarlord of the stature of King Simoclesthe
Grest, who had led the Zarthani people to victory over the Ruthani Confederation of the
Northern Lands. They would have to scourge the Hostigi heresy with fire and sword as
Simocles had the Northern Ruthani— until as a people they were exterminated.

Were it not that Kaiphranos employed so many food tasters, Anaxthenes would have
solved this problem long ago with one of Thessamonas little vids. Not that Greet King
Kaphranos sons were any improvement; the elder was too rash, while the younger was a
debauched witling! Grand Duke Lysandros, the old king's brother, was the only man in
the dynasty with any mettle.

Suddenly the candle flared brightly and there was the squed of a door opening
upstairs. Anaxthenes began to rise from the barrel held been using as a seat when he
heard the sound of footsteps on the stairs leading to the basement. He grasped the hilt of
his poniard and, without willing it, found himsdf holding his breath.

There was an audible sigh of rdlief throughout the chamber when the bent and white-
hooded figure of Archpriest Neamenestros entered the room, throwing off his cowl. "I'm
sorry, Brethren. | was followed so | took alonger route through the streets.”

"Did you lose them?" Euriphocles asked.

"Are you certain you were not followed?" Anaxthenes asked, as his fingers tightened
on the handle of his dagger.

"Yes, Fird Speaker. | logt him in the ruins of the Old Temple of Drdm.” All the
Archpriests, but Anaxthenes, made the sign of Ormaz's forked tongue with the firgt two
fingers of both hands. "As your foresaw, Speeker, my follower thought the Old Temple
was my destination. After | dipped out the back | waited for two quarters and no one
followed."

Usng thedeserted Old Temple of Dram as a decoy had been another of Anaxthenes
ideas. As dways when one of his plans went well, he felt a sudden surge of pleasure. For
him, the joy of awell-wrought scheme brought to a successful conclusion overshadowed



the lust for gold, or even the willing women other men prized o highly.

"Is Archpriest Heraclestros with us?' Euriphocles asked, no longer able to contain his
anxiety.

"Y es, he knows King Kaphranos the Timid from Great King Demistophon's court.

Not even with dl of Styphon's Host and treasure would Kaiphranos be able to smite the
Daemon Kavan. He will support our policies even though he distrusts our fervor.”

Anaxthenes shared Heraclestros reluctance even as he used the True Bdieversfor his
own ends. They were useful tools as long as one remembered they were sharp and
double-edged. Before the man called Lord Kavan had arrived out of what seemed to be
nowhere, the followers of Styphon's Way had attended their worship in private, fearing
theridicule and persecution of their peers. Who in their right mind would trust Styphon's
House's business to the devout? Not when there were storehouses filled with gold, silver,
jewds, and wonders from al over the lands—even the deadly and mysterious southern
lands of the Mexicotd.

Before Kavan the only known True Bdlieversin the Inner Circle had been Cimon,
the Peasant Priest, and Roxthar—the sdf - proclaimed Guardian of Styphon's Way. Cimon
had proved a ussful spokesman to the Outermost Circle, while Roxthar had his own small
fanatical following, and ill luck was known to befdl those who blocked his path. The
most feared man in the Temple, Roxthar was not only surviving but also prospering since
the Daemon's arrivdl.

Aslong as Styphon's House was strong, feared and respected, it was able to survive
the dishdievers and cynics within the high priesthood. Then Kavan had gppeared, out of
nowhere, disclosed the Fireseed Mystery and turned the wretched backwoods Princedom
of Hogtigosinto a Great Kingdom! Yet it was not Kavan's military victories, nor his
disclosure of the Fireseed Trinity that had shaken the very foundation of Styphon's House
On Earth; it was the callous and sdf - serving defection of two members of the Inner
Cirde—Archpriests Zothnes and Krastokles.

How could Styphon's House expect the laity to put out the Temple's fire when its own
highpriests fought their way out of the back doors?

That both of the venal Archpriests had accepted baronies and a share of the gold
looted from Styphon's temples from the Usurper Kavan had only made matters worse.
Even the mogt faithful of Ktemnoi peasantry were beginning to question thelr faith, as
well asthe rule of Styphon and his earthly representatives.

Neither gold nor armies could return that which Krastokles had stolen from Styphon's
House. Only the physician's lancet would bleed the Temple of al the corruption that

threatened its doom and destruction. Asthe only servant of Styphon who clearly saw
what must be done, it was up to Anaxthenes to act asthat hedler—even if it meant

dedling with the most repugnant and unpredictable of true believers.
When Styphon's House was restored to hedlth, Kavan could be disposed of asa
minor headache. Next the Temple would be lanced of its cankers and boils. Then, with

Kavan out of the way, the time would be right to consolidate Styphon's dominion over
the Northern Kingdoms—and someday even the Middle Kingdoms of Grefftscharr,

Thagnor, Dorg, Volthos, Wulfulaand Xiphlon.
"Heraclestros support in the Great Council of Styphon's House isindeed good news,”



Anaxthenes proclamed. "It will go along way toward convincing the moderates that we
need a better wegpon than the blunt sword of Kaiphranos to rend the army of the Usurper.
Now, Archpriest Roxthar, have you been able to clear the vison of our blind brother,
Dimonestes?'

Roxthar was atal man, well over haf alance in haght, thin to the point of looking
gaunt but known to be dmost supernaturdly strong. But it was his eyes that were histrue
srength; they burned with alight not of this Earth. Of dl the Spesker's tools, Roxthar had
the sharpest blade, although there were times when even Anaxthenes was not sure whose
hand gripped the hilt.

"l have restored his vison," Roxthar said with a grin that made him look even more
cadaverous. "He now sees what must be done, athough one eye had to be sacrificed to
savethe other."

Archpriest Dimonestes was a physical coward, so Anaxthenes wasn't sure just how
literaly Roxthar's words were to be taken. Nor did he realy wish to know. Roxthar had
no peer among those who understood the mastery of fear and pain over other men. Had
he understood the power of loydty and love as wdll, it would be Roxthar who ruled this
conspiracy.

"1 hope the others have done aswell," he said. There were afew confirming nods, but
most of the Archpriests averted their eyes.

Anaxthenes turned to Highpriest Theomenes, who was Great King Cleitharses paace
priest and their window into the roya chambers of Hos-Ktemnos.

"Where does our Great King stand in the fight againgt Kavan, Theomenes?'

"The Infidd's disclosure of the Fireseed Mystery has sorely tested our Great King's
fath in the True God. The weakness shown by Styphon's traitorous Archpriests has
wesakened his faith even further. Where he once was certain, he now doubts.”

Anaxthenes had to clench his teeth to keep from grinding them to the nubs. King
Cletharses was one of the mgor secular pillars of Styphon's House On Earth. "Did you
tell the Great King that the traitor Krastoklesis now dead?'

"Yes, First Speaker. However, his thoughts are gtill troubled and he questions what
was once unguestionable.”

Roxthar's harsh voice diced through the growing clamor inside the cold chamber like
asword blade. " Anaxthenes, why do you not release your viper upon the Daemon
Kavan, asyou did with Krastokles, and thus remove the sting from the impious armies of
Hostigos?'

Anaxthenes cursed slently at having to reved any knowledge that might uncover his
best- kept secret, ajedous reative of Prince Ptosphes who vaued gold and glory above
family. "It is because my snake vaues its skin too much to commit itsdf wholly to either
one side or the other. Archpriest Krastokles was old and not in the best of hedlth; his
desth was easily accepted. Furthermore, as amember of the Inner Circle, hisknowledge
of our secrets was more athrest than dl of Kalvan'sarmies.”

"Y et, Zothnes was spared?”

"Zothnes was only recently Elected to the Inner Circle and not yet privy to dl the
Inner Mysteries. He was but an infant to the adult Krastokles. Y et were my snake not so
coy | would have had him silenced as well. But enough of this, Theomenes, will Great



King Cletharses rdleasethe Sacred Squares of Hos Ktemnos upon the Daemon Kavan?'
"Cletharses haslittle love for mercenaries parading as Great Kings. The Usurper
Kavan vexes him mightily. Yet Hogtigosis far away, while rumors say the Mexicotd
will soon march on Xiphlon, girring up the barbarians in the Sastragath. | have weighed
his words and do not believe our Great King will march upon Hostigos unless so directed
by the Great Council of Baph."
"Then our own path is clear. Brothers, we must impose our will upon the Council, or
thistime next winter it will be our heads upon the wals of Baph!"



TWO

Former Paratime Police Chief Tortha Karf stepped through the diding door into the
outer office of the Chief in the Paratime Police Headquarters. The door hissed shut
behind him, cutting off the drumming of the rain on the landing stage. He unhooked his
cloak and presented it to one of the green- uniformed Paratime Policemen on guard duty.
It dripped water as the policeman headed for a closet, and the janitoria robot in one
corner let out an eectronic whimper asit detected damage to the carpet.

For at least the hundredth time, Torthawondered why First Level civilization couldn't
manage weether control. A handful of Second Level civilizations and one or two Third
Leve ones managed it; it was taked about and sometimes experimented with on afew of
the more advanced Fourth Levd time-lines. On First Leve, however, they'd conquered
space, controlled gravity, converted mass directly into energy, learred the ultimate secret
of paratempord trangposition, and till endured rain dripping on rugs.

Also for the hundredth time, Tortha Karf came up with the answer dmost a once.
Any agreement on what the weather should be over awhole planet could only be a
fragile, artificia one, sure to break down sooner or later. The human anima wasn't made
to come to enduring agreements. The best Tortha had seen it do, in more than three
centuries of watching its behavior on thousands of different time-lines, was to limit the
extent of its disagreements.

Hed aso seen theruins, usudly radioactive, of agood many civilizations that hadn't
even gonethat far.

Firg Level humanity had at least outgrown a higher percentage of the silliest
delusons about itsdf than any other level. Not that this made it well behaved, let done
completely trustworthy—otherwise both Tortha Karf and the man held come to see could
have spent their lives as something other than policemen. Y et arace that knew avoiding

artificia agreements was worth afew wet rugs wasn't completely hopeless.

That, Tortha reflected, was probably about as high as the human anima could reech,
at least until the next evolutionary step was achieved. Waiting for that day to arrive
would keep the Paratime Police busy for the next four or five hundred millennia

Ex-Chief Tortha straightened his neckcloth as he approached the familiar secretary's
desk beside the door to his former office. He wore a civilian tunic and breeches, dthough



asaformer Chief Tortha had the right to wear the uniform of the Paratime Police for the
res of hislife. However, it was only thirty-two days since people had stopped cdling him
"Chief" and garted caling him citizen. The less he wore his uniform, the faster they

would think of him as citizen and remember the man they now caled "Chief."

Before he could reach the anteroom, Tortha was bumped aside by the stocky figure of
Barton Shar, Deputy Inspector in charge of Stores and Equipment, his face beet red and
al but puffing steam.

Torthaused his own not inconsiderable girth to bump back and Barton turned, with
fist raised, until he recognized hisformer boss. "Oh! Sorry, Chief.”

Barton had once thought he was on the fast track to being the new Paratime Chief, but
Tortha had gradualy shunted the bean counter aside for Verkan, who was as good in the
field as he wasin the office—maybe better. Tortha had never liked nor trusted Barton
Shar, and had assigned him to a place where he thought he couldn't do any harm—Stores
and Equipment. Somehow Barton, over the past century, had managed to turnitinto a
rather large fiefdom.

"In arush, Ingpector? What's the emergency? | don't see any Code Yédlow or Red
sgnd?'

"No emergency. | wasjust in to ask Verkan for a budget increase, and he turned me
down flat! With dl the credits flying down the exhaust hole with hisKavan Project, I'm
forced to make appropriation cutbacks in other Sectors. It's not fair!”

Fair, thought Tortha, now there's a novel view of the world. Hed stopped believing in
far about the time he passed his sixth birthday, when his father had given his younger
sger hisfavorite suffed anima because she could wail louder than him. In retrospect, it
was avauable lesson: there was nothing fair about the universe; indifferent and
inexorable certainly, but fair—never!

Maybe hed made a mistake in not dedling with Barton along time ago, but as Chief
in charge of a hundred thousand Paracops, it was tough to get to know even the men you
depended upon.

Barton's face tightened up asiif he redlized hed said too much. He gave Torthaa
dicky sweet smile and said, "How's life on your plantation? Enjoying your own time-
line?'

That was another thing Tortha hadn't liked about Barton; he was an inveterate rump
sniffer. He dso spent alot of histime in the company of paliticians. "It's been different.”

Barton stiffened at the rebuke, spun on his heels and left the room.
Same old Barton, he thought. Hed fawn over you at the drop of a hat, but if you didn't

preen he took it persondly. | really should have fired him a long time ago; saved Verkan
the trouble!

As he entered the room, the secretary was dready on the screen, informing Chief
Verkan Vdl about hisvidtor. A familiar but dightly distracted voice replied, but there
was no picture with it. "Tel the ex-Chief to comein, if he can entertain himsdf for a
minute or two."

The secretary was red in the face as he turned to face his former Chief, but Tortha
only chuckled. "Sounds asif the Chief has the right spirit. Finish thejob, even if the
world's about to fal down on your head.”



The office hadn't changed much since Tortha Karf last saw it, aten-day after leaving
it to Verkan Val. Mog of the movable furniture had been his private property and had
gone with him; most of the fixed furniture, except for the horseshoe-shaped desk, was
data- processing equipment intended to resst any effort to move it without using chemica
explosves.

Verkan Val was seated at the Chief's desk, gpparently watching a visiscreen with one
eye and akeyboard with the other. Both arms of the desk had acquired the inevitable
litter of papers, photographs, discs, data wafers, charts and filmspools. Without raising
his eyes from hiswork, Verkan waved him to achar that gave him aclear view of the
whole office and one of the transparent walls.

A luxurious couch squatted by the rear wdll; it was made from carved dark wood with
leather upholstery and had a Fourth Level Europo- American look toit. It was hidden
from the outsde by an obvioudy Indo- Turanian orrementa screen of ivory plagues st in
lacquered bronze frames.

Another artificid dcove hedd severd overstuffed reclining chairs, probably from
Fourth Level Julian Roman or Macedonian Empire Sector. They looked comfortable,
dthough Tortha Karf waan't prepared to be as charitable about the colors. Above the
chairs severa elaborately woven decorative hangings draped a carved wooden screen. He
recognized the work of Vall's adopted sister-in-law Zinganna, who'd been raised from
proleto citizen because of her help in breaking up the Wizard Traders. (Or &t least in
breaking it up as much as it had been broken up, Tortha added by way of amentd
footnote.) She now had a happy marriage to Paratime Police Ingpector Kostran Galth and
agrowing reputation as an artis.

At one end of the screen was awooden liquor cabinet of the sort that seemed to be
universd in every dvilization that reached the leve of inventing didtilling. At the other
end was along case with trangparent Sdes and severd glass shelves. Hewalked over to it
and studied the contents, then began to laugh softly.

The rest of the decorating showed the firm hand of Verkan Vdl'swife Hadron Dalla
This case was Vdl's, the souvenirs from some of his most important outtime cases.

There was the .357 magnum revolver from Fourth Level Europo- American, Hispano-
Columbian held used to kill an escgped Venusian night-hound. One the second shelf were
two thumbscrews from Fourth Level Spanish-Imperial, where Verkan had once rescued a
missing Paratime damsdl from the Holy Office of the Inquisition. To theright wasan
ugly jadeidal of acrocodile with wingslike a bat and knife blades for atall from the
Crocodile-God Case. On the next shelf were aknife and amore sophisticated solid-
projectile pistal Val had used on a Second Level Akor-Neb time-line when Ddla (then
between marriages to Verkan) got hersdf into trouble over a reincarnation fracas.

Trouble was one of Dalds natura habitats, of course, but that batch was worse than
usud.

There were hdf a dozen models of Paratime Police-issue wegpons, needlers and dug
throwers— even a beam weapon, two or three swords, depending upon whether one of
them was considered along knife, an ivory harpoon and aflintlock pistol from Kavan's
time-line

There was dso alady's handbag, and Tortha remembered rather too well how it had
earned its place in the case. Ddla had usad it to disarm awould- be assassin from the



Wizard Traders, or Organization as they called themsdves, saving Val'slife ard proving
she had the makings of a good policeman. Sheld done well, but she shouldn't have had to
doit at al. Now, he was inclined to believe the Paratime Police had been too restrained in
their dedlings with the Wizard Traders, politicians, trade magnates, indudtriaists and
stranger bedfellows were involved. HEd never gotten to the bottom of it. Even now, after
ten years of hard work, mogtly Val's, Tortha till wasn't sure if the Organization was

dead or just lying quiet until trouble e sewhere diverted the Paratime Police attention.

A polite cough drew his attention toward the desk and the man now rising from
behind a darkened visiscreen. "Welcome home, sir. How are the rabbitsin Sicily?”

"Breeding like rabbits, asusud. I've tried everything short of importing cobras, but |
can't do that because they have no natural enemies on theidand. So | suppose I'll just
have to be content with exporting what vegetables the rabbits are gracious enough to
leave for me." He gestured toward the screen. "What had you by the leg there?!

"Somebody on a Fourth Level Alexandrian-Romean time-line has reinvented the seam
engine and one of the local kings has decided to conquer the world with afleet of
seamships. He has a nasty habit of burning cities to the ground, and he's on hisway
toward the idand of Crete. Exotic Food and Beverages has a centra conveyer-head there,
for their wine imports. It'saso amgor tourist trap; Dalaspent aten-day thereasagirl. |
was trying to get a computer evauation of the risks of teaching some of our pearl divers
from Fourth Level Sino-Polynesiato attach limpet minesto the king's ships. The time-
line has gunpowder, so it's only aminor secondary contamination at word."

"What did the computer say?"

"That it wasn't going to say anything for saverd hours. | was going to have dinner
sent up, and Ddla can join us when she gets back from the Bureau of Archives. She
wanted to check their artifact collection on limpet mines so that if we decide in favor of
training the divers we can produce a mine that looks as right for thet time-line as
posshle”

"Any other problems?’

"Y es, more trouble on Europo-American.”

"I'm not surprised,” Tortha said. Europo- American, Hispano- Columbian Subsector,
was an area of about ten thousand parayears depth in which the mgor avilization had
devel oped on the Mgor Land Mass and from there spread to the Minor Land Mass,
Northern Continent. The Higpano- Columbian Subsector had been very volatile snce the
Big War had concluded there twenty years ago, when it fractured into half a dozen new
subsectors and belts. Ever since, the mgjor power (usudly two, sometimes three or four)
had been acting like participants in amutua suicide pact. Since they had nuclear
weapons, the subsector had been under observation by a Paratime Policy study-team. The
same political polarization had happened dl over most of Third Leve, where only afew
time- lines had escaped nuclear destruction.

There were anear infinity of time-lines, al on the same planet and each needing to be
policed. The humans of First Level had reached civilization firgt, but in the process
exhausted the earth's resources some twelve thousand years ago. All that had saved First
Levd, from aworld-wide economic collgpse and descent into barbarism, was the
development of paratempord trangposition and the discovery of an uncountable number
of exploitable time-lines. Ghadron, working to develop a faster-than-light space drive,



and Hesthor, working on linear time travel, combined their research and discovered a
means of physical travel to and from a second, laterd time dimension. Once paratempord
trangposition was discovered, the First Level race began to send its conveyers to this near
infinity of pardld worlds, bringing wedlth and unlimited resources back to Home Time
Line.

Over the course of twelve thousand years, First Level civilization developed a
paragitic culture so nearly perfect that the host worlds never suspected its existence. This
was the Paratime Secret; Home Time Line's one vulnerability. The Secret had to be
protected and was the Paratime Police's primary mission. If this secret were to be
exposed, the very existence of the First Leve race would be in jeopardy—to say nothing
of the devastation that knowledge of their predations would cause the billions of host
worlds!

When it didn't interfere with their primary duty, the Paratime Police dso tried to
prohibit flagrantly immora conduct by First Leve traders, tourigts, observers, criminads
and out-and-out fools. It was adifficult job, and it sometimes seemed the Paracops spent
more time covering up didocations than gpprehending and punishing wrongdoers. This
was one reason why Chiefs tended to retire early, dong with First Leve politics and
headaches like the one Verkan was facing on Fourth Level Europo-American. Tortha had
come close to quarantining the entire Sector during the last Big War.

Fourth Leve was the biggest leve. It was divided into a number of sector groups
based on where human civilization had first regppeared. There were four major sector
groups. Nilo-Mesopotamian, Indus- Ganges- Irrawaddy, Y angtze-Mekong and Andean
Mississippi-Vdley of Mexico. The Nilo-Mesopotamian Sector Group, the largest, was
the home of Europo- American, Alexandriant Roman, Sno-Assyrian and Macedonian
Empire Sectors.

Europo- American Sector was now the home of the a brand- new subsector, the
Kennedy Subsector, which included those time-lines where the mgor ruler of the
Northern Continent, Lesser Land Mass had survived an assassination attempt. John F.
K ennedy's nation had left other Hispano - Columbian subsectors moving quickly
into ingtability.

"1'm beginning to think we're going to have to dlose the entire Higpano - Columbian
Subsector,” Verkan said, as he paused to pick up his pipe and light it. "It's only a matter
of time before this new undeclared war on the Mgor Land Mass has the two major
powers in a missle-throwing contest. When that's finished, there won't be much that
passes for civilization on that Subsector—just along dark night. And thisis getting to be
a continuing danger throughout most of Higpano-Columbian, especidly those dominated
by the Nazi and Communist sects.”

"| agree. I've had my eye on that Sector ever sincethefirst Big War to Free the
World. | only held back because of pressure from the Executive Council. Some of the
biggest outtime trading firms—Sharmax Trading, Paratime Petroleum, Holnyt Art House,
Consolidated Outtime Foodstuffs and Synthax Spectacles move alot of product out of
that Subsector. Before you make up your mind, | suggest you have atalk with
Councilman Lovranth Rolk to see what kind of support he can drum up from
management in the Executive Counail.

Verkan Val'sface, normaly as expressionless as a pistol-buit, relaxed visibly. "That's



good advice, Tortha. I'm glad you came in today. | don't want to tell you how to live your
new life any more than you want to tell me how to do my job, but | have thisto say: |
think you may have left for Sicily too fast and stayed too long. | could have used your
advice afew times"

"I'm sure you could have," Tortha said. "That'swhy | went. | might have yielded to
the temptation to give that advice. Then where would we be?' He answered the question
with a Sno-Hindic phrase from atime-line extraordinarily rich in scatologicd dlusions.

"It's not just the people who have some red grievance againg you, Val. It's everyone
in and out of the Paratime Police who isn't hgppy with the youngest Chief in five
thousand years. One who has appointed his wife as Chief's Specid A ssstant—" Tortha
held up his hand to stop Verkan's objections. "I agree Dallawas the best-qudified
candidate, but not everyone knows her as well as| do. Even you have to admit, her record
IS Sootty.

"Not to mention that you're an aristocrat with arather peculiar hobby time-line that's
going to make or break the careers of alot of Dhergabar university professors. I'd rather
desecrate atemple to Shpeegar Lord of the Spiders than beard a professor who thinks he's
lost a publication opportunity because the Paracops meddied!”

Verkan laughed, but Tortha could hear the srain in it. Guiltily he redized held been
doing exactly what heéd Ieft for Sicily to avoid—giving unasked-for advice. He also
redlized that Verkan looked—older? More strained? Tired? None of the words seemed
completely wrong, or completely right either; al implied more emaotion then Val was
letting show even now. He findly decided that Val redly looked like nothing more than
a handsome man just into his second century who aso happened to have the most nearly
impossible and by far the most thankless job on Home Time Line.

"V, tdl the computer and the limpet minesto wait. Or put alimpet mine on the

computer, for dl | care. I'm taking you and Dala out to dinner at the Congdlation
House—"

"But | can't—"

Torthadrew himsdlf up into a posture of mock attention and saluted with the
precison of anew recruit who hadn't learned which superiorsingsted on sdutes. "Sir,, if |
can't obtain your cooperation, I'll be obliged to inform Chief's Speciad Assistant Doctor
Hadron Ddlathat you have refused.”

Verkan pulled hisface into an expression of mock horror. "No, no, anything but
that!" He emptied his drink and set the glass back on his desk while reaching for his
green uniform jacket withthe other hand.

Sesklos, Styphon's Own Voice and Supreme Priest of Styphon's House, sat donein
his private audience chamber, wondering why fate had permitted him to live so long and
rise s0 high, only to fal so low. He sat shivering before his charcod brazier; Sesklos
would have cursed dl twelve of the so-cdled true gods—had he believed any of them
were other than humbuggery. Wasn' it bad enough the Daemon Kavan had falen upon



Styphon's House On Earth like a blazing rock out of the night sky? Did he need to hear
from the lips of Archpriest Dracar that First Speaker Anaxthenes, his most trusted advisor
and one he considered like a son, was the head of a conspiracy that threatened to turn
priest against archpriest?

The Styphon's Great Council of Baph, aready hafway through its second moon,
seemed as interminable as the winter wind and just about as likely to abate.

Jugt thinking of the howling wind outside brought on afit of shivering to hisfrall
body. He quickly added more charcod to the brazier. The additiona heat stopped his
trenors, but did not reach hisfingers or toes. These days they were dways cold; the price
of ninety winters. Despite his discomfort, he hoped it would not be his last—the grave
would be far colder.

Sesklos eyes lovingly caressed each of the treasures that furnished his private
chamber in Styphon's Gregt Temple: a rainbow- colored feather tapestry of aplumed
serpent from the Empire of the Mexicotd; a Thunderbird buffalo skull layered with
hammered gold and turquoise from the Great Mountains, atwisted ivory narwha horn
from the White Lands beyond farthest Hos-Zygros, a great stone battleaxe from the time
of the Ancient Kings, a sacred golden bull from the Ros-Zarthani of the Western Seg; a
fig-gzed gold torc from along-dead Urgothi Warlord in the Sastragath...

Too many priceless objects to count even on a hundred lonely nights; the treasure of
kingdoms, yet only the merest fraction of Styphon's House's great wedlth. How could it
be that one man, arriving out of nowhere, could place dl this wedth and power in
jeopardy? Or had he? Was it possible the golden throne of Styphon rested upon mere

sand?
Treasure was only one of the Templé€'s strengths. Styphon's House was asrich as any
two Great Kingdoms combined. The Temple ruled the trade in corn, chocolate, cotton

and tobacco. Owned the Five Great Banking Houses. At sea, Styphon's House had two
fleets of galleasses and galleys and more merchant ships than a scribe could count beans
in along summer day. Granariesfilled to burging, armories with enough pikes, hills
haberds, swords, arquebuses, calivers and musketsto fill avaley. Magazinesfilled with
tons of Styphon's fireseed— perhaps not as good as this new Hostigos mixture, but good
enough.

In soldiers, Styphon's House could count twenty - five thousand of Styphon's Own

Guard, forty thousand Zarthani Knights, and enough gold and silver to buy every free
companion in the Five Kingdoms, Sesklos refused to count Hos-Hostigos asa true

Kingdom. Plus scads of rulers, from petty baronsto Great Kings—oneand dl in
Styphon's pocket.
A sharp rap at the door brought Sesklos out of his musings. "Enter.”

First Spesker Anaxthenes came through the door in his yellow robe, followed by two
of Styphon's Own Guard in their slvered armor with Styphon's design etched in black on
the breastplate, matching silvered glaives and bright red capes.

Sesklos gave anod of dismissa to the Guardsmen. When they had departed, he
asked, "What are these rumors | hear about you and the One-Worshi ppers?

"Father, they aretrue. Y et, there is more to be said than you have heard.”
Seskloswinced at the First Spesker's use of the term "Father" now, although it was



surdly true that he was Anaxthenes spiritual father. Sesklos had been Father Superior of
the Temple Academy when the young Anaxthenes, the youngest son of a destitute noble,
had been brought to the Academy to be raised as one of Styphon's Own. Therewaslittle
to recal now of that tow- headed adolescent in the broad shouldered, shaven-headed
Archpriest who faced him now; only the piercing, sartlingly blue eyes were the same.
Like that outcast of thirty years ago, Sesklos too had come along way. After twenty-
five years as Father Superior, few had considered him as a candidate for the Inner Circle,
much less Styphon's Own Voice. But he had been given the authority to mold the minds
and hearts of young priests-to-be, and mold them he did. When he had &t last entered the

Archpriesthood, his rise had been meteoric. Even now haf the Archpriests of the Inner
Circle were hisformer charges. Anaxthenes had been his best and brightest pupil, as well
as hismogt willful. His body had grown straight and tall, but his ambition had grown

even greater.
Anaxthenes don't fail me now! he thought. He was too old, too burdened with past
sorrows to see the son of his heart burned at the stake or buried dive in the catacombs

benesath Old Balph. Styphon's House needed al her strongest sons now more than ever.
For amoment he could see dl the young priests he had raised over the years march

through his chamber, starting out young and growing into to old age as they passed
through the room.

"Father, are you dl right?"

Sesklos shook his head to clear if of ghosts from the past. Old age was like athief, at
firat gedling those things rardly used, then growing bolder and more daring, until nothing
was left but oblivion.

"Why, my son, in our hour of need have you helped rend the very fabric of the
Temple?'

"That cloth has dready been rent asunder, first by the Usurper Kalvan who violated
the secret of the Fireseed Trinity, then by the traitors Archpriests Zothnes and Krastokles.
The old ways are doomed; our House must rebuild itsdlf, or die.”

"These are strong words, my son. Y et, true. Thereisanew wind in the air, one so
strong it shakes Styphon's Own Throne. Are you o certain the blocks of Roxthar and
Cimon are gtrong enough to build a new foundation for his Temple?"

"l believe s0. They are the only clay of this House that does not crumble a Kavan's
words. Thereisfar too much sand in the clay of Dracar and Timothanes."

"And what of the clay of Sesklos?"

"Like rock, but deeply etched by the winds of time."

Sesklos had to fight to keep asmile from his lips. Anaxthenes dways had away with
his old teacher, like afavorite concubine with an old king. "I fear you are right. But the
One God worshippers are like aflame in the breeze. Only the Westher Goddess knows
which wind will fan them or willy-nilly blow the fire into your face."

"Yes, Father, but is dso true that only they have roots that dig deep into the soil itsdlf.
The others but live on the surface and are buffeted by every zephyr. And it isa strong and
il wind blowing our way."

"What if | agree? What can | do?' he asked.



"My Father, place your hand upon mine in the Council.”
"Dracar will denounce us both. His lust for my chair blinds him even to the wesether.”
"Then promise him that which is hisinnermost desire.”

Sesklosfelt an invisble hand clench his heart. "But | have saved thet gift for the son
who isnot of my loinsbut of my heart. Does he vaue it 0 little?"

"Father, asasgn of your love, | valueit above dl things. But of what vaueisthe
chair when the body lies prosgtrate and unmoving?'

Sesklos sighed, and rubbed the sudden goose bumps on his arms. He was too tired
and cold to resst. "'l will do asyou ask, my son. Itisdl | haveleft to give. | only hope
the Temple you build will be stronger than the ruins | fear | will be leaving behind."



THREE

Grunting with effort, two workmen and an underpriest of Dralm pulled the heavy
door of the pulping room shut. The noise from the pul ping room faded from an ear-
battering din to adistant rumble, athough Kavan could gtill hear the vibration of the
horse- powered pulper through the stone floor. The other sounds—the thump of the
horses hooves, the squed of un-oiled chains and green-wood bearings, and the shouts of
the foremen as they drove the ex-Temple daves of the work crew to keep things going—
were no longer clearly digtinguishable.

Kalvan turned to Brother Mytron. "How are the horses bearing up under this work?

"Better than men would,” Mytron replied. His tone hinted of problems best not
discussed here in the open halway. Had Mytron been listening too long to Duke Skranga,
who saw Styphon's spies everywhere? Or was he just been naturaly cautious about
speaking within the hearing of men he didn't know? Kavan hoped it was the | atter;
Skrangds zed to prove his loydty to the Great Kingdom (and therefore his innocence of
any part of Prince Gormoth's murder) was leeding him to see Styphoni lurking under
every bed and urge othersto do likewise.

Meanwhile, Kavan decided againgt mentioning his plans to make most of the paper
mill equipment weter- powered. Apart from the matter of security, it would involve ether
moving the mill or alot of digging of millponds and building of dams and spillways.

There was no guarantee the men and money would be available when spring came and
theice melted, and it would be pointless to even make the effort if the winter's work
hadn't discovered how to produce usable paper. So far dl the mill had produced was
mush that smelled like the Altoona drunk tank on the Sunday morning after a particularly
lively Saturday night.

"How goesthe rag room?"

"Wl enough, Sire, but no one is working there now. Weve chopped al the rags as
fine as necessary and no more have come in the last moon-quarter.”

Thiswas no surprise. There waan't too much difference between the rags the mill was
cutting up for paper and the clothes the poor of Hostigos were wearing this winter.

"I'll see what the quartermasters can do about providing you with something.” The
quartermasters would probably say they couldn't do anything, but Kavan's experience of



supply sergeants led him to expect they would be holding back more than they'd admit to
anyone. A platoon sergeant was "just anyone," the Great King of Hos-Hostigos was
somebody more.

Brother Mytron led the way down the hall and through a freshly-painted wooden door
into another hal, with log wals and a roughly-planked roof. It was cold enough to make
Kavan wrep his cloak more tightly. Wind blew through chinks between the logs and
planks, and dead |leaves crunched underfoot. About dl that could be said for these hadtily-
carpentered passageway's between the buildings of the mill was that they were better than
wading through knee-deep snow in awind that made five layers of wool seem as
inadeguate as a stripper's G- gring.

Warmth and foul-smelling steam greeted Kavan and Mytron &t the end of the
passageway: aso, flickering torchlight and heartfelt curses in an accent that Kavan could
only tell was from somewhere other than Hos-Hostigos. Beyond arow of shelves holding
afine collection of blackened clay pots, Kavan saw a muscular man with a blond beard
standing stripped to the waist beside arow of posts on a stone-walled bed of hot coals.
The smoke from the cods mixed with the seam to make Kavan swalow a harsh cough.
The man wouldn't have heard it in any case; he was too busy thundering at a smdl boy
who was cowering in one corner of the room.

"—and next time you let the goat fat burn, I'l try to find a coating thet cals for boy's
fat. Your fa, you lazy Dram-forsaken whore's son—oh, | beg your pardon, Brother
Myt— Your Majesty!" The man bowed and started to knedl, but Kalvan waved him to his
feet.

"Don't stop your work for me. Just tell me what you have here. It amellslikeaglue
works."

"Well, maybe that's not so far from what it is" said the bearded man. "Y ou see, Sire,
you said that sometimes animal fat was used to coat the—pulp—to make paper. You
didn't say what kind or how much, which was a good test, by Dralm, of our wisdom.”

It was redlly asign that Kavan didn't know himsdlf; there were times when he would
have given a couple of fingers for one college-level chemistry textbook. Not that anybody
here would know the scientific names of the essentia chemicals for treating wood pulp,
but at least the book would help him to recognize them. Right now, he wouldn't have
known duminum chloride if hefdl into avat of it. So they were going to have to make
do with clay and anima-fat Szings on the paper, if they ever made those work.

"You're trying to find out what kind of animal fat works best?"

"Yes. I'vegot dl these pots lined up and | try a different mix in each one. Thisfirgt
one's goat and sheep, the next is sheep and horse, the third on€e's pure horse fat..."

The man liged the ingredients of al eight pots, with the pride of afather lising his
children, but Kavan only remembered the firgt three. After that he redlized he was
listening to adescription of the experimental method: rule of thumb—crude no doubt—
but a foundation by which alot of things thisworld desperately needed could be built.”

"Magter—?'

"Ermut, Your Mgesty."

"Master Ermut, 1'd say you passed Dram's test very well. Y our wisdom will be
rewarded."



Ermut bowed. "Thanks be to the Allfather Dram and Y our Mgesty. I'll say this
much, though. Being a freed man here has been aboon. Still, I'd not cry a being fill a
dave aslong as | was free of Styphon's collar.”

Ermut didn't dare turn his back on his Great King, but Kalvan got alook at it on the
way out. Hed aways wondered what the scars left by those iron-tipped whips they'd
found at the Sask Town temple-farm looked like—now he knew.

Kavan spped a hisfreshly refilled cup of mulled wine and contemplated the logs
crackling in the hearth of what had once been the lord's bedchamber. Now Mytron had
his bed in one corner of it and used the rest of it for an office and for entertaining
junketing Great Kings.

When young Baron Nicomoth rode back from the Battle of Fyk, where held fought
gdlantly, he found his mother deed, his outbuildings burned, most of his hands run off to
the Hogtigi army or even farther, the cropsrotting in the fields and not two brass coinsto
rub together to remedy any of it. So he buried his mother, swallowed his pride, sold the
family lands to the Great King, then took a commission in the Roya Horseguards.

Since the qudities of intelligence and adaptability were in as short supply here-and-
now as they were back home, Kalvan quickly noted the young man's usefulness and made
him his aide- de-camp. In the way some junior officers will favor arespected senior,
Nicomoth had his beard trimmed into a Van-dyke smilar to Kavan's. He was even said
to walk like the Great King. Nicomoth was on the dim side, but other than that their
builds were quite smilar, particularly when they were both in armor. Kavan was sure
that one of these days he'd be able to take advantage of having a double.

Nicomoth had left behind arather good if smdl wine cdlar, which Kavan and
Mytron were now busily depleting. Kalvan emptied his cup, st it down and decided
againg another if he wanted to be fit to ride back to Tarr-Hostigostonight.

"Mytron, I've said I'll seewhat | can do about morerags. Isthere anything else you
need?'

Mytron looked into his wine cup, wrapped his ink-stained fingers around it and then
shook his head. "The Potters Guild has promised to ddliver what they cdl 'dl the clay
they have found fit for the Great King's sarvice." | will be charitable until 1 have seen how
much or how little that is. It is said that the clay pits have frozen harder than ever before
in living memory.”

That was probably true, but for the sake of the Potters Guild Kavan hoped "dl the
clay" was"much" rather than "little." Brother Mytron's placid and even-tempered manner
was deceptive, and Kalvan himsdf couldn't endlesdy bow to the guilds.

"We have enough old swordsto cut dl the ragswe are likely to see thiswinter. | have
had to be harsh with some of the workers who would take such swords or sdll them, in
ether case to defend againgt wolves and bandits. Have | done well?"

"Yes" Ancther of those painful decisons. Respect for the Great Kings property had



to be enforced— by the headsman, if necessary—no matter how many wolves and bandits
were roaming the countryside. Besides, a sword given out for wolf hunting today could
be in a bandit's hands by moon's end.

"Asto wire—we shdl need much more when we know how to make the paper. For
now, what the Foundry is sending is enough.”

The brass wire for the screens on which the rags and wood pulp were supposed to
drain into paper was produced by an ancient practice that Kavan had needed to see with
his own eyesto believe. One apprentice fed bar sock through a hole of the right gauge
cut in an iron or stone plate, while another sat in asuspended chair underneath. The
apprentice gtting in the chair gripped the end of the wire with pliers and swung back and
forth, so that hisweight and movement dragged the bar through the hole and forced it
into wire.

Like so many of the here-and-now metalworking techniques, it was fine for hight
qudity, smdl-scale production—the beautiful steel springs of the gunlocks, for example.
It was hopdlessfor redly large-scale production work. For that they'd need horse- or
water- powered wire-drawing equipment, something else hed needed amonth ago at the
latest but would be lucky to see before their unborn child was old enough to walk.

Kavan wondered if the primitive gate of large-scde metdlurgy was the result of
economics, military tactics, ddiberate interference by Styphon's House or a combination
of the three. Certainly the good small arms and poor artillery made for alot of smal
politica unitsinstead of afew large ones. The large ones could have generated enough
revenue to make their rulersindependent of Styphon's House, particularly if the economic
surplus a so supported an educated class—something like the medieva monastic orders.
Of course, such a classwould be an intolerable threet to the fireseed secret.

If that series of guesses was anywhere near the truth, Kalvan now understood why

Styphon's House was rumored to be preaching the next thing to awar of extermination
againg the temple of Dram. The priests of Dralm would be more than reedy to be such
an educated class—with alittle help from Kavan | of Hos-Hostigos.

Kavan decided he redly didn't want to ride home tonight and poured himsdf some
more wine. "Mytron, | meant what | said about rewarding Ermut. I'm going to charter a
Royad Guild of Papermakers as soon as theré's any paper to make, and hell be one of the
first masters™

"He deserves the honor, Y our Mgjedy. He's done the same as he did with the animal
fats on other work here."

"Then he has the makings of a Scientist.”

"A what?'

"A kind of priest in my own land, one who was sworn to seek new knowledge. Ermut
has stumbled upon one of their methods. It was called 'Experimenting.™

"Experimenting.” Mytron rolled the word around on his tongue severa times. "And
these Scientists— priests—what gods did they worship?'

"Seldom the gods of my own land. They were not good gods, and did not help aman
to know much. Although some of the Scientists served in the temples of Atombomb the
Destroyer. They were free to choose to worship any god or none a al. Their oaths
concerned how they were to do their work and not hide it from others or tell lies about



what they had learned.

"Mogt of them did work in temples caled Univer sities. Some of these were as large
as Hogtigos Town before the war with Styphon's House." Now Hogtigos Town was the
thriving capitd of a new Great Kingdom and fast on its way to becoming a city.

"The Scientists must have been very rich. Or did your Greet King pay them?"

"All wererich by Hostigos standards. Some were in the pay of Great King LBJ, but
most worked for the Universities. If Drdm and Gazar give us victory in the coming War
of the Great Kings, | mean to found such a University in Hos Hostigos. There men such
as Ermut will teach Experimentation, Deduction, Invention and the other arts of the
Scientific Method. Had there been such a place anywhere in the Great Kingdoms long
ago, when the lying priests of Styphon proclaimed their Fireseed Mydtery, its Scientists
could have flung thet lie in their teeth.

"Mytron, your work in the paper mill will end when you have taught al you know
and chosen someone fit to replace you. When do you think that will be?’

Mytron frowned. """ No less than five moons, Y our Mgesty. But not much more than
thet either. Why?'

Kdvan smiled. "Good, Mytron. The time has come to found a Univer sity of Hostigos.
| want you to be head of the new Univer sity—Rector would be your title.”

Mytron frowned even more deeply. "My first duty isto Allfather Dralm. | cannot
forsake him."

With equd care, Kavan explained to Mytron what some of his duties as University
Rector would be and how they would not be antithetica to his duties to Allfather Dralm.
He finished with, "I do not know the duties impased on you by thet oath. Thisis shameful
in a Great king, but it isthe truth. So | do not know for certain if | am asking you to
forsake your service to Dram. Yet | can say certainly that you will not have to swear any
oaths againg Dram, or do anything | know to be unlawful, or to cease to perform the
rites of Allfather Dram.”

"“Then | will notrefuse now." Mytron's frown faded a bit. "I cannot accept without the
permission from Highpriest Xentos, of course. Heis judge of the oaths of the priests of
Drdm in Hos-Hogtigos. Also, he would find me hard to replace a the Temple.”

In truth, Chancellor of the Realm Xentos had dready bent Kalvan's ear severd times
about how he and Brother Mytron were being forced to neglect their dutiesto Dram to
sarve thar Greet King.

"1 will spesk to Highpriest Xentos, and learn more about the duties of the priests of
Drdm. It ismy hope that he will permit you to become Rector of the new University."

"If it is proper that | serve Allfather Drdm by serving Your Mgesty in this, | shdl do
it with al my heart." This seemed to call for atoast, 0 Mytron poured out the last of the
mulled wine, and they both drank to the Universty finding favor in the eyes of Dram.

After Brother Mytron left, Kalvan knocked the hed out of his pipe, re-loaded it with
tobacco and used histinderbox to light it. He sat back and stared into the dying fire. He
could see dl sorts of church-and-gtate complications bearing down upon him like a
runaway truck on an icy mountain road. They would have been likely enough in the best
of worlds, with Xentos they were certain. In spite of his unworldly ar, the highpriest was
astough as adab of granite and as shrewd a bargainer as an Armenian rug dedler.



Anything Kavan got out of him— particularly the permanent reassgnment of his right-
hand man (and probably handpicked successor) as Rector of the Universty—wasgoing
to cost.

But Dram-damnit, he had to begin somewhere to make sure that he wasn't theonly
man in the world who knew haf of what would be needed to bring down Styphon's
House. Until héd at least made that sart, everything could fal apart if hishorse put a
foot in agopher hole! Kalvan thought of King Alexander 111 of Scotland, who'd Sarted
three centuries of Anglo-Scots wars by riding his horse off acliff in the dark...

Being the Indispensable Man sounded like fun until you were actualy handed the job.
Then you redized the best thing to do with it wasto get rid of it as fast as humanly
possible.

Thejob of digging Ddlaout of the Archives lasted another round of drinks. When
they findly reached her, she told them to go on to the Congtellation House; she would
change at the Archives and meet them there,

Congellation House was perched on top of amountain agood haf hour's air-taxi ride
outsde Dhergabar City. That gave Verkan plenty of timeto bring hisold Chief up to date
on everything of mutud interest, sarting with Kavan's Time-Line, Styphon's House
Subsector, Fourth Leve Aryan-Transpacific.

"Everything was going about as well as anyone could hope until winter came. Kavan
had no more internal enemies, Nostor was a shambles and Sask and Beshta were beaten
into submission. Even the Harphaxi Princes who didn't want to join Hos-Hostigos weren't
about to make trouble.”

"No," Torthasad. "I imagine alot of them are thinking aong the lines of The enemy
of my enemy ismy friend," and anybody who's as heavy-handed a creditor as Styphon's
House is bound to have more than its share of enemies. What about the big council
Styphon's House was going to hold in Harphax City?"

"They moved it to Baph. We think it's because of the bad westher; it's been the worst
winter in living memory, and the roads have been completely impassable most of the
time. We haven' infiltrated the Inner Circle yet, and they're not talking. | suspect
Styphon's House may be waiting to see what happens during the rest of the winter. Not
that enough hasn't happened already, of course.”

Tortha recognized the Sgns of coming bad newsin Verkan's voice. He wasnt
aurprised, ether. "'l canimaging” he said. "My firgt independent assgnment was
shepherding a party of tourigts fleeing from a sacked city to the nearest operating
conveyer-head. It wasfive days journey downriver, through country that had been fought
over two years running. If we hadn't been able to use boats and travel mostly by night |
don't think wed have madeit. | sopped having any arguments from the tourigts after the
firgt village where we found human bones in the soup pots.”

"It hasn't been quitethat bad in Hos Hostigos, except in parts of Nostor. The Hogtigi
are cdling it the Winter of the Wolves, though. Between the wolf packs and the



snowdrifts, nobody's going anywhere unless they absolutdy have to.

"l haven't been back to Hos-Hostigos mysdlf since | took over as chief. Ddlawent
once, to Ulthor. They're not as badly off as the Hogtigi, since they missed the fighting and
shipped in grain and mesat from the Upper Middle Kingdoms before winter. Ddla il
tried to ride to Hostigos until she lost two horses and a guard to wolves the first day.
After that she decided to stick to interviewing refugees and building our cover."

They sat in slence asthe ar-taxi passed out of the rainstorm and Dhergabar together.
Ahead the mountains loomed againgt the clear ky, spangled with the lights of country
homes and resorts. A full moon silvered the scattered clouds above and the occasiond
stream visible through the trees below. From the air it might have been the wilderness of
Kadvan's Time-Line; in fact, it was a garden planted with treesingtead of flowers, like
most of Home Time Line. If the ar-taxi et them down in the middle of this forest, they
might wander for al of ten minutes before arobot or prole gardener found them. The
nearest wolf was in Dhergabar Zoologica Gardens.

"We dont redly have any work in Kavan's Time- Line that'sworth sending in
people.”

Tortha recognized another note in Verkan's voice now, the frustration of a man who
has to live in ignorance because he won't send men into danger where he can't go himsdlf
just to satisfy his curiogity. It was afrugtration he knew his former Specid Assgtant
would become accustomed to as the years passed. If thered been any chance he couldn't
come to terms with it, hed never have become Chief of Paratime Police.

"Fortunately, Kavan's going to have the best army in histime-line, if not the biggest.
Brother Mytron and Colond Alkides were experimenting with methods for improving the
qudity of Hostigos 'Unconsecrated,’ and Kavan's integrated the four to five thousand
mercenaries he captured at Fitraand Fyk into aregular royd army.”

TorthaKarf said nothing. HEd recognized a third note in his young friend's voice—
what on some time-lineswas called "whigling in the dark."

Verkan appeared to be getting too attached to his outtime friend Kavan; that could
proveto be amgor problem if push cameto shove. After dl, Kavan was ill a
theoretica danger to the Paratime Secret, the foundation upon which the whole of First
Leve civilization rested. If Kavan became athrest to thet secret, Verkan Vall, chief
guardian of that avilization, might find himsdlf with ajob no man could welcome,

The two men were beginning to look hungrily at the menu by the time Ddla arrived.
She made her usud dramatic entrance carrying a medium-size flat package and wearing a
blue cloak that covered her from the base of her throat to the floor.

Tortha couldn't help wondering what Dalla had on under the cloak. Thered been a
time when the answer to that question would have been "little or nothing," but thet time
was long-past—or so he hoped. Dalla was as decorative as she was competent, and this
had led to afew episodes that made her first companionate marriage to Verkan Val
rather hectic.

Both had learned something. Dalawas now much lessimpulsive and more careful
about the company she kept. Vall didn't wear his pridein his sense of duty so openly on
his deeve. They appeared to be sttling into the kind of marriage a Chief of Paratime



Police redlly needed. Either that, or no marriage a dl—what Vdl and Ddla had the firgt
time around included the vices of both and the virtues of neither. Not to mention what a

Chief's political enemies could do to exploit his persond problems!

A few minutes passed in kissing Ddla, ordering dinner and consuming the first round
of drinks and alarge plate of appetizers. Dalla's gown was reasonably opague and not too
reveding otherwise, dthough it did show enough skin to tell Tortha that she'd had a
deep- layer skin-dye to match her blond hair. Like Vall, her coloring would not attract
attention on any AryanTrangpadific time-line.

Her gown aso seemed remarkably precariousin its attachment, and Tortha found he
couldn't keep his eyes off the solitary fastening that stood between her and disaster. He
noticed he wasn't the only man in the room doing so ether. Findly Ddlasad in an
expressionless voice. "Don't worry about it. | have alaboratory now, and test critical
components of my gowns for resistance to fire, acid, mechanical stress and telekiness™

Verkan knocked over his glassin trying not to roar with laughter, and this seemed to
cdl for more drinks. While the waiter was bringing them, Dala unwrapped her package.
It was aneegant |egther-bound printed book, with atitle on it that Tortha didn't know but
an author he knew rather too well.

"Gunpowder Theocracy, by Danthor Dras?'

"It'shis Styphon House: A Study of Techno-Theocracy in Action retitled,” Ddla
explained, with new materia chronicling the arriva of Kavan and his effect upon
Styphon's House and the Five Great Kingdoms. The public edition will be out in afew
days, but he sent one of the presentation copiesto Vulthor Tarkon. For the Archives, not
asapersond gift," she added, answering the unspoken question of both men. "1 wouldn't
have asked to borrow it otherwise."

"Isit rewritten as well asretitled?' Verkan asked.

"l had it computer-scanned and the answer is no. However, theré's a new preface
summarizing Kavan's Time-Line up to the beginning of winter. He dso promises afull-
scae study of Kavan's Time-Line, and an update on dl the Styphon's House time-lines
where Hos-Hostigos wound up under a ban, as a companion volume.”

"Hell do it, too," Verkan said.

Tortha nodded absently, aware that hedd suddenly lost much of his appetite for dinner.
The greatest living expert on Aryan Transpacific culture did nothing by chance, or a
least he hadn't in the last three centuries. If he was bringing out anew edition of his
definitive study of Styphon's House at this point, there had to be areason. Hehad a
number of theories about what that reason might be, none of which made for pleasant
dining.

"Has Kdvan's Time-Line been receiving more public attention while | wasin Scily?'
he asked.

Both Verkan and Ddla said yes.

"Kavan's Time-Line has been proscribed as too dangerous for civilians and newsies
since we can't offer them Paratime Police protection,” she added. "But that hasn't stopped
the newses from interviewing the Kavan Study Team members and their families”

Tortha shook his head. "Then Danthor Dras has afertile field for his speculations.
Few of which will be kind of the Paratime Palice..."



Verkan added. "We don't need any more distractions with publicity hounds or day
trippers. Were having a hard enough problems guarding the Dhergabar professors.”

"From themsdaves, mosily!" Ddlarejoined.

They dl laughed.

After apause for another round of drinks, Dalla continued, "The University people
have been writing alot, but dl in the scholarly journds. 1'd have expected one of them to
try apopular piece, but none of them have to date.”

"Sounds asif Danthor Drasis gtting on them," Tortha said grimly. "He probably
wants to be the first to reach a popular audience. Once he's sure of being in the bright
light of public atention, Kavan's Time-Lineis going to become everyone's favorite topic
of conversation. So will any mistakes the Paratime Police and their Chief makein
handlingit."

Ddlafrowned. "That incident where one of your predecessors found one of Danthor's
colleagues was guilty o—something worse than academic fraud?'

"It was," Torthasaid. "And it wasn't one of Danthor's colleagues, ether; one of Chief
Zarvan's ingpectors caught the Scholar himsalf using an undisguised pocket recorder to
tape The God Alexander on one of the Fourth Leve, Alexandrian-Macedonian time-
lines. If it hadn't been for Danthor's pull, he would have been prosecuted for Outtime
Contamination; his father was an adminigtrator & Dhergabar University and mgjor
contributor to the Management Party, and he used dl his influenceto protect his son. The
fdlout from that incident was one of the things that convinced Old Tharg to retire and put
me in the Chief's chair.”

"Tortha, do you think Danthor still holds it againgt the Paratime Police? That incident
was along time ago!”

"Dala, Danthor Dras reminds me of some Fourth Level mountain-tribe chieftain.
Once somebody's done him an injury, he won't die happy unless he's paid it back or at
least had his sons swear they will."

"After not saying aword for over a century?* Thistime it was Verkan sounding
skeptical.

Torthatook afirm grip on both his glass and his temper. "By thetime hewasin a
position to fight the Paratime Police, | wastoo firmly seated in the Chief's chair. He dso
had afew enemies of hisown at the University. He's not the most lovable man there,
even if heisright mogt of thetime.”

"That's like saying Queen Ryllaisn't the most even-tempered woman in Hostigos,”
Ddlasad. "But goon."

"Anyway, he seems to have spent the last few centuries out-arguing, out-writing or
outliving al hisenemies. Now thereésanew Chief of the Paratime Police who isn't on
quite such afirm footing as old Tortha Karf. Danthor's own flanks and rear are safe, and
Kavan's war againg Styphon's House will give him a ready-to- hand audience without his
having to do anything except write his fiftieth book. That's a Stuation a child couldnt fail
to notice, and Danthor's forgotten more about strategy than most generds ever learn.”

Before either Verkan or Ddla could reply, the waiters arrived with dinner. Tortha had
thought his appetite was gone for the evening, but the fish, house sauce and hot bread
andled irresdible. He let the waitersload his plate. Before long he was picking at his



dinner.

A little later, he noticed that Verkan and Ddla were no longer paying him or their
own loaded plates any attention. They were so lost in each other that they didn't even
look up when the pattern of projected congtdlations on the celling overhead flared into a
supernova. If they'd been fifty years younger, held have suspected they were holding
hands under the table.

The sght restored his good humor, and appetite. Strictly between him and his
conscience, he was willing to admit that Dallas old hotility toward him had some
judtification. He had been cardess about their first marriage, keeping Verkan grinding
away at one job after another.

Wel, Ddlahad no more worries coming from him. Now she had a much more
difficult job: protecting her husband from himsdif.



FOUR

Bdph, the hub of Styphon's House, lay downstream on the Argo River from Ktemnos
City. While nowhere near as large as the capitd with its haf amillion people, Baph was
dill large enough to be cdled a city—the Holy City.

Despite being the fourth largest city in Hos Ktemnos, its mgjor industry was religion.
Its secondary trade was shipping. Old Baph, the origind trading settlement, had long ago
been encircled by its strange offspring, except near the dockyards. Someday the old
buildings would be leveled for some new monument to Styphon's glory. Baph proper
was dready home to Styphon's House Upon Earth, an old goldendomed baslica that
contained Styphon's Own Image, sixteen Great Temples and the Shrine of Styphon's
Ascension, the Temple Treasury, the Temple Academy, the Supreme Priest’'s Palace.

Supreme Priest Sesklos st at the gpex of the Inner Circle's Triangle Table, with First
Spesker Anaxthenesto hisright and Archpriest Dracar on his left, facing Styphon's
Golden Image, the hugeidol of Styphon that the lay members only saw during times of
great criss or specid events. As Speaker of the Inner Circle, it was Anaxthenes duty to
provide the voice for the mechanicad bellows that dlowed the giant idol to mimic human
speech. Typicdly, thisduty was the province of Styphon's VVoice, but when Sesklos had
reached eighty winters Anaxthenes had assumed some of Sesklos formd duties.

Ever since Sesklos talk with Dracar, opposition to Anaxthenes codition had
evaporated. With a clear mgority of the thirty-six Archpriests of the Inner Circle behind
him, Anaxthenes was forging a program that would change the shape of Styphon's House
in ways the others would never redlize until it wastoo late.

After the ritud Blessng of Styphon, benedictions and ritua chants, the Fifth Council
of Baph unanimoudy passed aresolution to lend two hundred and fifty thousand ounces
of gold to King Kaiphranos to hire mercenaries and buy suppliesfor the war againgt the
Fase Kingdom of Hos-Hostigos. Next they'd put together the First Edict of Baph,
condemning the Usurper Kavan, but leaving an escape clause for any of his princes
whose loyaty was wavering.

By Styphon, thought Anaxthenes, they would crush this interloper before another
winter passed!

As he'd been prompted earlier, Archpriest Neamenestros spoke up. "'l suggest we



frame areply to the false rumors spread by the Daemon's dupes, that Styphon's House
recognizes no other gods but Styphon.”

A polite way of saying what Archpriest Zothnes and the dearly departed Krastokles
had said in public should have only been said in the privacy of the Inner Circle: that
Styphon's House recognized no other god but Styphon. The truth was even harsher;
Styphon's Archpriests believed in no gods, including Styphon.

Archpriests Roxthar and Cimon squirmed in their seats but kept quiet as promised.

"Why should the Council of Baph deny the specid divinity of our God, the brightest
dar in the night sky?" Archpriest Timothanes snapped.

"Because the mercenaries we need to win thiswar againg the Usurper worship Gazar
with afervor our priests lavish only upon the offering bowl," Anaxthenesreplied. He
hoped that would be enough to make Timothanes think twice before opening his mouth
again.

He continued, "The time for declaring Styphon's sole divinity will come when the
Usurper's bones are moldering in their grave cloths. Already some of the Wargod's priests
openly counsd their charges to side with the Usurper in the coming war. We must keep
our peace with Gazar before Kavan forces a breach. He who owns the mercenaries,
owns the Five Kingdoms."

"Yes," Heraclestros agreed. "And we own most of the gold.”
"Wisewords," Styphon's Own Voice declared. "I call for avote.”

"Aye, aye" sad tweanty-four voices, while twelve said "nay." Dracar and hisdlies
looked like cats passing fish bones.

"The resolution passes. It is Styphon's Will. It shall be decreed that Styphon respects
the divinity of al true gods, except for the Fase God Drdm. We adso offer the services of
our hedersto any and dl priests of Galzar engaged in the struggle againgt the unlawful
Usurper who cdls himself Great King Kavan of Hos-Hogtigos. Styphon's Will Be
Done."

When Styphon's Voice had fdlen slent. Anaxthenes added, "The Daemon Kavan
and his minions thregten not only our lives, but the very timbers of Styphon's House On
Earth, aswell. King Kaiphranos is but a poor weapon, one easily broken or thrown aside,
againg the might of the Daemon Kavan. Should this week tool be broken, | fear that
Kavan's path will lead draight to the Holy City itsdlf!

"We need a sharper sword. Why not that of Great King Cleitharses of Hos-Ktemnos?
Let him lance the boil of Hos-Hostigos that corrupts the body of the Five Kingdoms. |
say we must issue a proclamation, caling for the Sacred Squares of Hos-Ktemnos to
cometo the aid of the God of Gods."

That was the prearranged signd to Archpriest Theomenes, spiritua guardian to King

Cleitharses, to touch hisfirgt two fingers to his mouth. Anaxthenes touched his fingersto
hisforehead, by way of reply, granting Theomenes permission to address the Council.

"Great King Cletharses has found hisfaith disturbed over the misfortunes brought
down upon Styphon's House by the Daemon Kalvan. Thus, he will no longer willingly
and of hisown free will grant that which is oursto ask, but he will listen to our united
voice. Aswe al know, thewise and fair King Cleitharses has little love for the clamor of
battle or the open air.”



That pronouncement brought snickers from the assembled Archpriests. Cleitharses
last campaign was over ten winters ago againgt King Leophon, one of three petty kings
who claimed suzerainty over the Upper Sastragath. The war had quickly turned into a
nightmare of lost skirmishes and misdirected supplies. Only the fighting ability of the
steadfast Sacred Squares had saved the Hos-Ktemnoi Army from complete disaster. Since
then Cleitharses idea of military glory was reading about ancient deeds of vaor or
adding another such scrall to the Royd Library.

"However," Archpriest Theomenes continued, "It is true that Great King Cleitharses
isworried about anew Great Kingdom so close to the borders of Hos-Ktemnos,

especialy one who adds Princedoms as alodestone pulls iron fillings™

"Who will the Great King choose as his Captain-Generd?' one of the Archpriests
asked.

"Duke Mnesklos, Lord High Marshd of Hos-Ktemnos."
"He has seen over seventy winterd Isn' it time he hung up his spurs?’
There was aloud harrumph from Supreme Priest Sesklos.

Ancther Archpriest hastily added, "Duke Mneklos dill sitstdl in hissaddle. It istrue
that heis good at fighting barbarians in the Sastragath, but will he be able to stop the
Daemon?'

A dozen voices attempted to answer that question at once, but Roxthar's voice cut
through them like a saw. "The Daemon Kavan must be stopped. We need awarlord that
can be the Fist of Styphon.”

Styphon's Own Voice raised his hand for silence. "Archpriest Roxthar is right. We
need a soldier of the Temple. Someone we can trust to sow the fields of Hos-Hostigos
with the blood and corpses of her sons. | move we cal upon Grand Master Soton of the
Holy Order of Zarthani Knights to lead our Holy Army."

The Grand Master rose from his seat and bowed. He was the shortest man in the room
and adso the broadest. Seated he gppeared a normal man, but when standing his short legs
robbed him of full sature. Still, his presence was undeniable and Soton was known as a
terrible foe; few in this room had the temerity to beard him to hisface.

There was more shouting, athough this time the voices were raised in protest. Soton
was known to be as much a servant of Galzar Wolfhead as he was an Archpriest of
Styphon's House. The lands he governed west of Hos-Ktemnos and Hos Bletha as Grand
Master of the Zarthani Knights were greater than any two Great Kingdoms combined. His
Order Knights were the finest cavary in the known world.

"Silence!" Sesklos shouted. Anaxthenes jerked back in surprise; hed not thought old
Sesklos had that much strength left in hisworn body. After the news of Zothnes and
Krastokles defection to Hos-Hostigos had reached his ears Sesklos had thrown afit,
falen to the floor and knocked his head on the flagstones. He had lain pardyzed for a
moon quarter; when he had awoken, it was if held aged ten winters—and for amoon his
right side was parayzed. Even now he drooled when spesking and his words were often
durred.

"Grand Magter Soton isaman of the battlefield,” Sesklos continued, "not some
lickspittle underpriest currying favor with his superiors.
Anaxthenes smiled. Things were going even better than held planned.



"All thisweighs in Soton's favor in this endeavor. | shal ask him to bring as many
Lances of Knights as he can spare from the outer marches and offer him an additiona
three thousand Temple Guardsmen. That should stiffen the Army of Hos-Ktemnos
enough for our purposes. We shdl put the Grand Master in command of the Holy Hogt,
the Army of Styphon and hisdlies. Let Duke Mnesklos parade before the troops, but it
will be Soton who gives the orders.”

Suddenly Sesklos appeared to flag and Anaxthenes stood up and spoke. "Y ou have

heard Styphon's Own Voice. Thetimefor talk isfinished. This Assembly is hereby
dismissed. Grand Magter Soton, will you attend His Divinity?'

"It will be my pleasure, First Spesker.”

Sesklos tiffened. "First Spesker, you and Archpriest Soton will attend mein my
chambers. And bring a scribe, too. | have letters to draft.”

"Yes, Your Divinity."

King Kavan reined in his horse and held up agloved hand asa signd to the riders of
his escort. "Hold up there!™ he added, in case someone hadn't seen the signd. Thisvist
wasn't a public relations hunt for wolves but an opportunity for Kavan to get away from
Tar-Hogtigos. He had a bad case of cabin fever and it helped when he took timeto visit
his here-and-now touchstone, the spot where he had landed after jumping off that cross-
time flying sauce—or whatever the hell it was.

During the last month, the hunting parties had taken their toll of wolves, but not dl of
the hunters came back. A man who didn't kill hiswolf with the first shot might find its
teeth in his throat before he could reload. Some parties came back short hdf their
srength; tales began to go around that the wolves were Styphon's demons in anima form.
He was here to put those rumors to deep.

Other parties marched off into storms and didn't come back at all. In Nostor, Kavan
had to stop the hunting parties completdly; they were being ambushed by bandits and
starving peasants for their horses and wegpons.

Kdvan remembered Duke Chartiphon's speech at the banquet celebrating the
beginning of fireseed production in Hostigos. He'd predicted they'd make a howling
wilderness of Nostor. They had too, with help from the weether, wolves and the civil war
that broke out after Prince Gormoth had attacked the Nostor Town Temple and a nearby
temple farm. The unrest had continued, with mercenary armies roaming the countryside,
until Prince Pheblon, Gormoth's cousin, had restored token order.

Not that anyone but his cronies missed Gormoth, to be sure. Hed been abad enemy
and would never have been a friend worth having. But as long as anomindly friendly
Prince ruled Nostor, the Great King of Hos-Hogtigos couldn't smply march in and teke
charge—even if the place wasfaling gpart! That would make it look asif Greet King
Kavan was more concerned with his own power than with the overthrow of Styphon's
House, and that reputation would be a palitical headache. Not asbig aone asalive
Gormoth would have been, but alive Gormoth could have been turned into a dead one.



Prince Pheblon, on the other hand, would have to be supported as much as possible, in
the hope that he would repay that support by his contribution to the Spring campaign
againg Hos-Harphax.

It was the coming campaign that concerned Kavan as the riders on the road
disappeared behind a copse of trees. This latest inspection tour made it clear the hunters
were findly getting the better of the wolves. Woodcutting parties were going out again so
people weren't freezing to death quite so often, and winter had to be two-thirds gone
unless another 1ce Age was making its gppearance. However, when spring arrived so
would the next round againgt Styphon's House and their puppets in Harphax City.

By the time Kavan's thoughts had gone that far, the snow was up to his horse's knees
and it looked as if it would be even deeper farther on. Kavan guided the horse to the I eft,
down into the bed of the little stream, and then stopped as he felt his mount's hooves
beginto dideontheice

The clouds were thicker and darker, and while it wasn't snowing—thank Dralm for
smal mercied —the wind was blowing the snow aready on the ground.

"Y our Mgesty, should we be stopping here?' Count Phrames voice came from
behind. "We are too strong to tempt wolves or bandits if we kegp moving, but if we stop

we may look like easy prey.”

"In that case, they're gong to get anasty surprise,” Kavan said, as he pulled a pistol
out of his boot and checked the load, the flint, the priming. Then he pulled his horsg's
head around with one hand, holding the pistol cocked and ready with the other.

As he |€eft the road, he heard Phrames caling out that the Great King wished to ride
gpart with his scouts and pray to the gods of this homeland for guidance. If heldd thought
there was anyone home, Kavan would have done exactly that. However, neither the late
Rev. Morrison's determination that his only son follow him into the ministry nor the here-
and-now baker's dozen of gods and goddesses had dtered his basic agnosticism.

What he was doing probably wasn't any more rationa than praying, but it worked
better for him. He intended to ride up to the four-foot thick hemlock standing below a
little cliff that marked the place where Kavan had |eft otherwhen Pennsylvaniaon May
19, 1964 and wound up here in the Five—now Six Kingdoms. The hemlock marked the
ste of the farmhouse where an escaped murderer had been holed up. A murderer who'd
escaped jail, come home to this ramshackle farmhouse and beat on his wife until sheldd
escaped and told aneighbor. According to hiswife, Bill Kirby had arifle and a grudge
againg the State Police.

Kavan had been skulking toward the yellow farmhouse, his hand close to the buitt of
his .38 Colt, with felow Pennsylvania State Policemen Steve Kovac, Larry Stacey and
Jack French, when he was scooped up by the cross-time flying saucer. He wondered what
they thought about his disappearance...probably thought he'd turned tail and ran, Dralm-
blagt it!

Kavan didnt like that a dl; hed never run from afight in hislife. One thing was
true: no one back home had seen hide nor hair of him since held been picked up by that a
cross-time saucer. Other than Aunt Harriet, there was no one to miss him back home; hed
broken up with Kate over six months before he disappeared. Last held heard, she was
engaged to a dentist... She'd dways fretted over the danger of police work; he'd never
known how right she wad!



Of course, Kate had imagined dangers closer to home than here-and-now, where
medicine was of the barber and leech variety and one was as likely to get run over by a
runaway Conestoga wagon as die peacefully in bed. Not alot of old folks here-and-now...

Siill, dimbing the dliff and visiting the tree cmed him down when he needed
caming, and sometimes gave him an ideafor the solution of some particularly knotty
problem. Cal it his touchstone to the past. Kavan had visited this spot three times since
hisarrivd here-and-now; on this, hisfourth visit, he needed arelaxing place to ponder
events more than ever. Next year's battles would determine whether or not the fledgling
Great Kingdom he'd created would endure or end in an orgy of blood-Ietting and
burning...

Thisspot was aso where Kavan had started to write his Journa— maybe afoolish
conceit, but it helped keep his perspective on who he had been, alittle over ayear ago—
Corpora Calvin Morrison, Pennsylvania State Policeman—and who he was now: Great
King Kdvan | of Hos-Hostigos.

"Over here, Your Mgesty!" Hectides the old wolf-hunter and scout cried out.

He pushed past alow hanging chestnut tree and there before him was the little cliff
and the big hemlock with the deep three-foot wide X Kavan hed carved into the trunk
with hisknife on hisfirg return vigt; he had wanted to mark it so that he would
recognize it twenty years from now. Already Hectides had two of his hunters clearing the
snow out of the fire pit that they'd built on their last visit. When the pit was just bare
stone, they brought straw, twigs and some firewood. Within minutes the old wolf hunter
was usng histinderbox to light afire at the base of the cliff and soon had aroaring fire.
The scouts fanned out to keep watch and, as soon as his fingers thawed over thefire,
Kavan took out his quill pen and lambskin parchment and began to write.

Journal — Corporal Calvin Morrison

Winter — 1965 — January 29th, plus or minus a day or two.

I'mglad | decided to write this diary now while my memories of ‘former
life' are still vivid; I'm afraid, after a decade or two here-and-now, my
experiences of the earth | grew up on will begin to fade and recede much
like a long dream. Someday when |I'm an old man—should | be so lucky!—
these entries will help convince me that | am not the Dralm-sent Kalvan
that everyone believes me to be. Or that my previous life was not some
fever dream...

Thus, this permanent record in English so no one else can 'accidentally’
read it and have me sent to the local equivalent of a loony bin, which far
exceeds the horror of those state institutions in far away Pennsylvania.

The journal entries I've been making during the past few months have



helped mereconstruct my childhood and early life. As much as | despise
the current double-speak and gobbledygook that passes for 'psycho-
therapy' back home, these diary entries about my childhood, my college
years at Princeton, my military servicein Korea and my time as a
Pennsylvania Sate Policeman have improved my morale. They have also
helped to clear my mind of the doubts that were plaguing me at the onset
of winter, when the day-to-day crises of kingship were no longer keeping
me preoccupied, and | once again began to try to ‘analyze' the event that
catapulted me here-and-now.

No matter how unlikely it seems, the truth is| was 'picked up' by some
kind of cross-time flying saucer and dropped off on a world far different
than my own, both in history and technological development. | can still see
in my mind's eye the flicker of other worlds passing overhead through the
iridescent dome of the saucer, which means there must be millions of
‘alternate’ earths. My friend, Steve Kovac, who used to read 'Analog
Science Fiction Magazine,' would |loan me the magazines after he finished
reading them, and during long nightsin the barracks, when | had trouble
sleeping, | would read them.

S0 I'm not unfamiliar with the idea of alternate worlds; however, it'sa
long road from Altoona to Piccadilly Circus! Especially, when the saucer
pilot—some kind of military officer in a green uniform—triesto shoot you
with a long-barreled solderingiron!

It was a combination of quick reflexes and luck that got me out of that
saucer alive; still, 1 hope that pilot took a good one from my Colt Official
Police. | don't know what the Sdeways Police Service does about
unauthorized 'pickups,’ but | suspect it isn't preferential treatment with kid
gloves. No, | must have killed him or there would have been someone from
that outfit snooping around Hostigos, trying to pick me up. The
probabilities of what might happen to me, should they 'pick me up' are not
thoughtsto aid in either good digestion or a good night'srest.

If that sounds paranoid, well, living in an era where paranoia isa survival
tool will do that to one.

The day started out as an ordinary duty day at the barracks, when we got
a call from old man Gustav that Bill Kirby had come back to hiswife's
place and shot it up pretty good—

"Your Mgesty, sorry to interrupt,” Hectides said, pointing up at the fast-moving and
darkening clouds. "A storm could be upon usin half a candle, and there's fill wolves
about."



Kdvan's horse snorted as if to punctuate the wolf hunter's words.

"Y ou're right, Hectides, we should be getting back to the main party." Whatever ideas
might come here couldn't be worth risking his neck, or even his horse. Good mounts
weren't easy to replace in Hostigos, and wouldn't be for quite sometime.

Kavan mounted his horse, then rode back downstream followed by Hectides and his
scouts. He returned faster than held come, because as he turned off the stream the how! of
awolf floated down from anearby hill. The horse whinnied nervoudy; Kavan had to tug
on the reins to keep him from breeking into atrot.

Count Phrames met Kalvan by the road with an I-tdd-youso expression on hisface.
"Your Mgesty, | beg you not to ride out like this again while we are in wolf country. So
much depends upon your safety—"

Kavan cut in saying, "Phrames, Queen Rylla has gppointed sx nursemaids for our
child. I'll recommend you as the seventh, if you so wish.”

Phrames winced as if dgpped. Kdvan immediately felt guilty for taking out his
frustration with the weether and the state of the world on him. He fdlt even guiltier for
throwing the fact of Ryllas pregnancy in Phrames face. One of the many little details
about the Princedom of Hostigos Kavan had learned, after the campaigning season ended
and there was time to think and ask questions, was that Count Phrames had been Ryllas
betrothed since childhood. To see her married to atota stranger, even if sent by the gods,
couldn't have been pleasant for him—even if the stranger gave her athrone and a crown.

"l am truly sorry, Phrames. | spoke in anger and in haste; my words were unworthy of
aking."

Phrames grinned, white teeth showing above a frost-tinted brown beard. "I spoke
without proper respect to you, | admit. But | did speak with proper respect for Queen
Rylla, who'sthe one I'll have to reckon with if 1'd let you come to harm, be it by wolves,
bandits or anill-fated fdl from your horse."

"Then by dl means let's both show her respect and turn for home. There appearsto be
nothing more out here worth seeing or doing today than a hdmet full of snow. Also, the
envoy of Prince Araxesis coming tomorrow, and | want to show him at least the repect
of being awake and unfrozen."

Kavan pounded his gloved right hand againg his saddlehorn to see if there was any
feding left in the fingers. It was a good thing he hadn't done any more writing in the
Journa; he'd had one bout of frostbite in Koreathat had made him more susceptible to a
second.

Phrames snorted. "What his Reluctance Prince Araxes needs is a swift kick where he
sts down from the Great King's army and everybody €se who wantsto help. We may
have to =l tickets"

Kdvan didn't entirely disagree, after three months of hearing Araxes excuses for not
swearing fedty to Hos-Hostigos and another of total silence. He wondered if the Prince
of Phaxos was deep into Styphon's pocket. However, if he was going to the trouble of
sending an envoy over wolf-ridden, snowbound roads, common courtesy required
ligening to him.

They rode across the little bridge built over the stream last autumn, one of a score or
so that Kalvan had ordered built by peasants and prisoners of war to make it easier to



move guns and wagons around Hostigos. The beams and planking seemed to be holding
up, but one railing was sagging ominoudy. Kavan cdled out to his scribe to make anote.

He pretended not to hear a petty-captain adding that if the Great King could notice
something like that, he would certainly notice a man riding a horse like a sack of

cabbages, "—so remember that you're on ahorse, Nicos, and not on the ridgepole of your
father's barn, thank you, you'll wish to Dralm you'd never been born!™

Two hundred yards up the road, the head of Kalvan's escort overtook a woodcutting
party— twenty men and a dozen oxen, with horns the Sze of Texas longhorns, and horses
laden with branches and logs—that completely filled the road. Phrames swore like a
trooper, severa of the woodcutters swore back, and findly Kavan had to urge his horse
through the drifts to restore order. Voices stilled as he approached.

The leader of the woodcutters was the yeoman farmer, Vurth, who'd been Kalvan's
first hogt here-and-now. Kavan had amply repaid the farmer for taking in a stranger, who
didn't know when or where he was, by helping fight off aband of Nogtori raiders
threatening Vurth's homestead. Kavan didn't believe in omens, but he had to admit that
seeing Vurth's homely bearded face grinning up a him made him fed better—despite the
rigng chill wind and lightly faling snow.

"The wolves aren't what they were amoon ago, Your Mgesty," Vurth explained. "It's
worth it, to not St by a cold hearth. So we went out, and what with the frost bresking off
the branches, we didn't even have to do much cutting.”

"Good work, Vurth. Well buy three mule-loads for the shelter at Hostigos Town.
Pick men to take it and they can ride dong with us." Kavan looked past Vurth to apair
of oxen hdfway up thetrain. "I'll pay the bounty on those wolf skins, too. How many are
there?'

"Fve and ahaf-grown cub, Your Mgesty."

"l hope you didn't use any of the royd fireseed on them?”

"No, no. Styphon's owl dung is good enough for those, and we didn't even have to
shoot two of them. My ddest daughter's husband, Xykos—he's as big as a bear and found
himsdf a suit of armor at Fyk—just stands there and lets the wolf bite his armor. Then
while the beadt's trying to reckon why the man doesn't taste right, Xykos swings his axe.
Wolvesdon't take to being hit on the head with axes, let metell you!"

Kalvan and Hectides laughed. "Y our sor+in-law sounds like a good man. Would he
careto join the hunting parties, or take a post with my Guard?'

"l don't think held say no if you asked him come spring, Sire. Right now, though, my
daughter's half amoon from her first. So held as soon not be away from home for aspell.
I know you understand we mean no disrespect.”

"None taken, Vurth. | know alittle of what he's going through, and by summer I'll
know more. I'll send a gift for the child and speak of this again some other time."

"Dram bless, Y our Mgesty, and give you and Queen Ryllaason to go on ruling over
usaswdl asyouve done." Kavan heard murmurs of agreement from the other
woodcutters. He backed his horse away, thanking Somebody or Other it was too dark for
anyone to see hisface turning color.

It helped to hear things like that whenever he had the feding that maybe he was on
the wrong course and should have smply ridden on instead of arting the biggest war



thisworld had known in haf a century. If his subjects, the people who had to pay the
price in burned houses and ruined farms, stolen livestock and poisoned wells, dead sons
and raped daughters, thought he was ruling well— maybe he was doing something right.
"God helps those who help themsdlves" had been one of his father's favorite
gphorisms. He wasn't going to place any bets on the source of whatever help he received,
with al due respect to the late Reverend Morrison, R.1.P. It was dso true that Kavan had
never heard of any good coming from just lying down and letting events roll over you
like asteamroller.



FIVE

Kavan sighed happily as Ryllawrapped the freshly heated cloths around hisfeet. He
wasn't worried about frogthite any more, but the warmth seeping through him il felt
delicious. The temperature must have been dropping toward zero when he rode into
Hostigos Town, and the wind had been blowing haf agae.

"There" Ryllasaid decisively. "Y our toes don't fed quite so much like dried pess.”
She stood up and took his hands. "Y our fingers till fedl cold, though." She sat down on
the bench beside him and tucked both of his hands inside her chamber robe.

Between the warm fur lining of the robe and the warm Ryllainsdeit, Kavan's
fingers quickly finished thawing. In afew minutes, he could fed how Ryllaswast was
beginning to swell with the child she was carrying.

"Has it moved yet?' he asked.

Ryllas blue eyes clouded for amoment. "No. Amasphdya, the chief midwife and
Brother Mytron both said it would not be a good sign if the child moved so soon. When
the snow turnsto rain is when it should start moving.”

"If the snow ever stopd If the winter isat dl like thisin Grefftscharr, they must be
watching for the coming of the Frost Giants and the last battle of the gods."

Kalvan tried to keep the fear out of his voice. He doubted held succeeded any better
than he had dl the other times since he learned Ryllawas pregnant and what hed
happened to her mother. Princess Demia had two miscarriages, bore Rylla safely, then
died in childbirth trying to give Prince Ptogphes a son. That was why Ptosphes had never
remarried; he had a daughter who was as good as any son. He would not send another
woman to Ormaz's redlm when he didn't have to.

It didn't help dlay hisfears knowing that held done just about everything he could
hope to do to improve Ryllas chances. Hed explained antiseptic theory to Mytron and
some of the other temple priests of Dram, aswell asto the Chief Priestess of Yirtta
Allmother. He would have taught it directly to the midwives, but they were even fusser
about their guild privileges than the gunamiths, who were il arguing whether or not
bore- gandardization for infantry muskets would infringe on their traditiond rightd
Taking lessons from amere Great King was benegth the midwives dignity.

At least they'd sworn to learn from Mytron and the others. If they didnt, dl the guild
privilegesin the Sx Kingdoms wouldn't save them. The midwives who attended Rylla
were going to be clean and keep her clean if Kavan had to stand over them through the



whole birth with a pigtal in each hand!

Kavan pulled his hands out of Ryllas robe and looked at the maps on the north wall.
It made him fed better to see something where held made a difference and would go on
making one. Hed not only taught his Generd Staff to see maps as an important wegpon,
he'd established a Cartographic Office that was producing one complete set on deerskin
and four smdler sets on parchment every week. The deerskin sets would go to the mgjor
cadtles, while the parchment ones went to the fidd regiments. With luck, every castlein
Hos-Hostigos, every army commander, and most of the regiments would have maps
before the campaigning season opened.

The first map was Hostigos— or Old Hogtigos, now that it was the senior Princedom
of a Great kingdom— Center County, the southern corner of Clinton County and dl of
Lycoming County south of the Bald Eagles. Hostigos Town was on the exact Site of
Bdlefonte otherwhen, with Tarr-Hostigos guarding the pass through the Bald Eagles.

Then Hos Hostigos, with its saeven other Princedoms. Reading counterclockwise
around Old Hostigos, from northeast to south, they were Nostor (aformer enemy turned
wesk dly), Nyklos, Ulthor (with aport on Lake Erie), Kyblos (with its capitd on the Site
of otherwhen Pittsburgh), Sask (another former enemy now turned into the gods- only-
knew what kind of dly), Sashta (anew Princedom cregated origindly as part of the
dliance againgt Hogtigos, which Kavan had alowed to remain in existence as afavor to
Sask and Beshta), and finaly Beshtaitsdlf. That was the map Kavan had studied most
closdy; he hoped he wouldn't need to do much if any fighting in Old Hogtigos itsdf.

Findly, the map of the Sx Kingdoms (including Hos-Hostigos). From north to south,
they ran:

Hos-Zygros—New England and southeastern Canada to Lake Ontario;

Hos-Agrys— New Y ork, southwestern Ontario and northern New Jersey.

Hos-Harphax (or what was |eft of ity— Eastern Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland
and southern New Jersey;

Hos-Ktemnos—Virginiaand North Carolina (the richest of the Great Kingdoms); and

Hos-Bletha— From South Carolinato the tip of Florida, part of Cuba, and as far west
as Mobile Bay.

Kavan didn't spare too much time for the Six Kingdoms map either; heldd long since
decided it was awaste of time to worry about grand strategy for the war to overthrow
Styphon's House. They didn't have enough intelligence about the enemy’s plans, potentia
resources or high command—which for the time being meant the Inner Circle of
Archpriests & Balph, the Holy City.

They might have been better off if the "Council of Trent" Styphon's VVoice had called
last autumn had been held in Harphax City as origindly planned. Somebody must have
redlized that Harphax City was close enough to the borders of Hos-Hostigosto be full of
Kavan's spies, or at least people willing to sall him secrets for theright price. So they
had moved the Council, Archpriests, bodyguards, baggage trains, old Uncle Tom
Cobbley and dl, to Styphon's House Upon Earth—the largest of the golden temples of
Styphon. Baph was a two-industry town, trading and rdigion, with Styphon's House
holding mogt of the cards. A mouse couldn't get in there without being vouched for by
three upperpriests, Styphon's House might not understand the military vaue of security,



but apparently it knew how to practice it.

Without knowing what was happening at Baph, it wasimpossbleto tdl if Styphon's
House was going to step out from behind the Kings and Princesit had always used as
front men and wage thiswar on its own. There were military advantagesto either choice.

Making war by proxy was aways risky; the proxies might develop minds of their
own, as any number of Itdian city-states had discovered with their condottieri. In fact,
the cult of Gazar the Wargod encouraged a generd brotherhood of al mercenaries and
fighting men, and there was no way Styphon's House could do anything about that
without appearing to declare war on Galzar Wolfhead.

Kavan rather wished they would be that stupid; the war would be over by next winter
if Styphon's House made enemies of enough mercenaries. However, he doubted that
would happen. Supreme Priest Sesklos might be ninety-two winters (or ninety-five by his
reckoning since the Zarthani did not name their children until they reached the age of
three; aredistic acceptance of here-and-now hygiene and infant mortaity) and past being
awar leader, but some of the other Archpriests were said to be shrewd enough to head off
militarily disastrous decisions.

On the other hand, the Kings and Princes might not be willing to be Styphon's front
men anymore. They would now make their own fireseed, raise their own armies and go to
war without the consent of Styphon's House. They gill might need gold and silver to pay
mercenariesif they wanted top troops. However, other people besides Styphon's House
could now provide specie; Great King Kalvan | of Hos-Hostigos, for example.

Styphon's House could probably find a respectable force of dliesif it were willing to
pay enough, in both gold and power. Styphon was not a popular god, at leastinthe
Northern Kingdoms. Few would fight for Styphon's House chegply. The price of the
rulers aid might bring down Styphon's House as completely as any defeat in battle.

Except that then the countryside might be overrun by mercenaries whose employers
could no longer pay them, living off the land, gradudly turning into armed mobs and
turning that land into a desert. The idea of the whole Atlantic seeboard winding up like
Germany a the end of the Thirty Years War turned Kavan's ssomach.

He reminded himsdlf sharply that he was speculating much too far ahead of available
intelligence and forced the nightmare out of his mind. What about the one man who
would certainly fight Hos Hostigos whether Styphon's House helped him or not?

King Kaiphranos of Hos-Harphax didn't care one whit whether Kavan worshipped
Styphon, Drdm, Gazar or water moccasins like some of the Sastragathi tribes. He did
care that Kalvan was in rebdlion againgt him, suborning the loyalty of his sworn Princes
and generdly committing treason, insurrection, usurpation, riot, robbery and spitting in
the public streets. Proper Great Kings put down rebels, and even King Kaiphranos
(known to dl as Kaiphranos the Timid) consdered himsdf a proper Great King.

What Kaiphranos thought and what he was were two different things. The man was
well past seventy, and it was notorious throughout the Five Kingdoms that hed dways
wanted to be a flute-maker. Hed never rule and now barely reigned. At best he drizzled.
Left to his own feeble devices, hed barely been able to rely on more than his own Roya
Army of five thousand, lessthan hdf of it a al wel trained or well armed.

His family was another matter. Kaiphranos had two sons, Philesteus and Selestros.



Prince Philesteus, the elder, was a soldier with a reputation for courage, which would be
more important than competence in the here-and-now army he was leading. Princes and
barons loyd to Kaiphranos or wanting to get rich off the loot of Hos-Hostigos would
follow him, and so would enough mercenary captains to make a useful difference.

According to Skranga's spies, Selestros was morally destitute and called the Prince of
Whoremongers in the wine shops of Harphax City. No one took him serioudy, including
his father, who'd even stopped paying- off themothers of his bastard spawn. The only
people who loved Selestros were the pimps and tavern owners who depended upon him
and his cronies for much of their income.

King Kaiphranos aso had a younger hdf-brother, Grand Duke Lysandros, who was
that fortunatdly rare thing, a publicly devout worshipper of Styphon. If Styphon's house
sent gold and men to aid Kaiphranos, Lysandros would do his best to see that neither was
wasted. That madeit far more likely that Styphon's House would send the money and
men, and make Hos-Harphax afar more formidable opponent.

Kavan stood up and started pacing up and down the room beside the maps. Rylla,
who'd been putting her long blond hair up in anightcap, looked at him in slence. Then
she sghed, handed him his fur-lined dippers, and stood up to join him. He stopped long

enough to hold her briefly and kiss her. Hislist of Reasons Why | Love Ryllawould now
fill along parchment scroll. High on the list was the fact that with her he didn't have to

pretend to be the sent-by-the-gods Great King Kavan with answersto everything. He
didn't have to be afraid to admit it when he was scared, too tired to deep or with no idea
at dl of what to do next.

"Drdm-damnit! Everything—the surviva of Hos-Hostigos, you, the baby—it'sal
going to depend on whether Styphon's House sends King Kaiphranos againgt us by
himsdlf, or waitsto get help from Hos-Ktemnos and Hos Agrys. If they wait, we could be
outnumbered threeto one."

"We could be" Ryllasad. "On the other hand, time lets us find new alies, too. Also,
if what one hears of Prince Philesteus istrue, he will be as hard to hold back asa
yearling colt. He will atack for the honor of Hos-Harphax, even if he had no hope of
victory."

"So it will be arace between Prince Philesteus sense of honor and Styphon's House
offering him enough to make it worth holding back?"

"That'sagood way of putting it."

That aso should mean a spring campaign against nothing more than a Styphon+
reinforced Hos-Harphax. Say, forty-five thousand enemies againg forty thousand
Hodtigi, totd strength. Allow five thousand Hogtigi [eft behind in garrisons to defend the
Trygathi border, key towns, castles and depots, assume the Styphoni-Harphaxi dliance
would risk throwing dl their men forward, and the two field armies came out at forty-five
thousand enemies againg thirty-five to thirty-six thousand Hostigi.

Not hopeless, but not good ether. If dl the Hostigi troops were up to the sandard of

the regiments of the Royd Army of Hos-Hostigos or Ptosphes Army of Hostigos, and dl
the artillery were the new mobile guns, Kavan would cheerfully have faced two-to-one

odds. They weren't, they weren't going to be, and there was nothing to be done abot it.
He could hire more mercenaries, of course. But Styphon's House could easily outbid



him, and even if they didn't, the money would be better spent on improving the Royd
Army or his Prince's troops. That was another mistake the Itdian city-states had made:

spending al their money on mercenaries and none on arming and training their own
troops. The condottieri not only hadn't been reliable, but they hadn't learned how to fight

anybody except one another. When the French invaded in 1494, they rolled up Italy like a
rug from the Alpsto Naplesin asingle campaign.

So he had thirty-six thousand men, some of them twice as good as anybody they'd be
facing, againg possibly as many asfifty thousand of unpredictable quality. Definitely not
good. Kavan doubted he could afford asingle mgor defeet, or even more than a couple
of drawn battles or expensive victories. He had to destroy his enemies without losing the
ability to protect his friends and dlies from the vengeance of King Kaiphranos and
Styphon's House. Otherwise those friends and alies would dry up and blow away.

He could afford to hire many mercenaries, either. Much of the Roya Treasury would
have to go to repairing winter damage, purchasing supplies for the coming campaign and
buying more horses and arms. Could he afford to take the offensive, in spite of what the
Winter of the Wolves might have done tot their food stock and the draft animasfor the
wagons and guns?

"We can probably afford it better than anything ese—if we can move the guns”
Kavan sad out loud. Rylla gave him one of her why-don't-you-talk-to- me-instead-of-
just-yoursef looks and he explained.

She nodded when heid finished. "'If we can put dl of our men into thefield, that will
lessen the odds againgt us. Also, if we take the offensive, we can keep al our men
together and improve the odds till more. If we wait for the enemy to come to us, there
will be calsfor aregiment to defend this town and a battery to defend that bridge. If we
honor al the requests, we will soon have no army left. If we ignore them, the people will
wonder about their safety. Many of the soldiers may desert to defend their homes and
families.

"Also, if we keep the army together, it will be easier to send messages. That's dmost
as good as growing wings on—"

Kavan interrupted Rylla's dissertation on the principles of war by kissng her again,
harder and longer than the first time. For amoment, he was dmost sorry that she was
pregnant. Still, a firgt, hed been upset by the news: hisfirg thought was of losing her to
here-and-now's pitiful childbirth practices and sepsis. His second though was thet the
spring campaign would be long over before she could be in the saddle again—and Rylla
was one of Hogtigos Best generals.

She was aso someone who couldn't stay out of the thick of the fighting once she got
within hearing range of gunfire. A recurring nightmare for Kalvan was finding Ryllathe
way heid found a Nogtori cavary office—shot out of the saddle by a charge of case shot,
ridden over by hiswhole troop, then stripped naked by looters and tumbled into a ditch.
He hugged and kissed her again until the nightmare went away.

Ryllalooked at the map of Hos Hogtigos again. "We can move food and guns down
to the castles in southern Beshta, especialy the border castles like Tarr-Veblos and Tarr-
Locra, as soon as the roads are open. That way we don't have to move the whole army
and al its supplies and ordnance at once, or asfar."

A depot system made senseif they were going to take the offengve. It even made



senseif by some miracle the enemy struck first. A few well-gunned, well-supplied forts

in the path of Kaiphranos army could tie down alot of strength. There was even aplace
he'd heard of near Three Mile Idand where there was an old castle, Tarr-Locra that would
stop up the Harph like acork in abottleif fortified strongly enough. If Kaiphranos wasn't
brave enough to move until he had Styphon's aid, the forts could support cavary unitsto
scout and harass him al the way to thewadlls of Harphax City.

Harmakros in particular would just love a chance to take his troopers south and singe
King Kaiphranos beard!

"WEelIl have to be careful to give them adequate supplies and reliable garrisons,’
Kavan sad. "It won't do for the main army to march south and be shot at by our guns
because the garrisons have been starved out or turned their colors.”

"1 know the men for the garrisons,” Ryllasaid with an impish grin. "The mercenaries
that Bathar's men rode over a the Battle of Fyk. If there's anybody absolutely sure not to
love Beshtans, it's those men.”

Kavan agreed and tried to remember the digposition of those troops in the new Roya

Army. He had offered amnesty, land and a place in the Royd Army of Hos-Hostigos to
the mercenaries who had been captured during the wars with Nostor and Sask; a mgjority

had sgned on.

Now he recalled which regiments the mercenaries were with. "They're in the Third
and Fourth Regiments of Horse. We can send them to Beshta as part of an observation
force under Captain-General Harmakros."

Before Rylla could reply, Kavan redized that he might findly be tired enough to go
to deep and draped an arm over her shoulder. "Let's go to bed.”

He wasnt astired as hed thought, but it didn't take long for the warmth of the bed
and Ryllas steady soft breething to put him under. The last thing he remembered thinking
before dropping off was that despite dl his problems, he was till alucky man to be here
with Ryllaas Great King Kadvan instead of merely Corpord Calvin Morrison of the
Pennsylvania State Police.



Sl X

Outside the shuttered windows of the Great Hdl of Tarr-Hostigos, Kavan knew that
it was a dazzling bright winter day without a breeth of wind disturbing last night's freshly
falen snow. It was aso cold enough to perform atraditiona form of surgery on brass
monkeys.

Insde the Great Hall, both fireplaces were blazing and charcod braziers stood in
every corner and to ether sde of the two thrones. Candles and rush tapers added their
flames to both heat and the light. 1t was gill nothing that Kavan would have caled warm
in elther English or Zarthani, but at least he could hope to refrain from undignified
gestures such as stamping hisfeet or blowing on hisfingers.

The Roya Herdd at the head of the stairs blew on his trumpet with more enthusiasm
than talent. His companion carrying the double-headed copper poleax that accompanied
each Great King at officid functions raised hisvoice.

"Baron Menephranos, envoy of Prince Araxes of Phaxos, craves audience with the
Gresat King of Hos-Hostigos."

Baron Menephranos stepped into the Audience Chamber followed by an attendant
carying four scrollsin aglver tray and flanked by two efficient looking bodyguardsin
the black and green livery of Phaxos. The guards fell back as the Baron strode forward,
stopping hafway to the throne to bow until Kavan waved him forward.

Menephranos was atal, gangling young man who was dmogt certainly older than he
looked, which was about eighteen. Kalvan found it hard to be optimistic about Prince
Araxes dlegiance; the Baron wasn't the sort of negotiator he would have sent on serious
business. It did quell hisworries about Menephranos being a double agent.

Menephranos approached the roya throne, bowed again, and handed the first scroll to
Kavan. Heingpected it to make certain that Chancellor Xentos sed was on it dong with
Prince Araxes, sgnifying that the Chancellor had read it and found satisfactory. After a
cursory inspection of the Duke's credentids, he handed the scroll to Rylla.

In the norma course of events, Ryllawould have handed them back to Xentos, but
the old Highpriest of Dralm was in bed with anasty cold that might turn into pneumonia
if neglected. Kdvan and Rylla had forbidden him to attend the audience. Rylla had added
that if he continued arguing she would tie him to the bed, put deeping draughtsin his



wine and, if dl dsefailed, shoot him in the foot. The latter threet was probably ajoke,
but with Ryllayou could never be sure.

"Baron Menephranos," Kalvan said, "It is Our understanding that your lord, Prince
Araxes of Phaxos, has some congderable matter he wishesto lay before us. Let Us hope
it isonethat will lead to good relations between the Great Throne of Hos Hostigos and
him. We have suffered no injury a his hands, nor have We given him any that We are
aware of." Araxes example had undoubtedly encouraged other Princely waverersto
refuse their alegiance to Kavan, which counted as an injury on anybody's book but why
not be tactful ?

"The Great King spesks the truth,” Menephranos said. His voice was aso older than
his face, afine baritone that seemed too strong to come from such narrow chest. "It ismy
Prince's message that he must refuse his dlegiance to the Throne of Hos-Hostigos, and
that he does out of this out of no emmity to the man proclaimed Great King Kavan |, but
out of agreater concern for his own nobles and people.”

Menephranos picked up the second parchment, ignoring the generd hostile muttering

that had begun when he had used the word "proclaimed.” He went down on both knees to
Kavan, who saw that the parchment was sedled with both Araxes sedl and that of the

High Chancellery at Baph, seat of Styphon's Voice and of the Inner Circle.
Kdvan described the seal and waited for another round of muttering to die down,
before speaking, "We have long been curious as to what plots against the True Gods, and

those who honor them, the Arch Deceivers of False Styphon have hatched intheir sty in
Baph. Now, perhaps, we shall know more than we have; if so Prince Araxesmay have

Our gratitude, dthough We do not as of yet have his alegiance.”

Kavan drew his dagger and dit the sedl. The scroll had two sheets. one was a short
letter from Araxes that restated in more flowery language what Menephranos had aready
said about the Princes refusal of dlegiance; the second was herdded First Edict of
Balph. Kavan skimmed the Edict, heard Rylla muttering under her breeth and redlized

his face must be showing too much. He pulled it straight, finished reeding the Edict, then
cleared histhroat and began reciting it aloud.

FIRST EDICT OF BALPH

Sesklos Supreme Priest and Styphon's Voice
To the Lawful Kings and Princes of the Known World

Greetings.

Be it know, that; throughout all the years since the Revelation of the
Fireseed Mystery, given to us by Styphon, God of Gods, that secret has
been guarded by Styphon's House.

Throughout all the yearsin which that secret has been guarded, it has
been guarded not in hopes of temporal power or wealth.



Thistime harsh laughter joined the muttering. Kavan waited for slence before
continuing.

The Fireseed Mystery has been guarded in the hope that by moderating
the power of the Kings and Princes to make war at their whim, the lands
of the Known World might remain unravaged by war and the people
securein their lives and wealth. Now the Godless Usurper and ally of
demons, calling himself Kalvan—

Cries and cursesfilled the room. Kadvan waved the Hall to slence if the court
continued to reply to every insult they would be there dl day.

Now the Godless Usurper and ally of demons calling himself Kalvan has
revealed Styphon's Holy Secret to all men. He has given to Kings and
Princes the power to release the scourge of war upon the land whenever
they wish, without let or hindrance save from their own wills.

He has so greatly deceived and led astray certain Princes that they have
sworn impious oathsto join himin hisrebellion against their duly
recognized overlords, Syphon's House and the God of Gods.

As all may bear witness, Styphon and the other True Gods have visited
their curse upon the land for the crimes of the Usurper and the allies of
the Daemon Kalvan. Not in the memory of man has war wrought such
havoc, nor has the winter been so fierce, nor have demons in the guise of
wolves ravished the land so freely.

It isproper and lawful that Styphon's House endeavor to lift the curse
fromthe land by all mean in its power so that the innocent will not suffer
along with the guilty.

To this end we proclaim: that no oath sworn to the Usurper and ally of
demons, Kalvan is binding in any way whatsoever upon any man or
Prince.

That Styphon's House will freely give the secret of fireseed to any Prince

or King who has sworn no oaths to the Usurper and ally of demons, and
that this fireseed shall be free of demons, fireseed devils and all unclean
beings which abound in Kalvan's foul and impious substance.

That such Kings and Princes who receive the lawful secret of fireseed
shdl admit into their councils such consecrated highpriests of Styphon as
may be necessary to guard the fireseed from the influence of demons, and
that these priests shdl be dlowed dl that they deem necessary to preserve



the cleanliness of the fireseed and the true worship of Styphon, God of
Gods.

That againg such Kings and Princes who have made unlawful oaths,

proclaimed unclean fireseed or foully used the priests of Styphon,
Styphon's House may proclaim al measuresit deemsfit, even unto Holy
War, save that these Kings and Princes abjure their crimes and nekefull

and fit restitution and repentance.

Done in the Great Council of Balph this 26 day of the Moon of Long
Darkness in the four hundred and eighty-second year of Styphon's
Reveation.

SEXLOS
STYPHON'SVOICE UPON EARTH

Kavan wastoo angry to st still. He jumped up from the throne and grabbed the third
parchment from the tray and tore it open. This document denounced the words of the
traitorous dupes of the Usurper Kalvan, the so-called Archpriests Zothnes and Krastocles
who had fraudulently disparaged the other True Gods except for the False Dram, god of
hilge- cleaners and latrine-diggers. Kavan was glad Xentos wasn't there when he read
that aoud to an accompanying chorus of "Down Styphon!" and "Deeth to Sesklogl”

"l know it ginks," Kavan said when he could make himself heard. "But consder
where it comes from. Would anything from the Lord of Hies and his servants not stink?*
That drew laughter, reminding those in the Audience Chamber of the endless peasant
jokes made to explain why the priests of Styphon's House were dways demanding more
cow and horse dung for their sdtpeter mills.

Kalvan was privately sorry to see that someone at Baph had the sense to see what the
result of a One-God, One-Way schism might lead to here-and- now— especidly
congdering al the mercenaries who took the worship of Galzar Wolfhead as serioudy as
the Roman Legionnaires took the Cult of Mithras. There went the holy crusade againgt
Styphon—at least for now.

When he opened the fourth parchment, Kalvan began to laugh. " Sesklos seemsto
think he has some hope of proving his case and provides a great many words on demons,
oaths, fireseed devils, prophecies, divinations and such matters.

Kavan sat back down and looked at Menephranos. "Norsense does not become less
nonsengica by being repested in more flowery language, or did no one ever teach
Sesklosthat?"

Menephranos seemed to fed that he had to reply. "1 cannot judge the thoughts of
Styphon'sVoice. Yet, | know that Prince Araxesis greetly concerned, not only for his
own lords and people, but also for others who have been—whom Styphon's House sees
as having being led astray by the Great King Kavan. Surdly, even your Mgesty must
see—"

"Little man," Ryllareplied in avoice that lowered the temperature of the Audience
Chamber by about ten degrees. "The word 'must’ is not used when addressing Grest



Kings" Ryllas hand was very close to the hilt of her dagger, and Kavan did not like the
expresson on her face. The last time held seen one like it, sheld thrown the lid of a stone
chamber pot at him and would have thrown the pot itsdf if he hadn't made a strategic
retreat in the face of overwhemingly bad temper.

Kavan decided the situation needed defusing before some hothead took his cuefrom
Rylla and turned the audience into a brawl or worse. Kavan did not care to be known as
aruler who could not keep order in his own court or worse ill, dlow the envoys of
dlegedly friendly Princes to be lynched before his eyes.

He stood up, ostentatioudy wiped his hands on his breeches, then drew his own
dagger and thrugt it through one corner of the Edict of Baph. "Will someone please
summon the Steward of the Privies?' he called. "Have him bring one of the buckets. |
bdieve heisthe man anong us mos killed a dedling with such filth."

Severd people promptly dashed for the door. Even the green and black liveried
guardsmen burst out laughing. Menephranos tried to join the laughter but wasn't very
successful since his face was turning the color of the codsin the braziers.

When he could make himsdlf heard without shouting, Kavan went on. "Baron
Menephranos. Like agood dog, you have barked as you master taught you. It is not your
fault that you bore a shameful message that does your lord no honor. Therefore, We will
not violate the laws of hospitdity sacred to Allfather Dram and Yirtta Allmother by
bidding you to leave Hostigos at once. However, We would consder it a courtesy if
tomorrow's sunset did not find you within the bounds of Hostigos Town.”

"Asyou—Y our Mgesty commands." Menephranos said. His face was il flushed
but his voice was dmost steedy, and he bowed himsdf out with as much dignity as
anyone could reasonably expect under the circumstances.

" Someone ought to make that little cockerdl a capon before he gets too fond of
crowing," Ryllasaid to no onein particular. Kavan hope nobody at al had heard.
Otherwise, he might end up like Henry 11, who'd lost his temper before some of his more
hotheaded knights and wound up being held responsible for the deeth of Thomas a
Becket in his own cathedrd.

"Baron Klestreus," Kavan cdled.

"Your Mgesty?' The barrel-shaped former mercenary captain-general who was now
Chief of Internd Intelligence lumbered over to the throne,

"Do any of your people have old friends anong Menephranos retinue?!
"Not that | know of. Why, Your Mgesty?

"It doesn't matter. Send some of your most trustworthy men to Menephranos
lodgings tonight with enough money to make new friends. Men who can hold their wine
and keep their eyes and ears open.”

Klestreus nodded and lowered his voice to nearly awhisper. "Not friends of Skranga,
ether." Duke Skranga was head of the Hos-Hostigos Secret Service and Kalvan had
fostered arivary between the two services as away of keeping them both rdatively
honest.

He stopped Klestreus as he backed away. "Before you go, Baron we don't need any

more surprises such asthis Edict of Baph. Haan't the Roya Treasury been spending gold
on agentsin Baph?'



"Yes, Sire. However, the results to date have been poor, | fear to say. Baphisfar
away and some agents take the gold and don't bother to report back—or are caught.
Others have trouble obtaining reliable information since the highpriests are leery of
outsiders, even those of high birth and wedth. Balph isacity of priests and so far weve
only been able to bribe severd highpriests, but none of any red stature and, of course, no
one within the Inner Cirdle"

"By Drdm, get someone insde the Inner Circle if you have to bankrupt the Roya
Treasury! If you don't have any news within amoon, I'll have Duke Skranga stick his
noseinto it."

"Yes, Your Mgesty," Klestreus voice was alittle shaken.

"Now, put your men on Menephranos. Klestreus withdrew caling for his messengers.
Anyone the Chief of Intelligence sent out tonight could be trusted to remember anything
Menephranos men spilled, not sdll it to the highest bidder and guard Menephranos from
any Hogtigi hot- heads. Kalvan wasn't prepared to trust Duke Skranga's secret servicemen
thet far, athough the former horse trader was a naturd intelligence officer.

Unfortunately, Skranga was so crooked that he probably saw playing both ends againgt
the middle as sort of an indoor sport to keep the winter from getting to dull.

Kalvan hoped Klestreus wouldn't call his bluff and force him to use Skrangato crack
Baph. It was good strategy to keep both intelligence agencies mistrusting each other; he
paid aprice, however, when it interfered with their real work.

He turned to the advisors nearest the throne. "I want a message taken to Chancellor
Xentos that the Great King and Queen would like to seek his help in drafting a response
to this—he paused to hold his nose—this Edict of Dung from Styphon's Foul Den."

Everyone of suitable rank within hearing immediatdy started arguing about who
should have the honor of doing the Great King's bidding. Kalvan adipped an arm around
Rylldswaig, dthough it felt like embracing a it of heavy-cavary armor. The Zarthani
were along way from the "l say to one, come, and he cometh; | say to another, go, and he
goeth,” of the Roman Legions. In the Great Kingdoms at least, they tended to regard that
sort of obedience asfit only for serfs, barbarians and the Middle Kingdoms of the
Missouri/Missssippi Vdley.

"Why must we take council with Xentos?' Rylla asked, but apparently at theworld in
generd and Styphon's House in particular rather than at him.

"Firg, for the same reason we made Xentos Chancellor, he's the top highpriest of
Hos-Hostigos and everybody respects and kowtows to his opinions. Besides, hell know
the right tone to take when we answer this piece of offd."

"What's a kowtow?"

"In the Great Kingdom of China, back in my homeland, the vassals would knedl
before their Greet, Great King and touch their heads on the floor to show their submission
and deference to his authority. They cdled it kowtowing."

"Oh, something like what King Theovacar would like his nobles to do?!

"Exactly, but if the Greffan nobles are as hard headed as the traders, such as Colond
Verkan, he will have atough job of it! But getting back to the point at hand, | want to

write aWrit of Denunciation before everyone has had a chance to read Styphon's
propaganda sheet. | also want to hold a Great Council for the same reason we held one



before the Battle of Fyk. Styphon's House has stolen a march on us, we may have to
move fast to catch up, and | don't want everybody and his uncle complaining they weren'
consulted.”

"Answering Styphon's Edict, | can understand, but for a Great Council to mest, it will
take the better part of a moon to have dl the Princes of Hostigos assembled in Hostigos
Town. Can we give Styphon's House a gift that big?'

"We can't and we won't," Kavan answered. "What | want to find out is how much |
can safely do by way of appointing men to represent each Prince and telling the Princes
themselves afterward. Also, if | can do that at dl, Xentos may have good advice about
which men we can trugt. Findly, dl the priests of Drdm in Hos Hostigos |ook up to
Xentos, and many of the other priests aswell. If we have his support for what we do in
advance, wéell be more likely to have the priests on our side if any Princes make afuss.”

Ryllagiggled. "Y ou have adevious mind, Kavan. A wise one, though. If you were
not a prince in your own land, you should have been."

Kavan tightened his grip on her waist and felt some of the stiffness go out of her
spine. Devious? Maybe | 1ook that way, but if it makes my job easier, | don't mind. What
he redly wanted to be was intdlligently cautious about this business of setting up a Gresat
Kingdom to make war on Styphon's House, while learning how to rule it as he went
dong.

Maybe he did have some naturd talent for ruling. Right now, though, it looked asif it
would be mostly onthe-job training that would make the difference between keeping or
losing both his throne and his heed.

Kavan sghed heavily as he hitched his shoulda's and pulled the neck ruff up over his
head. The neck ruff was four hundred years out of fashion back on otherwhen; here-and-
now it was the latest fashion craze out of Hos-Agrys—adl the Great Kings and Princes
wore them, or S0 Rylla clamed. Asfar as he was concerned, ruffs were far worse than
neckties, or even the dericd collar hisfather used to wear. For at least the five hundredth
time, Kavan reflected that there was more to the business of being a Great King than
leading armies and taking Great Queens to their bedchambers!

At least his afternoon audiences were over. Thefirst had been a group of Nogtori
merchants come dl the way from Nostor Town to inform him that this was a bad winter.
Thump! What did they expect him to do—raise his ams, mumble abracadabra, sending
the storm clouds fleeing? The sad part was that's exactly what they expected from Greet
King Kavan, Sent by Dralm to Save the People of Hos-Hostigos from the Armies of the
Evil Styphon.

Next he had heard from a delegation of the Fletchers Guild with alist of complaints,
chief of which was a strongly worded query asto why the new Royad Army of Hos
Hostigos waan't using any archers. When he had suggested that they consider joining the
Gunsmiths Guild, they'd reacted in horror, asif he'd asked them al to undergo a
voluntary orchidectomy!



Findly, to put a cherry atop his day, Rylla had indsted that Hos Hostigos needed a
Throne, and not just any throne, but one with a’name.” After dl, dl the Great Kingdom
thrones had their own names. Hos-Harphax had the Iron Throne; Hos-Zygrosthe Ivory
Throne; Hos-Ktemnos the Golden Throne; Hos- Bletha the Siver Throne—which made
sene dnce it was origindly an off-shoot of Hos-Ktemnos. Hos-Agrys, the richest of the
Five Kingdoms, had the Throne of Light, ajewd encrusted throne. Rylla had inssted it
was only proper that Hos-Hostigos have one, too.

And, asto be expected, everyone and his brother in the Great Hall had his own
suggestion: Xentos came up with the Throne of Drdm—Kavan overruled that, too
religious and bound to make Hos- Hostigos more enemies from the priesthoods of the
other True Gods. Harmakros came up with the Granite Throne, which he thought was a
strong name but Ryllanixed it. "It's astonel” Someone in jest had suggested the Wooden
Throne which amost got him tarred and festhered! Skranga came up with the Throne of
Sted, and dmogt got into afight with Sarrask who thought it would make them look like
vassdsto the Iron Throne.

Finaly, Rylla came up with the Fireseed Throne; a name even he found uniquely
gppropriate and had given it his blessings. Furthermore, she was going to desgn and
commission the throne hersdlf as a present to their Great King! Afterwards, to celebrate,
casks of ae and winter wine were brought into the Hall and opened.

Kavan sat as his desk trying to ignore his wine headache. He had the only "desk™ in
the Hos-Hostigos (dthough Skranga claimed to have seen one in Hos-Zygros) and hed
had to make it himself because no one in the Fitters and Joiners Guild would be
responsible for such an abomination. Furniture making, like so many other crafts hedd
once taken for granted, had along way to go here-and-now. The only ‘red’ furniture were
tables, chests, cupboards, stools, benches and contraptions that looked like aold-
fashioned upright wardrobes for holding clothes. Vauables were kept in chests, such as
the implements that passed for slverware here-and-now, tinderboxes and candleholders.
Chairswere new and dl the rage, but hardly found outside pal aces and the homes of the
wedlthy. Kavan would have given a couple of cavary regiments for a Lazy-Boy
armchair with afootrest!

The top of Kalvan's desk was made from the bole of an oak tree that had been young
when Leif Ericson saled to Vinland, and it was covered with scrolls, maps and
parchments weighted down by one of the new rifled pistols hed designed for his own
use. The workmanship of the pistol was magnificent: mother-of-pearl inlay in dark
walnut wood, worked and etched silver facings and an ivory butt with a carved
representation of Galzar Wolfhead. 1t must have taken a master gunsmith and his
apprentices dl of three or four months to handcraft it for the King. Three or four months
in which the craftsman could have turned out a dozen utilitarianpistols, or even five or
SIX MUSKets.

With the immediate criss over, everyone—well, dmost everyone— seemed to want
to return to the old ways of Before Kalvan. Output at the rifle shop had dropped from
fifteen riflesaday to Six. Part of the dowdown wasdue to the harsh westher, but what
was redlly hgppening was Smple economics; the gunshop could turn out five
smoothbores for each rifled musket it produced. Despite the fact that the Royd Treasury
was paying them five times as much for eech rifle, every time they thought their Gresat



King wasn't watching, they went and stepped up production of smoothbores. The only
reason they were till making at least six rifles a day was because Kavan had threatened
to mount afew of their heads on the paisade of Tar-Hostigosif production dropped any
lower.

Cannon production had dropped to amost nothing because they'd run out of brass.
Last month, he'd had them melt down every brass chamberpot and ornamenta vase, brass
utensil and brass coin in Hostigos Town and the outlying towns and villages. Result: one
cast-brass sixteenpounder, three eight- pounders and one Six-pounder.

Note: find local source of copper.

Kavan could well appreciate the love for handcrafted quaity goods; after all, wasn't
he from theland of Maytag, Westinghouse, Sylvaniaand Genera Electric? Thered
problem here-and-now was not one of aesthetics, however, but of surviva. Now, how can

| get that across to the provincial-minded guilds and mercantile associations?

Not that there weren't successes. His army reforms had gone over well throughout
Hos-Hostigos, especidly standardization of regiments and ranks: primarily because the
career amy officersloved them. There were now three grades between captain and
cagptain-generd where before theréd been only one—grand captain. All of this meant
promotions and pay raises—in peacetime, too! The career officers weren't S0 happy about
the Roya Army; perhaps, they'd caught a glimpse of the future to come. In return for the
promotions and raises, they'd till swalowed it and helped quell their Princes objections.

The only question now was. would these reforms be enough to dlow the Royd Army
to defeat Hos Harphax, destroy Styphon's House and enforce the peace? And that was a
question—barring a revelation from Dram—that only time would tdll. Time and the
mettle of Styphon's House.

Kavan looked down &t the a the mountain of parchment and vellum piled on his
desk and wondered if here wasn't doing a bad thing, reinventing paper? He was certain
that legions of his descendants would curse him for it. That is, if the papermakers ever
produced anything better than the soggy throw rug they'd brought him this morning. At
least it didn't smdll as bad as the last batch; he never remembered paper smdling much—
certainly not like rotten eggd It had to be the primitive sulphuric acid by the Nordhausen
process (that he remembered from JulesVerne's Mysterious |sland) made by distilling
iron sulfate which was reacting to the pulp and causing the stench, but they needed to use
something to bleach the pulp after it was pounded and begten.

Maybe he was going in the wrong direction. It was becoming obvious that acid, even
in mild solutions, was destroying the fiber. Why not try acompletely different bleaching
agent? What about lye or daked lime? It would certainly bleach the fibers, and without
the smell. Maybe I'm on to something? As soon as he finished with today's paperwork,
hed vist Ermut and suggest alye solution. He'd leave it to the papermaker to discover
the right strength.

It was nice to have people around him he could depend upon, even if he could count
their number on the fingers of histwo hands. Now, back to work!

He picked up the first parchment; it was a pleafrom Ryx Town, asmadl hamlet some
thirty miles north of Hostigos Town, for a party of hunters to track down awolf pack.
Kavan made anoteto sent it to Colonel Hestophes, the hero of Narza Gap, whom
Kavan had put in charge of Hos-Hostigos internd security, which right now meant wolf-



and-bandit hunting.

Good officers were another thing in short supply; Chartiphon had politely refused to
leave the Army of Hogtigos for an appointment to the Roya Army. That wasjust aswell,
snce Kavan ddn't want Ptosphesto lose al his best officers. Harmakros was now
Captain-Generd of the Mohile Force and Colond Alkides was now Brigadier-Generd
Alkidesin command of the Roya Artillery. Phrames was a proven fighter and Kavan
was grooming him for better things—maybe a princedom or second in command—
behind Rylla, of course—af the Royd Army.

There were other requests— some of them desperate—for hunters, trappers, food and
fireseed; there was even one ludicrous request for two hogsheads of winter wine! The lagt
request was the easiest to fulfill; he placed the parchment into a basket for scraping and
reusng. The only groups in Hostigos that thisill winter wind had blown good were the
innkeepers and royd scribes.

Kavan kept a hiswork until he could see the wood grain of his desktop, then used
the bell pull to ring for his body servant, Cleon, to bring him some sassafrastea. It was a
poor substitute for coffee, but...

Arriving dong with the sleaming sassafras was Chancellor Xentos, wearing his blue
robe, with the eight- pointed white star of Dralm on the breast. Xentos had an aristocratic
face that looked young despite the deep lines in his face and snow-white hair. Perhapsit
was his perpetud dertness and twinkling blue eyes that made him gppear young; in truth,
he was only three winters older than Prince Ptosphes. The Highpriest was both hated and
loved, and in some cases even feared. Kavan had heard stories about his fearsome
temper.

Xentos nose was Hill red and dripping from the end of his cold, but otherwise he
looked far better than when Kalvan and Rylla had waited on him three days before.

"It appears | arrived at just theright time, Y our Mgjesty.”

Kavan nodded and motioned for Xentosto sit down. "Cleon, bring the Chancellor
some hot tea, but add some tincture of willow bark.”

"Yes, Sre”

When Cleon returned with the tea, Xentos took a sip. "Thisis good. | seem to fed the
cold in my joints more with each passng year."

Kavan laughed. "Even | fdt this cold.”

Xentos nodded. "Y oung and old are suffering from this chill breeth of the Cold
Lands. A winter to stay close to the hearth, if ever there was one. Which reminds me of

one reason for thisvigt, Your Mgesty: Brother Mytron was thregtening to chain Ryllato
the bedpogts if he caught her riding bareback again! In her condition and with her
mother's example, Dram be merciful!” He struck his forehead with the pam of his hand.

Kavan had to swalow afig-szed lump in the throat before he could trugt his voice,
"Drdm-blast it! I've told her—ayyyy! I'd have more luck talking to a hurricane. I'm just
glad she'sin Mytron's capable hands; Prince Ptosphes and 1..." Kavan made a washing
motion with his hands.

"She been like that since she first learned to crawl,” Xentos said with asmile. "And
the cries she could make! | love her like a daughter, but | wish Allfather Dram, in his
wisdom, had paused to mix alittle caution into that bundle of fireseed." The Highpriest



paused, his eyes peering into arealm no one ese could see. "She's the very image of her
mother, Demia... Enough of that! At leest, now that Ryllas with child, we won't have to
worry about her riding off into battle once more."

Kavan laughed. "Don't et her hear you say that, Xentos!" Kavan felt pretty good
about Ryllabeing laid up; her pregnancy had turned out to be one of his best- executed
plans—even if it had cost him the help of one of his best generds. Also, it had been a
plan in which held enjoyed the campaign even more than the victory. Now if only the
Spring campaign againgt Great King Kaiphranos went half aswell...

"Chancdlor, have you heard anything from the Harphaxi priests about King
Kaphranos plans for this spring?”

The Highpriest pulled out his pipe and made afull production of knocking out the
hedl, deaning the bowl, filling and tamping it with tobacco and lighting it, before
beginning to speek. "We have had few strangers from outside Hostigos Town this winter.
| did recently meet with a priest of Galzar from Arklos who cameto pray at the
Allfather's Temple of Hostigos. In our talk he mentioned that Kaiphranos has ordered his
princes and noblesto cal forth their levy and prepare for war againg the Usurper—
excuse me, Your Mgesty."

Kavan winced. He wondered if that had been a purposeful dip of the tongue. Or
maybe he was just too senditive on the subject, being exactly that: a Usurper who now
caled himsdf a Greet King.

"He dso said that many of the Uncle Wolfs Kaiphranos has sent out as heralds have
not yet returned to Harphax City, which may be due either to the storms or to those who
would rather not reply to their Great King."

That was about what he'd expected. Some of Kaiphranos nobles would use the winter
as an excuse for not preparing for awar they did not intend to fight. Others would heed
their liege lord's call. The fewer the better for Hos-Hostigos, unfortunatdly, the winter
worked as much againgt Kalvan sending out antiwar propaganda asit did against
Kaphranos cdling up hislevy.

Earlier in the year Kalvan had stopped using Uncle Wolfs as herd ds—the custom
here-and-now— not because he didn't trust them, but because he didn't have enough of
them. Hedlers were few and far between in the Five Kingdoms and the Uncle Wolfs were
the best here-and-now medicos. He intended to keep his priests of Galzar busy doing
what they did begt, fixing broken limbs and giving herba pations, not haring off on
errands better done by the lesser sons of the nohility. To give the office some prestige,
held created the Royd Office of Heraldry and designed colorful costumes to apped the

young nobles; it was working well enough that he had two gpplicants for every position!
Not only that but Skranga was enrolling the brighter lads into the Secret Service.

Now, it was time to start the work of passing on hisreal legacy— knowledge, before it
was lost to astray bullet. "Xentos, | want to discuss with you the founding of auniversity
in Hogtigos."

"What's a university?' Xentos asked, his forehead wrinkling.

Kavan understood the Chancellor's perplexity. Other than the temple schools for

priests and scribes, there were no inditutions of higher learning in the Great Kingdoms.
The nobility learned to read and write the Zarthani runes with tutors, everyone else



picked up what he could at home, joined one of the temples or served an apprenticeship
with ascribe.

"A univergty is smilar to temple school, only ingtead of just teaching about religion
and ritud, it teaches reading, writing, arithmetic and everything in the world.”

"Everything?'

"Adronomy, achemy, agriculture, medica arts, the lav—even drawing and
panting.”

Xentos shook his white head. "Dralm be praised, but Y our Mgesty never ceasesto
keep this old man befuddled. These things are not mysteries, such as Dram's teachings,
but common matters learned a any man's hand. Why should they be taught in schools?*

Kavan spent the next haf hour explaining the Enlightenment view of aclassca
education to Xentos, only stopping when he sighed in resignation, nodding his head.

"Yes, yes, you areright. We must build our own university. How else can so much
knowledge be packed into one man's head? These new arts need to be shared among your
subjects. The Allfather, in hiswisdom, has given Hostigos far more than awarlord in
you, Your Mg esty. Sometimes | wonder if you have come from aland even more digtant
than the ends of this earth.”

To divert Xentos from thisline of thought, Kavan said, "For this new University of
Hos-Hostigos, | will need a headman—or rector. However, for the man | havein mind, |
will need your permisson.”

"My permisson?’

"Yes. Theman | want to act as rector is one of your priests, Brother Mytron.”

"Brother Mytron! Why?'

"Besides being afine herbalist and hedler, he knows about the wegther, geography,
history and many other things. Everyone likes and respects him; heisfair in his thoughts
and has an even tempered disposition.”

"Heisadl of this Mytron's wisdom and grest piety are why the Temple of Dram
vaues hiswork and why he is needed more than ever in our great sruggle with the fase
god and devil who cdls himsdf Styphon. If he were not our best hedler, he would aready
be highpriest of one of the mgor Great Kingdom temples. Upon my death, Mytron will
follow me as Highpriest of Hos-Hostigos."

Kavan knew next to nothing about the ecclesiagtica hierarchy of Dram, other than
that the Great Kingdom Highpriests had greet |atitude, dthough in theory the High
Temple of Hos-Agryswas in charge of the Temple. In the hinterlands, everyone regarded
the High Temple—with its intrigues and hierarchicd struggles—as most of Europe had
treated the Pgpacy during the Babylonian Captivity. | know Xentos is ambitious, maybe
there is something that he wants that only | can provide: More gold to build new temples,
or a High Temple for Hos-Hostigos?

"Chancdlor, | know you vaue Mytron greetly; however, | only need hishelp for a
few winters, until the new univergty isfounded and running itsdf. Is there something |
could give you in exchange?'

Xentos looked down at the floor, leaving him with aview of the top of his cowl, then
he looked back into Kalvan's eyes. "Because of this abominable Edict of Baph,



Highpriest Davros of High Temple of Dradm has decided to call a Great Council of
Dradm in Agrys City to determine the Temple's strategy in this Sruggle againg the fdse
god Styphon and Allfather Dram. In return for Brother Mytron's help in establishing the
new university, | would like your permission to attend this Council.”

Kavan drew back. It would be a blow to lose the head of the Temple of Dram just as
the country went to war; however, that might not be a bad thing— considering Xentos
foot dragging in regards to marshdling temple support outside of Hogtigos. In the
beginning Xentos had helped with intdligence and information gathering, but latdy held
had 'doubts as to the wisdom of involving the temple of Dram.

Kavan could smdl the way thiswind was blowing: no Great Council, no Rector
Mytron. To gdl for time, he began to knock the hedl out of his pipe

He wasredlly beginning to think that Xentos gppointment as Chancdllor of Hos

Hostigos was a bad decision; Kavan needed someone without divided loyaties, someone
he could trust one hundred percent. Maybe allowing Xentosto travel to Hos-Agryswas

no bad thing; a worst, held be out of the way. At best, hed be auseful dly in obtaining
help from those Princes and Dukes who were faithful followers of Dram. Also, if he
could get the Univerdty of Hostigos established, then al of his work here-and-now

would not be in vain were something bad to hagppen to him in the war. Generds who led
from the front were poor insurance risks—look a Gustavus Adolphus or Turenne.
There would be no end to the mischief the priests of Dralm might cook up a their

Great Council, but they wouldn't need Xentos help for that. In fact, there was a need for
the voice of Hos-Hostigos to be heard in Agrys City. If only he could be sure just which

way Xentos might pull if it came to atug-of-war between church and state.
Then it occurred to him that perhapsit didn't matter. Even if Xentos loydtieswere
divided, more good than harm might come from a Great Council of Dralm. The Council

could rdly dl the people whose rdigious beliefs were mortdly offended by the
unmitigated gdl of Styphon's House, which was attempting to demote amgjor god! And,

not just any god, either, but Dralm the Father God— The Allfather—foremost figurein
the Zarthani pantheon. One did not have to be particularly devout in one's worship of
Dradm to bdieve that no good could come of men presuming to cast down gods.

Kavan fdt like laughing, but he knew it would have offended Xentos by appearing
irreverent. If the battle between him and Styphon's House had come to a straightforward

question of who had the biggest army and the longest purse, the victor would certainly be
Styphon's House. Asit was, a serious religious offense had been committed, and might

decide the outcome of awar between alifdong agnostic and a Temple run mostly by
priests who worshipped at the dtar of Mammon and Machiavelli.

God, or the gods—if any such should exist—must have a sardonic sense of humor!
After drawing alungful of smoke, Kavan nodded gracioudy. ™Y ou have Our
permission to atend the Council of Dralm."

Xentos gave a smile that bordered on the triumphant, which he quickly reined in.
"Thank you, Your Mgesty. | hope the new University prospers under its new Rector.”

"l believeit will. Of course, with Brother Mytron in charge of the University, the
Temple of Drdm will have avoice and ear inits affairs.”

"So | had assumed, Sire."



Kavan had to fight theimpulse to grind histeeth. "Now that thisis settled, what are
your recommendations for the Great Council of Hos-Hogtigos."

"After asking guidance from Allfather Dram, | have reached adecision.”

Xentos decison was that it would be worth the delay for Kavan to secure the
presence of dl the Princes or at least their lawfully appointed envoys. To be sure, a Great
King did have the power Kavan was proposing to exercise, but wasit wise to exercise it
50 early inthe higtory of the first new Great Kingdom in three hundred years? Xentos
gave, a great length, agood many reasons why it was not, but added that only Dralm
could judge for certain.

"If Xentos redly left as many things up to Dram's judgment as he wants people to
think he does, hed be a doddering old fool," Kavan told Rylla afterward. "However,
that's one of the few things I'm not worried about. Xentos may be as determined as a
Ruthani sachem to win his feud with Styphon's House before he dies, but he's no kind of
fool. Nor is he anywhere as old as he pretends to be."

"Nor asold as helooks," Ryllasaid with abroad wink. 'I've heard it said that Xentos
uses a specia bleach to get hishair and beard so white. But—will you take his advice."

Kavan shrugged. "It's good advice, and I'm not sure I'd have achoice even if it
want. After dl, | publicly asked for it in the hearing of the full court.

"Follow it: you will be honored for your respect to the Allfather, as indeed you ought
to be."

"Thank you, darling." Kalvan said. He hoped he was keegping the sarcasm he felt out
of hisvoice. Respect for locd gods was one thing if it stayed at the level of politicians
kissing babies and putting on Indian headdresses. It was something ese if it meant
dividing authority in Hos-Hostigos between himsalf and Xentos. Not that the Highpriest
wasn't competent, but—according to Ptosphes and Chartiphon— X entos had always been
and would stay incredibly stubborn and hardheaded; and church-state conflicts (more
shades of Henry 11, aswell asthe Tudor Henry with dl the wives) were exactly what
Kavan didn't need aslong as he had Styphon's House at histhroat.



SEVEN

Chancdllor Xentos was shrewd enough to redize he should do something in return for
Kalvan's cooperation, such as help assemble the Great Council of the relm. Sending
word of the Council and copies of the Edict of Balph to dl the Princes in Hos-Hostigos
used up horses at a rate that made Harmakros wince when he contemplated mounting his
cavadry for the spring. It dso used up afew of the messengers, the wolves were fewer
now, but the weather was only dightly warmer, and a two-day blizzard swept acrossthe
Great Kingdom while hadf the riders were ill on the road. Xentos dipped into the
Treasury to replace the horses and help the families of the dead.

On the twelfth day of the Red Moon the Great Council of Hos-Hostigos met in the
Great Hall of Tarr-Hostigos. Prince Sarrask of Sask and his silver-armored bodyguard
were the first to arrive. When not drinking beer at the Crossed Halberd tavern, Sarrask
was in Hostigos Town square watching the Royal troops at drill and on parade.

Prince Bathames arrived three days after hisfather-in-law. Before the evening was
through, he tried to seduce one of the roya pages. This earned him a ruined nose that
Brother Mytron spent al night trying to repair. His older brother, Prince Bathar of
Beshta, arrived the next day in amail- curtained wagon with anescort of fifty cavary and
never left his room until the day of the Coundil.

Prince Pheblon, the new ruler of war-torn Nostor, was the next to arrive. He had sdlt -
and-pepper hair worn down to his shoulders, ablack goatee and an understandably
harassed expression. Prince Armanes of Nyklos not only came himsdlf, but he brought
two- hundred thousand ounces of slver to contribute to the Royd Treasury. Kavan made
amental note to find out whose confiscated estate had produced the silver. More work for
hissecret services. Prince Tythanes of Kyblos wasthe last to arrive.

Prince Kestophes of Ulthor did not come himsdlf, pleading illness. It was said that
while hunting he'd been thrown when his horse broke its leg in a gopher hole. Kestophes
had taken a bad spill, leaving him unconscious for saverd days. But he did send alarge
embassy. The head of it, a Count Euphrades, assured Kavan that he dso bore what might
be called awatching brief for severd Princes of Hos-Agrys who had ties of blood or
friendship to Prince Kestophes. Kavan made another menta note to see if anyonein
Euphrades retinue could be persuaded to tell who these mysterious Princes were. He had



no objection to Princes who wanted to join Hos-Hogtigos learning the secrets of his
Councils, he did object violently to those who might smply want to know which way to
jump when the spring campaign opened.

However, alimited gain in military security was not enough reason to mortaly insult
Prince Kestophes by refusing to seat his ambassador. So far, Ulthor City was Hos-
Hostigos only port on the Great Lakes, or Saltless Seas as they were called here-and-
now, which meant the only route to the Upper Middle Kingdoms and the west,
particularly Grefftscharr. Prince Kestophes was going to have to do something much
worse than send an unduly inquisitive ambassador before Kavan would take notice of
it—officid notice, that is...

Kavan's modified enthusasm for Chancellor Xentos underwent a further
modification when the Council of the Redlm assembled and Xentoswalked in with Baron
Zothnes, the former Archpriest. The hisses of indrawn breath made the Grest Hall sound
like feeding time in a snakepit, and Kavan heard someone muitter, " Styphon's spy."”
Ryllasfather, Prince Ptosphes, went as far as grasping the hilt of his ceremonid dagger.
Kavan made another mentd note to sit down with—or if necessary, on—Xentos until he
explained why held brought the turncoat Archpriest into the Council without aword of
warning. Meanwhile, he had to stand behind his Chancdlor or look like an even bigger
fool than he aready was. Which would make the Council awaste of time, and the Princes
would not take kindly to that. Not one little bit...

Kalvan rose and rapped the table with the ceremonia mace that was used as a gavel.
"Peace, my lord Princes. Baron Zothnesis high in Our confidence. He has renounced
adlegiance to the fase Styphon by oaths to which most of you were witnesses. Will you
deny this, so denying hope of reward to those who see the truth about Styphon and repent
of their ans and errors? Will you be harsher in your judgments than the Grest Allfather
Drdm himsdf?'

As Zothnes sat down in the face of atemporarily subdued Great Hall, Kalvan

reflected that there was something to be said for being the son of aminiger with afine
line in hdlfire-and- damnation sermons.

Zothnes, whadike in his fur robes, was abject in histhanks. Persondly, Kavan
would much rather have had the other defecting Archpriest, Krastokles. Hed been one of
Sesklos handpicked troubleshooters, and it wasn't redly his fault that the trouble shot
first. However, only Dralm could get the benefit of former Archpriest Krastokles
repentance now. He'd died early in January, so suddenly there was talk of poison,
dthough Kavan persondly suspected gppendicitis.

Asit turned out Baron Zothnes was about the most useful member of the Council.
Everyone had read the Edict of Baph, everyone knew that Styphon's House was
sharpening axes for them and everyone knew there was only so much they could do
without knowing more about the Inner Circle of Styphon's House than they did. Unlike
Krastokles, Zothnes had only recently been Elected Archpriest of the Inner Circle. He
was essentialy amanager, and one of his managerid skills was a very good memory for
useful facts about everyone who might support or hurt him.

As Zothnes ddivered his rambling briefing on the Baph hierarchy and Inner Circle,
Kavan redlized that if Zothnes ever rode one of those cross-time flying saucersto a
world with gossip columnists hed make his fortune overnight. The names of highpriests,



upperpriests and archpriests swirled past Kavan until he fdt asif he were reading along
Russian novel without a cast of characters to help him keep track of who was doing what
to whom.

He made yet another mentd note, this one for a least twentieth time: Get the scribes
together and work out a system of Zarthani shorthand. One of these days something vita
was going to be forgotten because everybody thought it was somebody else's job to
remember it.

Gradudly five names came to the front: Sesklos, Supreme Priest and Styphon's Own
Voice; Archpriest Anaxthenes, First Speaker of the Inner Circle; Archpriest Roxthar,
keeper of the sacred flame and palitica in-fighter par excellence; Archpriest Dracar, next
in line of succession behind Anaxthenes for Sesklos chair and not at dl happy about it;
Archpriest Cimon, the painfully honest and reform-minded " Peasant Priest.”

Remembering the Cluniac Order and the Franciscans Kavan suspected Cimon might
prove to be the most dangerous. A serious reform movement within Styphon's House was
something Hos- Hostigos needed like more wolves.

"There have been First Speakers of the Inner Circle who have achieved the title only
by outliving dl their rivas" Zothnes emphasized. " Anaxthenesis not one of them. No
man knows his mind, and few learned of his plans for themselves until he has executed
them—for better or for worse. Sesklos loves him like a son, but is often child to
Anaxthenes plans. Should he thwart them now he might die clutching the viper to his
chest. More than one of Anaxthenes opponents has died thus.

"Let us not be among them,” Ryllasaid.

"Praise Dram," echoed through the Great Hall.

Note, thought Kavan, royd food-tasters. Y esterday at the latest.

"Bless Your Mgesties, and with Dram's help may it never be so," Zothnes added.

"Anaxthenesis no bdiever in Styphon,” continued Zothnes. "Indeed, it is said that he
believesin nothing save his own &bility to outwit dl his enemies. Nor is Archpriest
Dracar abdliever. Cimon is useful for public gppearances and talking with the local
backwoods priests, while Roxthar wears his piety like a shroud and his ambition like a
dagger. There are so many tales about Archpriest Thymos and Archpriest Heraclestros,

Archpriest of the Golden Dome of Agrys City, being true believersit is hard not to
wonder."

Zothnes dabbed a rheumy eyes with a handkerchief that appeared to have been stolen
from achimney sweep. "A strange, sad fate for Styphon's House—that men subject to all
the weaknesses of believers should be among those who control its destinies. Indeed,
Dram works in mysterious ways."

Sarrask of Sask howled with laughter, and everyone el se except Prince Bathar of
Beshta at least chuckled. Kavan and Ryllalooked at each other but stifled their own
laughter at the expression on Xentos face. To hear even aformer priest say thet it wasa
sad fate for atemple to be run those who believed in its god was dearly something
Xentos had never believed he would hear and very much wanted to believe he hadn't
heard now.

Zothnes supply of gossip eventudly ran dry, but before it did the Council knew they
had a better idea of whom and what they were facing. The Edict of Baph and the leading



persondities of the Inner Circle pointed only one way.

Prince Ptosphes stood and summarized, " Styphon's House will not fail to send gold
and fireseed to King Kaiphranos. They may even place a portion of the men in their own
pay under Harphaxi command. Mogt certainly, though, such men will shake off
Kaphranos authority like a dog shaking itsaf dry the moment Styphon's House gives the
order."

"l dmost fed sorry for Kaiphranos," Prince Tythanes of Kyblos said. "He won't know
which way to look for enemies.”

Sarrask snorted like aboar interrupted afeeding. "I'll fed adamn sight sorrier for him
once his head is on display outsde Harphax City."

In order not to appear to be dominating the Council, on the second day Kalvan let
Ptosphes continue with amilitary briefing hed worked out in advance with Rylla,
Ptogphes and Duke Chartiphon. Before long they were dl standing in front of the big
deerskin map of the Five Kingdoms, while Ptogphes used a poker from the fireplace as a
pointer.

Hos-Zygros was neutrd, at least for now. Great King Sopharar was known to be a
dedicated follower of Dram, yet far enough away from Baph to St out the coming
storm. The Zygros would make trouble for anyone who made trouble for them, and for
the time being nobody else. Even if they wanted to raise an army to intervene in the war,
their population was smal—Hos- Zygros was the least populous Grest Kingdom after
Hos-Bletha—and by al reports hardest hit by the Winter of Wolves.

"Hos Bletha, a the other end of the eastern seaboard, is nomindly neutral, but would
probably interrupt its neutrdity in ways friendly to Styphon's House if they have an
opportunity to do so. Mogtly the Blethans are too far away to have much of asay in next
spring's campaign,” summarized Ptosphes. | say, 'if' because the nomads and wild tribes
from the Sea of Grass are said to be stirring, even moving eastward. Small blame to them,
if it istrue the Mexicotd are moving north on Xiphlon."

"Smadl blame, indeed,” Rylla echoed.

The Mexicotal held here-and-now Mexico as far south as Y ucatén and bore agridy
resemblance to the Aztecs, complete with afondness for human sacrifice. The semi-
desert country of northern Mexico and Texas and its savage tribes had kept the Mexicod
away from the Kingdom of Xiphlon in here-and-now Louisana, Missssppi and esst
Texas—at leadt, until now.

"That may aso keep the Zarthani Knights & home," Ptosphes added. "I will count it
asagift from Dram if it happens.”

The Holy Order of the Zarthani Knights were here-and-now cousins of the old
Crusading orders and had protected the western frontiers of Hos-Blethaand Hos-
Ktemnos from Sastragathi nomads and triba uprisings for centuries. Kavan didn't know
agreat deal about them, but as heavy cavary they might be somewhat handicapped in
broken country, particularly againgt Hostigi pikemen and mobile artillery.

What Hos Ktemnos would send depended upon the movements of the nomads and
upon whether the Knights came north. "King Cletharseswould &t least send mercenaries
in his pay and money to the Harphaxi Princes he trusted to spend it wisdly."

"If Cletharses can find any who are fools enough to trust him," Sarrask put in.



"They'd be no greater fools than you, willing to fight Kalvan for a pittance and a
chance to marry off your— daughter,” Prince Bathames said, referring to the origins of
his arranged marriage to Sarrask’s daughter.
For amoment it looked asif Sarrask was going to reply by drawing his sword.
Kavan made another menta note: stop those two from behaving like Kilkenny cats, and
sit on Princess Amnita if necessary since she's behind it.

One of Skrangds agentsin Beshta had heard rumors that Amnitahad claimed afase
pregnancy, fingering one of Balthames consorts as the father. Balthames had ordered
accused cavdlry officer murdered, only to learn afterward that Amnita was not pregnant.
In front of witnesses, Balthames had wept copious tears and promised to end her next
pregnancy with his rapier. One of Sarrask's spies had informed the Prince of Sask of the
threat to his daughter; in return, hed promised to "geld the little bung- hole boy with my
mustache trimmer if he injures my little girl!" in front of the Beshtan ambassador.

An open fight between Sarrask and his son-in-law would inevitably involve Beshta,
which contained the most invasion routes both into and out of Hos-Harphax. The last
thing Hos- Hostigos needed was for Balthar to become a turncoat and play havoc with the
invason plans.

"If hefeds safe enough, Great King Cleitharses may even send some of the Sacred
Squares of Hos-Ktemnaos," Prince Tythanes of Kyblos said. Kyblos was the southernmost
princedom in Hos-Hogtigos and closest to Hos-Ktemnos. " Some of us will be gregting
Ormaz in Regwarn, Caverns of the Dead if that happens.”

Kavan saw no reason to disagree, even to cheer up al the glum faces around the

table. The Sacred Squares of Hos-Ktemnos were universaly regarded as the finest
infantry in the world. They reminded him of the Old Spanish tercios, but with better

firearms; they didn't use sword-and-buckler men so a Sacred Square was four hundred
musketeers and four hundred billmen. They even had something like adivisond system
with a Great Square of three Sacred Squares, five hundred cavary and anywhere from
four to ten light guns. Then there was the Holy Square, comprised of the three Sacred
Squares of Ktemnos—the only Princedom in Hos-Ktemnos to have more than one Sacred
Square. Asfar as Kalvan was concerned, the Sacred Squares of Hos- Ktemnos could stay
home with his blessing, aswell as Dram'd

Hos-Agrys was the biggest and most dangerous question mark. It was the closest, it
could do the most damageif it chose to intervene, and in Ptogphes and Kavan's opinion it
probably would.

To be sure, the evidence was conflicting. On the one hand no fanaticaly pro- Styphon
monarch could St firmly on his throne when two out of three of the Agrys Princedoms
were ruled by Princes favoring Allfather Dram—and in many cases openly hodtile to
Styphon's House. On the other hand Great King Demistophon was the heir to along
tradition of Agrys hodtility to Hos-Zygros, it was possible he would unfriendly to Hos-
Hostigos merely because King Sopharar was not.

Chief Klestreus added, "Personaly, Demistophon is hot-tempered and prone to
grong, even insulting language. His sharp tongue has made him enemies within Hos-

Agrys and without. However, Demistophon is not prone to hold grudges and prefersto be
on good terms with everyone. When that isn't possible, he will choose what 1ooks to be
the winning Sde.”



"To anyone nat knowing we have Kavan's wisdom and Dram's Blessing fighting for
us, that must look like Styphon's House," Ptosphes said. "Demistophon has an army twice
that of Kaiphranos the Timid and the wedlth to hire as many mercenaries as Styphon's
House will let any one man contribute to their cause.”

That was a point Kavan wanted driven home. Styphon's House might do battle
mostly by proxy, careful not to darm the kings and princes too much. They'd even been
more careful not to let any one dly claim too large a share of the victory. The Archpriests
were not about to defeat Kavan only to make one of the other Great Kings an equaly
dangerous adversary. Not now with the Fireseed Mystery bandied about on every street
corner in the Five Kingdoms.

So it would be acomplicated and unessy dliance marching against Hos-Hostigos,
with even troop deployments likely to be affected by palitics. That was fine with Kavan.
Hadn't Napoleon himself once said he preferred to make war againgt alies?

Of course, there was one way of taking Hos-Agrys out of the picture If those
unknown Agrys western princes were redly interested in revolting, and alittle help could
tip them over the edge, King Demistophon's temper might do the rest. Of course,
Demistophon might eventudly want to take vengeance on Hos Hostigos, but
"eventudly" might not mean this year. Also, if by some chance King Sopharar of Hos-
Zygros could be persuaded that Demistophon's army moving so far west to suppress the
rebels was somehow an athreat to him...

Very neat. Except that some of those western princes of Hos-Agryshad clamson
Zygros landstoo, or at least said they had. If they seized those lands, and even worsg, if
they indsted Hos- Hostigos recognize the seizure in return for their support againgt
Styphon's House, then Great King Sopharar would be persuaded thet it was Hos-Hostigos
threatening him. If that happened...

Too many 'ifs; Kavan decided, and too little solid evidence. Not even the names of
those princes! File the whole question of raising arebellion againgt Demistophon and get
back to the business at hand.

Kavan discovered that while held been speculating the discussion had turned to the
best strategy. Ptogphes was arguing for the southern strategy, for meeting what was
coming a them from Hos-Harphax, that Kavan and Rylla had worked out in their
bedchamber.

"An army in Beshtais close to Harphax City, which isthe best way of making
Kaphranos fidget. It will be on the flank of any army coming through Arklos or Dazour.
If our cavary knows its business, well have warning in time to cut off either advance.”

And if the cavary didn't know its business, they were al desd—much deader than
Lee's hopes of victory at Gettysburg, killed because Jeb Stuart forgot that he was
supposed to scout before anything else.

"What about two advances, one along each possible route?' Prince Bathar of Beshta
asked his cadaverous face growing even longer. Bathar wore afood- stained black robe
and wooden peasant clogs. He looked exactly like what he was. the Ebenezer Scrooge of
the here-and-now princes, and the butt of ribald songs and jokes throughout the Five
Kingdoms. Last year held been happy enough to loot the vaults of Styphon'stemplesin
Beshta but was now beginning to regret letting greed overcome his usua foot-dragging
paranoia



"Then each force will be wesker than our united army," Ptosphes replied. "We will
fight them one a a time and smash them both.”

"And if they come through Nostor?' Bdthar squesked. "Or what if the Army of Hos-
Agrys moves far to the wes, then rides into Hos-Hostigos? What of Nyklos and Sask
then?’

Sarrask of Sask snorted. "If they come through Nostor, half of them will starve and
Prince Pheblon can knock the rest of in the head. Sorry, Pheblon, from what I've heard a
mule crossing Nostor would starve unless he carried his own rations.”

Pheblon's blesk expresson was dl the reply anyone needed.

"Asfor the advance al around Yirttas potato patch, to come from the west— Bdthar,

do you think we're fighting fools who will try to reach a man's brain by the way of their
arse hole?'

The only man who didn't laugh was Bdthar, and Kdvan didn't entirdly blame him for
not seeing the humor of the Stuation. In last year's war his lands had escaped the fighting;
this year, no matter how he wriggled, Beshta seemed to be the main battleground.

They didn't discuss taking the offengve, but Kavan didn't worry. An army in the
south with good scouting on ether flank could be as offensive as it wanted to be against
what had to be the objective: the Styphoni army. An offensve movement before the
enemy's plans became clear could only be aimed at rea edtate, and there was only one
piece of red estate whose capture would be decisive— Harphax City itself. Unfortunately,
there was no way the Hostigi were going to be equipped to storm and besiege a city of
two hundred thousand residents.

They did discuss garrisoning the forts in Beshta, Tarr-Veblos and Tarr-Locra, and
southeastern Sask so the Hostigi could start raiding and scouting as soon as the roads
dried.

Bdthar's face grew even longer, if possible, but hed noticed Ryllas eye on him and
kept his mouth shut. That was further reason for putting reliable garrisons into Beshta as
S00n as possible—to keep an eye on Balthar. There were rumors (note: have Skranga and
Klegtreus investigate independently) that Beshta had been buying grain in Hos-Harphax.

If Bdthar had been paying for it in information...

The Council ended by gppointing Duke Harmakros Captain-Generd of the Army of
Observation and they christened the garrisons. He was to be based at Tarr-Locra and
Kavan showed Harmakros and the Council his design for rebuilding it into a star fort.
Then it turned into a party, with only tough venison, potatoes, succotash, sdt pork and
rabbit stew, but plenty of wine. Kavan kept wishing for bourbon, but dso held his cup
out every time a servant passed by, and they came by every time they saw it empty. He
was in the middle of histenth cup and along dissertation on the difference between an
enemy's capabilities and hisintentions, when Rylla squeezed his hand.

"Kadvan, | think it'stime we were to bed," she whispered into his ear.

"Bed?' He redized held spoken louder than held intended and tried unsuccessfully to
lower hisvoice. "I'm not deepy, but—"

"l know that you idiot! Do you think I'd ask you to come to bed if | want to degp?'
She pinched him on the ear and kissed the side of his neck.

Kavan fdt hisface turning the same color as the wine and started to swear, then



heard the tifled laughter al around him and saw Ptogphes nodding dowly to Rylla

Kavan kissed Rylla, then led her toward the door. Not quite so stifled laughter
followed them out.

Score onefor Rylla! In aweek it would be al over the Great Kingdom that the King
and Queen were il like lovers on their wedding night. Who couldn't think that was a
good omen and proof that there was nothing to worry about in the spring campaign?

On-the-job training in kingship might be hard on a king's subjects, with teacherslike
Rylla, it wasn't so bad for the king.

Danar Sirnafound hersdf a seet in the section reserved for the Kavan Study Teamin
the University Presentation Hall. Today was the last of Scholar Danthor Dras lectures on
Kadvan's Time-Line. The Chancellor of Dhergabar University in his usud natty charcoal-
gray tunic stood to one sde. Haf adozen newsies, including Yandar Y add, and severa
she didn't recognize, fussed at the technicians working the lights and recorders.

She searched for the ditinctive profile of Danthor Dras, Scholar Emeritus, Chairman
of the Univeraty Department of Outtime History and supreme authority on Fourth Leve
Aryan Transpecific, Styphon's House Subsector. But he was nowhere in sght. No doubt
the time for a properly dramatic entrance hadn't arrived. Sirnas former husbard had
taught her about those, even if hed only cdled himsdf apalitician...

Enough of that, she told hersdf firmly. Shetried to find a seet as close to the front as
possble. | spent twelve yearsin the Outtime History Department and never saw Danthor
once until gppointed to the Kavan Study Team. She shook herself mentally. Enough
complaining, dready! Y ou won't have to worry about University politics and faculty
game playing for five long years. It'stime to get reedy anew life—an outtime lifeon a
barbaric world!

Srna sat down next to a striking woman with unusudly blond hair. She wondered if
the woman was an adopted prole until she turned, then Sirna recognized the familiar
profile of Batov Eldra, the First Kavan Study Team's Hitorian and mentber of the
Second Team.

While she was debating whether or not to strike up a conversation, Eldra said, "Hello.
My nameis Eldra. What's yours?'

"Danar Sirna."

They touched hands in greeting.

"Y ou must be a new member of the Team."
"l am. How did you know?'

Eldralaughed a pleasant chiming. "Y ou're one of the few around here who doesn't
look like a stuffed shirt."

"A whet shirt?"
"Suffed shirt. A colloquid expresson from a semi-avilized Fourth Leve time-line



It means someone who's overflowing with himsdf, or suffed into his shirt.”
"Oh. | should have guessed. What wasit like on Kalvan's Time-Line."

"Fascinating—if you don't mind no hot and cold running water, no decent hegting,
food that's either undone or burned—"

"l havethat every time | try to cook for mysdf,” Sirnasaid. They both laughed.
"What about King Kavan? What's he redly like?!

Eldrasighed. "He's handsome, regd, charismdtic, brilliant—just about everything you
could want in aman.”

"It sounds asif you got to—wdl, know him rather well..."

Eldra shook her head. "Not that | didn't want to, but Queen Ryllas a she-wolf
protecting her cubs when it comes to her husband! Furthermore, Kalvan's Time-Lineis
like most Indo- Aryan descendant cultures—a strong paternaistic mord tradition, with
virgin icons and sub-legd houses of progtitution. Any woman with hedlthy, naturd urges
who doesn't sublimate them to marriage and motherhood is considered a harlot. Unless
you find alover on the Team—and | wouldn't recommend that— be prepared for a long,
lonely five years."

"It wouldn't be thefirg time" Sirnasaid. She hadn't had a reationship with aman
since her marriage foundered.

The sudden appearance of Danthor Dras ended their conversation. Today he had his
long slver locks combed dramatically back in great waves. As he greeted acquaintances
among the newses, his voice was low and gravelly, never missng a dramatic emphasis
or pause.

He probably keeps his hair long so he doesn't have to resort to implants or wigs when
he's back on Aryan-Transpacific...

After an overlong introduction by the University Chancellor, the Scholar strode to the
podium. "Usualy my Outtime Preparation Seminars are not so well attended, at least by
non-students not seeking credit.” He paused for the expected wave of laughter, then
continued, "After severa centuries of promoting Outtime Higtorica studies, I'm gratified
by this sudden surge of public interest—even if it was brought about by the bumbling of
the Paratime Police.”

Both the newsies and the University peopl e applauded.

"1 hope you don't mind alittle repetition, class, but I'd like to frame this talk so the
public doesn't get the wrong idea about what we're doing here.” He paused to wink a a
clot of newseswho amirked like old friends heering afamiliar story. Like most of the
professor and politicians of her acquaintance, newsies held the public in smug contempt.

Danthor continued, "Kavan's Time-Lineis of specid importance to paratempora
studies, because we can pinpoint the precise moment that K avan's Time- Line split off
from the parent Styphon's House subsector. Usudly we do not spot the creation of anew
time- line for months, years or even decades. The discovery of the Kdvan Time-Lineisa
unique event in Home Time Line higtory.

"What makes Kavan's Time-Line even more important isthet it islimited to asngle
time-line. This means the University can place the time-line under detailed survelllance,
comparing any changes with the five adjacent time-lines we have chosen as controls. | do



not believe it is possble to overdate the importance of this discovery. At the leadt, it
should revolutionize our understanding of Paratempora processes and socid change. If
the 'Kavan Effect’ makes|long-term social and technological changes on Kavan's Time-
Line, we will be very close to the day when we can prune, graft and trim outtime
societies to our own specifications by the selected introduction of 'gifted' individuas. The
end result will be an enormous increase in the outtime resources that can be sefdly
brought to Home Time Line and our Fifth Level Industrid and Service Sectors aswell as
greater protection of the Paratime Secret.”

To say nothing of giving University historians and sociologists more control over
outtime activities, thought Sirna. The University had been fighting the Paratime Police for
that for over amillennium. Remembering some of the faculty dinners she had attended,
she questioned whether the academics would do as well overseeing Paratime asthe
Paratime Police had done over the past ten thousand years.

She frowned. That was a heretica thought for a future faculty member and a
supporter of the Opposition Party. Maybe her bad marriage had soured more than just her
outlook on men; it was probably just as well she would soon be too busy to worry about
such things.

Danthor Dras went on to explain how hed become an authority on Aryan
Transpacific, Styphon's House Subsector. Severa hundred years ago held been involved
in asurvey of Fourth Leve Indo- Aryan Religious Studies when he'd happened upon
Styphon's House Subsector, at that time virgin territory. Danthor had spent about a third
of histime since his discovery ether on Styphon's House studies or outtime. Twenty of
those outtime years had been spent as an upperpriest of Styphon's House.

At the Great Library of Baph, Danthor had discovered scrolls chronicling the
Zarthani migrations from the west coast of the minor landmass to the east coast. The
roots of this migration began in Upper Middle Kingdoms over fifteen hundred years
before, when the Great Lakes—or Saltless Seas—iron ore deposits were discovered.
Until that time, trade between the iron-poor city-states of the Pacific Coast and Middle
Kingdoms was sporadic and of no great importance. Soon the Iron Trail was upgraded
and large convoys from Greffa were making the transcontinenta trek for Cdiforniagold.
The Grefftscharri kings made tresties with some of the barbarian tribes, conquered or
exterminated others and paid bribes only when necessary.

Trade with the Upper Middle Kingdoms brought increased wedlth and power to the
west coast city-gates and aggravated tensions between the northern kingdom of
Echanistra and the city- Sates of the south. Thisrivary broke out in open warfare when
iron was found in Great Desert, putting the Iron Trail out of business and ruining the
economy of Echanistra. The northern city- states banded together to conquer the south and
thereby turn it back to a captive market. The southern city-states alied againgt the
northern kingdoms and defeated their army. Twenty years later a great southern land and
seaforce sacked the grest city of Echanistra.

An uneasy peace held for afew decades; unfortunately, four hundred years of
intermittent warfare had depleted the treasuries of the southern city-states and led to the
deforestation of much of the Pacific Northwest which had been supplying the lumber for
uncountable war ships and stockades. With the trees cleared, the land changed from
forest to meadows and pasture lands and the population continued to grow. When there



was no longer enough land, they began to move south. The southern city-states saw this
folk migration as another invasion of northerner barbarians, with uncouth ways and a

corrupt tongue, and went on the offensive.

Meanwhile, the Upper Middle Kingdoms, much richer from their sdes of amsand
iron, began to expand into the Ohio River Vdley. Here they collided with the newly
formed Iroquois Confederacy, the fiercest and most organized Amerind resistance the
Zarthani had faced. King Childrek the Red of Grefftscharr knew full well he didn't have
the manpower to defeet the Iroquois while smultaneoudy containing the Crow and
Shawnee to the south. To counterbal ance the Confederation, Childrek invited the
northern Zarthani to migrate to the Atlantic seaboard. They came over the Iron Trail in
families, tribes, clans and nations.

The Zarthani immigrants quickly became embroiled in long and bitter war againgt the
Iroquois. The Zarthani had the advantage of better arms and armor aswell as
Grefftscharrer military aid. The Iroquois were fighting for their homeand, their families
and their lives. It was a savage war with no quarter given or asked. After a century of
warfare, the Zarthani armies under the command of Simocles defeated the Iroquoisarmy
a the Battle of Sestra. Within fifty years the victorious Zarthani had scoured the native
Amerinds from every mountain and vadley in what was to be Hos-Harphax, Hos-Agrys
and Hos Zygros.

The last migratory wave came after the entire Pacific Northwes was subjugated by
the south. The new Zarthani refugees found the lands of the Northeast already occupied
or war-torn. So they moved down the Potomac River into Maryland and Virginia. Here,
alded by adventurers and experienced fighters from the north, they build aline of forts
and proceeded to subdue the Tuscarora, Powhatan, and other loca tribes. In the south,
interna turmoil, mistrust and conflict made the Indian resistance less determined than in
the north. Many fled west or were assmilated— mogt died. Within afew decades there
were hundreds of smal towns and villages dotting the lush southern tidal [ands.

"We now cometo aday, thirty years after the founding of Ktemnos City," Danthor
Dras sad, with atoss of his head that made his silver hair ripple and catch the lights. "A
village highpriest of the minor hedler god, Styphon, experimenting with various
medicinad compounds mixed together a batch of saltpeter, sulfur and charcoa. The results
were explosive, but not fatal. Once the formula was perfected it didn't take very long for
the hierarchy of Styphon's House to see the military and political potentid of this
'miraculous explosive, fireseed.

With an ironic raisng of the eyebrows, he added, "In the beginning their motives for
guarding the secret of gunpowder may have been the noble desire of the follower of a
hedler god to protect their world from the ultimate wegpon. Whatever they were we shdl
never know. We can be sure they have descended to the basest of motives now."

A picture of a Styphon's House temple-farm appeared on the screen behind Danthor's
heed, displaying a priest in black robes lashing at severd temple daves with an iron
tipped whip.

Sirna heard gasps of horror and disgust around her. Religion and other pseudo-

philosophies hadn't flourished on Home Time-Line for at least five thousand years. Many
a the University believed that First Leve culture and psycho-hygiene should be spread

among the less enlightened time-lines as a matter of duty. That they were successfully



opposed at every point by the Paratime Police and their supporters had fueled the fierce
hatred of the guardians of the Paratime secret among the University Faculty and leaders

of the Opposgition Party.

Weren't the Paracops just as callous and sdlf-serving as the outtime primitives who
subjugated and endaved thar fellow beings through pseudo-rdigions?—or so the
argument ran. Sirna didn't know the answer hersdlf, but she hoped afew years on Aryan
Trangpacific, Styphon's House Subsector might provide her with an answer to that
question and afew persona ones—like what she was going to do with the rest of her long
life.



EIGHT

"Way! Way, there. Way for the Great King of Hos-Hostigos!"

The leading riders of Kavan's escort were shouting at the wagon train ahead loudly
enough to make the draft oxen look up dubioudy. Kavan suspected they were dso
shouting loudly enough o thet any hostile ears within haf amile would know who was
ridng aong this muddy Beshtan road with only sixty-odd men for escort.

Note: top priority, asystem of highways based on the Roman roads. Like the highway
that ran up and down the West Coast, Highway101, El Camino Redl, The King's
Highway, which | saw during my vacation in Cdifornia after the Armigtice. Why not a
Great King's Highway in Hos-Hostigos?

He remembered that Rylla hadn't liked his coming so far east on this tour of
ingpection. Her asking him to stay out of danger was ared turnaround. But she did have
apoint. Was he doing anything useful other than indulging a Great King's power to get
rid of abad case of cabin fever? It didn't matter now; he was less than four miles—or
elght marches as the locas counted them—from Harmakros headquarters at Tarr-Locra
He could dine and deep at the castle tonight, then consult with Harmakros and Count
Phrames on the Stuation of the Army of Observation. Maybe they could tdl him what he
needed to know, if not, hed head south.

Prince Bathar had been sending a stream of messengers complaining about how the
Army of Observation was infringing upon his Princely rights and demanding access to
the border tarrs, which Harmakros—upon Kavan's suggestion— had put under Royal
authority and castellans they could trust. In atime of war, thiswas not an unusud date of
affairs and he wondered what was behind Balthar's complaints. Bathar had probably
expected Kavan'srule to be as laissez-faire as old Kaiphranos. If Kalvan were hdf the
despot Bdthar claimed, held have hanged the old miser from the nearest tree and
gppointed a new Prince of Beshta—Phrames or Harmakros.

And he would have strung Badthar up, too, if in so doing he hadn't feared gaining the
name of a Great King who does not honor his vassd's rights. Being saddled with that
kind of reputation, in the Grest Kingdoms, was an open invitation to revolt by one's
vassds—and invasion by his neighbors. And right now, despite last year'simpressive
victories, he was only one defeat away from losing everything to Styphon's House. And



his princes and nobles knew it.
He only hoped his neighbors didn't.

At least Kdvan had accomplished one mgor thing during the harsh winter months, he
had created an independent Roya Army of Hos-Hostigos. It was necessarily a
compromi se force, since Kavan had no hereditary lands to supply troops. He would
become Prince of Hostigos upon Ptosphes desth, of course, but he hoped that event was
decades avay. When theinvasion of Sask, last fal, ended in Sarrask's surrender, thered
been saven to eight thousand mercenaries, hired by Gormoth of Nostor and Sarask for the
war againgt Hogtigos, with no place to go. Styphon's House consdered them Kalvan's
troops since they hadn't fought to the death, and King Kaiphranos consdered them
generaly untrustworthy.

Kavan made the free lances an offer, with the blessing of Prince Ptosphes and the
grudging agreement of Prince Pheblon of Nostor and Prince Bathames of Sashta; twenty-
acres of land and twenty newly minted silver crowns for each enlisted man; a hundred
acres, a hundred crowns and a team of oxen for each petty-captain; and asmall barony
and a hundred gold crowns for each captain in selected regions of war-ravaged northern
Hostigos, Nostor and Sashta. Well over two-thirds of the unemployed mercenaries had
taken Kavan up on his offer.

Kavan had organized these 'volunteers into four infantry regiments of five-hundred
men, ten cavary regiments of two-hundred and sixty men and an additionad Mobile Force
of 9x hundred mounted pikemen and musketeers—two hundred of the musketeers with
rifled weapons. Hopefully, the following year would see them dl equipped with rifles
and sabers. The new Royd Army and the tried and true Army of Hostigos would form
the anchor for the Army of Hos-Hostigos. Kavan would have liked a better ratio of foot
to horsein the Royd Army, but here-and-now mercenaries were predominantly cavary,
reminiscent of the German raiters, Sixteenth Century mercenary pistolwieding heavy
cavary who had dominated the battlefields of France during the Wars of Rdigion.

His next step had been to reform army organization without turning it on its head,
darting with the new Roya Army and ending with al the princely armies of the Great

Kingdom of Hos-Hostigos. Standard here-and-now organization had been companies,
bands and blocks or squares, of varying size, sometimes in the same army. The whole
system wasn't much advanced over the Medieval battles: vanward, center and rearward.

Kavan retained the companies, made them one hundred and ten men strong under a
petty-captain, put two companies into a battalion and made a regiment under the
command of acolond out of three battaions, one a headquarters outfit with sixty officers
and halberdiers. With the cavary it was troops, squadrons and regiments.

Kavan sent athird of the army to their new homes and quartered the rest in Hostigos

Town and Tarr-Hogtigos for the drill and training in his new tactics. This had put ared
grain on the capital's housing, despite some hastily built barracks, nor had his subjects

been happy about competing with the new Roya Army for rations..
The hill the road climbed ahead was higher than the one his troop had just descended.
Asthey left the shdlter of the vdley, Kavan fdt the chilly wind on his back and his horse

whickered irritably. At least the wind was only chilly, not cold, and the hard blue- sky
overhead now shed freezing rain instead of snow. The mud of the road had turned

rubbery elsewhere, and in afew placesit had thawed enough to be sticky. It wasn't spring



yet, but the Winter of the Wolves was definitely behind them.

Towards the middle of the wagon train Kavan came to a big long, hauling wagon—
two sets of whedls connected by along beam and drawn by eight oxen. Tied to the beam
was a massive canvas wrapped bundle; on either sde of it were two ironrimmed gun
wheds. Another eight-pounder was on its way to the Army of Observation, disassembled
for eeder travel. The carriage, trall, tools and harness would be back somewherein the
train. When the whole piece was assembled at Tarr-Locra, one more Beshtan gun could
go into the shop to be modernized with trunnions and a proper carriage.

The head of the wagon train his troop was passing reached the crest of the hill before
Kavan's party came up with it. He saw the train's captain rein in abruptly and throw up
hisleft hand in asignd to hdt. As Kavan rode up, he drew apistol from his saddle
holster. Kalvan and his troopers did the same.

The far dope of the hill was steep enough so that the road made awide bend hafway
down, where asmadl village straggled dong the bend. Smoke billowed from three or four
houses, too much for a chimney, and mounted men were riding up and down the road in
front of it, shooting randomly into the windows of the unburned wattle and daub huts.

Farther down the road, half a dozen troopers were driving a miscellaneous gaggle of
livestock, with dead fowl hanging from their saddles. The Harphaxi colors of yellow and
red fluttered from lance tips and on the banner held by a dismounted man standing over a
dead horse.

"Move out!" Kavan shouted, sheathing his pistol and drawing his sword. Mgor
Nicomoth, commanding the escort, drew hisand held it out with the flat of the blade
across the chest of Kavan's horse.

"Drop back to the rear, Your Mgesty!" he cried. "l beg you!"

It sounded more like an order than a humble subject's request.

Kavan controlled hisfirs impulse, which wasto tell his aide de camp to perform
unnaturd acts upon himsdf and let the escort pass on ether Sde. Charging down that
hill, at the head of his troop, hed be in as much danger of being unhorsed and trampled as
being shot by the enemy.

All dong the train, teamsters were running to the heads of their teams, while guards
checked the priming of their muskets and took position. Some perched on their wagon
seats to keep alookout; other crawled under the wagons to fire from cover.

Nicomoth shouted, "Charge!”

The one order no cavary ouitfit in any land a any time ever needed to hear twice.

Kavan'stroop of the First Roya Horseguards were al experienced soldiers and
expert riders, they didn't bunch up as they plunged down the hill. Hafway to the village,
the hillsde's boulders and scrub gave way to cultivated fields. Some of the riders took
their horses over the ditch beside the road and into the fields, taking a shortcut toward the
cattle thieves.

The Harphaxi raiders weren't beginners, either. They dug in their spurs and rode for
their lives, except for two who were picked off by wild pistol shoots & miraculoudy long
ranges. Another stayed behind to give the banner bearer ahand up onto his own mount.

Three pistols and a musketoon banged, and both the helpful rider and his mount



screamed and went down kicking. The banner bearer knelt, holding the banner out before
him like a pike with one hand while drawing a pistol with the other. He fired as Nicomoth
charged him but the bullet went wild. In the next moment, Nicomoth's sword came down
olitting the man's face. The Guardsman behind Nicomoth drew rein and leaned down out
of the saddle and picked up the fallen banner on the tip of his sword.
Kavan joined in the cheering.

Asif the cheering had frightened them out of their cover, Sx mounted men rode out
of the rear of the village. Kalvan noted that severa wore three quarter lobster armor and
each held a heavy- barrded musketoon dung across his back aswell as a brace of pistols.

They wereriding red dedtriers, much bigger than the usual Harphaxi horses. Whatever or
whoever they were, they weren't friendlies. One the raiders threw alighted torch onto a
thatch roof as he passed, then dl six were riding hell-for-leather across the hillsde fields
towards the far end of the hill.

"After them!™ shouted Nicomoth. The squad chasing the cattle thieves had dready

anticipated the order; they were pounding across ditches, fences and last year's stubble.
The few who ill had loaded pistols were firing as they rode. An unarmored rider
dropped out of his saddle, and one of the armored knightsreined in to help him. It was a
gdlant but futile gesture. Two of the Hogtigi lost their seats jumping afence, but others
came up with the falen rider and his comrade. Two war cries, aquick flurry of swords
and another Guardsman and the raider were down.

That was dl Kavan saw as he rode into the village at the rear of Nicomoth's second
charge. Houses and barns narrowed his view as they thundered through the village,

turkeys and geese overlooked by the raiders, flgpping franticdly in their path. Doors and
shutters dammed hagtily as villagers who'd been coming out to greet their rescuers

ducked back into their wattle and daub huts.
By the time Nicomoth and Kavan passed the dead raiders, their surviving comrades
were out of Sght around the far end of the hill. Kalvan rode with his Guardsmen that far,

then reined in. The raiders had obvioudy followed atrid that ran straight as an arrow
between two farms, then climbed a hillsde into second-growth forest. A hundred yards

beyond the forest, horsemen would have had to go single file within pistol shot of the
trees. A better place for five men to ambush fifty couldn't have been found within miles.
"Your Mgesty!" Mgor Nicomoth was dismounted now, kneeling beside the two dead

me. "ThisoneisaZarthani Knight, | swear it. Can you see where the Tarr- Ceros proof
mark has been removed?' He was holding the dead man's hem, which looked like a
Fifteenth Century armet—beautiful work with wings on the sde and the front shaped like
ahawk's beak.

It certainly did look asif a proof mark on the ham had been defaced with a heavy
file. Kalvan looked down at the other dead man. He was dressed in deerskin from head to
foot and wore hislong black hair bound up inasmpleiron cap. If Kalvan had seen aface
like that in Pennsylvania he would have said the man had agood dose of American
Indian blood in him. The resemblance was increased by the iron-headed tomahawk
traling from his out-flung wrist on a braided legther thong.

Kavan atempted to recal what little he knew about the Order of Zarthani Knights.
They were one of the two martia arms of Styphon's House, the other being Styphon's
Own Guard—or the Red Hand as they were called by the populace, for obvious reasons.



The Zarthani Knights were a crusading order, more dong the lines of the Teutonic
Knights of the old Holy Roman Empire than say the Knights Templar. Like the Teutonic
Knights, it was their job to hold and subdue the frontier areas of western Hos-Ktemnos
and Hos-Bletha. They had aline of forts that went up and down the Greet River, the
largest being Tarr-Ceros which was located at Louisville, Kentucky. They were reputed
to be among the finest cavdry in the Five Kingdoms and were congtantly at war with the
Sastragathi and Trygathi barbarian clans. The Zarthani Knights were not an outfit he was
looking forward to meeting in force.

"He mugt be the Knight's oath- brother,” Nicomoth said, knedling and pulling the deed
man's cap over hisface.

"He doesn't look Zarthani," Kavan said.

"Heis probably from one of the Ruthani tribes who live by hunting and fishing in the
swamps of Hos-Bletha, Y our Mgesty. Some of them have turned to the worship of the
True Gods and their warriors often serve the Zarthani Knights as scouts. Then they may
swear oath-brotherhood with a Knight and he with them. To abandon an oath-brother isa
crime no Zarthani Knight's honor would dlow.”

Counting the possible Zarthani Knight and his oath- brother, the raiders had lost seven
dead and one badly wounded prisoner. In return for two Hostigi dead and one wounded,
plus two horses dead and four injured. Allowing for what losses the village may have
suffered, the day appeared to have gone to Hos-Hostigos. Kavan felt good about that.

He felt dmost as good about the smple chance to be in action again, able to fight his
enemieswith asword and apistol insteed of parchment, pen and sedling wax. A Gregt
King had to use more of the second than of the firgt, of course, but Kavan knew he
waan't going to be happy doing dl of hisleading from behind a desk.

By the time Kavan's men had picked up the bodies, the wagon train was up to the
village and Count Phrames himsdf had ridden in from the opposite direction—regular
Hogtigi cavary, mercenaries and a handful of tattooed Sastragathi on horses that looked
more fit for the soup pot than for the field of battle. Kavan made a menta note to ask
where the Sagtragathi had come from, then amore urgent note to get at least some of the
mounted men out of the village. The villagers defenders now considerably out-numbered
the villagers themsdlves; they werein as much danger of being trampled by their friends
as they had ever been endangered from ther hit-and-run enemies.

Kavan gave his men the order to clear the sireets of villagers, then rode over to ask
Prince Phrames for an escort.

"By dl means, Your Mgesty," Phramesreplied. "I'll send twenty of my men with
your Guardsmen and you can dl ride over to Tarr-Locrain time for dinner. I'l follow as
soon as I've heard the vil lagers on what they've logt and told off some men to help them
re-build. Phrames raised his voice. "We can't give back everything they've logt, but we
can add it to the debt the Harphaxi are going to pay when we come to grips with them.”

A lot of cheering followed that last sentence.

Kavan turned his horse leaving Phrames to ride over to the largest unburned house
and knocked on the door with his pistol butt. With Phrames on the scene, there was
nothing more to worry about. Correction. There was nothing more to worry about in this
village, or today. There was a Styphon's Own Lot to worry about if Zarthani Knights



were coming north so soon. Six might just be scouts, learning the countryside and Hodtigi
tactics, but what would they be scouting for except alarger body—and where were they?

Kavan wracked his brains dl the way to Tarr-Locra without coming up with a
reassuring answer to that question.

Captain General Harmakros page poured more wine into both men's cups, bowed and
stepped back. Kavan sipped at his, trying to keep his face sraight; the wine apparently
couldn't make up its mind whether or not to turn into vinegar.

"Where did those odds-and- sods with Phrames and down in the barracks come from?”
Kalvan asked.

"The mercenaries were mostly nen we were going to settle in Sashta, who couldn't
find freeland.”

Kalvan looked steedily a him. Harmakros sighed. "Or those who didn't want to settle
down and become farmers at all."

"] thought s0. And the Sedtragethi? They're alittle far from home.”

"A couple of small tribes of Urgothi forced off their land by raiders coming across the
Mother River, and some chief's younger sons.”

"No outlaws?"
"Nonethat | know of."

For once Kavan's attention to Xentos rambling lectures paid off. "They wouldn't
admit it if they were. But if the Sagtragathi learn we are acocepting their outlaws and
forcing lawful warriors to serve besides them, the whole Sastragath would think twice
before giving us ad. Not to mention the problem of keeping the outlaws from making off
with everything that isn't tied, nailed or boarded down."

Harmakros grinned. "Remember those galows on the hill aside the stream that feeds
the moat?'

"They did look new."

"They were busy, too, a least for the first half moon. After that, | think the survivors
learned their lesson. Besides, we're feeding them much better than they ever ate at home."

He lowered his voice, dthough the boy was standing discreetly out of hearing
distance at the far end of the chamber. "There is more food in Beshta than I'd expected.
There must have been trading across the border into Hos Harphax, just as we expected.
Paying only in dlver asfar as| can tdl, but there are afew court officias | wouldn't mind
questioning rigoroudy for aday or two."

"Y ou haven't arrested anyone?"

"l couldn't touch anyone important enough to know anything without Prince Bathar
throwing atantrum. | wasn't going to do that without asking. | just informed some of the
merchants that the Great King might forgive their treasonable trade if they would sl
their grain to hisloya soldiers at the same prices they paid for it. | wasn't going to make



Beshtan grain merchants rich just feed afew hundred Sastrageathi, | swear to Dralm!™
Kavan laughed. "I didn't expect you would."

Apart fromtheinitid act of hiring soldiers without proper authorization from his
commander-inchief, Harmakros had handled the stuation well. However... "I'll forgive
you thistime, Harmakros. Only don't do it again. If you do, I'll have to dismissyouor
stand accused of letting my favorites hire private armies.”

Kavan had to force himself to continue, trying to ignore Harmakros crestfalen
expression. Maybe there was aremedy to that problem. Patents of nobility were aglut on
the market after the blood |etting at the Battle of Fyk. He would enjoy making one of his

top generas anobleman; only afew of the ‘old' nobility might find cause for complaint—
and to Styphon with them!

"| don't want to lose your services, Harmakros, or disgrace you, but | don't want
people like Skranga to think they can go off to the Sastragath and bring back a private

regiment of storm troopers!

"Furthermore, you were lucky thistime. What if you hadn't found the Beshtan grain
hoard? We don't want to hire more men than we can feed with what we have on hand.
They'll just turn to looting our dlies, then when the war garts, live off our enemies.”

"AsYour Mgesty wishes."

His Great King was speaking and Harmakros would obey, athough he obvioudy
found it hard to believe there was anything wrong with living off your opponents land.
That didn't bother Kavan; Harmakros was intelligent enough to realize sooner or later
that in awar where the real enemy was Styphon's House, every bit of unnecessary
damage done to the land of apotentidly friendly or neutrd ruler was bad strategy, even if
it might look like good tactics.

Harmakros emptied his wine cup, set it on the table, then made a gesture toward the
page. He went out, closing and latching the door behind him.

"You have him well trained, | see. Now dl he needsis apistol so that he can shoot
Prince Bdthames if the man takes his usud liberties with young pages.”

Harmakros turned red and swore. "If that Sashtan son- of-a-diseased-sow comes
within haf amarch of the boy, I'll geld him myself with adull knifel" He looked down at
the table. "The boy ismy son.”

Kavan mentally reviewed what he knew about Harmakros career, which wasn't as
much as a commander-in-chief ought to know about one of his corps commanders. He
knew that he was Kavan's best friend here-and-now, discounting Trader Verkan who was
based in Greffa Knew Harmakros' troops worshipped the ground he walked on, and
would follow him to Regwarn—the here-and-now equivaent of Hades—and back.

Kavan knew that Harmakros had enlisted in the Army of Hogtigos a an early age, in
hismid-teens. Knew he had worked hisway up through the ranks solely on naturd ability
and afierce dispogition on the battlefield. Knew he had never learned to read and was

embarrassed about it. Knew he had an inborn sense of direction and could read the
contours of amap like his own pam. Knew he was a trifle atrocity- prone—that would

need some work. Knew Harmakros father was a smal time merchant who ran agdl in
Hostigos Town sdlling herbs and medicina ointments. Knew his mother was dead and
that he had no brothers and ssters.



Thiswas the fira Kalvan had heard of any children... "A bastard?’
"Y es, his mother was the daughter of one of the Beshtan grain merchants, with an
officein Hostigos Town. She's dead now, but his grandfather is a good man.”

Wil now, thought Kavan, that explained how Harmakros knew so much about the
affairs of the local merchants.

"Raised him, then told me about him when | visted him two moons ago. The boy was
dready so wdl trained for service that | knew | could take him with me and nobody
would ask questions. He takes after his mother more than me.”

"1 would have never guessed he was yours, if you hadn't told me.”

"Good. The problemis | have no legitimate children. Empedila—my firs wife, a
cousin of Phrames—was killed in ariding accident. Wed been married only ayear and-a
half. | was about to contract a betrotha to the daughter of aminor noble in Nostor, when
al a once Hostigos and Nostor were deadly enemies. | don't even know if Jomesthnais
dill dive"

"What's the boy's name?"'
"Agpasthar.”

"So Agpasthar isthe last of your house?' Kavan wished he knew more about
Zarthani inheritance laws and customs. One of these days if he lived long enough, he
would be more of a Supreme Court Justice than a commander-in-chief and the more he
learned about the laws he would be interpreting before that day arrived, the better for
both him and Hos-Hostigos. Meanwhile, there was a solution that didn't require admitting
hisignorance of law and custom.

"l think | can see my way to making Aspasthar a Roya Ward with some kind of
palace post suitable to his new rank." Kavan said. "We can cal him the orphan of
someone who has deserved well of the Great Kingdom and leave it a that. We can even
provide him with asmall estate, so that you can marry again without your wife having to
worry about any of her dowry going to enrich your bastard.”

That problem had caused a number of miserably unhappy marriages and more than a
few warsin the Middle Ages, if Kadvan recdled correctly. He saw no reason to suspect
that human nature was much different here-and-now.

"Thank you, Your Mgesty," Harmakros said: he was looking down &t the table even
more intently and Kalvan decided to look away until the Captain-Generd had gained

control of hisface. "Thank you, again, for one less thing to worry about if Gazar's
Judgment goes againg mein this year'swar."

The freezing drizzle was making the courtyard into a skating rink when Count
Phrames rode in before nightfall. The three men dinned in Harmakros chamber on tough
passenger pigeon, succotash and corn bread that could have been chopped up and used
for case shot. Kalvan chewed the bread cautioudly, dipping it into the succotash from
time to time. He had afull set of sound teeth and wanted to keep it that way; here-and-



now dentistry would have satisfied any Conditutiond lawyer's definition of "Crud and
Unusud Punishment.”

Phrames ate little but drank alot of wine from abarrd that was at least one grade
better than that which Harmakros and Kavan had drunk earlier. "If | had just one wish,”
he sad after the fifth cup. "I would ask to be left done with Bathar's chief tax gatherer
for an hour. | wouldn't even ask for weapons. Bare hands would be enough.” He gripped
the slver wine goblet asif it were the tax gatherer's throat.

"Better yet, what about an hour in Balthar's treasure room with alarge sack?"
Harmakros asked.

Kavan paused to re-load his pipe, saying, "Y ou could probably pay for the whole
Army of Observation for ayear with what you collected.”

"Or | could pay Prince Araxes debts to his nobles" Phrames said. "In return, he'd
probably name me her to Phaxos."

All three laughed. A little investigation by Klestreus, chief spymaster, had provided
an adequate explanation of why Prince Araxes was becoming the Great King of Fence-
Sitters. He'd stayed out of debt to Styphon's House— give him that—but only at the price
of going heavily into debt to eight of his richest nobles. That gave them a veto over
everything Araxes did beyond choosing the menu for dinner; they were exercising it now
on hisforeign palicy. Great King Kaiphranos had ruled Hos- Harphax with benign
neglect, so the last thing they wanted to do was join a Great Kingdom where the Gresat
King rode his nobles with a very tight rein. On the other hand, they didn't want to risk
Kadvan'swrath by enlisting under Styphon's banner.

"Not that Our wrath would be much to fear,” Kavan said. "At least, not for now. We
have al the enemies we can handle aready. But Araxes doesn't know that, and I'm not
going to tell him. If Styphon's House had the witsto pay Araxes debts, they could
probably win him over, but right now | don't think they'd agree to do that even if they
could agree on any policy at al about Araxes. It's pretty obvious that Araxeslet the Edict
of Balph out of the bag at least a moon before Styphon's House wanted anyone outside of
the Temple to know about it. That gave us time—time that has been put to good use,
too."

Kavan was able to bring the others up to date over the next round of wine. The three
Agrys Princes hadn't sworn dlegiance or even reveded their identities, but they had not
only pledged but paid enough slver to hire three thousand mercenaries. Count Euphrades
rode in as an escort for the Slver with two hundred and fifty men of his own, well
mounted, well equipped and apparently well trained. He looked asif héd intended to stay
for the duration and pick up one of the bumper crop of vacant Princedoms the war was
expected to produce. Kavan wasn't so sure about that and was determined to prevent it if
he could but he wasn't dso going to turn away willing recruits.

So Kavan was hiring mercenaries after al. He was dso improving the wegponry of
his own soldiers, since both the Hostigi musket shop and Roya Foundry (located outside
State College) were working full blast. The output of the Roya Foundry was now up
since the wesether dlowed some overland transportation. Brass and iron were once again
arriving. Not to mention the companies of pikemen who weretraining every day the
wesether let them, and al the captured and obsolete wegpons that were going into the
hards of the militia..



To oppose this, Styphon's House was issuing unconvincing denias of desgnson any
true king or prince's wedth and volunteering to sanitize any "unconsecrated” fireseed.
"At leadt, they haven't convinced those princes who see that the demon exorcising priests
would smply be spies and paymasters for pro- Styphon factions,” Kavan added. "That
seemsto include agreat many of the Zygros, including Great King Sopharar. He sent
Ryllaabeautiful st of slver armor, with ahem plumed in snow-owl feathers. She says
shell wear the silver plate when we storm Baph.”

"How isRylla?" Phrames asked, alittle wigtfully, Kavan noticed.

"She says she'swell. Brother Mytron and the midwives say she's well. Ptosphes says
she'swell. She looks well to me and there are so many prayers going up to Yirtta
Allmother that the goddess must be clapping her hands over her eard™

He wasn't about to mention his fears over her pregnancy, at least not in Phrames
presence, and how he sometimes woke up in a cold sweet from nightmares about Rylla
dying like her mother. He doubted that if held been in Phrames place he would have
taken things half so well, even if Kavan were a"God- Sent Hero" who won his intended
bride.

It was hisfortune and that of Hostigos that Phrames was a here-and-now Sir Galahad.

"l just wish | knew what was being hatched a Bdph," Harmakros said, attempting to
steer the conversation onto safer ground.

Of course, Styphon's House was like an iceberg; the important seveneighths of it
were out of gght. A lot of things that would eventualy be dangerous to Hos-Hostigos
were doubtlesdy being plotted down there, but for the moment it didn't look asif
Styphon's House would be able to convert itsalf to a proper Pentagon in time for this
year's campaign; at best, Hos-Hostigos, would face not just an dliance but an dliance run
by acommittee—the Inner Circle.

"Thereisan animd in my homdand cdled acamd," Kdvan sad. "We have afable
about it." He described a camd and then told them about a camd being a horse designed
by acommittee.

Harmakros paused to strike his tinderbox, lit awooden splint and then his pipe.
"Here's to Styphon's plans having humps, bad-breath and a foul temper.”

They drank to that toast, then Harmakros added, " Although the worst plans can il
bring victory if there are good men that fight for them.”

Hedidn't need to say "Zarthani Knights."

The Knights themselves were no secret; their plans for this year's war were, and were
likely to stay that way. "I asked the villagersif they'd seen men who looked like the dead
Knight," Kalvan said. "A few said they'd had, but only asix or adozen at mogt."

"Any House Magter has sixty Knights at his persona command,” Harmakros put in.
"l suspect that Grand Master Soton has sent one of his trusted comrades north to do some
survelllance on our forts and castles. Soton is not the sort of man to take the word of
Styphon's priests on a military Stuation that could draw in two-thirds of hisforces™" Asa
young man, Harmakros had spent three campaign seasons in Hos-Ktemnos as a
mercenary captain and knew the areaand loca politics quite well. He had liked the duty,
but didn't like the priestly meddling of Styphon's House in everything from military
strategy to local bordellos. Styphon's House had originated in Hos-Ktemnaos and had fully



franchised the place. According to Harmakros, "there wasn't atown smal enough that
you couldn't find a Styphon's House shrine, temple farm or domed temple within spitting
distance.”

"| suppose not," Kavan said, "But Soton's a consecrated Archpriest of Styphon's
House and, thusly, amember of the Inner Circle. | suppose the Knights also take vows of
some sort. Can they refuse obedience to Styphon's Voice?'

"Not if Sesklos givesthem asmple order to come north and wage holy war againgt
us. But if Soton receives no such order—waell, he's not only an Archpriest of Styphon's
House, he's dso the prince of more land than most Great Kings— Kaiphranos, for one—
never mind what the law says. If those lands under the Order's suzerainty were
endangered, Soton could behave like their Prince if Sesklos would let him. He may do it
anyway."

Harmakros walked over to the deerskin map hung on the wall, drew his sword and ran
the point aong the western borders of Hos-Bletha and Hos-Ktemnos. "Our friend Soton
wears three hemets. One is Grand Master of the Holy Order of the Zarthani Knights,
consecrated to defend Styphon's House from al martia enemies, another is Archpriest of
Styphon's House, lastly, he'sagenerd in the armies of Hos-Ktemnos and Hos Bletha,
The Knights are the principa weapons agains the clans and tribes of the Lower and
Upper Sastragath. Great Kings neither have to spend a single piece of slver to keep it,
nor worry about princes winning battles and becoming amhbitious.

"If Styphon's House wants to take away that wegpon and use it somewhere ese,
they're going to have to persuade the Great Kings of the south that it'sagood idea. If the
nomads are on the move, that may take awhile. It may not even happen at al. Hos-
Hostigos may be a headache to Hos- Ktemnos and Hos-Bletha, but anomad invason
could be more like akick in the gutd™

Harmakros explanation made sense to Kavan, even if it probably erred on the side of
optimism. No point in raisng that objection now, when they knew so little about
Styphon's House's plans.

"Put Klestreus on to interrogating everybody who's ever been near the Sastragath.
Tdak to Colonel Verkan when he returns from Grefftscharr, and see if he would discreetly
question fellow traders™ They got around, and usudly kept their eyes open. They kept
their mouths shut, too. But gold, silver and trading privileges—or losing them—could do
something about that.

Kavan poured himself some more wine and relaxed. The Zarthani Knights were
here-and-now's 'Afrika Korps,' but they were aso widely scattered and no cavaryman
was much good on a hdf-starved horse. They couldn't begin their move north until they
could cut fodder on the way; cavary mounts couldn't maintain their strength by grazing.

Spring was coming late in the south. 1t would be another month before there was any
chance of bringing thousands of heavy cavadry, remounts and dl their support troops
north. The Sacred Squares of Hos-Ktemnos would be even harder to recruit for a
blitzkrieg since they would aso have to walk and be fed while they did; athough their
rations could be carried by wagons whose oxen could graze...

Kavan wasn't going to object if Dram did decide to swalow up the Knightsin
Chesapeake Bay. God or no gods, it was best to be prepared for the worst, and there was
agreat ded that could be done dong those lines right now.



Let Harmakros buy fodder aswell as rations from the Blethan merchants; five
hundred well-fed horses were better than two thousand starving one. Another shop to

make field carriages for atillery; the Royal Foundry would scream if it had to give up
more of itstrained people. But hed see if Verkan could recruit replacementsin Greffa or

Zygros City. Bring asquadron of Mounted Rifles south to add to the Army of
Observation; held been holding off on that to keep the Harphaxi from learning about
rifles but they wouldn't be a secret much longer.

Meanwhile afew points of Zarthani Knights ambushed at three times the range they
were used to might encourage the othersto stay...

Kavan refilled hiswine cup and carried it with him as he went to stand beside
Harmakros and Phrames at the map.



NINE

Phidestros, Captain of the Iron Company, strode into the dley asif he were walking
into his favorite tavern. Behind him Xeos imitated his cgptain's manner; it would be hard
for them to avoid being seen sooner or later. Aslong as no one saw them behaving as if
they didn't have a perfect right to be in this dark, smelly dley behind the Drunken Harlot
their chances for success were much greater.

Phidestros checked his pigtols, then watched while Xdos did the same. They both had
two horsepigtols, while Phidestros also carried a sword and a pocket pistol. The smaler
pistol was no good against an armored man or even an unarmored one a much more than
arm's reach, but within those limits it had provided a nasty surpriseto severd of
Phidestros |ate foes on the battlefield.

Xelos started to roll an empty barrel toward the rear door of the Drunken Harlot.
Phidestros clutched the man's shoulder and shook his head emphaticaly. Xeoslooked
confused but obeyed. There was no point in explaining to Xelos again how Lamochares
men were supposed to come out; Xd os had the strength of two men but only half aman's

wits and neither was going to change tonight.

Phidestros put his ear againgt the rear door to listen for signs that the brief rattling of
the barrd had been heard. All he could hear was the tinker shop rattle of pots and plates
in the kitchen, and beyond it the rumble of the crowd in the front rooms and the
occasiona sound of alyre. There was too much noise to let anyone insde hear street
noises easily, and even if someone did, he would probably not be suspicious. By law,
Harphax City had a curfew and a City Watch to enforce it. Although ever snce
mercenaries from dl over the Five Kingdoms had started svarming into the City for the
coming war of the Great Kings, the Watch had found it wiser to look the other way a
men on the prowl after dark.

This, thought Phidestros, was only just. The mercenaries might occasionally brawl
and rape but they'd driven the common thieves and footpads of the nighttime streets to
skulking in dark cornerslike rats—at leadt, thet is, those who'd learned in time that
mercenaries were well-armed, deadly opponents. Phidestros was about to back away
from the door when he heard shouts rising above the usua crowd noises. One was
unmistakably awoman's voice, shouting a stream of obscene accusations againg his



Banner-Captain. He didn't need to hear the actua words to know what was being said;
held rehearsed Clyniain her part often enough.

Hed been both impressed by Clynias quick memory and her insstence on being
given hdf the silver in advance, but then he hadn't been looking for a common whore
when held found her. He'd been on the look out for someone intelligent enough to learn
quickly to act like a common whore and in the meantime keegp her mouth shut, without
being s0 inteligent that sheld redlize that the climate in Harphax City would soon be to
hot for her continued hedlth.

Clyniawas supposed to proposition Petty-Captain Ephentros and lead him toward the
back of the tavern; meanwhile Geblon, pretending to be soused, would claim Clynids
favors for himsdf. When refused, he would launch an attack on Ephentros person. The
whore would then scream allitany of curses againgt Geblon. A familiar enough tavern
scene that Lamochares soldiers would St back to watch the fun instead of sugpecting foul
play. Next Geblon wasto feign afal, while Clyniatold Ephentros: "Let's escape out the
back way."

At leadt, that's what they'd rehearsed; however, plans on—and off—the bettlefield had
a habit of going awry. Phidestros was taking no chances. He stepped back from the door,
then moved to the left. Now anyone coming out would be illuminated by the light from
the second-floor bedroom window just above the door, while Phidestros would be as
invisble as one of Styphon's fireseed demons.

A sudden explosion of howls and curses told Phidestros that someone had knocked
down the torchesin the front rooms. Geblon was doing double duty, picking afight with
Lamochares men now that the dattern was gone. The dozen or so Iron Company soldiers
ingde the Drunken Harlot knew nothing about the plot, but would step in front of |oaded
pistols to protect their Banner- Captain. The fewer who know the red reason for this
night'swork, the less chance he and any of his men faced of meeting the Roya
Executioner.

Phidestros had too little belief in any god to ask Gazar to ask him for aid in this plot;
instead he made a Sadtragathi gesture of aversion againgt snakebite. Two pistols went off
practicaly together, then athird, then two more. Chairs stopped going over and Sarted
smashing as men fdl over them or picked them up for use as wegpons, while women
screamed—the girls of the house—who hadn't expected the war to start in their own
tavern.

Now Phidestros ordered Xelos to wrestle the barrel into the middle of the dley, where
it wouldn't block the door but would confuse anyone bolting into the dley. He heard no
more pistol shots, but an appalling amount of every other kind of noise. It reminded
Phidestros of the bear pit in the Roya Menagerie of Hos Zygros.

Without any warning the door flew open, crashing againg the wall so hard that loose
chunks of brick splashed into the mud. Five men burst out, followed by acloud of thick
smoke and the heartfdt curses of the Drunken Harlot's cook. Four of them were soldiers,

two each from Lamochares and Phidestros companies. The fifth was Petty- Captain
Ephentros, the only man fit to keep Lamochares company together now that the Captain
himself was too fever stricken to command it in the field. Phidestros would not have
wasted timein prayers or thanks even if hed known where to send them. He drew his
pocket pistol and shot Ephentros through the heed.



Then Phidestros threw his hideout pistol as far as his arm could propd it, over the
dley and onto arooftop.

In hisfal, Ephentros knocked over the barrdl. Between the pistol shot and the clatter
of the barrel, the other four men seemed to think they'd run into athieves ambush. Three
of them dashed madly for one end of the adley while the fourth headed in the opposite
direction a a dightly more dignified pace. Halfway to the street he raised his pistol, saw
Xdaostrying to set the barrdl upright again, and shot him in the throat. Xelos gave a
horrible gurgling scream as hefell.

The inhuman sound frightened the couple in the second-floor bedroom into putting
out their light, plunging the dley into complete darkness. It aso made the man who shot
Xedos sop at the mouth of the dley. The faint moonlight reflecting off the man's armor
told Phidestros two things. firgt, that he wasn't a member of the Iron Company; and
second that he was afool not to darken hisarmor o that it wouldn't reflect the
treacherous moonlight. Phidestros fired his pistol, and was raising the other pistol when
the man collgpsed with agroan and lay kicking in the mud.

Xelos was dead. He made certain of this after re-loading his pistols. He heard the
thump of abar dropping into place, the scrape of furniture againgt the kitchen door of the
Drunken Harlot. Whoever or whatever was screaming and shooting off pistolsin the
dley, the people insde wanted to keep it outside.

He quickly exchanged his till smoking pistal for the onein Xelos belt.

Phidestros hurried towards the south end of the dley, stopping briefly to seeif the
man held shot needed finishing off. While he wasn't completely dead yet, he was bleeding
so profusaly that nothing short of Styphon's Own Blessing would save him, or even let
him speak before he died. Phidestros stepped out into the cobblestone street just asa
party of the watch rounded the corner a abrisk trot, more than a dozen men with haf-
pikes as well as afew boys carrying torches.

Phidestros holstered his remaining pistol and strode toward the approaching
watchmen, haf of whom kept straight on and disgppeared in the direction of the Drunken
Harlot's front door. His troopers in the front rooms would do what they could to prove
their innocence; he would have to do most of the work, both tonight and during the next
few days. The stakes were high; he could end up with the authority over Lamochares
company, a hundred and sixteen good men, less the two held just shot, and two guns. He
could aso end up facing the axe as atraitor, or the noose as acommon murderer.

At least he would not be breaking one of hisiron bound rules. He would not be
risking his authority over the Iron Company by wantonly expending them to advance
himsdf. If helost this gamble, the good will of the Iron Company toward a man under
sentence of desth would hardly matter dl that much.

Two torch boys and four men of the watch approached Phidestros, their hands on the
hilts of their swords.

"Greetings, Captain," he sad, to the man who was obvioudy in charge, wearing a
plate back-and- breast instead of |eather jack.

"What are you doing back here, Sir?"

Obvioudy the Guard Captain was aware of City palitics and the practice of noblesto
roam the city streets as armed soldiers. No need to unnecessarily offend one of Prince



Seledtros favorites by accident.

"Forgive me, but I'm somewnhat uneasy for my men."

"Your name?"'

"Captain Phidestros of the Iron Company.”

"Where are you men?"

"In that tavern. | was coming to join them for adrink when | heard shotsin the
dleyway. | ran back to help and found one of my troopers shot in the throat behind the
kitchen. The cook has barred the back door and | was through the aley to make my way
to the entrance.”

"Please, give me your pigals.”

"May | kegp my sword?" Phidestros asked, while handing over the pistol from his
belt holster. Then he bent down to remove the one holstered in his boot.

"Of course, you're not under arrest.” Although the tone of the captain's voice
indicated that might well be happening shortly, given the absence of any other suspects.

The watch captain sniffed both of Phidestros pistols. "Well, neither of these has been
fired thiseve."

Phidestros shrugged his shoulders.

The captain looked at his with squinted eyes. "Come with us, Captain. "l want to
examine those dead men."

"What about my soldiers?’

"They will be dedling with the laws of Hos Harphax and the will of His Magesty,
King Kaiphranos," the watch captain said. "Y ou, follow me."

One of Phidestros men tripped and was promptly smacked across the face with the
back of ahalberd head. Phidestros clenched hisfists, holding them low so the watch
wouldn't see, swalowing curses, and fdl in behind the watch captain.

The rabbit peered impudently from benegath the gnarled surface root of alemon tree
just downhill from Tortha Karf. Tortha could have sworn it dso wiggled its ears a him.

Torthareached for his needler, then remembered he was unarmed except for the
muzze-loading pistal from Kavan's Time-Line held brought out for target practice after
lunch. It was primed and loaded and maybe he could hit the rabbit with it; on the other
hand, he hadn't had much practice. If the bullet kept going, it might reachthe workersin
the nearest grove before it fdl to the ground. Solid projectile weapons weren't like
needlers or beam wegpons, those solid projectiles could bounce.

The workers would probably forgive him for accidentally shooting one of them, or
maybe even doing it on purpose. They didn't think of Tortha Karf as quite a god perhaps,
but certainly as the sort of hero entitled to awhim or two now and then. Considering their
history, this wasn't dtogether surprising. The Altides were descended from a Madagascar
tribe on the Afro- Sinic Sector of the Y angtzee- Mekong Basic Sector Grouping. Tortha



Karf's father had found them suffering not only from famine but dso from dave raiders
let loose by acivil war in Chinathat kept the Chinese Imperid Fleet's patrol squadrons at
home. Bringing them to Fifth Level Agricultura Sector as awork force for the Tortha
family estate had earned their enduring, if not necessarily eternal, gratitude.

That was al the more reason for being careful with his shooting. An early lesson for
any Paracop was not to take advantage of people's hospitality, women or superstitions for
his own pleasure. One seldom knew when their patience was going to run out until it was
much too late. Even if you escaped the people you abused, you were gpt to become
careless, then some other outtimer would save the Paratime Police Bureau of Internd
Contral the trouble of putting you up on charges.

Tortha Karf firmly put away both temptation and the pistol, then noticed hed
forgotten to turn off the recorded message playing on the portable recorder perched on
top of the picnic basket. He played it back and listened to Verkan Val's description of the
latest crigs on Fourth Level Europo- American, where a number of penetrated subsectors
were getting thoroughly embroiled in awar in aplace caled locdly Viet Nam. A map
showed it as part of the coastline on the southeast corner of the Mgor Northern Land
Mass.

"The stuation in Europo- American has grown worse Since our last conversation,
increasing the possibility that thiswar could findly trigger afull scae nuclear dugfest.
Even if this doexn't happen, suspicion of anything unusud will increase and internd
surveillance has become much more efficient throughout these subsectors since the
Second Globd War. There are dso authors making fortunes with stories of diensfrom
space dropping in unannounced, making abductions and spying on the world. All we
need isfor the KGB or the CIA or the Vatican to start taking them serioudy. Our dis-
information program has been a great success to date, but increasing technological
development in the areas of communications and dectronics may hamper our present
operations and force usto curtail future commercid operations.

"The odds definitely favor our having to pull out of other Fourth Level Europo-
American, Hispano- Colombian Subsectors as well. The commercid interests that
opposed you twenty years ago are going to make an even bigger stink now, so I'm not
going to rush into things. I'm going to recommend that the Paratime Commission gppoint
astudy group to andyze the whole Europo- American Sector, with representatives from
everybody who thinks they have something useful to say.

"That will make it a committee much to big to do anything except talk, of course.
However, nobody will be able to claim he didn't get a chance to be heard. Also, if we
keep an eye on them, we may learn who are the red idiots and who, or who cannot, be
trusted. I'm going to give Ddlathe main respongbility for watching the Europo-
American Study Group. I'm afraid that means she and | won't be going outtime this year,
but she seeswhy."

Tortha Karf hoped Val was right; a discontented Ddla could give the new Paratime
Chief afull-time job he didn't need.
"l have to be in aposition to spend at least the first two months of the campaign on

Kadvan's Time-Line. Othewise, I'll seem to be a man who ran out on his friends when
they were in danger. Even if somebody doesn't shoot mefor thet, I'll certainly lose

command of the Mounted Rifles and accessto Kavan."



The screen flickered into amap of the theater of the coming Great Kings War. There
were two red blobs, one in northern Ktemnos and one around Harphax City, facing one
large blue blob in southern Hos-Hostigos. And anumber of blue spots etched al the way
back to Hostigos Town. "About forty thousand men for Kavan, dightly less than twenty-
five thousand for Kaiphranos and about the same for the Styphoni army in Hos-
Ktemnos." With three opponents to every two of his own men, the odds didn't look good
for Kavan, dthough he was victorious with worse odds in the war against Nostor.

Suddenly ablue line lanced out from Beshta dmost to Harphax City and then back
again. Vdl'svoice explained:

"The armies would aready be moving if they were of normd sze, which on Kadvan's
Time-Line for amgor army would mean a most ten to twelve thousand men on aside.
However, thanks to dl the snow from the Winter of the Wolves most of the roads—
they're dl dirt roads on Aryan Trangpacific except for main thoroughfaresin the capitd
cities— have been washed out and afew are out-and-out running rivers—or sewers,
depending upon the population dengty. It's only within the past few days that the roads
have begun to dry out—athough not enough for heavy wagon treffic.”

Tortha laughed, remembering afew such 'streams in his own forays on Second and
Fourth Leve 'barbarian’ time-lines.

"Ontop of that, there till isn't enough forage to support either army advancing asa
single body. That's the one advantage Kavan has. With his better discipline and aff
work he can probably maneuver two armies independently without losing touch with
each other, that is, when he learns about the army in Hos Ktemnos. I've dready figured a
way of lesking the information without |etting anyone know it's coming from me.”

Tortha Karf winced. It was one minus dready just for a Paratime Police Chief to have
an outtime 'friend,’ but it was something e'se again to aid that friend with supplies—
which Verkan was aready doing—or intelligence. At the moment it didn't add up to a
violation of the Paratempora Code, but it skirted the line too close for Torthas peace of
mind, besides providing ussful anmunition for the new Chief's enemies—who would
multiply geometricaly the moment he closed Fourth Level Europo- American.

What V| hadn't taken into account, as Dala had so determinedly pointed out, was
the faddish nature of Home Time Line society—for the past few years Europo- American,
Hispano- Columbian Subsector was it! He remembered afew years back when every child
under the age of twelve had a coonskin cap and a hula-hoop! Millions of flat screen TVs
had been imported along with drive-in theeters. And the music! Scratch and racket he
cdled it! About two years ago they'd had to squelch aring of kidnappers from Home
Time Line who were abducting this Predey boy from other subsectors where he hadn't
become a famous singer, having him play in underground dives and 'hops—asthey
cdled them! What next?

Every century or so Home Time Line adopted the 'culture of an 'interesting’ Belt or
Subsector. He remembered during his youth when Second Level Gorphyx Sector with its
‘spaceships and 'spacemen’ had been dl the rage. They'd even 'imported’ afew of these
ships and traveled to other stars, but the cost was prohibitive and there wasn't anything
redly interesting in space. It was much chegper and easier to travel sideways through
Paratime...

The one big disadvantage was that First Level wasin danger of becoming a society of



mimics, adopting other cultures to the point of losing their own. This decade everyone
wanted to ape Europo- American manners, didogue and sometimes even socid manners.
Thisfaddish fever had gotten worse as hel'd gotten older—he wondered if it wasthe price
they paid for 'living' off of these outtimers. When was the last time héld seen aFirst Leve
art show or entertainment worth viewing that wasn't based on some outtime work or its
re-interpretation?

Paratemporal theorist, Ulton Dorth, contended it was it another symptom of First
Leve cultural decadence, which aong with the unnecessary dependency upon 'persond
servants,' or proles, had wesakened the very fabric of their ten thousand year-old society.
Torthawondered where it would al end; fortunately, it wasn't his problem anymore.

Verkan's voice continued, "However, the roads are now dry enough o that the
cavary carrying their own rations can move fast. Kavan had Harmakros send two
thousand Mobile Force cavary under Count Phramesinto Hos-Harphax. They were to
loot and burn anything belonging to King Kaiphranos or Styphon’ House, scout out the
land, fight only if they had to and above dl keep moving.

"Phrames did agood job. He stayed out seven days, because he overran a supply
dump and the band of Harphaxi cavary holding it. With the extra supplies, he was able to
swing west, outrun two Lances of Zarthani Knights and make it back losing only a
hundred men and two hundred horses. He seems to have raised the very Styphon on the
way. Our people in Hos-Harphax said you could see the smoke of his fires from the walls
of the city.

"This should tickle up something in Hos-Harphax, but it's too soon to say exactly
what. We are definitey having a problem getting intelligence from our agents there.

Grand Magter Soton is there trying to whip the Harphaxi Roya Army into shape, and is
aso indaling some rudimentary notions of security; he's the one who aso came up with

the secret mobilization in Ktemnos. We wouldn't have known about that one oursalves if
we hadn't just managed to get a man into Baph.

"We have two of our people working in Harphax City taverns frequented by
mercenaries, and two more passing themselves off as sutlers. The second pair will move
out with the army, when and if. Were not getting much information from the University
people; most of them are up to their eyebrows in work at the Foundry. The only two who
aren't are Professor Baltrov Eldra and Director Tagran Dreth, who are back on Home
Time Line assambling this year's team of scholars

S0 I'm going to send out Inspector Ranthar Jard to join both the Roya Foundry and
the Mounted Rifles asa Zygros friend of mine. I'm sure | don't need to tell you that he

can Hill keep his eyes and ears open and his mouth shut better than most. HEs dso
remarkably hard to kill.

"Hell reach Hogtigos Town in about a ten-day with some Grefftscharrer brass for
casting and a message from me. I'll follow in less than a moon with afull-scale caravan
of food and military stores from one of our Control Time-Lines. Thet should land mein
Hostigos before the shooting redly starts, but after Ranthar Jard's had time to look around
and ask afew questions. | hope he doesn't find anything that requires officid action.
Apart from the dividing the University team, when they'll need to be guarding each
others backs, Danthor Dras could easly make something out of any hint of scandal. He's
going to be broadcasting a series of lectures on Styphon House Subsector, Kavan's



Time-Line, usng dl hisfavorite visud effects. Anything he says about the Paracops will
have an audience of severa hundred million. We can just as well do without thet, thank
you..."

Grand Magter Soton signed his name &t the bottom of the parchment with less than
his usud flourish. The scroll contained arequisition to the Roya Granaries of Hos-
Harphax for enough food and fodder for three Lances of Knights and their horses. It was
the least he could do having sSigned their death warrant by ordering them to this dreary
and inhospitable land. HEd spent the last moon-haf snce held arrived from Hos-
Ktemnos ingpecting King Kaiphranos pitiful excuse for an Army. It was even worse than
First Spesker Anaxthenes had feared, and Anaxthenes was not known for his optimism.
Anaxthenes had been right to send him here to reconnoiter the Army of Hos-Harphax;
now he understood why he'd been ordered to bring the Lances with him.

Y et, to send so many Brethren to dmost certain degth stuck in histhroet like afish
bone. If there was one thing certain, by Ormaz, it was that held never make a statesman—
good or otherwise.,

King Kaphranos Roya Horse Guard wasn't up to muster, and sngularly ill-
equipped—a polite phrase for bridles that fell gpart in your hands and pistols whose locks
were frozen with rust. The fifteen hundred Royd Lancers led by Prince Philesteus were,
if anything, over-equipped; siver and gilded armor that could blind friends as well as
opponents on a sunlit battlefield. They were composed of younger sons of the nobility
and wedthy merchants and were hard to control unless used wisdy. And who in
Styphon's name could do that: Kaiphranos, so frail he couldn't mount a horse without
help? Prince Philesteus, as rash as he was courageous? Grand Duke Lysandros, who was
a competent commander, but untested against a worthy foe? Besides, everyone knew that
his true ambition was not to lead troops but to rule Hos-Harphax. Count Aesthes, a
commander who'd never won a battle although held fought three, owed his present rank
of Captain-Generd of Hos-Harphax to the fact he could listen to Kaiphranos endless
monologues about the best kind of reeds for bassoons? Only in the Harphaxi Army...

There were some good mercenary troops, but they were of little use unless
competently led. The Hos-Harphaxi levy were the dregs of the Five Kingdoms, gallows-
fruit, cutpurses, imbeciles and the scourings of every prison in the eeven Princedoms of
Hos-Harphax. And their mounts! Never in hiswhole life had he seen such an assortment
of nags, bags of bones and swaybacks. The entire lot wasn't worth the lead it would cost
Kavan to bring them down.

The Knight doing steward's duty entered and said, "A Captain Phidestros to see you,
Grand Magter.”

"Bid him enter.”

Soton glanced at the parchment detailing the Throne's accusations againg the
mercenary captain—murder topped the list. The Harphaxi Royd Provost had wisdy
refrained from passing sentence, leaving it for him to pass judgment. In a private note, the



Provost appeded to the Knights justice rather than the Great King's. A wise choice as
more than one mercenary commander had been hanged to appease the locdl citizenry.
The Provost had based his appeal on the fact that they Roya Army needed every
mercenary captain they could beg, borrow or kidnap. Sadly, he wasright.

Soton wondered what Phidestros would have done if hed known that the Grand
Magter was satisfied that the Captain had plotted and committed cold-blooded murder to
place the Blue Company of Captain Lamochares under his own banner. Persondly, he
thought the young blackguard should be drawn and quartered; however, the Holy War
againg the Usurper was more important than any single murder or the ambitions of a
mercenary captain. Unless he could prompt afull confesson, which he rather doubted, he
would rather find alesser punishment. Otherwise, Phidestros death would seem arbitrary
and offend the other mercenaries, making for bad blood between them and the Order at a
time when they needed every man-jack of them.

There was no doubt Captain Phidestros had shown initiative and cool courage: two
things in desperatdly short supply in the Army of Hos-Harphax. If dl dsefaled, Kdvan's

army would soon digpatch Phdestros to Regwarn, Cavern of the Dead, final resting place
for those without honor or belief in the gods.

When Phidestros entered, Soton with a silent gesture sent the steward Knight out for
de. Then he leaned back in his chair as best he could and studied the man standing before

him on the far Sde of the table. The captain was gill young and lean, with assured and
fluid movements, like an upright panther. He was handsome enough in arough, vitd sort
of way, but his eyes had the color and warmth of amountain stream. All in dl, he looked
like the hard-bitten and ambitious mercenary commander he was.

It was a contemplation that would have been easer if Phidestros had been shorter.

Then he would not have made Soton more conscious than usud of his own lack of height,
and how over-szed this chair borrowed from the Palace was for him. The next time he
traveled north he would bring one of his own chairs from Tarr-Ceros, like the one he had

at the Triangle Table in the Golden Temple a Bdph.

Meanwhile, there was no purpose in letting himsdlf be distracted from grest matters
by trying to dominatein smdl ones.

"Sit down, Captain Phidestros, and tell me why you think you and your men should
not be punished for your work a the Drunken Harlot five moons ago.”

Phidestros sat down with an dmaost contemptuous grace of movement that told Soton
very clearly the Captain knew why he was being told to St. Either he was very sure his
case was fireproof, or he was playing some deep game with someone else pulling the
strings. Soton decided to assume the first Snce the second was too disquieting to even
contemplate without evidence. He had enough of hidden plots and machinationsin his
dedlings with the Inner Circle without searching out more.

Soton aso had no evidence for the story that Phidestros was a bastard of someone too
highly placed to acknowledge him, but practical enough to find him useful and to
advance his career whenever this could be done quietly. The Iron Company was the best-
fitted, well-horsed and sharpest gppearing mercenary company in Hos-Harphax. No
evidence—yet Soton's belly told him that no other explanation made sense; ill, he
would not wager on which of the haf-score men named as Phidestros sire might be the
one.



"l do not think we should be punished for this unfortunate mishap, since neither | nor
my men had anything to do with the Petty- Captain and trooper Vilthos desth. However, |

do not think that | and my men are without blame, Grand Master.”

Soton nodded, not sure what to make out of ths—was the Captain confessing to the
killings?

"That morning there was a horse race among the mercenaries and Royd Lancers. My
mount, Long Shanks, took first place that day and our wagers emptied many a purse. My
victory was well known among the populace of Harphax City, including most of the
footpads and thieves. | feared a misguided attack upon my person—or whom the
attackers believed to be me and my command—to relieve me of my purse resulted in this

contretemps involving the Blue Company, whaose only crime was celebrating my success
at the race with the Iron Band."

It took al of Soton's self-control not to bresk out smiling: Does Phidestros really
think that he can sell this stale codswallop to me? The verifiable facts would check out—
the Captain was no fool, but what band of thieves in Harphax City were brave enough to
beard amercenary captain and his armed troopers in a public brothel? On the other hand,
if he were not overly anxious to punish this ambitious cagptain, the sory did give them dl
away to save face.

"Indeed, Grand Magter," Phidestros continued, "I believe that Lamochares men
auffered quite innocently from this heinous ambush upon my person and | would seeto

meaking provision for their kin. | know that Ephentros left awidow and two daughters.

Also, the owner of the Drunken Harlot has the right to recoup his losses for the cost of
replacing hisfurniture. After this cowardly ambush, he was lft with nothing but alavish
supply of kindling wood."

Undoubtedly, Phidestros could pay enough to quiet a grest many tongues, the Iron
Company had |eft the battlefield of Fyk last winter not only in good order, but well
rewarded, having thoroughly looted the baggage train of Sarrask of Sask. There were
barons with smaller war chests than Phidestros; furthermore, there was no chance of
Phidestros selling his services to Hos-Hostigos as long as Sarrask of Sask was dive. The
one neetly balanced the other, depriving Phidestros of one mgor weapon in any
ambitious mercenary captain's arsend: the ability to switch sides whenever hefound a
pretext plausible enough to satisfy the scruples of the more devout Galzar worshippers

among his command.

"1 will pay whatever you bdieveisfar, Grand Madter, in return for agrant of the
right to take Lamochares meninto the Iron Company. Ephentros was the only man fit to
command under an independent company. The other petty-captains are not bad troopers,
but they lack experience—they're green. Also, thereis bad blood between some of them.”

Soton clenched his jaw sotightly histeeth ground together like millstones. This
mercenary captain has as much gall as the so-called Great King of Hos-Hostigos! "I
have heard as much. Aren't you burying Lamochares without bothering to find out if he's
dead?'

"l am far from interring the worthy Lamochares, Grand Magter. | wish him long years
and an honorable career. However, dl my wisheswill not drive out the marsh fever and
rattle-lung in time to let him take the field this season. His heder saysit's Styphon's Own
Miracle he heslived so long, but if by another such miracle he recovers, he will never



ride ahorse again. If Lamochares company is not put into the hands of an experienced
captain it will belost to Styphon's service this year.”

That was true enough, particularly since one of the things Soton did know was that
Lamochares had become cardless about the pay and equipment of his men as the fever
worsened. Too much of the paychest spent on quacks and leeches. The late Petty- Captain
Ephentros had done his best, but that hadn't been good enough. Lamochares men would
need agood ded of discipline hammered into them and Silver spent on their arms and
appurtenances before they were any fitter to take the field than their captain.

They would probably aso follow the man who gave them what they needed like lost
sheep following a shepherd. And dmogt certainly if said man had the reputation and—
Hadron take the man, but there was no denying it—the commanding presence of Captain
Phidestros, the Blue Company would be reformed into a useful unit. "How will you hed
the bad blood between your men and Lamochares troopers?'

"As recompense for their losses, the Iron Company has helped pay for their drink and
victuds. We aso shared our lodgings with them when | learned that the company
paychest was empty and they were being evicted from the Bent-Horn Tavern.”

Phidestros answer demonstrated that he too had been doing a great deal of thinking
on the matter, too much thinking, in fact. Soton began to have the feding he waslistening
to a superb actor playing a part in one of the Fireseed Plays. However, it was not the sort
of feding Soton was prepared to let carry him away when plain facts were shouting in his
edr.

Fact: Lamochares men would indeed be leaderless if they weren't put under some
other captain.

Fact: If they were |eft leaderless, they would not be taking the field this season when
every man would be needed to crush the Usurper Kavan, even if they were nothing more
than cannon fodder. The Blue Company would be left behind, idle, unpaid and a menace
to the lawful subjects of Harphax City whose fondness for mercenaries would doubtless
run out when the mercenaries purses did.

Fact: Phidestros had a deep enough purse to give Lamochares company everything
they needed. That would save one hundred and fourteen troopers and two good gunsto
the service of Styphon—an addition not to be despised.

Fact: Under Phidestros the men would also be under a captain loyd to Styphon's
House—or at least asloya as any mercenary captain could ever be—they would not be
under Prince Philesteus and Duke Aesthes or obeying Styphon's House through the
offices of Grand Duke Lysandros. Soton knew enough about those men to trust the first
two hardly at dl, and Lysandros only as long as his ambitions for the throne of Hos-
Harphax were not threatened.

Fact: Phidestros Iron Company strength was now one hundred and thirty-seven men.
With Lamochares company, Phidestros would have a double company with over two
hundred and fifty men.

Soton had far more pressing concerns than Phidestros cold-blooded amhition if his
current estimation of the Harphaxi Armies incompetence was correct. The mercenary's
clam to Lamochares Blue Company was worth granting—at a price.

"Captain Phidestros, | have aready discussed this matter in detail with the Provost



Marshd and shdl render afind judgment today despite my concernsthat | have only
have your word for some important matters regarding the murder of Petty-Captain

Ephentros.”

"So beit, Grand Magter. My men and | have little to fear, for Styphon will guide you
to the truth."

Soton had to hold back the laughter that threatened his poise. It would not serve his
purpose to reved his suspicions so blatantly. However, he needed to caution Phidestros

againg placing that long nose of hisin places where people might be tempted to cut it off.
"Before | render judgment, | will warn you, Captain Phidestros, that another such
incident asthiswill not be so easily dismissed! Am | understood?’

"Yes, Sr."

"l would also add that if | do find you fit to teke command of Lamochares men, | will
request one further thing of you."

"Ask, and if it islawful in the Sght of Styphon, first among gods, and Galzar
Wolfhead, it shdl be done."

"It islawful," Soton sad tightly. He wanted badly to say, Oh, demons fly away with
your false piety and drop it in Kalvan's chamber pot! Prudence slenced him. "It is
certainly lawful to ask you to have Lamochares guns fitted with trunnions and the new
Syle carriages at your expense.”

Soton again wanted to laugh; Phidestros was findly looking unsettled. "We have
aready fitted the e ght- pounder with trunnions and my petty-captain is building a
cariage. But fitting the eighteen- pounder they call the Fat Duchess will take sometime,
Grand Master, and also agood dedl of gold.”

"Nonetheless, | must be satisfied that youwill take proper care of the weapons
entrusted to your care before | raise you higher among the captains serving Styphon's
House. Isthis not aso lawful?'

"Yes, Grand Magter, it islawful. You shdl be so satisfied, Grand Magter.”

"Good. | then rend my judgment of Not Guilty in the murders of Petty-Captain
Ephentros and trooper Vilthos. Y ou may leave.”

Phidestros didn't look so sure of himsdlf as he left the chamber. Soton kept a grin off
his face until the Captain had departed, drained an entire goblet of wine and, without
taking it from hislips, hooted with laughter.

Adding the Provost's hefty fine for the brawl at the Drunken Harlot to the cost of
refitting the two guns, and even the Saski loot would be stretched a bit. Then Phidestros
might aso be encouraged to give up hisintrigues and ambitions and settle down doing
the work he knew so well. Styphon's House had plenty of ambitious would-be-dlies; it
had rather fewer reliable captains of mercenaries.



TEN

It wasn't until Soton entered Great King Kaiphranos audience hdl that he finaly
began to understand how Kalvan had been so successful so quickly. The Grand Hall was
dingy and filled with ancient furniture that looked asiif it had been used for pistol
practice. The only window worthy of the name had been laborioudy carved through the
wall, but otherwise the only outsde light came through firing dits mede for arrows.

When they built the keep of Tarr-Harphax, petty barons and outlaws were fighting amost
yearly over the lands left vacant by the annihilation of the Ruthani tribes. Princes and
kings who wanted to deep pescefully a night built for defense, not comfort. While il
stout—the ancients built ther tarrsto last— Tarr-Harphax hadn't been well maintained for
ahundred years.

At least Kaiphranos had beeswax candlesto light the Great Hall, not the grease:
soaked tapers that filled the rest of the castle with agreat ded of smoke and stink. Most
of the hangings and tapestries were faded, some ripped or frayed at the ends. Even the
Iron Throne of King Kaiphranos IV showed rust stains aong the arms and legs. Soton
had seen better furnishings in the longhouses of Sagtragathi headmen.

Ka phranos himsdf seemed hardly more than another shadow. He was bent and
crooked, while hiswispy white hair solayed out of his crown like an unruly bird's nest.
Even from a distance his red velvet robe showed dark purple wine stains.

Hanking Great King Kaiphranosin lesser chairs of state were his eldest son and heir,
Prince Philesteus, and the stooped, white-bearded Captain-Generd of Hos-Harphax,
Duke Aesthes. Philesteus wore armor under his robes and was eccentric enough to go
clean-shaven, which left his thick neck and double chin exposed to dl. Duke Aesthes
could hardly carry himsdf a dl; a seventy winters and suffering from arthritis he was
past active campaigning. During the thirty past winters, atime when Hos-Harphax didn't
need to take war and armies serioudly, this wouldn't have mattered. Now, however...

Across from Kaiphranos sat his much younger haf-brother, Grand Duke Lysandros, a
dender fine-featured man of middle age whose mink-lined, gold - filigreed robe was worth
more than the entire contents of the Hall. Out of dl Kaiphranos advisors, he was the only
adherent of Styphon's House and the fittest genera. For once Soton wished he had a
purse full of Anaxthenes little vids, so he could put the scales of Hos-Harphax back into



balance.

As he sat down next to Lysandros, Soton wished even more that he had adrink in
hand, preferably good winter wine. From the look on Lysandros face he knew thiswas
going to be an ordedl. He leaned over and whispered to Lysandros, "W here's Prince
Selestros?’

The Grand Duke answered in avoice loud enough to Sartle Kaiphranos. "Sdestrosis
out walowing with some he, she or it."

Great King Kaiphranos cleared histhroat. Quite unnecessarily, Prince Philesteus
barked, "Give ear to the Great King!"

The Hall was so sllent that Soton could hear the creaking of his joints as Kaiphranos
graightened up in his throne.

"Grand Magter Soton,” Kaiphranos said, in awhining voice that reminded Soton of a
befuddied old tutor who had roamed the streets of Geas, the village where held grown up,
then left as soon as the first whiskers graced his chin.

"Yes, Your Mgesty."

"Isit true, what I've heard? That you plan to leave Us with tomorrow evening's tide?'

"Yes, itistrue. | have been called upon by the Inner Circle to lead the Sacred Squares
of Hos-Ktemnos againgt the Usurper Kavan.”

Great King Kaphranos face crumpled like that of an infant about to start squaling.
"What have | done to bring this plague upon our land? | have worshipped al the true
gods and paid Styphon's offerings. | have given my people peace and now the gods re-
pay me with Daemons! Now, the Grand Magter prepares to sted away in the night, to
leave my Kingdom to death and ruin."

Soton made an effort to keep his expression neutral. He glanced over at Grand Duke
Lysandros and saw him roll his eyes.

"l am not deserting anyone. | told Captain-Generd Aesthes three days ago that |
would be leaving soon. | was not sent here to command the Army of Hos-Harphax, but to

seethat it was fit for battle Soton raised hisvoice. "This | have done. Styphon's treasure
has armed and refitted the Roya Army you have so long neglected.”

If Kaiphranos had been aturtle, his head would have retrested into its shell; asit was
he made a passing good imitation of one.

"Styphon's gold has bought you twelve thousand mercenaries and provided you with
three Lances of the Holy Order. Y our army has a commander, two, perhaps three. Y ou
don't need me."

"Grand Master Soton is correct, Your Magesty," Archpriest Phyllos said. Phyllos was
Styphon's House top cleric in Hos-Harphax, as well as a member of the Inner Circleand
head of the High Temple of Harphax City. "Furthermore, | have just received word that a
convoy ison itsway from Baph with a hundred tons of Styphon's fireseed and three
thousand of Styphon's Own Guard. There is to be another convoy from Agrys City with
elght thousand more mercenaries and a fifty thousand ounces of gold for the war againgt
the Usurper.”

Soton's head reeled. He'd have to completely re-think the war against Hos Hostigos.
Why hadn't | been informed of these reinforcements? What other surprises are hidden in



the deeves of Anaxthenes robes?

"l want the Grand Master to lead Our Army!" Kaiphranos cried. "He will bring us
Styphon's Own Blessing."

Soton stamped on his anger until his voice came out in adeadly monotone; after dl, it
has been the Inner Circle's palicy to weaken the central authority of the Northern
Kingdoms. Yet, it was Kaiphranos failure of leedership that had made their efforts so
successful. "If you had kept your own house in order, there would be no need for
Styphon's troops and Styphon's gold to give you back the kingdom you have lost. We are
not here at your pleasure, but & Styphon's Will. Remember this: What has been given,
can be taken away."

As Soton had expected, Kaiphranos anger melted away like last moon's snowfall.
Left behind were a frightened old man and a son who'd never grown up, puffing himsalf
up in anger. To defuse the Stuation, Soton added, "L et your son re-unite his future
kingdom and earn his spurs. Even in digtant Tarr- Ceros we have heard of the fame of the
Harphaxi Roya Lancers. It was S0 easy to salvage Philesteus pride; yet, it went against
Soton's very grain. Let Anaxthenes do his own double-tongued work from now on!

"Yes, Father," Philesteus said. "The Grand Magter is right. With our own Royd Army
we will skin the snake in his own den.”

Kaphranos waved away his son'swords. "I want to know more about this army you
plan to lead from Hos-Ktemnos, Grand Master. Why do they not open the battle against
the Usurper Kavan?'

"l am not at liberty to speak about their plans. We have learned in Harphax City that
even the stone walls have ears”

"Are you accusing me of harboring traitors and intelligencers?"' the old king was
beginning to get his color back.

"Of course not. But isit not true that a highpriest of the false god Dram passes
through these doors every day?'

Kaphranos averted his gaze and stared at the floor. A moment later a servant, bearing
goblets of wine on atray, entered the chamber. Soton was shocked when he took one and
saw the green corrosion on what appeared to be a golden stem.

"Highpriest Cratos is an old friend and trusted advisor. | could not believe he would
violate Our trust. Besides, thiswar is not about Dram or Styphon, but about the lands
that were stolen from my Kingdom by this Usurper Lord Kavan!

"Nor is this what We have come to this Council of War to discuss™ The old King
brightened as though struck by ingpiration. "I now want to announce Our decision in the
meatter of a proper reply to the godless attack by the Traitor, Rebel and Daemon Kavan
into the land of Hos Harphax one and a half moons ago. We have in this matter sought
the advice of our Councilors and Cgptains and the wisdom sent only by the gods.”

Soton steded himsdf for the worst; he was fairly sure that the part about "seeking
advice' was pure diplomacy, meant to placate Styphon's House. The Temple had ears and
eyesin too many places in Harphax City not to have known whether or not Kaiphranos
hed consulted with any significant numbers of his"council ors and captains.” No,
whatever was about to come out now was likely to be the old man's decison—or whim.
Kaiphranos last mgjor decison had been to gppoint Lysandros Captain-Governor of



Harphax City, which meant that the only competent generd of the House of Harphax
would not be taking the field during the upcoming campaign. All of which left Soton less
than optimitic that the words he was about to hear would contain any grest amount of
wisdom.

"It is Our will that the Royd Treasury be caled on to ease the suffering of those who
lost homes, herds and kin to the Host of the Traitor, Rebel and Daemon Kalvan.

"It is Our will that Count Phrames and dl other invaders who may be proved to have
followed the Usurper's orders to march into Harphax to the destruction and wasting of
Our lands shdl be under the same ban as the Traitor, Rebd and Daemon Kavan, and
shdl suffer the same pendties a the hands of Our justice.

"It is Our will that Duke Aesthes shdll take his seat a Tarr-Minnos and shdl from
there command a force of horse to watch aline from Tarr-Minnos south and west to Tarr-
Kyloth that no further invaders may crossit without warning.

"It is Our will that no man who has sworn oath to the Iron Throne of Hos-Harphax
shdl passforward of this line without Our express command, given under Our hand and
Sed

"It is Our will that the Host of Harphax be readied with the grestest dispatch to march
and utterly crush the Traitor, Rebel, Daemon Kavan, at such time as Our noble and loyd
dlies may be able to give of their strength for this purpose.

"Thisis Our will in this matter, proclamed this 11th day of the Moon of the Tdl
Grassin Our seat of Tarr-Harphax."

Soton was glad he hadn't been smoking his pipe; if he had, it would have clattered to
the floor, betraying to al his ggping mouth. Asit was, he was able to compose his
features before anyone noticed, athough safely out of sight under the table, his hands
were clenching into figts. Kaiphranos strategy was smple; to lie down and let the Hostig
do what they pleased—as long as they did it only dong the frontier. Aesthes patrols
would detect any enemy attacks penetrating deep into Harphax territory, Soton supposed,
but they would be unable to scout out such an attack before it was launched. Add to this
lack of warning, Duke Aesthes past performance and Prince Philesteus rashness and
what might the Hogtigi do before the Harphaxi met them in battle, assuming now that
Kaphranos redly meant to array his army and that it was fit to do s0?

Lysandros face gave away ho more than usua—which was nothing. The Captain-
Generd Aesthes face was too swathed in white, tobacco-stained whiskersto reveal much
expression. Philesteus had neither whiskers nor any reason to hide countenance. He
looked horror-struck and gobbled like a turkey for amoment before he found hisvoice,
while hisface turned the color of aturkey's wattles.

"Fa—Y our Mgesty! This—the honor of Hos-Harphax demands—we shdl seem...!"

Kaiphranos looked mildly at his heir until he could be sure that the Prince had lost his
voice agan. Then he said more firmly than Soton would have expected, "I am the judge
of the honor of Hos Harphax and what it demands. And what it demands now is that we
not expose any more Harphaxi to attacks— from whichwe cannot defend them—by
provoking the Hostigi further. With the help of the true gods and our friends and dlies
thiswill not ways be the case, but most surdly it is so now."

Soton looked a Captain-Generd Aesthes, hoping to hear him deny that his men were



as helpless as Kaiphranos implied. When he saw the old Duke dowly nodding his head,
like a bear just awake from deep, Soton's ssomach turned to cold iron. There would be no
opposition to Kaiphranos witless demonstration of spite againgt Styphon's House, as well
asfear of the strength of Hos-Hostigos, unless one wished to intrigue it in to existence by
dedling directly with some of the mercenary captains, or even Lysandros. Such dangerous
games Soton would leave to Archpriest Phyllos who would never have to worry about
facing aformer aly, now turned enemy, on the fidd of battle.

"Your Mgesty," Grand Duke Lysandros said, "It seems to me we provoke the Servant
of Daemons Kavan by our very existence, or a least by our refusal to let an enemy of the
True God proclam himself Great King and rule over our lands and subjects any time it
pleases him! Unless we are to cravenly submit ourselves to—"

"It isnot well doneto call your Great King and elder brother acoward,” Kaiphranos
sad. "Were it not for my affection for yoursef—"

From the battle running across Lysandros face it was easy to read that he felt neither
respect nor affection for his older brother, but with two healthy heirs between him and the
Throne he so obvioudy coveted, there was little he could do but swalow his bile.

"For...forgive me, brother..." Lysandros finally choked out. "I do not wish to go

beyond caling Y our Mgesty's attention to facts that your advisors, perhaps, have not
cdled to your attention.”

"Thiswish does you credit,” Kaiphranos said, "so | will overlook any indiscretion that
arises from your eagerness to defend the honor of Hos-Harphax. We will spegk of thisno
further, Duke Lysandros. | will take your advice under consderation.”

Lysandros now looked asif hed swalowed not only his bile, but his tongue as wdll.
It occurred to Soton that perhaps there was amethod in the apparent madness of keeping
Lysandros out of the field during this campaign. A mgor victory to his credit, or more
likely avaorous part in aHarphaxi in defeet, would give him dlies among the nobles
and mercenary captains who could only feed hisambitions. It aso occurred to Soton that
very probably Styphon's House would not be losing so greetly by Lysandros remaining
safely behind the wdls of Harphax City. Barring the direct intervention of Styphon and
Gdzar on the Sde of the Harphaxi, Kavan was going to eat Kaiphranos army for first
med and pick his teeth with their bones.

Lysandros was as brave as he was able; he might not wish to survive such a defeat
and if he were in the forefront of the battle, he might not survive whether he wished to or
not. Some men could do Styphon's House as much service dead as dive; Lysandros was
not one of them.

King Kaiphranos continued, "Prince Philegteus, it is Our wish that you may lead such
part of your Roya Lancers asyou wish into the field to form part of Our strength
watching the hosts of the Traitor, Rebd and Servant of Daemons Kavan. Y ou and they
are to obey the orders of Captain-Genera Aesthesin dl matterswhere his authority
runs.

It would take the God of Judges, Galzar Himself, to determine that, thought Soton.
Both Aesthes and Philesteus started to reply, then both seemed to think better of it. For
thefirg time in hdf acandle, Soton fdt like amiling. Duke Aesthes was clearly none too
happy about having under his authority a Prince notorioudy hot- headed enough for three
cgptains hdf his age. Philesteus was just as torn among hisjoy at going into the field at



the head of his beloved Lancers, his frugration at being under the Captain-General's
orders and his reluctance to leave Harphax City with the opportunity to intrigue with the
captains of his own faction againgt Kaiphranos policy.

From the bland way Kaiphranos was studying his two commanders, Soton was quite
sure he was reading their thoughts just as clearly. Had the servants of Styphon
underestimated the wits remaining to Kaiphranos? If so, he would have to discuss the
matter with First Speaker Anaxthenes when he returned to Balph.

"My Knights and | must take counsdl as to how we may best obey the will of the
Great King. | must say that | think he has been given advice by men not knowing the true
strength that Styphon's House may bring to the aid of itsdlies. Yet, it isno shameto
them not to know the secrets of the God of Gods."

"Will be you taking your Lances of Knights away from the Army of Hos-Harphax?'

Duke Aesthes asked, his rheumy eyes remained amed like twin cannon mouths at Soton,
ignoring the glare from Philesteus and the cough from Kaiphranos.

"As| sad, | must take counsd with my Knights. | can say, however, that there seems
to be smal need for that at present.”

Which means, old man, that two thousand of my Brethren will be within reach of your
ordersif you need to reinin that spirited stallion Philesteus the Bold and find no one el'se
will help you because they're all afraid of offending their next ruler. But Styphon have
mercy upon you, should you make ill use of them—for | shall have none!

By the Gods, let me escape from this snake pit and | will do anything you ask of me
even if it means sacrificing captives to you as the Mexicotal do on their stone altars!

Archpriest Phyllos moved for the first time and Soton found himself looking into eyes
that made him think of awhole battery, loaded and with the matches smoking in the
gunners hands. Certainly Styphon's House could not afford to leave the Knights donein
supporting Hos-Harphax againgt Kavan. Too many Harphaxi nobles would never forgive
or forget if they did that and Lysandros devotion to the True God would become even
more ablack mark againgt him.

Too bad for Anaxthenes catspaw if this was another of the First Spesker's grand
schemes. Archpriests were going to have to learn the difference between cavary and
infantry just like everybody e<se if they wanted to stop Kavan before grass grew on the
ruins of Styphon's temples!

Madgter Gunner Thamoth finished winding his dow match around the eight-foot
linstock, then held the lighted end up to hislips and blew on it until Kalvan was afraid the
man's beard would catch on fire.

"Everyone back!" Thalmoth shouted. The other gunners and foundry workers backed
away from the gun-testing pit, leaving Thamoth standing adone with a smoldering maich
poised over the touch-hole of the new sixteen pounder ingde. "Farther, farther!” he
shouted as afew of the younger workers showed sgns of wanting to stay close enough to



the pit to see what happened.

The workers kept back and somehow in the process Kavan had to join the retreat to
avoid being jostled in amanner not befitting a Greet King's dignity. He grinned,
wondering if Thamoth had planned thisto avoid having to publicly give ordersto his
sovereign.

Suddenly the linstock dipped, the priming powder puffed and the sixteen pounder
spewed flames and white smoke. Double-charged for the proof firing, it reared hafway

out of the testing pit on its oak beam, then thumped back into place. From where Kalvan
stood, it looked completely intact.

Haf adozen picked men ran forward with sponges to cool the barrel, rammers and
tools to measure any deformation of barrel or bore. Asalight breeze blew away the
smoke and dust, they legped down into the pit, leaving Thamoth posing dramaticaly at
the rim with alinstock over his shoulder.

Kavan didn't begrudge the old man his moment of glory; hed come out of retirement
to take care of the testing program for the Royd Hostigos Arsend and was clearly worth
any two other gunnersin Hostigi service, except Alkides. Although a native of Hostigos,
Thamoth had spent twenty of his younger years as a mercenary and held handled gunsin
more battles than he had fingers and toes.

Findly, Thalmoth turned to the spectators and gave the thumbs up sgnd for success
which Kavan had introduced. The next step would be firing a proof charge with the
breech dug in to give the gun maximum eevation, then afidd carriage—thank Gazar or
Somebody that the gunsmiths, black smiths and carpenters had findly stopped arguing
about who would be in charge of the carriage shop!—and last of dl, a naming ceremony,
with Uncle Wolf Tharses presiding over the gun's acceptance into the Royd Artillery.
That would be about the last such ceremony for awhile, though. No more brass for the
Foundry, or at least not much; Kavan doubted there was a brass chamber pot Ieft in the
entire Great Kingdom.

Hooped wrought iron would do for the four and eight pounders, but Hostigos dready
had about as many of those as theré'd be horses to draw. What was needed was the
heavies, the sixteen pounders and those thirty-two pound siege guns he'd been dreaming
of snce last summer. Made of brass and firing either solid shot or iron shells—he'd seen
the firg experimentd shells last week—the heavies would pry open any tarr hed seen
here-and-now like a sardine can. Made of hooped wrought iron, those brutes would
amply be too heavy to move over here-and-now roads without daughtering draft animas
like hoof-and-mouth disesse.

Wait a minuté If he couldnt make siege guns with hooped wrought iron, what about
sege mortars? They would be made large enough to lob aredly destructive shell afew
hundred yards and have atrgectory that would carry it over any wals. Solid shat, too. If
castles couldn't be battered open, perhaps they could be hammered flat from above. Or, at
least, made uninhabitable if the shells could be filled with some sort of incendiary
compound...

Of course, the mortars would have to be very short range in order to be light enough

to move easily. Four or five hundred yards would probably be the limit. However, they
could easily be dug into pits like the one being used for gun testing. It would require

some fancy shooting to hit them, and afew dozen riflemen in other pits close to the wdls



could discourage any gunners standing in the open long enough for that.

Mortars might be a poor man's weapon, but Kdvan had been at the wrong end of
enough Chinese mortar barrages to have alively respect for them. Besides, anything that
impressed cadtle- holders that a siege was no longer something to sneer a would be an
asset to the Great Kingdom.

Kavan sent a page off to histent for a piece of the thin-cut pine he used in place of
notepads and some charcod. For a least the fiftieth time he cursed the downess of the
paper project which had worked up only asfar as a high grade of mush. For the fortieth
time he redlized that Brother Mytron was doing the best he could with the knowledge and
tools a hand, not to mention the time he could spare for the paper project. Mytron in fact
now wore three hats. he was Roya Papermaker of Hos-Hostigos, SurgeonGenerd to the
Royd Army and Rector of the new University of Hostigos. Unofficidly, he was dso

chief Rylla-watcher, ajob in which Ptogphes and Kadvan gave him dl the help their
military duties dlowed. That wasn't much, with the campaign season growing nearer
each day. As soon as the streams and rivers shrank abit...

Unfortunately, the warm weether had only given Ryllaher own bad case of cabin
fever; shefdt fine and was firmly convinced that kegping her shut up like the crown

jewels was good for neither her nor the baby. She argued the point with her husband, her
father, with Brother Mytron and even Head Midwife Amasphaya, who asagirl of fifteen

had helped her grandmother bring Ptosphes into the world.

Maybe Rylla had a point. Certainly there were plenty of "good breeders,” as
Amasphdya put it, among the women on both sides of her family. Maybe Princess
Demids troubles hadn't been passed on to her daughter? Maybe any baby who didn't
miscarry from its mother's temper tantrums could eesily survive mere cannon shot?
Maybe Kavan was being alittle sdfish, kegping Rylla shut up, just to save himsdf one
more headache?

Maybe, but he wasn't going to change his mind now. If Rylla sailed through the last
two months of her pregnancy aswell as she did the first seven, she could have her next
baby in atrench a the Sege of Baph if she wanted to. But for this one, shed stay put!

The page returned with the pine board and charcod. Kavan realized he was hungry
and sent the boy off to the gunner's mess to scrounge some food and wine. Rylladamed
he didn't keep enough ceremony with his medls, but hed be damned if he was going to

wagte time with that sort of thing now. With atwenty-nine hour day and no need for
deep, he just might get done haf of the things that needed doing no more than amoon or

two late.

Kavan was finishing hisfirg sketch of an eght-inch mortar and the wing of arather
tough goose, when he heard one of his pages clearing histhroat. "Y our Mgesty, Duke
Chartiphon wishes audience.”

Kalvan tossed the goose bones aside, wiped his hands on his breeches and stood to
greet Chartiphon. Despite his new titles and responsbilities, the old Captain-Generd of



Hostigos appeared much the same as he had when Kavan had first entered Tarr-
Hostigos. He was a big man with a gray-streaked golden beard and rugged features, till
wearing the same battered and |ead- splotched breastplate and two-handed sword.

Chartiphon bowed, then motioned to a man standing beside him to come forward.
"Your Mgesy, this is Ranthar, afree trader come from Grefftscharr. He bears a message
from Colond Verkan."

Ranthar was a tough-looking young man with sandy hair and a brigtling beard; he
wore well-worn legther riding clothes and looked to be well under thirty until you saw his
eyes. Kalvan hoped he would have a chance to hear from Ranthar the stories of some of
what those eyes had seen.

More immediately to the point was the Sgnet ring on Ranthar's |eft middle finger; it
was Zygros work, plain brass, and there were only four rings like it in the whole world—
none of them likely to be in the possession of someone Colond Verkan didn't trust.

"Y ou've assured yoursdlf of awarm welcome aready, Trader Ranthar. How is
Verkan?'

Trader Ranthar bowed gracefully, as though meeting Great Kings was an everyday
event for him, then amiled. "Colond Verkan waswell the last time | saw him. Also very
busy, putting together a shipment of victuas and weapons for Your Mgesty's use. He
sent me on ahead overland with a pack train while he followed the ships across the
Sdltless Seasto Thagnor, Morthron, the Nythros City States and Ulthor Port. If you send
men to Ulthor Port now, they should be just in time to meet him and help unload his
cargo swiftly."

Ranthar handed Kavan aleather wrapped wooden tablet listing what Verkan was
sending. It was quite an impressive ligt, with its most notable entries, a thousand stand of
muskets, five tons of Kalvanformula fireseed, sx hundred sets of pikeman's armor and a
hundred tons of grain and sat pork. Also a thousand ingots of brass and two hundred of
leed riding on Ranthar's pack animas along with amiscellany of gunlocks, flints, powder
horns and other lightweight but necessary gear.

"Well done," Kavan said. "See my Paymaster a the Treasury for twenty gold
Crownsfor yoursdf. I'll tell Colonel Verkan that he's chosen a good messenger.”

Not that this was any surprise; afree trader who didn't learn to pick good subordinates
probably wouldn't live to wear out hisfirgt hunting knife.

"My Thanks, Your Mgesty," Ranthar said. "Colone Verkan says he wishes he could
have sent more sooner. However, the nomads of the Sea of Grass are now on the move.
King Theovacar would let neither food, nor arms, nor fireseed leave hisredm until he
was certain the nomads were not turning north. Even then, Colond Verkan had to pledge
al he owned and al he could borrow from hisfellow tradersin payment.”

"Hewill berepaid in full, if not before the campaign, then afterward.”

"At Styphon's expense?'

"Exactly."

Ranthar's report confirmed others, both about the nomads and about Theovacar's
character. Theovacar was in his mid-to-late twenties and definitely ambitious to expand

his kingdom, but equally determined not to risk what he aready had. Not a bad man to do
businesswith if you had something of vaue to bargain with—and Kavan redized thet if



he offered to show Theovacar the way to the copper and iron deposits around Lake
Superior, hed have something the man should jump at. Also a permanent solution to any

shortage of metd for cannon.

Hed have to talk with Verkan when he arrived in Hostigos Town to be sure he wasn't
planning to sell King Theovacar knowledge he aready had. Even if the ore deposits were
known, of course, that didn't mean they couldn't use a better way of getting the metal
from the shores of Lake Superior down to the docks of Greffa

Kavan only knew alittle more about mining than he did about paper making, but it
could dso solve his shortage of atillery...

Hed have to work mostly with Verkan, of course. That might mean turning the man
from Colone of the Mounted Riflesinto here-and-now's first copper magnate, which
would be a pity; the man was too good a combat officer to be spared easly. However, it
was probably necessary; one of these days Kavan might have to sop making ten men do
the work of fifty, but he suspected held be a grandfather before that day was even in Sght.

Ranthar was now fumbling something out of his bet pouch. "Thisis not from Colonel
Verkan, it was from aman who thought someone trusted by the Colond would be the
best way to send it to Y our Mgesty secretly. Asyou will surely see it would be the end
of him if any of Styphon's minions were to discover his betrayd. | shdl tell you the man
was on hisway from Agrys City, but | would rather not tell any more.”

He handed Kavan a piece of parchment, folded in four and with the badge of the
Inner Circle of Styphon's House stamped into the sealing wax. It directed a certain sea
captain to trangport two thousand cattle southward in ships to the mouth of the Thebra
(Potomeac River). He wasto return with afull Lance of Zarthani Knights, landing themin
Harphax City no later than eighteen days from today. The meaning of the date was
obvious; it was about when the Harphaxi were supposed to march. That in itsdf was
useful to know, dthough Kavan had never had any intention of waiting more than
another haf moon.

This lagt minute movement of Knights, particularly when the Harphaxi Army would
need more than a single Lance to diffen its spine, was perplexing. They had three Lances
of Zarthani Knights—with oath brothers and auxiliaries about twenty - five hundred
horse—with them aready, according to his spies, but they would need five or Sx moreto
diffen the wel-born nitwits and ill- paid mercenaries of their cavary enough to face the
Army of Hos-Hostigos.

Severd of the'traders working for Skranga had reported troop movements
throughout Hos- Ktemnos and, for the last haf-moon, it had been apparent that Styphon's
varsty would be coming from the south. Kavan didnt like the idea of dividing his
forces, but it looked as though he wouldn't have a choice.

There have been rumors of bad blood between the Harphaxi and Styphoni, who were
mostly Knights and Styphon's Own Guard, popularly known as the Red Hand for their
bloody trestment of enemies and dlies alike. The Temple Guardsmen were placed behind
unreliable mercenary companies or poorly trained levies with ordersto kill dl those who
turned, ran or attempted to surrender. The Red Hand weren't above killing civilians,
ether; if that'swhat it took to put down a peasant uprising. Mostly recruited from
hardened mercenary units, Styphon's Own Guard gave one and dl, high and low, respect
for the might of Styphon's House—and a hedlthy dose of fear as well.



Was Soton was using his Knights to put some backbone into the Harphaxi Army? If
S0, were even more Lances moving toward Harphax City? Or was the Inner Circle, now
that it had decided to fight its own war, strengthening the Harphaxi just enough to make
them a better grade of cannon fodder? If that could be proved and aword whispered into
Great King Kaiphranos ear by awell-placed and rdliable secret agent, if there were such
athing... HEd have to talk with Skranga about whether or not they had such a spy.

One thing was cartain; this wasn't something he could decide dl by himsdlf.
"Chartiphon, send out messengers. We're going to hold a Council of War a Tarr-
Hostigos. Count Phrames should be arriving from Beshta sometime tomorrow, so well
st it for tomorrow night. | want Ptosphes, Klestreus, Xentos, Ryllaand Brother Mytron.”

"Good news?"

Kavan shook his head. "I'm afraid not. Styphon's House is up to more of their
dippery tricks. Here. Take this message to Prince Ptogphes and have him read it to you.”

Chartiphon nodded and Ieft. Like most Zarthani men who were not scribes or priedts,
he felt no shame at not being able to read, athough he was good at recognizing map
symbols. Harmakros was the same way. Fortunately, most of the upper nobility and
merchants knew how to read and write the Zarthani runes, but Chartiphon had begun his
career asasmple trooper and owed his rank to Ptosphes eye for talent.

Kavan turned to Trader Ranthar. "I'm afraid you'll have to stay in protective custody
for awhile. It's not that we don't trust you, it'sthat | don't trust Styphon's House not to
have spies here. If they learn what you've done, the first news | might have for Verkanis
that you've been kidnapped and tortured for what you might know about their plans. That
would be poor payment to him, and even worse to you."

Ranthar laughed. "Thank you, Y our Mgesty. | hope you're not alowing the Styphoni
more common sense than they've shown thus far.”

"I'd rather give them credit for too much, than for too little.”

Ranthar nodded, and at Kavan's gesture of dismissal bowed himsdf away. He
suspected that Ranthar would visit the nearest tavern, probably the Crossed Halberds or
Siver Stag, and have a drink or two before surrendering himself to protective custody.
After heleft, Kalvan directed severa of his plainclothes bodyguards to discreetly follow
the Trader and make certain he wasn't accosted until he was in custody.

L eft done except for the pages and bodyguards watching him from a discreet
distance, Kavan began to pace up and down. It was now certain that Hostigos was faced
with something more like awar on two fronts than a single attack with two prongs. That
would throw dl their srategic plansinto the meting pot, and mean mgjor changes & the
last minute. Of course, it would aso mean the same for the Harphaxi, and because they
were so much less likely to be able to cope with last minute changes to their plans, things
might just balance out.

Kavan decided to stop worrying about troop movements until he had amap in front
of him and some religble advice in his ear. One thing was certain: the Univergity's next
job after developing paper was going to be inventing a semaphore system. Relay riders
would have to do for this campaign, but he would need something faster if he was going
to have to make a habit of coordinating two or three armies spread over two or three
hundred miles of red estate. Ngpoleon's campaign in Russa had falen gpart as much



because of lack of staff communications as because of supply problems.
Also, asystem of codes—nathing fancy, smple substitution would do—for now.

There was no evidence that Styphon's House used ciphers, but it needed to be confirmed.
Note: Have Skranga spend whatever gold necessary to purchase an ear in the Inner

Circle. The Inner Circle was as corrupt as the French Papacy had been during the
Babylonian Captivity. There had to be an Archpriest for sdle. Skranga's biggest problem
so far was getting a Spy with the proper credentials, preferably that of a Highpriest of
Styphon's House. The upper priesthood of Styphon's House was as status conscious as the
Court of Louisthe XV and thus dmost as ungpproachable. Furthermore, Baph had
buttoned up its breeches and was checking credentials at the gates and docks.

Finaly, do something about the Temple's command of the sea. Styphon's House
hadn't done much with it thistime; until now most of the troops moving into Harphax
City from the south and from Hos- Agrys had marched overland, supplied out of the
Temple warehouses when they couldn't buy or forage locdly. This might be about to
change; one of Xentos friends who had aready reached Agrys City had written to him
reporting many laden merchant vessels sailing up the Hudson and returning empty. Put
Skranga on that, too. Was Great King Demistophon planning on joining the war? If so,
onwhose sde?

Thiswar would be decided on land. The next time, Styphon's ships might do alot
more damage and Kalvan had no desire to play the role of the French in some here-and-
now future Mahan's Influence of Seapower on the Wars Against Styphon's House.

Royal Navy of Hos-Hostigos. Note: put on the list of long-term projects Now what
about ports; they had one on the Great Lakes— Ulthor Port; now they needed one in the
Atlantic. This might meen ralling up more of Hos-Harphax than he had planned, but that
would have to wait. This coming campaign would be for survivd and moretime. Time,
the one thing Styphon's House seemed determined to deny him.



ELEVEN

The sunset light reddened the walls of First Speaker Anaxthenes chamber and the
smoke curling up from Soton's pipe. The First Speaker's luxurious chamber was perched
at the second highest level of Styphon's High Temple. Below them dl of Bdph stretched
asfar asthe Great Wharf, bathed in a sea of red.

After hisinconcdusive meeting with Great King Kaiphranos, Soton had left Harphax
City at the next high tide. Thewinein his cup was dready red; he Spped at it and tried to
shut out Archpriest Roxthar's voice breathing fire and daughter against Prince Philesteus.
It was not wise to ignore Archpriest Roxthar completely even when he was apparently
talking for the sheer pleasure of rdieving hisfedings or hearing the sound of his own
voice.

Thetdl, dour Archpriest made a dangerous enemy and a quarrd with him would put
Soton at the mercy of Anaxthenes, who was a good dedl |ess bloodthirsty but
consderably more skilled at taking advantage of another's mistakes Great Styphon, what
| wouldn't give for a stout Lance of Knights and a band of Sastragathi berserkers to fight
instead of all thisverbal swordplay!

Eventudly Roxthar went off the boil and bubbled into slence. Anaxthenes refilled
everybody's cups and gppeared to lose himsdlf in contemplating the sunset. From outside
he could hear the muffled sounds of clanking armor and boisterous cries that signaled the
changing of the watch in Baph.

When he had his audience squirming in their seats, Anaxthenes began, "What are we
to do, then, now that King Kaiphranos appears to have lost what wits he had? Roxthar,
we know your advice is to deprive Kaiphranos of his Captan-Genera by charging Duke
Aesthes with heresy. Y ou say tha with no other captain fit to command the army of Hos-
Harphax againg the Daemon Kavan, Kaiphranos will either have to send Lysandrosinto
the field or turn to Styphon's House for aid. That iswet fireseed! With Aesthes out of the
fied, Kaphranos will appoint his elder son, Prince Philesteus, as commander of the
Harphaxi Army—and that would be a complete disaster for Hos-Harphax and Styphon's
House. Aswell as agift to the Usurper! What say you, Grand Master Soton?"

What Soton would have liked to express was his desire to spend half a candle taking
his warhammer to Kaiphranos, Philesteus and Duke Aesthes. However, that course had
even more disadvantages than Roxthar's since it could be seenas moving directly againgt
Great Kings or important Princes. Styphon's House had to show itsdlf loyd to those rulers
who at least did not lift a hand againgt it or ese mold the bullet for Kavan to fireinto its



head— as some of these blockheads appeared ready to do. Unlike Roxthar, Anaxthenes
appeared to have some grasp of palitics outside of the Temple turkey roost.

"Captain-Generd Aesthesis the only man— other than his son—King Kaiphranos
will alow to lead the Royd Army of Hos Harphax. And Philesteus would attack
Kavan's Army asif he were an Urgothi berserker and die avainglorious and sudden
deeth dong with most of his army. We have to leave Aesthes to his own fate."

Roxthar looked asif he wanted to spit a those last words.

"l know these Harptexi are hardly worth their rations and fireseed,” Soton continued,
"but we can't afford to lose them entirely. If nothing else, they and their followers are
fifteen thousand more bodies to spend Kavan's lead.

"Also, Philesteus is popular with no smdl number of mercenary captains and certain
of the Harphaxi nobility who are leading their own levies™" No need to add that many of
those nobles were men who had no wish to see Lysandros, the Inner Circle's favorite, on
the Iron Throne of Hos-Harphax.

"l should a0 say that harsh dedling with Aesthes or Philesteus might cost usthe
good will of men who lead ten thousand soldiers and twenty guns.”

"That seems likely enough,” Anaxthenes said. "That aso doesn't make it any easier
for usto march with Aesthes, if the old King ever lets him march.”

From Anaxthenes tone, the First Speaker obvioudy expected the Harphaxi to Sit in
their camps until Styphon's Second Miracle,

"Y our Eminence, there is no need for usto do likewise," Soton said. "Inthefield or in
their camps, the Harphaxi will draw upon themselves a subgtantia portion of Kalvan's
forces. At Tarr-Thebra, | dready have five of the Sacred Squares, the Roya Square of
Hos- Ktemnos, three thousand Royd Cavdry, including the Knights of the Roya
Bodyguard, eight Lances of Knights and four thousand of the Order's foot. And five
thousand mercenaries, with another two thousand on the way, and another Sacred Square
and severd thousand Holy Warriors are on their march to me. Let me stay where |l am,
give me sufficient stores and fireseed and | can march north to challenge Kavan without
one word to Philesteus.”

"Will the captains of Hos-Ktemnos follow you in this?' Anaxthenes asked.

"They arelikely to shoot meif | don't lead them north. Cletharses has | eft his best
cagptain-generdsin the western marches to guard againgt the Upper Sastragathi war
bands. Some of these eastern Squares haven't fought a bettle for two generations. Thisis
their chance for glory and honor and they will let none stand between them and it."

It took some time for Soton to explain what he planned to do with the Host swallen to
more than twenty-five thousand men. It would have been easier with amap, of course.
Soton reminded himself to make sure that any of Kalvan's mapmakers who were captured
were brought straight to him. If the arts by which Kavan made mapsincrease like rabbits
were not demonic, they would be worth learning.

"If the Harphaxi move a dl, Kadvan will have to pit much of his strength againgt
them. He cannot throw it dl to the east because he will not want to leave himself open to
an advance through Sask."

"And if the Harphaxi do not march?" Styphon's Own Voice asked.



"Y our Divinity, when one fights the nomads, one quickly learnsto spy out the land
ahead as one marches. Either that or one diesyoung. | will have aday's warning and
more on the gpproach of any host large enough to destroy mine, if indeed, even the
Daemon Kavan can conjure up such athing.”

Roxthar's face was working. "And if our weakness toward the cowardly Harphaxi
defiance of the God of Gods makes them abandon our cause al together?!

"Then there will be civil war in Hos-Harphax, because not al the Harphaxi are
cowards and will not sit quietly to be caled such!™

Soton knew his face must have turned the color of the sunset and he had to relax
before he could trust his voice again. He removed his pipe and tobacco pouch from his
belt and filled the bowl. After tamping the leaf and lighting a wooden splinter from his
tinderbox, he lit the pipe, made sure the tobacco was drawing and inhaed. He took
severd puffs before saying, "To guard againg this, another Lance is on its way north to
join the three dready there. That will bring the strength of Styphon's armed servantsto
over six thousand, including the Temple Guard, and if dl esefalsthey can fight their
way to safety.”

With an extra Lance, the Knightsin the north would be equd in fighting power to the
bands of Styphon's Own Guard and Knight Commander Aristocles would thus have an
equd voice with the Temple Guard's Captain-Generd. That was worth giving up aLance
from the southern Host where the Knights of the Ktemnoi Roya Guard could do
everything except scout nearly as well as the Order's Knights.

"Isthisared possbility?' Anaxthenes asked.

Soton inhded deeply, then blew out asmall cloud of smoke. "Yes, Y our Eminence.
Thisiswhy | have pressed the Inner Circle so hard to persuade Hos- Agrys to attack
Kavan in Nostor. Thiswould force the Usurper to further divide his troops until our
armies would so outnumber the Daemon's forces that even our weakest dlies could bring
victory home."

Anaxthenes shrugged. "We are having problems convincing Greeat King Demistophon
to join our war, despite lavish gifts of gold and slver for the hiring of two score of
mercenary companies. If | judge his strategy correctly, Demistophon wants to wait until
both Hos-Harphax and the Fase Kingdom of Hogtigos have squandered their forces
fighting each other, then attack the victor and add both kingdoms to Hos Agrys. Using
soldiers that Styphon's gold has purchased, no less”

"Asusud," Soton spat, "aflawed andysis. Does Demistophon expect the Host of
Styphon to St upon its hands while he draws the spoils of war into his large lap?!

The Archpriests laughed. Demistophon had the bloated bulk of three men and the
prodigious appetite of twice that number.

"He will see which way the wind blows, then come in when it suits his purpose,”
Styphon's Voice added. "His father before him would have done likewise. They are
branches of the same tree.”

Soton felt his blood rise.
"If this Demistophon fails to support our cause,” Roxthar said in a harsh tone of voice

that was more impressive than his shouts, "we will turn our wolves of war upon his
bloated Kingdom. He will rue the day he took Styphon's gold and failed to give full



vaue. It gppearsthat dl the Northern Kingdoms are rife with heresy and overflowing
with worshippers of the Flse God. They must be made to pay for their transgressons—
in blood!"

In the hope of stopping Roxthar's inevitable harangue, Soton asked, ™Y our Eminence,
what about the Army of Hos-Zygros? Will they join the fight againgt the Usurper?”

Anaxthenes dl but snarled. "King Sopharar is Kdvan'sdly, dl but in name only. He
dillyddlies and bandies words with Archpriest Idyal, but refuses to commit asingle
soldier to the war againgt the Usurper. Many Zygros ill worship the False God and |
suspect Sopharar is among their number.”

Roxthar looked like awolf that had just bolted down atasty morsd.

Soton suppressed agrin of triumph at wresting a secret out of the Inner Circle. It had
been clear for two moons that Great King Sopharar of Hos-Zygros would not send any of
his own troops. Now it appeared the Zygros King was afollower of Dram and thus an
enemy of the God of Gods! There would have to be a reckoning for that, one day—much
later than Roxthar would like, of course, but much sooner than the Zygros expected.

Soton poured more wine and they drank toasts to Kavan's downfall, the vengeance of
the True God on False Dram and the proper ruler for Hos-Harphax. And one to victory
in the Northern Kingdoms. Soton dso drank a silent toast to the Wargod for a place of
honor in Gazar's Hall for the Knights he had abandoned to the Harphaxi lackwits.



TWELVE

They held the Council of War in the Roya bedchamber.

"Y ou— people—would do anything to keep me wdled up,” Rylla protested, only
hdf-joking. Even Ryllaadmitted, however, that her bedroom was the most secure room
in Tarr-Hogtigos that was dso large enough to hold the whole council and the necessary
maps. Tarr-Hostigos was no longer crammed to the rafters the way it had been five days
ago, when adraft of Sx hundred new recruits for the pike companies was camping in the
courtyard because every other place it was physicaly possble to quarter them was
dready full. It was il too crowded to make certain that everybody there was on
legitimate business, or that eavesdroppers could aways be kept at a safe distance from
important meetings.

Kavan hoped thisinforma council wouldn't have to do more than act as amesting of
the minds among the "inner cirde’ of the Hogtigi high command. There were going to be
agood many captains among the forces of Hostigos who would take umbrage at not
being ableto put in their haf-crown's worth at a more forma council, especialy among
the nobility—something Kavan was till getting used to. Nobles here-and-now had alot
of prerogatives and they guarded them as jedloudy as Styphon's House upperpriests
protected their collection boxes. Some of them might even think of taking their troops out
of the campaign.

Hoping was the best Kalvan could do. It seemed far more likely that this was as much
acouncil of war asthis campaign would have. They were no longer preparing for the
invasion of Hos-Harphax; now it was awar on two fronts againg two different armies of
conquest. The army would have to be on the march before al the princes and captains
could be gathered in one place. Napoleon had said, "Ask me for anything but time," and
time was running out.

Correction: The armies would have to be on the march fairly soon. It was obvious
even to Chartiphon, when they studied the map, the Hostigi army was going to have to be
divided into two forces. The odds were that for most of the campaign the army moving

againg Harphax would out of supporting distance and even out of easy communication
with the army facing the Ktemnoi and Zarthani Knights. Had it been possible, Kalvan

would have preferred fighting them on their turf, not his. But he couldn't afford to extend



hisforcestoo far into hodtile territory. If either of his armies suffered a setback, he
needed the other army as close as possble. This aso meant it was unlikdly that hed be

able to deliver Hos Harphax the knockout blow held intended.
Kavan cdled for suggestions for names of the armies.

The one he would be leading persondly againg Harphax wound up the Army of the
Harph: the one Ptosphes and Chartiphon would lead in the west was christened the Army
of the Besh. Once they knew what to call the two armies, they got down to the more
serious business of what troops should be assigned to each one.

"We can't do too much shuffling," Kavan emphasized. "Moving infantry exhausts
them and takes time. Moving cavalry around takes less time, but it wears out horses and
uses up forage. Asfor moving artillery, forget it. Also, we don't want to take anyone
away from Harmakros Army of Observation. They al know the territory they'll be
fighting over like their father's backyards by now. Out west they'll be much less useful.”

"That istrue, only up to apoint, Your Mgesty," Chartiphon said.

Kavan suppressed a sigh. Chartiphon only became forma when he was going to be
stubborn and when he was stubborn he made mules ook docile. "Harmakros also has the
best-trained scouts in dl the strength of Hostigos and the Army of the Besh will need
every one of those to be sure of even finding our enemies. Remember what Klestreus has
said about how good the Knights are at conceding their movements.”

Kalvan couldn't recal when or even whether or not Klestreus had said thet, but it
certainly agreed with everything he/d heard or guessed about the Knights. Ptosphes was
nodding, obvioudy in agreement with his Captain-Genera and old friend; Klestreus was
as close to looking embarrassed as he ever seen him. Obvioudy, he wasn't accustomed to
being dragged into thiskind of high-level argument over grategy, which waan't redly his
fault; of course, here-and-now warfare had been much smpler when he was learning it.

Count Phrames, travel- stained and weary from histhree-day ride over the rough trails
that congtituted roads in their portion of what had once been Hos-Harphax, bent over the
map. He was looking at the squares of red parchment centered around Thebra City, the
here-and-now equivaent of Fredericksburg, Virginiaand the northernmost major fortress
of Hos-Ktemnos.

"If | were Soton, | realy wouldn't be considering any other way north except the
Firsytros Vdley." He drew afinger from Thebra City to the here-and-now Shenandoah
Vdley, then north up through the valey where it ended in the Princedom of Beshta. "The
Valley has good roads—not washed out and pitted by forty years of neglect under King
Kaphranos, good forage, plenty of water and mountains on either sde to guard the flanks
of the army." This passage had long been amgor merchant trading route between Hos-
Ktemnos and Hos-Harphax and even the most miserly of princes, such as Bdthar, had
redlized the value of safe and passable highways.

"We're not planning to move south and attack them on the march,” Ptosphes said
dubioudy. "Why should they worry about their flanks?"

"They don't know what our plans are," Kavan said. "But Soton does know that we
could do it. Which meansthat if he's haf the generd he's supposed to be, helll be taking
precautions againg it."

"If Soton isin command,” Chartiphon added.



Klestreus grinned with what looked remarkably like triumph. "I won't say that
everybody in the Army of Hos Ktemnos will be jumping when Soton says 'frog.’ | do say
that everybody will be listening to him, and not doing anything he doesn't like without a
very damned good reason for it. The Lord High Marsha, Duke Mnephilos and Princes
Anaxon and Angphon dl know and trust Soton and are interested in maintaining the
military reputation of the Golden Throne of Hos-Ktemnaos. The only chief captain I've
heard of who might balk is Prince Leonnestros of the Princedom of Lantos who wants a
military reputation of his own so he can succeed Mnephilos as Lord High Marshd.

"Even hewon't defy Soton openly. He will be outwardly obedient, then try to dam
his share of the glory afterward by spreading rumors about how he advised Soton. If
anything goes wrong, hell claim he saw it coming but didn't want to go againg the Grand
Master."

Not for the firgt time, Kalvan thought that Niccolo Machiavelli would have fdt right
at home here-and-now.

"Besdes, the Pirsytros Valey makes sense even to someone less battle savvy than
Soton,” put in Rylla. "If the Ktemnoi move much farther eadt, they might have to fight
with their backs to the Harph or even with haf their army on one sde and hdf on the
other. Also, they'll be close enough to our Army of the Harph so that if the Harphaxi don't
move, Kavan will be adle to turn west faster than we planned and dtrike at the Ktemnoi.
Skrangds agents in Ktemnos City have informed us that Kaiphranosis reluctant to let the
Harphaxi Army go on the offensive, despite urgings from Styphon's House and his older
son; however, if we move the entire Army south to attack Soton, that dynamic will
change and Kaiphranos will be forced to attack.”

"Or face apdacerevolution,” Kadvan sad, with agrin.

"On the other hand,” Rylla continued, "if the Ktemnoi Army moves any further west,
they'll be in the Trygath. They'll never be able to move atillery and wagon trains on its
trals. | like to think our enemies are big enough foolsto try, but | don't think Dram has
addled their wits that badly.

"No, father, you can wait for them around here—" She tapped the map west of South
Mountain near Gettysburg—"and be fairly sure they'll come close enough to be found
eadly. Youll need the dragoons and as much cavary aswe can space sncethat'sin
hogtile Syriphlon. Y ou'll be able to forage to the south, but it's aso only four days march
from our supply depotsin Sashta. Y ou can leave the country behind you intact so thet if
you do find some reason to retreet in a hurry, you can just go back the way you came. In
fact, you even can—"

Ptosphes burst out laughing, then looked up at the celling raftersin mock anguish.
"Dram, Yirtta, Appaon, Galzar—you told me to raise my daughter asawarrior and look
what comes of it, she flouts her father a his own Council!"

Rylla giggled and Ptosphes laughed again more gently. "1 sometimes wish | hadn't
had to raise you by mysdf, little one. Y ou didn't have much of agirlhood.”

Rylla shrugged ingde her tent-like chamber robe. "Hostigos was only a poor
Princedom then, Father. A girlhood for me was something we couldn't afford. Now that

I'm awoman, | have everything anyone could ask for." She threw Kavan alook that
would have made him blush if it had been anybody except old friends present.



Joking aside, even those who wanted to couldn't find aflaw in Phrames and Ryllds
logic. Since Ptosphes had his case for a cavalry-heavy army, that made the job of
dividing the Hostigi forces afew minutes work with sogp stone tablets and pine board
note pads. Parchment, never plentiful, was guarded like gold ever since Kavan's arriva.

The Army of the Harph would have most have of the Roya Army's"regulars” Prince
Armanes commanding both his own Nyklos Army and contingents from Kyblos and
Ulthor—and an impressive quantity of mercenaries, some eght or nine thousand, many
recently arrived from Rathon and the Trygath aswell asthe Upper Middle Kingdoms.
Word of the war againgt Styphon's House was household news everywhere east of the
Gredt River.

Kavan would command the Army of the Harph in person with Harmakros, Phrames,
Armanes and Hestophes as his subordinates.

The Army of the Besh would have an even more impressive quantity of mercenaries,
half of the Army of Old Hostigos, the princely armies of Nostor, Beshta, Sashta and Sask.
Ptosphes would be commander-in-chief, with Captain-General Chartiphon, Prince
Pheblon and what everybody hoped would be more help than hindrance from Balthar of
Beshta and Sarrask of Sask.

Each army would have a reinforced company of Mounted Rifles and afew hundred of
Harmakros dmost-tame Sadtragathi. The grand tota Kingdom strength would be
somewhere around twenty-six thousand men for Kavan and twenty-four thousand five
hundred for Ptosphes. Kavan would have about one-third cavary; Ptosphes close to half,
since he had the most traveling to do, but not as good and each would have roughly half
of the sixty-odd field guns, some of them more antiquated and unusud than Kalvan cared
to depend on, but Great Kings with their backs to thewall can't be choosy.

Since this arrangement meant an absolute minimum of troop- reshuffling, both Armies
could be on the march within ten days, their advance guards even soone—with alittle
help from Gazar and alittle more from Lytris, the hawk-faced Weather Goddess. The
two Army commanders would probably find it prudent to hold their own councils of war
before they nmoved, but even these shouldn't take too much time. The strategy of the
campaign was being kept as smple as possble— partly because nothing complicated was
necessary, partly because Kalvan didn't entirely trust Ptosphes and Chartiphon to get
grand strategy right the first time they attempted it.

The Army of the Harph would move southeast by whatever route offered the easiest
going for the heavy equipment that also let it rest itsright flank on the Harph itself for
protection and fresh water. It would advance straight at Harphax City until the Harphaxi
Army marched out to be fought and smashed. Not just defeated, but smashed, routed,
driven back to the wals of the City and made usdessfor the rest of this year and maybe

the next.

Meanwhile Ptogphes would wait by South Mountain keeping track of the
wheregbouts of the Styphoni, discouraging their scouts and foragers as vigoroudy as
possible, destroying any unsupported detachments he could find, but above al keeping
hisarmy intact, united and between the Styphoni and the heartland of Hos-Hostigos.

"Are we supposed never to face up to them in battle?' Chartiphon growled.

Kavan would have like to say "No, not until | cometo join you," but to say that
would be such an insult to both Ptosphes and Chartiphon, not to mention their Princely



lieutenants, that held have red trouble getting their cooperation. If only thiswar could
have been postponed until hedd finished training his subordinates. Politicad quarrdsin the
enemies camp had given him afew badly needed weeks, but he needed years.

"Not unless you are sure of winning, or at least of not losing too many men,” Kavan
sad. "Remember you are defegting them every day your army istherein front of them,
ready to block their advance or strike them in the rear if they turn again me. The
Harphaxi are the easy onesto reach, push into afight and knock right out of the war. The
Ktemnoi have plenty of room to maneuver, they're not defending home territory and they
can be reinforced as long as Great King Cleitharses can hold Styphon's House up to
ransom in return for more help in the holy war."

Once the Harphaxi forces were smashed, Kavan would take the Army of the Harph
across theriver, establish communications with Ptosphes and coordnate an atack on the
Styphoni from both front and rear, with at least atwo to three advantage in numbersto
the Hogtigi. The Ktemnoi should be badly mauled, and King Cleitharses taught an
expensve lesson about the cogt of making war on behaf of Styphon's House. The
invaders might even be destroyed outright—

"—and if thet is the case, we may even have peace as a naming gift for my daughter's
child," Ptogphes said, nodding dowly in gpprovd as helit his pipe. "Hos-Blethahas
aways been amoon late and a crown short in fights outside their borders. Hos Ktemnos
and Hos Harphax will have precious little left to fight with. Hos- Agrys will be more
concerned with guarding its back againg the Zygros and scooping up loot from the ruins
of Hos-Harphax. We could redlly have peace with everybody except Styphon's House
itself. And Dram knows that would be no bad thing.”

"Amen," Kadvan sad, as heartily as his father had ever ended a prayer. "Now, the
only thing left to discussis how to provison two amiesinstead of one."

Logistics had been the bane of most pike and shot armies back otherwhen, and things
were obvioudy no easier here-and-now. As Napoleon once said, "An army marches on its
somach." Armies of more than twenty thousand men had large somachs indeed.

Standard fare for each soldier was about two pounds of bread or grain aday,
supplemented by about a pound of mest, beans or some other protein-rich food. For a
force of some twenty-five thousand this meant thirty-seven and a hdf tons of foodstuff a
day, not including boiled water and aration of beer or wine.

Nor did thisinclude hay and grain for the horses who ate eight to ten times as much
as aman. Each army had about ten thousand cavary and artillery horses, including
remounts, and more than elghteen thousand horses and oxen to pull its three thousand or
s0 carts and wagons. Even if each man carried four day's rations on his back or mount,
Kavan's most optimistic estimate only gave the armies twelve to fourteen days supplies.
They were going to have to find away to supplement those rations without making bitter
foes out of their present enemies and future neighbors.

At least they would be an army on the move; alarge Sationary army in apre-
indugtria society had a choice between dying of starvation or dying of disease. Kavan
remembered the case of Louis XIV and hisarmed party of three thousand, who'd had to
delay their departure from Luxembourg for two weeks because the main French Army
had exhausted dl food and forage aong their intended route.

Here-and-now armies supplied themsdves by the time-honored method of steding



everything that wasn't nailed down and by looting the local peasantry's barns, pens and
pantries. Thiswas cost effective, but otherwise undesirable, since it turned soldiersinto
bandits and caused public relations problems that had more than once led to the
independent discovery of guerillawarfare. Probably the most successful pre-Napoleonic
systemn of logigtics had been Albrecht von Walengtein's program of "contributions.” This
program was a polite way of extorting money from enemy civiliansto pay for an amy's
supplies with apromise of eventud redtitution, but only if the attacking army won! A
congderation which gave enemy non-combatants redly mixed emotions about the course
of the war and their undermined morae.

"Brother Mytron, | want you to take your artisans off the paper project and have them
make wood chips about the size of a Hostigos Crown."

Everyone looked a Kadvan curioudy, waiting for him to pull another rabbit out of his
hat. One of these days he was going to reach into that hat and dismay everybody,
including himsdlf, by finding it empty. But thank Dram, it hadn't happened yet.

"We will use these wooden ‘crowns to represent real gold Crowns."

Chartiphon looked scandaized and Ptosphes lower jaw dropped to where it was
about to scrape the floor. Kavan had just introduced aform of paper money into aworld
whereit had been hard currency or barter. The closest they'd come to soft currency had
been |etters of credit, mostly to Styphon's Great Banking House which had branchesin
the mgor towns and cities. He had afedling that his greet- grandchildren were going to
hate him for this.

"Chartiphon, | want you to set up a quartermaster battaion for the Army of the
Beshta. Phrames, you do the same for the Army of the Harph. | want both battdionsto
have plenty of wooden crowns. Upon entering enemy territory, the quartermasters will be
respongble for circulaing letters to every town, village and haml et under our control.
These letters will ask the council leader or headman for amonetary contribution for the
Royd Army of Hogtigos."

Chartiphon looked appalled. "Were | to hear of aman bringing such aletter into
Hostigos, | would have him hanged. And set the rope mysdif.”

More harshly than he intended, Kalvan snapped, "Would you rather have your
soldiers running wild dl over the countryside, robbing and looting isolated farms for thelr
own benefit?’

Chartiphon looked sheepish. "No. It's—just hard for me to see how any man could
take such aletter serioudy.”

Kavan smile was o grim that even Rylla stared. ™Y ou're wrong, Chartiphon. The
letters will thresten desth by hanging to anyone who doesn't comply. We will send out
squads of cavdry to gather the contributions. At any village or town that refuses to obey,
the leading men of the town will be executed, their houses looted, then burned. | expect it
will only take three or four such examples before our |etters are taken very serioudy—
indeed.”

Ryllawas looking at him as though held just turned into one of Styphon's devils.
Hestophes was the firgt to smile. "I think it will work."

"Sodol," Harmakros said. "At least it will work if we can keep thieves from making
fase tokens and passing them off as the redl ones.”



"WEell use amachine to cut a pattern in each token, one so complicated that it will
take a counterfeiter too long to copy it to be worth hiswhile" Kavan sad. "Well aso
keep records of how many tokens went to each place. If they turn in two or three times
that number after the war—well, the hangman will have some more business. Also, the
next time we have to do this we can have the tokens made out of iron."

The rest of the military men were now nodding in agreement. Mytron refused to meet
Kavan's eyes. He mentdly crossed his fingers that he would come around in time. Then
concluded, "Well give them the tokensin return for gold, slver, jewery and food. They
can redeem them after the war for gold Crowns, courtesy of Styphon's House. WEll use
the money we collect to buy supplies from local merchants and farmers. With the
magazines we've aready established in Sask and Beshta, we should have enough supplies
to let us engage both hostile armies. Now al we have to do is win the war!"

Rylladidn't look up from her loom as Kavan entered the whitewashed room. It was
the firgt time held even seen her at aloom so she must have just started and needed to
concentrate on her work.

Sheld aso put on old clothes for her weaving. In fact, her gray dresswas dmost arag,
with rents here and there showing the bare skin undernegath. It was dirty, too. That
bothered him. Ryllatook greet pains to keep herself and her garments clean. The dress
was cut off just below the knees.

And there was an iron ring around one ankle that was attached to a chain ending in
another ring set in the wall—aring that looked heavy enough to restrain a full-grown
bull. Above the ring hung a tapestry showing Styphon hurling bals of fire down on a
writhing armor-clad figure surrounded by cringing, flaming demons.

He gasped, and Ryllaturned, showing alip freshly cut, aburn on her chin, aleft eye

blackened and swollen dmost shut. He redlized the skin undernesth the iron ring was raw
and—

"Nooooo!" Haf gasp, haf shout, Kalvan's cry woke himsdf up. He had just enough
sdf-control not to cry out again once he redlized he was avake. He was swegting as if
hed just stepped out of a Turkish bath, and for along moment he was afraid he was going
to lose hisdinner.

He didn't—not quite. Ingtead he forced himself to lie till and breeth evenly while he
tried to drive the latest nightmare out of his mind. Seeing Rylla dead in baitle or during
childbirth was bad enough. Seeing Ryllaabrutaly mistrested dave in Baph was
indescribable.

After awnhile he redized he wasn't going to get back to deep. If he stayed tossng and
turning hdf the nignt—wall, the nightmare might be indescribable, but if Ryllawoke up
and saw him, he was going to have to describeit. Either that or pretend nothing was
wrong, and he knew that his chances of getting away with that were about the same as his
chances of sorming Harphax City single-handed.

It wouldn't help Rylla ether to know what was on his mind, or know she was being



lied to. For the firgt time since she was a girl, she was afraid for hersdf, not for her father
or her soldiers or Hostigos or for her husband, but for herself and the baby she carried.
Out of that fierce pride Kavan knew amost too well, she was trying to hide her fears.
But sometimes when she thought no one was looking she dropped her guard.

He knew nothing short of canceling the war, so he could be home when the baby was

born, would redlly help Rylla. But he could at least make sure she could wrestle with her
own demons without having to worry about his as well.

He swung hisfeet out of the bed, listened to her bresthing again, then tiptoed to his
wardrobe, pulling on the first clothes that came to hand. He would probably look like a
scarecrow, but this wouldn't be the firgt time held spent a deepless night prowling Tarr-
Hostigos. It was beginning to be said that this was another ritua by which he
communicated with the gods. There were some that clamed he was Dram's haf-humen
son, ademigod they should worship. He tried his best to curb these rumors, being well
aware of how the Persian concept of the god-king had perverted Alexander the Great and
taken him away from Greek tradition and Aristotl€'s teachings.

Kdvan, unlike Alexander, was not a dl comfortable with being deified; it would not
only be corrupting for him and his dynasty, but bad for his subjects aswell. Verkan had
told him about King Theovacar, a despot whose unbridled ambition was to be absolute
ruler of the Grefftscharr and the Upper Middle Kingdoms. He suspected Theovacar
would find the idea of god-hood grestly to hisliking.

It was a bright moonlit night and Kavan was recognized the moment he stepped
outside the keep. Since he wore both his sword and a short-barreled artilleryman'spistol
thrugt into his belt, the guards made less fuss than usua about letting him wander out on
his own. He knew there would always be haf a dozen pairs of eyes watching him, but as
long as they kept their distance and the mouths attached to those eyes stayed closed
everyone would be as happy as could be expected under the circumstances.

He checked the priming and load in the pigtal, then started walking. The night breeze
blew past him, drying the sweet on his skin and bringing the familiar svells of Tarr-
Hostigos: mold, stone, Sables, close-packed and seldomtbathed humanity, and the ghosts
of burnt grease and roast meet. From beyond the walls of the castle, the wind brought the
amell of smoke from the nearest campfires, aswell as the sound of Singing. He stopped to
liten and made out a new version of an old song.

"Hurrah! Hurrah! We'll burn the bastards out!

Hurrah! Hurrah! We'll put themall to rout!

We'll steal their pigs and cattle, and we'll dump their sauerkraut,
As we go marching through Harphax!"

Campfires dotted the dopes of the Bald Eagles on either side of the gap down to
Hostigos Town. Around the town itsdf lights glowed from the doors and windows of the
new barracks and from establishments catering to the less authorized needs of the royal
soldiers. Far beyond the town, the brightest glow of dl told Kavan that the Royal
Foundry was hard at work. No more artillery for now, but there werefifty other kinds of
meta work that any army needed, and never enough of any of them.



Brass was gill unavailable at any price, but iron was pouring in from Kyblos. The
highly vaued Arklos plate was under the Ban of Styphon, but Pennsylvania had dways

been iron rich, and someone in Hos Hostigos would soon be making comparable armor.
Note: design a working blast furnace and send a model to Prince Tythanes.

For agood blast furnace they'd aso need to build a working steam engine to drive the
ar pumps necessary to produce the 'blast’ of air. And a better source of heat than wood.
Coal mine: start as soon aswar ends. Coa was threaded throughout the Appaachian
Mountains, they even knew about it here-and-now, dthough it was primarily used asa
medicine.

Many of the campsites were on wooded land, since he discouraged pitching tentsin
the fields of working farms. Every acre sown and harvested was another small victory
after the Winter of the Wolves, and the farmers defended their crops asfiercely asthelr
wives and daughters. Kavan made a menta note to draw up fire safety regulaionsto
prevent forest fires, then remembered there had been plenty of rain the past month; no
danger of setting the woods on fire for awhile.

He aso remembered that some of those campfires were on land that had been wooded
until war, the Winter of the Wolves barracks building and the foundries al made their
clamson the trees. The farmers would be getting alot of newly cleared land if thiswent
on; he and Ptosphes would have to set up some regular method of awarding clamsto
avoid bloodshed and even feuds. He would aso have to do something to make sure the
new land didn't erode with its topsoil cover gone and in the long run héd have to
encourage using less wood for heeting. Heating and fud, another reason for mining cod.
Maybe he could even tinker up a steam engine for the paper mill?

Maybe, if he not only won, but survived the war. There was dso nothing he could do
to be sure of that—or at least nothing he hadn't done a ready—except see about getting as
much deep as he could without the nightmares. Not that there was much that he could do
about his dreams. He would just have to depend upon time or luck for that and hope he
got it. A Great King who was 0 tired he could bardly st in his saddle was not doing his
jobinwar or peace.

Kavan was making his fourth circuit of the walls of Tarr-Hostigos when he hgppened
to look down into the courtyard. The two men whose movement drew his eyeswerein
the shadow of the wall for about twenty paces, but something in the way they walked...

Then they came out into the moonlight and Kavan laughed softly. Down below were
Ptosphes and Phrames, neither of them talking to the other. Phrames looked like a man
auffering from acute indigestion; Ptasphes looked more like a man facing hanging at
unrise.

It was some consolation to know that he was not the only leeder of the Hogtigi
oending adeepless night.

It was also some consolation to remember that while he, Phrames and Ptosphes were
al spending deepless nights, they had more respectable reasons for doing so than Prince
Bdthames of Beshta. He was rumored to be pacing his castl€'s halls over the fact thet
Princess Amnita might be pregnant with a child who couldn't possibly be his. That would
be enough to irritate even a Prince like Bathames whose moral fiber had the consstency
of wet Kleenex.

Have Klestreus send agents into Beshta to find out if thereis any truth to these



rumors. Once in his cups, Sarrask of Sask had complained that his daughter, besides
being willful and moody, would on occasion fasely report being pregnant to punish him
when he refused to accede to one of her demands. Another reason, besides the obvious
dynastic one, why Sarrask had been willing to marry Amnita off to a sodomite like
Bathames.

Definitely aconsolation only to have only minor matterslike life and deeth to worry
about. In fact, it was enough of a consolation that by the time Kalvan had completed his

fifth crcuit of Tarr-Hogtigos, his eydids and feet were becoming remarkably heavy. By
the time held finished the Sixth, he felt asif he needed to prop his eyes open with his

fingers and lift his feet with ablock and tackle.

He didn't even contemplate making a seventh circuit. Instead he sumbled up the
dairs of the keep, then into the bedchamber. He was just awake enough by the time he
reached the bed to notice that Ryllawas till adegp, and remember not to undo his night's
work by faling into bed with dl his clothes on.

Then Kavan collgpsed peacefully, and only woke up well after dawn to the sound of
Ryllas snging. He listened for a moment, so happy to find her in good spirits he could
even ignore the fact that she couldn't carry atune in a saddlebag. He sat up and stretched.

"Welcome back from the dead, Y our Mgesty,” she said.

"Thank you. | hope our child doesn't have much of an ear for music.”

IIWI,.]y?I

"Becauseif he does, and you sing him alullaby, he's going to wind up absolutely
hating his mother."

"You—!" Shegot asfar asthrowing the nearest pillow a him before she broke into
laughter.



THIRTEEN

Bdtov Eldrarose from behind her desk as Danar Sirna entered her office.
"Welcome back," the professor said. "How was Greffa?'

"1'd expected more impressive ruins, after adl, when the Iron Route was open, Ult-
Greffa, or Old Greffa, had a population of haf amillion. Now it has about haf that
many. | suppose the Grefftscharrers were thrifty and used the abandoned temples and
merchants palaces for building sone. Asfar asthe 'new' Greffais concerned, it looks
like any other Great Kingdom capitd."

"Exactly. Would you like a drink? Don't be ashamed to ask for something civilized,
ether.”

Sirna blushed, remembering the Eldras lecture the day sheld let aremark dip about
"her last chance for acivilized drink for quite awhile." That sort of remark, Eldra had
sad doquently and at some length, could put her or indeed the whole University Study

Teamin danger. At best it could force the Paratime Police to kill, or at least dter the
memories of some innocent outtimer.

"It will be even worse on Kavan's Time-Line," she concluded. "There aremark like
that could reach Kavan's own ears. He aready knows too damn much about the Paratime
Secret for everybody's comfort. If he's given a clue that Paratempord travelersarein
Hostigos watching him—well, it will be an open-and-shut case for making him deed.

"Colone—I mean Chief Verkan will do his duty, but he won't thank the people who
made it necessary. The University Team will be shut down regardless of what happens
after Kdvan's desth, and as for the person responsible—if she ever goes outtime again, it
will be over alot of people's dead bodies. Mine included. Remember that,” she added
with ajab of her pipe stem that made Sirnafed a pistol was being pointed at her.

"Ale, thank you," Sirnasaid, bringing her mind back to the present.

"Ahh, aproper lady's drink," Eldra said as she punched in the order on her desk
keyboard. "However, if you want to be sure of being taken for a proper lady, 1'd suggest
leaving that gown behind."

"Oh. Isit dressng—above my dation?”"

"Not redlly. It's just too reveding, particularly with your height and figure. It doesn't

quite suggest the degree of propriety | think you want to maintain, unless you can
persuade one of the Team to play alegitimate male protector role.”



"] thought Zarthani laws and customs didn't absolutely require thet | have one”

"The laws and customs don't. The Univerdty does, for the time being. Kavan's Time-
Lineisinthe middle of awar, and there are lots of rough types running around who
might try to get away with more than they normally would with an unprotected woman.
Also, there are bound to be ordinarily quite decent men who believe that tomorrow they
may die: 'so why not have alittle fun tonight? We don't want to have to kill too many of
either kind. It offends comrades and kin and generdly attracts the sort of notice wed
rather avoid.”

"Suppose | dedt with the man mysdf?"

"Y ou could; as afree trader's daughter, they'd expect you to be handy with firearms. |
don't recommend it. Y ou're not a noble woman, and even if you didn't sart afeud you
could end up on the wrong end of awrongful-death suit. We don't want the Study Team
dragged into court, either, if we can avoid it.”

"So | should keep my head bowed, my mouth shut, my neckline high and my skirts
low?"

"Until you have afed of thetime-line, that's the safest course. Once the war is over
Hostigos may be a better place for women than the rest of Kavan's Time-Line, but that
won't be for at least another year."

"Isthat from Ryllas example?'
Eldra nodded.

"How could have Ptosphes have raised her any other way, if she was going to be
heiress of Hostigos?!

"Very easly, my dear. Or do you gill have atouching faith in male decency a your
age?'

The tone was light but Sirna detected bitterness and disappointment underlying it. She
remembered the stock University phrase for Professor Baltov's four noisy companionate
marriages. "the victory of optimism over experience.”

"No, | suppose another Ptosphes could have re-married and had more children, or
even adopted amale heir and then married Rylla off to him as soon as she was of age."

"Y es. One we know of on ancther time-line did just that— Styphon take him! Rylla
was about fourteen and the adopted heir combined the worst features of the late Gormoth
of Nostor and Bdthar of Beshta. Our Ryllawas dlowed to do what she wanted, and
landed hersdf afirgt-class hushand on top of it. Oh wll, if we start moaning about how
unequaly the luck of the universeis divided up, well never get anything done.”

A robot rolled in with Sirnas de and winter wine for the Professor, and the
conversation took a backseat for amoment. While they drank, Sirna picked out alist of
equipment sheld selected from the termind’s surprisingly well- stocked storerooms. She'd
known that the Fifth Level Kavan Project termina had been expanding as the project
grew, but she hadn't expected storerooms that |ooked big enough to supply al the needs
of asmall belt. She deleted the questionable gown, replaced it with another she knew had
aneckline up somewhere around her chin, then skimmed the rest of the list and handed it
back to Eldra.

The History Professor's eyebrows rose. "That's a pretty big medkit you're taking, isn't



it?’
"Yes, | was surprised to find some of the thingsin stock."

"Welve been unloading new shipments every couple of dayswhile you werein
Grefftscharr. Things are about to get very lively in Kavan's Time-Line and we don't want
to have to spend time sending requisitions al the way back to First Level where the
clerks can lose them. The Kavan Project has a Grade Two priority, but you know how
much that means. Our request for a hundred needler chargers will till be kicked down
below some bureaucrat's request for a new rug.”

Sirnaknew that; she adso knew that the stockpile of equipment here on Fifth Level
would be out of sight of the Executive Council, newses or the people who were waiting
for her reports. They would not be out of reach of the University people—or the Paratime
Police, garting with Verkan Vall.

To turn the conversation away from this potentialy dangerous territory, Sirna shifted
into Zarthani and told the story of how her father, the Free Trader Sharthar of Greffa, had
been gifted by the gods with some skill as a hedler, had learned hedling arts wherever he
went and practiced them when trade was poor and finaly taught much of what he knew
to his daughter before he died.

Eldrawas amiling by the time Sirma finished. "I'm impressed. Y ou have the
Grefftscharri accent better than any of us except Verkan Val."

"Thank you. | practiced it alot while vigting Ult-Greffa, the gart of the old Iron
Trall, and the other Grefftscharrer princedoms. Grefftscharr islarger than any of the
Northern Great Kingdoms, yet Theovacar is only considered aking."

Eldrasmiled. "And not very happy abouit it. Four power blocs dominate
Grefftscharrer palitics: the king, the Greffan nohility, the Grefftscharrer Princes and the
merchant magnates. No one of the four is strong enough to enforce its will on the other
three, and as aresult Grefftscharrer politics has been shaped by congtantly shifting
aliances among the power blocs. Thisistypicad of most of the Upper Middle Kingdoms
princedoms and city - sates, like VVolthus, Morthron, Ragnor, Karphyaor the Nythros City
States. It hasn't heped Theovacar that the Grefftscharri kingship has been diluted by
three week kingsin the last century. He's bucking the tide and not very popular at the
moment, which has helped Verkan in hisrole of Trader Verkan since he represents a
powerful new aly for the king to court. Of coursg, little is predictable about Theovacar;
paranoiais common in the royd Greffan line and he gppears to have inherited more than
his share. He could use aten-day with the Bureau of Psych-Hygieng!™

They both laughed.

Srnawinced when Eldratook out her pipe; she was dlergic to tobacco smoke, which
reminded her to take an anti-alergy implant before she left for Kavan's Time-Line,
where everybody but the household cat smoked. "I was surprised at how large
Grefftscharr redly is”

"Yes, it's the dominant kingdom of the Upper Middle Kingdoms. The early Zarthani
and Urgothi—mogt of the Middle Kingdoms were settled by the Second Wave Urgothi
migration—followed the navigable waterways and settled aong them. Around the Greet
Lakes, asthey're cdled on Kavan's home time-line, are anumber of rivers and large
tributaries, which attracted settlers like alodestone. They stopped at the eastern border of



what isnow Glarth in Hos-Agrys At its pesk haf amillennium ago, Grefftscharr ruled
over mogt of the Upper Middle Kingdoms with a heavy hand. Some of the Princedoms,
like Thagnor, are now Grefftscharri possessons in name only. Theovacar has hiswork
cut out for him if hetruly intends to re-create the Glory that was Greffa at the height of
theiron trade.”

Eldra paused to light her pipe, which was sdf-igniting.
She would have to leave her pipe on Fifth Level when she went outtime, thought
Sirna, and exchange it for a tinderbox and a corncob pipe.

"Next to Hos-Hodtigos" Eldra continued, "Greffais the most exciting Study Team
post on Kavan's Time-Line"

"How about Baph, Styphon's House's Holy City?" Sirna asked.

"It's both more dangerous and boring—who wants to listen to a bunch of priests
chatter about areligion even they don't believe in? Plus, there are too many cabals;
Kavan'sredly stirred up ahornet's nest. We only have a smdl observation group
stationed there. The odds are, as soon as he dedls with Hos-Harphax, Kavan will dean
out the entire clutch.”

"l hope s0," Sirnaadded. "Is there anything in the kit | should have left out, or
anything missing | could have safely put in? | was thinking of antiseptics—"

Eldra shook her head. "Kavan doesn't have much faith in the local midwives and was
drumming antiseptics into Brother Mytron's ear five minutes after he learned Ryllawas
pregnant. That we know. The knowledge hasn't spread generdly, yet. That there's no
didtilling to produce high-proof ethanol in most of AryanTrangpacific doesn't help either,
dthough their winter wine would make a pretty good antiseptic if anyone there
understood the germ theory of disease.

"Also, we have to reckon with the possibility of Styphon's House declaring any of
Kalvan's non-military innovations to be of demonic origin. They won't dare outlaw his
fireseed formula because they'd lose too many dlies, but something that doesn't kill
people—"

"That doesn't make any sense!™

"It makes sense to the people of Kavan's Time-Line, and their opinion isthe one that
will matter once you're out there among them. Remember that, and face the fact that one
day you may haveto let an outtimer you've come to care about die of blood poisoring
because you can't use outlawed or contaminated medica knowledge to save him. Youll
find such an outtimer, too. Maybe not on Kavan's Time-Line, but much sooner than you
expect."

Sirnawanted to express grave doubts that she would ever care for someone so
barbaric asto fight and die for ardigion, but something in Eldras face and voice stopped
her. There was a Sory there that even the most scurrilous University gossip had never
hinted at but which had obvioudy |eft something sunk very deep in the professor.

"I'll remember," Sirna.said and covered her uneas ness with another drink.

Eldra sat looking into space or maybe into the past for amoment, then keyed the big
vigscreen on the wall behind her desk to life. A map of the current thegtre of actionin
Kavan's Time-line sprang into sight.



"Asyou can seg, things are building up rather quickly to as nice apair of pitched
battles as you ever want to be along way from. Ptosphes has moved down into what
Kavan would cal Chambersburg, Pennsylvania— Tenabrain Kavan's Time-Line. The
vanguard of the Knights and the Ktemnoi is up to Tarr- Corria— Hagerstown, Maryland.
Ptosphes may be about to decide to give battle, because as far as he can see the enemy
only has about seventeen thousand men assembled a Tarr-Corria. He knows the rest have
to be catching up sooner or later but he doesn't think they've done so."

"Do we know differently?"

"We suspect Soton ether knows something we don't or isjust confident that he can
fight and win againd three-to-two odds. We don't have anybody on the ground with
Soton, and we've done dl the air reconnai ssance we can do without giving any portents.
We don't want that, not when we don't know to whom well be giving them!™"

Sirnalooked up at the map again. "Wasn't there a battle in the American Civil War on
the Europo- American Subsector fought near Tarr-Corria?”

"Yes. Antietam—1 think. That was the Northern victory that ended the War and made
Generd McCldlan Presdent after Lincoln. No, wait a minute—that was another Europo-
American Subsector, not Kavan's. Have you been studying up on his home time-line?'

Sirnanodded. "Mostly American higtory, but some European, too. Genghis Khan is
fascinating in ahorrid sort of way. Hitler isjust plain horrid.”
"Wait until you've tak ed to afew people who've been out on timelines where the

Third Reich won." Eldra made aface and took along pull at her drink. "Some of them
make Aryan Transpacific, Styphon's House Subsector look pleasant.”

"So Kavan and the Army of Hos-Harphax will probably be going at it within the next
few days?' Sirna asked.

"It looks that way. Kavan's Mobile Force has moved down to within three days
march of Harphax City itsdf without meeting any serious opposition.”

"Does he plan to besiege Harphax City?"

"l don't think so. According Aranth Saln, our Study Team military expert, it appears
that Kalvan is baiting a trap with the Mobile Force—using the smdler force to taunt the
Harphaxi to come to battle. He's dowed his advance now to give Prince Philesteus and
Duke Aesthes a chance to come out of their tarrs and meet Kavan on the battlefield.
Either that or face a prolonged Siege that the Harphaxi areill prepared to suffer, since
they have less than two weeks provisons—if that!—in their sorehousesin Harphax City
and Tarr-Harphax.

"Aesthes isn't much of a generd, according to Records. They show he's only fought in
four minor campaigns, usudly princely rebelions or peasant uprisings, and in each
engagement he dragged his hedls, usualy, the Harphaxi won because they had the bigger
army and more supplies. There hasn't been awar this big in Hos-Harphax in over a
century. Aesthes tactics—if you can cdl them that—are not going to work againgt a
large, very mobile army like Kadvan's Army of the Harph.

"Sdn'stheory isthat, besde being afamily friend, King Kaiphranos appointed Duke
Aesthes to head the Harphaxi Army as a counterpoint to young—that's only rlive to
Aesthes advanced age, since the Prince is some thirty-Sx winters old as the Zarthani
count years—Philesteus, who is known to be hot-headed and rash.”



Eldrawent on to explain how Kavan did not want to engage in a Sege as the opening
move of the battle. "No sege guns and too few men to blockade the City. Also, Kavan
would run into supply problems, since the country between where he is now and the City
will be foraged bare in another ten-day. It would aso see him far removed from his
storage depots in Sask and Beshta. In which case, he would have to depend on supply
trains vulnerable to smdler Harphaxi units and loca bandits. Protecting the supply trains,
would tie up too much of his cavary.

"Nor, does Sadn suspect, that Kavan wants to spend the time and men it would teke
to pecify the territory between Beshta and Harphax City, which might take four or five
ten-days and tie down much of hisinfantry guarding prisoners and pacified villages and
towns. If Kavan can 'convince the Harphaxi to chase the Mobile Force to near Beshta,
where he has the mgority of hisforces, it will be the Harphaxi who have stretched supply
lines and re-supply problems. The Hostigi will be rested and able to maneuver the
Harphaxi into a picked battlefield.”

"So what are the Harphaxi waiting for?" Sirna asked.

"Philesteus and Aesthes are waiting for another shipmert of Styphon's muskets and
fireseed to re-arm the City Militia Bands and re-equip some of the worse-off mercenaries.
If they march now, dmost a quarter of the Harphaxi Army would be Styphon's House
troops, the Temple Guardsmen and the Order of Zarthani Krights. Prince Philesteus
doesn't know whether held rather be called a coward or give Styphon's forces the chance
to clam credit for the victory."

"He sounds like afool," Sirna said.

"Heian't redly. Philesteusis an acceptable cavalry commander, but high-leve
politics and grand Strategy are over his head. He's al'so caught up in a chivarous code that
was obsolete in the Five Kingdoms a hundred years ago. The same goes for most of the
other Harphaxi nobility, which iswhy Kadvan is going to samp them into the mud of the
Harph, like the dinosaurs they are, when the shooting starts." There was no mistaking the
positively bloodthirsty note of anticipation in Eldras voice.

"Anyway, the shooing is going to art within aten-day a mogt. | want to take you to
Kavan's Time-Lineintimeto at least catch the aftermath.”

"lan't that going to cut short our field orientation on Kavan Control One?”

Sirnawas annoyed. Sheldd been looking forward to amonth or so in the smilar time-
line the University used for orientating the Kavan's Time-Line Team members to what
Styphon's House Subsector, Fourth Level AryanTranspacific looked, sounded and
andled like"

"Thereisn't any more Kavan Control One" Eldrasad grimly. "That's why were
leaving sooner than 1'd planned.”

"But—1 thought that was the safe one, where Gormoth of Nostor fell off his horse at
Marrox Ford—"

"—and dashed out his brains that none of us thought he had?'
"Right!"
"Unfortunately, somebody with even fewer brains forgot to check out the other

changes between Kadvan's Time-Line and Kavan Control One. One of them was avery
good mercenary captain named Sthrathos. The other was Sarrask of Sask, amuch abler



and more thoroughly vicious Sarrask than the one on Kadvan's Time-Line. Hostigos had a
one-year reprieve, then Sarrask and Sthrathos led twenty thousand men againgt it. Green
shifted to show blue and red arrows writing dl over the map of what was now Hostigos.
The screen shifted over to show anight aerid view of aburning town.

"That was Hostigos Town from the loca sky-eye after we got dl but two of our

people out.”
Ancther shift. "Afterwards we were able to send in afew people disguised as
traveling harness makers. Men only."

Sirnarecognized Bear Creek Bridge on the west side of Hostigos Town, or at least
where the bridge had been. Now its stone abutments stood smoke-blackened on ether
dde of astream fouled with ashes, burned timbers and some floating...things?...Sirnawas
very glad she didn't have to smell.

Shift. The Street of Coopers, formerly hard packed earth lined with the kind of solid
wood and plaster houses skilled craftsmen could afford under the peaceful rule of a good
prince. Now the street was churned into mud and littered with dead bodies and horse

droppings. A few scavenger dogs gnawed at the corpses and from the ashes of houses,
chimneys poked skyward like monuments to the dead.

Shift. The road up to Hos Hostigos lined with galows with a corpse dangling from
each one. Carrion birds were pecking at some of the bodies. Others had decomposed to
the point where not even a bird would approach them.

Shift. The gateway of Tarr-Hostigos, the gates themselves gone, the hinges pried
loose by looters, smoke-blackened stones, dark blood stains on the flagstones of the
courtyard, and over the gateway arow of spikes—

"No! No!"

Sirna's somach twitched, then rolled. She closed her eyes briefly, swallowed and
decided that she could live with the sight of the heads decorating those spikes.
Harmakros, she noted, had his skull split from the forehead to the left ear. They must
have taken his head when they picked up his body on the battlefield. Some of the
others—Ptosphes and Chartiphon—must have suffered the same fate. There was dso one
empty spike.

"What happened to—Rylla?'

Eldra swdlowed. "Y ou don't want to know the details. Asto what happened to her
body— someone lifted it off the spike one night. Probably took it away for a decent
funera pyre, a least that's what Sarrask thought. He retaliated by herding two hundred

Hogtigi hostages into the local temple of Dram, setting it on fire and having musketeers
shoot down anybody who tried to get out.”

Eldra slently punched in an order for more drinks, then made an elaborate business
of re-filling her pipe. When it was lighted again, she chuffed on it for aminute until there
was athick vell of smoke over her head. "So Kavan Control One is gone and we haven't
redly saffed the other Control Linesfor full scale orientation. Y ou could learn
something on one of them, but not enough in time to go out with me to Kavan's Time-
Line this season.

"You could aso go out with me to Kavan's Time- Line with nothing but Hypno-mech
orientation. Y ou aready have the language down very well, and your Greffan accent has



at least some of theright flavor, so you wouldn't be completely alogt lamb. Normaly I'm
as grict about the 'No field orientation, no go' rule as anyone, but atime dways comes
when you have to bend the rules. If you're willing, I'll make this one of the times™"

If Sirnahad thought any of the Zarthani gods existed to hear a prayer of thanks, she
would have sent one that she hadn't lost control of her sscomach. Those pictures of the
sacked and ruined Kavan Control One must have been atest, one sheld apparently
passed—at least to the point of being given another test.

Spend a safe summer of orientation in an unmolested but badly equipped Control
Time-Line, or plunge headfirg into Kalvan's Time-Line in the middle of amgor war
with nothing but her hypnotic learning and experience in Greffato am her againg dl the
deprivations and horrors of a Pre-Industrid Society a war.

She knew she should andyze the Situation before making her decison, asboth a
proper student and First Level Citizen. She dso knew that only one factor redly made a
difference, and that was the knowledge that if she didn't go to Kavan's Time-Linewith
Eldra, she would never be sure of her own courage again.

Her ex-husband would doubtlesdy have cdled that atitude ardic of barbarism, aong
with physical courage itsdf. He might even have cdled it asign of reverting to her prole
ancestry; that had been something heéld flung at her often enough when they were done
and he didn't have to be concerned about hisimage as an enlightened man utterly
opposed to dl class, sex or race considerations.

"Il go," Sirnasaid. Her ex-husband didn't matter. All that mattered suddenly was
Bdtov Eldras triumphant grin as she raised her glass to toast Kavan's victory. Sirna felt
dightly guilty a thet grin—after dl, she was taking advantage of Eldras kindnessto spy
on her—but not guilty enough to change her mind. Besides, her ex-husband would have
cdled her guilt areverson to pre-enlightened hygienic socidization.

For once, Sirna agreed with him; raising her cup, she made her own toast: "To ex-
hushands— and may they stay that way, with Dram's Blessing!"

Eldra enthusiastically joined her and clanked their glasses together hard enough to
dosh out agood mouthful of ae.



FOURTEEN

The Heights of Chothros were blocking the view to the northwest by the time Captain
Phidestros reached the van. He could have reached it sooner if he hadn't wanted to spare
his horse and inspect his columns. Thiswas the first time the Iron Company had been the
advance guard for the left flank of the Army of Hos Harphax, and Phidestros knew that
his men were on display even if they didnt.

So far held seen nothing to concern him, or at least nothing that couldn't be handled
by petty-captains—Ioose saddle girths, frayed musketoon dings and the like. Even had
these minor flaws been ten times as common as they were, the Iron Company would Hill
have made much of the rest of the Army of Harphax look like rabble. That would not
have kept the other captains from trying to advance themsdaves or at least conced their
own ineptness by pointing out Phidestros minor lapses.

He spurred hishorse a atrot along the Great Harph Road— a deeply rutted wagon
trall that was Great only in name—until he was fifty paces ahead of the lead horseman of
his center column. He would have given his next ten-winters honors and booty for the
Iron Company's horses to grow wings so that they might fly across the Harph and join the
Holy Host of Styphon.

In the eight days since the Harphaxi leeders, if such well-born milksops could be
cdled leaders had chosen to march againgt Kalvan, it was possible that there were
mistakes they had not made, but Phidestros was not prepared to wager more than the
price of acup of bad wine on it. They had paid dearly in blood for every march they
chased Kavan's 'Army of Observation,’ as the Hogtigi prisoners cdled it—what few there
were. Kavan's new far-shooting muskets— "rifles'—had taken a stiff butcher's bill.

Every day the army marched, there were a hundred to two hundred new casuaties—
many of them irreplaceable captains and petty-captains.

Duke Aesthes, the nominal commander, kept saying that Kavan was not fighting
fairly; he should hdt his army and fight like a civilized king, not like a Sastrageathi
warlord. Prince Philesteus was so angry he couldn't talk straight; instead he puffed and
sputtered like an overheated teakettle,

If they were taking a begting this bad from Kavan's forward body, Phidestros
wondered what the butcher's bill would be when they joined battle with Kavan's Army of



the Harph! He feared that the Army of Harphax was a snking ship—a ship snking,
moreover, through the fault of its builders and crew. Unfortunately, it would be some
time before the Iron Company could safely imitate rets.

He wondered, for about the hundredth time, if he was fighting for the wrong side, that
is, the losing sde. He'd dready fought against Kalvan at the Battle of Fyk; there hed
been lucky. In the confusion that followed the battle, he had found himsdlf in charge of
Prince Sarrask's baggage train. When word had arrived that the Prince had surrendered to
the Hodtigi, he had taken command of the baggage train and hot-footed it out of enemy
territory. Of course, after giving short shares to another mercenary company, he had
claimed the bulk of Sarrask’s paychests.

This hed Ieft him able to outfit his company with style, but at the expense of making
an enemy of a Prince who was renowned for never forgetting adight. Unfortunately, this
had aso wedded Phidestros to Kalvan's enemies, primarily the Harphaxi Royd Family
and Styphon's House. Any captain worth his stedl knew his best bargaining tool was his
ability to change sdes when the paychests showed bottom, or the war effort appeared
doomed. For now, he had no other options, but new opportunities would arise if thiswar
were to continue for afew winters.

Especidly, if Sarrask wereto diein battle, as he likes to lead his Guard from the
front. With Sarrask dead, he might find a place for the Iron Company in Kalvan's service.
Maybe a bounty of a hundred gold rakmars on the Prince's head would help bring that
day alittle sooner.

He topped alittle rise and looked back at the Iron Company. At least the Harphaxi
would have their scouting done well today. The center column was mostly Lamochares
men, armed with pistols and swords, reedy to come to the aid of the flankers and
meanwhile under Phidestros eye. The left and right columns were the old Iron Company
with musketoons, pistols and swords. The left was nearly invisble in the brush and small
trees toward the Harph; the right was on more open ground that stretched toward the
wooded base of the Heights of Chothros.

He cantered down the far Sde of the rise, opening the distance to the men behind him
another twenty paces. It felt good to be out in the fresh air, not bresthing the dust and
sweat and dung smdlls of evenhis own men, let done ten thousand more.

He'd have to drop back into the center column before long, though. The Great Harph

Road ran through the West Chothros Gap just ahead, with the Heights to the right and
rugged, wooded country running down to the Harph on the left. The Hostigi had been

foraging on this Sde of the gap; too many abandoned farms had been stripped bare to let
Phidestros believe otherwise. Even without the Signs of foragers, the West, Middle and
East Gaps were places no one but fools like Philesteus and Aesthes would fail to picket.
No point riding into an ambush, and being the Harphaxi's first—

Four smoke puffs rose from behind a sone wall lying across the path of the Iron
Company's right column. Phidestros heard the distant pop of the discharges and saw two
riders and one horse a the head of the column go down. He measured the distance from
thewall to the targets with his eyes and whistled.

Three hits out of four shots a six hundred paces!
To Phidestros, that meant Hogtigi rifles. He'd fdlt their bite before at Fyk.



Four more smoke puffs rose from behind trees on the near side of the wall, and two
men nearly eight hundred paces awvay dropped from their saddles. That settled the matter

for Phidestros. Few infantry weapons could reach that far, and those that could did well
to hit afair-szed barn at extreme range. Hogtigi riflemen, for certain.

The rightward column was bunching up, whether to help their comrades or organize
for a charge he wasn't sure. He was sure that he didn't want them to present such afine
target while they made up their minds.

He cantered back to the center column, shouting orders the moment he had their
attention. Two men rode off to the leftward column to warn Petty- Captain Kyblannos, his
second-in-command and titular commander of the Blue Company, of what was going on.

Two others rode back adong the column to order the gun team to bring up the eight-
pounder. If he could have made awager, held have bet Kyblannos would be near the
eght- pounder. They'd had to |leave the eighteen- pounder, the Fat Duchess, behind or risk
killing a brace of horses dragging it up the Heights after the Hogtigi. It was too heavy to

be truly mobile, but Kyblannos had complained asif they were leaving behind one of the
Petty-Captain's beloved children!

The eight-pounder was a good dedl handier for thiskind of work anyway, so for now
that did no harm.

A dozen troopers gathered around Phidestros himself and followed him off the Great
Harph Road along a glorified track that led across two farms toward the right flank. He
was working up to a canter when he came to a narrow but steep-banked stream cutting
between the two fields. He trotted onto the rough log bridge that carried the track across
the stream, and was halfway across when from under neath he heard wood creak and
begin to crack.

Suddenly the whole floor of the bridge tilted to the right, spilling Phidestros and his
mount into the cold stream.

Phidestros was kicking his feet free of the stirrups from the first cracking sound, so he
and Snowdrift parted company in midair. Somehow the horse landed on his feet, to come
up snorting and dripping foul-smelling mud but undamaged except for temper.

He waan't quite so lucky. Mogt of him landed in the muck, but hisright knee met a
gone that felt like a blacksmith's hammer. He could raise his face and upper body out of
the mud, but for aterrifyingly long moment he couldnt move hislegs.

Then four or five of his men were dismounting and haf scrambling down the bank of
the stream to hisaid. With their help, he found that he could stand, dthough hisright
knee was throbbing, sending red- hot jabs of pain up and down hisleg. That he could fed
and move it suggested that nothing was broken, but the pain warned him to plan on
spending the rest of the battle in the saddle and pray to the Wargod that nothing happened
to Snowdrift. HEd have prayed to Galzar for that anyway; tractable mounts that could
carry hisweight for long weren't easy to come by and cost the Treasury of Baph when
discovered.

The rapid popping of musketoons suggested that at least some of the right-flankers
were wisdy dismounting to shoot a the Hogtigi rather than charging headlong. Two
grunting men hoisted Phidestros on their shoulders and let him take alook over the bank
of the stream, which confirmed it. He dso saw about twenty of the right-flankersriding
towards asmall orchard that ran to within three hundred paces of the Hostigi position.



There they just possibly might be able to hit the Hodtigi ingteed of just dightly interfering
with their marksmanship.

Anather of the Iron Company's mounted men went down as Phidestros watched, then
he turned at a shout from one of the men who'd been examining the wrecked bridge.

"Captain, look! The Ormaz-forsaken timbers were sawed through, or pretty damned
near."

Someone had indeed sawed three-quarters of the way through each of the main
timbers supporting the floor of the bridge so that it would look sound until an
unsuspecting passerby put weight on it. Phidestros looked again, then clawed muck out of
his beard and grinned.

"WEell burn three candles for Gazar tonight! Whoever sawed the timbers went too
far, so the bridge gave way under a horseman's weight. Supposeit had held until we tried
to take the elght- pounder— or Gazar forbid—the Fat Duchess across? We'd have had

send for Kyblannos and his block- and-tackle to fish her out! "

By thetime the forward skirmishers had reached the orchard, they'd lost four more
men, and the rest of the Iron Company's right-flankers had lost three. Phidestros saw
some movement behind the wal that looked suspicioudy like horse handlers bringing
forth the riflemen's mounts so they could withdraw. He cursed the Hotigi, but not too
loudly, because he had to respect what those eight men had in them to make them willing
to stand up to odds of thirty-to-one—even if they did have haf-magica weapons.

When the riflemen broke cover, the skirmishersfired asmal volley and one of the
riflemen's mount was hit. The Hostigi took a bad spill, but one of the other riflemen
turned back and helped him onto the back of his horse before Phidestros skirmishers
could reload and shoot.

"Drdm-blagt it!" he cursed.

Magical or not, those rifles were going to have to be thought about. A man armed
with one of them would be worth three or four ordinary musketeers; alarger force—wall,
he was glad he didn't have to solve the problem of fighting one today. He hoped that
whatever knowledge went into making those rifleswas not demonic, or rather would not
be called demonic by Styphon's House. He had his own opinions on the existence of
demons, whether dlied with King Kavan or anyone dse.

One of the skirmishers gpproached him with a canvas hat. "The Hogtig |eft this
behind, Captain!"

Phidestros took the billed cap in his hand, saying, “Too bad it's not one of those
Hodigi rifles”

The man nodded, making a sign of aversion with hisindex and baby finger.

Phidestros examined the cgp and saw a gold insgnia—two crossed rifles! These
troopers were Kavan's Mounted Rifles; furthermore, thiswas largest body of riflemen
he'd heard of since the Army of Observation had begun their sniping at the Harphaxi
Army. Perhaps Kavan was close a hand; the Mounted Rifles of Hostigos were the crack
troops of his Mobile Force. Hed tasted their lead before in Sask. And Kalvan's Mobile
Force, in turn, would not be far from the main body of the Army of Hos-Hostigos—noat if

Kalvan was haf the general held proved himsdlf to be at Fyk. Battle was possible today,
certainly no later than tomorrow— unless he did have demons at his command and chose



anight attack, in which case thered be nothing to do but keep a sharp lookout, load
weapons and pray to Galzar.

Assuming that Kavan had merely a human captain's resources, however—

"Y 0ooo!" Phidestros called up to the mounted men on the bank. "Six of you, ride
back to Prince Philesteus. Report that we have found the Mounted Rifles of Hostigos
scouting for Kavan's main body six marches south of Chothros West Gap. We expect the
Mobile Force is close enough to us that we will need reinforcements as fast asthey can
be sent up." That was as much as he could be sure was the truth, and perhaps more than
was tactful to say to Philesteus—who was known for his hard head, not hisbrains. To
Regwarn with tact, he had his men to consider!

The mounted men started arguing among themsd ves as to who should beard
Philesteus. Phidestros gripped Snowdrift's saddle with one hand and drew his pocket
pistol with the other, then followed his men downstream until the banks were low enough
to let everyone climb out. As he moved, he was aware again of the sharp painsin his knee
and dso of the fresh muck 0ozing into his boots, not to mention the drying muck on his
arms, clothes and skin that was beginning to ripen in the hot morning sun.

Kavan was on the bank of the Harph, ingpecting the night's haul by the Ulthori
raiders. A good quarter of Prince Kestophes foot soldiers were fishermen, and Kavan
had been sending them acrass the Harph each night to bring back anything and
everything that could float to the east bank. Kavan had no intention of leaving his river
flank vulnerable in case the Harphaxi had a cgptain with the brains to think of an
amphibious landing; he had every intention of being in a position to conduct one himself.

After a couple of days of Ulthori piracy, the loca citizens who hadn't taken to their
hedls or their boats formed the habit of hauling their watercraft up on shore and hiding
them. The Ulthori search parties wandered farther and farther inland, usudly burning the
boats and making off with everything portable worth carrying down to the Harph. So far
they hadn't started burning houses or assaulting civilians, and one reason for the morning
ingpections was to make clear to them exactly what would happen to them if they did and
how little they would like it.

He was discussing what to do with this morning's pile of loot with the Ulthori
commander, when a messenger rode up to tell him that the scouts reported contact with
the Harphaxi vanguard.

The messenger'sreport was not the clearest that Kalvan had ever heard, even here-
and-now, but it was plain that the Heights of Chothros was the key point in the coming
battle. Kalvan, Major Nicomoth and the escort of Royal Lifeguards mounted up and rode
east. They could have covered the eight miles to the West Gap in half the time, but
Nicomoth sent scouts ahead to smoke out ambushes each time trees crept within musket
shot of the road.

Kavan consoled himsalf by thinking that this pace at least spared the horses, but he
was not in good temper by the time they reached the West Gap, about where New



Providence would have been back home. He nearly logt his remaining patience when he
saw the entire High Command of the Army of the Harph, with the exception of Verkan,
waiting for him, with nobody sure just where the enemy was or how strong. This looked
like agood way to lose not only the battle but the war if hostile cavary suddenly
galoped up the Great Harph Road.

Second thoughts and a second look kept Kalvan's temper under control. Without
radio, the corps and regimental commanders had no way to coordinate tactics or pass
intelligence except for mounted messengers, who would likely be snapped up by
prowling enemy cavary.

Also, this Forward Command Post wasn't exactly undefended. Harmakros Sastragathi
were lurking behind every tree, the persond gtaffs of most of the commanders were Hill
mounted and armed, their regimenta and brigade banners flying proudly; a glint of armor
around the flank of the low rise hinted at a cavalry regiment or better within easy reech.
Kavan's Lifeguards had joined the staffs by the time he dismounted, and Harmakros aide
had unrolled a map and was pointing out who was where, or at least gppeared to be, when
he joined the generals.

TheHarphaxi advancing toward the West gap were dmost certainly the whole |eft-
flank column of the enemy, possibly fifteen thousand stirong. The rest of the Harphaxi
should be off farther to the east, probably making for the East Gap north of the village
that occupied the Site of Chrigtiana

"At least that's our best guess at the moment,” Hestophes said. "Colond Verkan has
picketed the Heights, and we expect messengers from him within three candles. The other
column can't be out of sght from the Heights without being as good as out of today's
fighting."

In thiskind of country that was probably the case, particularly for an army with
inadequate trangport and communications, as well as discipline that hardly deserved the
name. In fact, it was possible that the two Harphaxi columns were completely out of
supporting distance of each other. Did this give the Hogtigi a chance to smash the | ft
column before the right could come to its support?

A look at the map told Kalvan there was a chance, but not a particularly good one. At
the moment the Harphaxi probably had more men close to the West Gap than the Hostigi,
if the estimates of the Harphaxi columns' strength were accurate. The Hostigi army was
echeloned back as far as Middletown (Lesthos) and down to the Harph, at the Ulthori
camp somewhere just below the site of Safe Harbor Dam. To concentrate his troops
before the Harphaxi could seize the West Gap would mean grinding, foot-blistering,
hor se-wearing marches. It also meant a good chance of having to open the battle with a
frontal assault on the West Gap, which didn't appeal to Kalvan even if he did have the
edge in numbers and many of the Harphaxi were the scourings of every dive and
almshouse in Hos-Harphax and Hos-Agrys.

Not to mention that the currently unlocated or at least out-of-sght Harphaxi right
probably contained Styphon's House troops—the fanatica infantry of Styphon's Own
Guard, who had not won the name of Styphon's Red Hand for their good knightly
behavior—and the cavary of the Zarthani Knights. Everybody € se he was facing, except
probably the Harphaxi Royd Army, could be fooled or frightened away. The Styphoni
would have to be fought, whenever and wherever they turned up.



So much for what he shouldn't do. Now for the hard part: What should | do, other
than wait for the Harphaxi to make the first move and then react to it? While that
wouldn't necessarily cost him the battle, it would probably 1ose him the chance to make it
decisveenough.

Kavan lit one of his specid stogies with his gold tinderbox, a gift from Rylla, and
squatted by the map again, careful not to drop ashes on it. He was mentally composing
orders for bringing up the rest of the army when the sound of galloping hooves drew him
to hisfeet. A Mohile Force officer on athoroughly lathered horse pounded up and hurled
himsdf out of the saddle before his mount had come to a complete stop.

"Message from Colond Verkan, Y our Mgesty. The right column is making for the

Middle Gap. The Zarthani Knights are with it. One of our patrols has aso seen enemy
reinforcements moving from the left column to the right.”

"How many?'

The officer paused to catch his breath before continuing. " The patrol said at |east
four thousand, mostly cavalry."

Kdvan's eyebrows rose. He ignored the fact that his cigar had gone out and bent over
the map again. The Middle Gap was north of—what was its name otherwhen?
Georgetown?— and the road through it followed roughly State Highway 896 to
Strasburg— Mrathos, here-and-now.

If the estimate of four thousand reinforcements to the column headed for the Middle
Gap was correct, that was now the main enemy thrust. For amoment, Kavan wanted to
cursein frugration at the ancient commander's dilemma: can you trust the people you
need to send you intdligence when you can't go see for yoursdf?

Kavan decided to trust the report. Dram-damnit, if he couldn't trust somebody who
was probably handpicked by Verkan—whom he did trus— he might aswell turn around
and march home right now!

Harmakros traced the Middle Gap road over the Heights with his sword point. "It
looks as if somebody in Harphax has heard of flanks, other than horse's or women's™

Kalvan nodded, then stood up grinning. What he was about to do was a gamble, but
less of one than held faced lagt year, and this time he was using his own dice.

"Hestophes. How many men do you have ready to march for the West Gap?'

It turned out that Hestophes had about five thousand: the four Roya regiments of
foot—the King's Lifeguard, Queen Ryllas Foot and the First and Second Regiments of
Foot; the infantry veterans of Old Hostigos, and severa companies of firg-grade
mercenaries.

"I'll give you athousand cavary and twelve gunsto add to that. Take the whole force
to the West Gap, find the most defensible position that blocks it and defend it.”

"For how long?" The Generd didn't look perturbed; his young blocky face, il
wearing a splotchy beard, was as expressionless as a fiff - upper-lip Englishman's. He ill
obvioudy wanted any suicide missions to be clearly labeled as such.

"Until you've drawn the main weight of the Harphaxi |€eft into trying to push through
you," Kavan said. "Or until theré's danger of your retreat being cut off—if that happens
firg"



"Done, Your Mgesty." Hestophes pulled on hisleather gloves and turned to
Harmakros. "Duke, if you can give me an escort from your guards, men who were down
thisway on the soring raids, I'll ride on ahead and have the ground al picked out while
the men are coming up.”

"Will twenty be enoigh?
"That should do, if they al have eyesin the back of their heads"

Even if they did, Genera Hestophes was going to have his handsfull if the enemy
came up in force before his men did. Kavan tried not to think of losing the man who'd
stood off a Nastori force ten times his own strength at Narza Gap last year, or of what dl
the widows and orphans in Hostigos would say if it turned out that he was sending
Hestophes six thousand to their deaths. That was not likely, though. Man for man they
were probably the best infantry force ever seen here-and-now, and they weren't supposed
to defeet the Harphaxi |eft outright, just keep its attention while the ret of the Hodtigi
plan unfolded...

Harmakros five thousand cavary, mostly veterans of the Roya Horse and the Army
of Observation, would be stationed on the open ground north of the Heights to watch the
Middle Gap and hold it as long as possible. Kavan would give them a thousand infantry
and four guns, the infantry should mostly go up the Heights to reinforce Colondl Verkan
and the Mobile Force.

"If we can make them think the Heights are held in force, so much the better.”
Harmakros was looking down in the mouth, and Kavan knew why. "Don't worry. | know
your troopers are poiling for afight. They'll get one sooner or later, and if it's sooner, it

will probably be againg the Zarthani Knights. If that's not abig enough fight, | don't
know what ese | can do for them!

"Prince Armanes, you will remain heré'—Kavan tapped a point on the Great Harph
Road about three miles, or six Zarthani marches, north of Hestophes most likely
position—"and be prepared to move either to support either Hestophes or Harmakros at
their request. Any request for help from them shdl be trested as if it came from me
persondly.”

"AsYour Mgesty commands." Prince Armanes was very much abook soldier, but he
wouldn't do anything dangeroudy stupid as long as you handled him right. His twenty-
four hundred Nyklos were also about the best of the Princely armies, after Hostigos and
Sask

That took care of somewhat more than haf the Army of the Harph, but it tied up the
whole enemy army one way or another for long enough to let Kalvan move his remaining
eight thousand more or less where they would do the most gopod—or damage, depending
on whose viewpoint you took. Meanwhile, the rough wooded ground, mostly second-
growth forest, between the West Gap and the Harph would hide the eight thousand from
any soouts less determined than the Zarthani Knights, who would have to fight their way
past Harmakros before they could do any good.

What was George Patton's description of a certain maneuver—"We're going to hold
on to them by the nose while we kick them in the pants'? The first pantsto be kicked
would probably be the Harphaxi left's, dready somewhat out at the seet after severa
hours of frontal assaults on Hestophes. After that, Kalvan intended to play the battle very
much by ear, but he would have a good chance to get into the rear of the enemy'smain



column on the right, and they'd have next to no chance of getting into hisrear.

The thought of rears gave Kavan afina idea. One of the things the Ulthori had been
looting across the Harph was clothing. They'd been mustered into service in what they'd
owned as civilians; even when that had been half decent it had been a bit threadbare, and
now most of it looked like rags destined for the bins of the new paper mill. Half of the
men now looked like Ulthori peasants, except for their Hostigi red scarves and sashes.

Why not put afew hundred Ulthori in the captured boats and sent them downriver
into the Harphaxi rear? Let them loot to their heart's content, looking as much as possible
like a peasant uprising. Something every noble feared at the pit of his somach. Maybe
they could spark ared one if he gave them orders to turn captured weapons over to any
local peasants who seemed anti- Styphon enough. Maybe, but that would be getting into
delicate territory politically; enough for now that they just pretend to be a peasant army
and scarethewhey out of Philesteus.

Kavan tried to think if there was anything more that didn't have to be left to the
chance of battle, and decided there wasn't. One of his Princeton history professor's
favorite remarks came to mind, a quotation from some Army manua: "No battle plan
ever survives contact with the enemy.”

This Battle of the Heights of Chothros would be no exception. The number of things
that could till go wrong was rather gppalling. The best Kalvan could honestly say was
that he'd disaster- proofed the Army of the Harph, given it adamned good chance of
victory, and would have to leave the rest to Gazar, Duke Aesthes, Prince Philesteus and
plain old-fashioned luck.

"Very well, gentlemen. | think it's time we stopped talking and prepared to Start
shooting. Oh, Harmakros!"

"Your Mgesty?'

"If any of your tame Sastragathi take Prince Philesteus head as atrophy, don't let
them bring it to me!



FIFTEEN

"Here they come again,” Generd Hestophes said. He wasn't quite as calm as he was
pretending to be; Kalvan noticed that the pipe in his mouth was not only unlit but upside
down.

The new Harphaxi attack seemed to be aimed at what Hestophes called Barn Hill, at
the northern end of his position. Six guns and a thousand infantry held the dopes around
the haf-ruined barn; three thousand more and the cavary held the saddle stretching
diagondly from northwest to southeast. The southeastern anchor of Hestophes' position,
where Kavan now sat on his horse, was referred to as Tavern Hill, for the stone-walled
inn that crowned it. Another thousand infantry and the other six cannon held the dopes or
crouched behind loopholes knocked in the walls of the tavern itsdf. The onesin the
upper-floor windows and on the roof had an excellent view of the lower dopes of Tavern
Hill, strewn with the dead and dying from the first two Harphaxi attacks.

The third attack looked like about five hundred cavalry and a thousand infantry,
wearing yelow sashes and plumes, carrying the flag of Hos-Harphax—a gold double-
headed axe surrounded by acircle of eighteen stars on ared field, each star representing
one of the princedoms that made up the Great Kingdom of Hos-Harphax. Only the flag
was obsolete; more than athird of the stars depicted were now represented within the
Army of Hos-Hostigos.

Mogt of the infantry were arquebusiers and assorted skirmishers with halberds,
poleaxes, hills, glaives and various polearms sticking up a random intervals. Kalvan
swore he even saw along-handled scythe or two! This must have been how it looked
when the first Roundheads went up againgt King Charles, before Cromwael| turned them
into the New Modd Army.

They were marching raggedly enough, but they were aso marching out of the range
of the guns on Tavern Hill, with the additiona shelter of afold in the ground topped by a
low stone wall.

Out of the dust behind the cavary came three Harphaxi gun teams, turning toward the
wal with the gunners jumping down from the horses or running up behind. The guns
looked to be twelve and eighteen pounders, great clumsy ironhooped things that
probably weighed more than aHogtigi brass sixteen pounder and once off their traveling



carriages would be about as mobile as the Rock of Gibraltar. However, they could reach
the pikemen in Hestophes' center, who would have to stand there in massed formation

and take their shot or risk inviting a cavary charge.

Correction: they would have had to stand there and take it, except that when Kalvan
came up to vist Hestophes he aso brought athirteenth gun. It was the newest of the
sixteent pounders, which Uncle Wolf Tharses had honored with the name Galzar's Teeth.

"May they be sharp," Hestophes said, as he looked back at the gunners digging the
big piece into postion.

Kavan grinned. "I've heard it said that thirteen people at one table is unlucky. I've
never heard that thirteen guns on one position is”

"If 50, Your Mgesty, it will only be unlucky for the Harphaxi."

From behind came a shout, Colond Alkides trying to be respectful to his superiors
even when they indsted on standing in hisline of fire. The generd's and their escorts
shifted twenty yards to the left, then another twenty as the gunner shouted even louder.
Finaly there was a thunderous roar as Galzar's Teeth fired itsfirgt shot in action.

Here-and-now gunners hadn't had good enough fidd gunsto learn the trick of aming
short and letting the shot ricochet into its target. Even if they had, the soft ground &t the
foot of the rise might have defeated them, the way it had Napoleon's gunners at Waterloo.
However, the dight downgrade helped. The sixteen pound ball fdll short but kept rolling
fast enough to smash through the stone wall to the right of the enemy guns.

Stone dust and bits flew. The enemy artillerymen didn't even bother to look up.
Mercenaries, undoubtedly—the Harphax artillery was even more of ajoke than the rest
of their amy—but a good grade of mercenary. Kavan mentaly noted a need to find out
their names and, if they were captured, to try and recruit them.

The artillery duel went on for agood ten minutes with aminimum of damage on
ether Sde. Severd Harphaxi shot flew over the mercenary arquebusiersto the left of the
First Foot and rolled back down into their ranks. Kalvan saw one damned fool of a new
recruit stick out afoot to try sopping one of the rolling shot; amoment later he was on
the ground with his foot missing, screaming loudly enough to make his comrades back
away. Hestophes looked back at the crew of Galzar's Teeth with a get-your-act- together-
now expression on hisface.

Whether inspired or intimidated, the gunners succeeded. Their next shot fell closeto
the leftward enemy gun and must have done some damage, because the next time it fired
the carriage Split apart. With their own piece usdess, its crew shifted to the other two
guns, increesing their rate of fire. A couple of stone balls landed among Queen Ryllas

Foot. Unlike the mercenaries, they held steady until the wounded were carried away, then
closed ranks. Kavan mentally noted down their Colonel for a commendation. Time for

something like the Presidential Unit Citation for regiments that did particularly well.

In the next moment Gal zar's Teeth dammed aroundshot squarely into the muzzle of
the enemy's | eft-hand gun. It burst apart like an exploding boiler, and something hot must
have skipped into an open fireseed barrdl, because there was a crashing roar and a
tremendous cloud of white smoke. When the smoke cleared away, both guns were
wrecked and most of their gunners down; Kavan saw ridersin the cavary of the
attacking column struggling to control their pooked mounts.



"Good shooting!" Hestophes cried. "One could wish they'd done that sooner, but big
guns are like women. They need careful handling and long familiarity before you can be
sure they'll do what you want them to do." From the pained |ook on the Generd's face,
Hestophes appeared to be speaking from persona experience on both topics.

Kavan rode over to the gun to praise the shooting and to give the gunners ten Crowns
with which to celebrate after the battle, while Hestophes organized his counterattack by
the four Roya regiments. By the time Kavan returned, three regiments were on their way
downhill in dternating companies of pike and shot. Queen Ryllas Foot formed a column
on the left and a skirmish line of three mercenary arquebusier companies was out in front.

"Thewall ends on the left and the ground isfirmer there," Hestophes said. "Any
cavary charge will come in there. "1'm going to take the Firgt and Second Regiment of
Horse down to where they can support Queen Ryllas Foot, and meanwhile stiffen those
mercenaries who don't like hearing the cries of wounded men.”

Magor Nicomoth suddenly seemed to have developed an exceptionally severe case of
thelice that had infested everybody in the last few days. Kalvan and Hestophes
exchanged looks, then Kavan smiled. "All right, Mgor. Y ou may take thirty of the Royd
Horseguards and ride with Hestophes, as long as you swear to obey him as you would
me."

"With my life, Your Mgesty.”

Kavan watched the cavalry forming up with the thought that Nicomoth was the
classic wdl-born young cavdry officer who knew to perfection two of the operations of
war: charging gdlantly and dying gdlantly. Kavan liked the young officer, but would
chearfully have traded twenty of him for one more professona soldier like Harmakros,
Hestophes or Count Phrames—who were about the sum total of real professond officers
inthe Royd Army. A pity that none of them had the rank to command the Army of the

Besh, particularly Hestophes, who wasn't even anoble, just the son of atavern owner in
Hostigos Town.

That, at least, could be remedied. It would have to be remedied, in fact; Hestophes
had been a colond-equivadent at the Narza Gap, doing a mgor-genera'sjob, and thered
been some grumbling about a commoner holding such an honorable pos— maostly from
Baron Sthentros and that crowd. The Quisling faction, that's what | call them, thought
Kavan. He kept wishing they'd do something overt so that he could hang the lot of them,
or a least, stash them in the dungeon of Tarr-Hostigos—they'd make good company for
the cagtlerats.

Skranga had half a dozen operatives kegping an eye on them to see if they made
contact with any of Styphon's House's agents. Sadly, Skranga's spies had nothing to
report, other than the usud dirty laundry: assgnations with mistresses, tax fraud—amost
ahobby here-and- now—Dbullying the servants and the occasiona drunken brawl—pretty
much standard fare for here-and-now nobility.

Well, if Hestophes finished off today's assgnment and was il dive tomorrow, hed

be aBaron. Invest him with Tarr-Hyllos, there's a vacant seat there since the loca baron's
desth during the action at Listra-Mouth. With the advantage that it's next door to

Sthentros barony. Plus, it would solve the problem of having him obeyed; Chartiphon
had started from alot farther down and nobody questioned his orders since Ptosphes

ennobled him.



Handing out goodies to men who'd done well was one of the perks of being a Greet
King, areward that sometimes almost made up for the headaches.

There was a sound like digtant thunder when the Hogtigi regiments stopped short of
the soft ground, and the arquebusiers and musketeers of the three lines let fly amost
seven hundred strong. Two more volleys and a couple of shots from Galzar's Teeth, and
the Harphaxi were edging away toward Barn Hill and into range of its guns. Two salvos
from those, and the Harphaxi infantry didn't even wait for the mercenaries on the hill to
advance toward them. They retrested, not quite as arabble but certainly as aunit with
most of the pepper and a couple of hundred men shaken out of it.

The Harphaxi mercenary cavary made a brief feint toward the left of the Hodtigi
force, but the arquebusiers let fly, their volley felling two score of horses and emptying a
few saddles. Kalvan hated to see the horses get killed, but they were bigger targets than
their riders and didn't wear armor. Smoothbores were good for mass fire, but not accurate
enough to am at anything smaller than ahorse.

Then the pikemen and haberdiers covered their comr ades, everybody moving so
precisdy thet it was hard to believe they'd only been drilling since lat fdl, and then not
continuoudy.

Hestophes and his two regiments rode forward ready to break the enemy to pieces,
and Kavan led the rest of the Royd Lifeguards down to stiffen the mercenaries, but
neither of them had any work to do. The enemy cavary sheered off, picked up the
surviving artillerymen and departed as fast as the stableful of glue-factory regects they
were riding could carry them.

"Don't worry, Mgor," Kavan said, asthe Hostigi returned to their positions. ™Y oulll
be able to charge dl you want before this day's over.”

Nicomoth tried to cover his disappointment, but his pale face flushed.

"Sooner than that if Your Mgesty is planning to remain here," Hestophes added. "The
lookouts on the tavern roof have reported sghting a new Harphaxi column approaching.
They say it may number six thousand men, and the Roya Banner of Hos-Harphax is at its
head."

Six thousand wasn't too many men for Hestophes to handle from his present position,
unless the Harphaxi suddenly devel oped the ability to launch a coordinated attack, and if
they did that, Prince Armanes was on cal with more than two thousand completdly fresh
troops. However, it was definitdy enough to surround the position and make it
completely useless as a command post for Great King Kalvan.

After reminding Hestophes that if it looked as if the Harphaxi were about cut off his
rear, to retreat as planned. "Y ou've pinned the Harphaxi nicely here, so I'd like you to
hold this position aslong as you can. What will you need to meet them?"

"More fireseed—and soon. Also, some cavary to take our prisoners from the first
attacks to the rear." Hestophes did not add, "And for the Great King to take hisroyal arse
with them so | won't have to worry about it!" but thought it very loudly.

"WEell send you the fireseed before the next attack, or in the firgt lull after it," Kavan
sad. "Asfor the prisoners, my guards and | can escort them back asfar as Prince
Armanes position." Kavan managed to keep from laughing out loud at Hestophes
efforts to suppressasigh of rdlief.



The scene a the south end of the Middle Gap over the Heights of Chothros reminded
Phidestros of the struggles of afarmer hed once watched, trying to get five pigsinto a
cart that anyone could have told him would hold three a most. The farmer had findly
admitted defeat only after the cart collapsed and the ox hauling it broke loose and ran off,
followed by four of the pigs.

Prince Philesteus and Duke Aesthes, it seemed to Phidestros, were much like the
farmer. They had dimly grasped the notion that the way to win a battle was to get around
the enemy's flank. They had not grasped in the least how to find that flank. Still less did
they seem to know what to do with much of their army while they were searching.

So something like athird of the Harphaxi Army was ether through the Middle Gap or
on the way; the Iron Company would have been among that nine thousand if Captain-
Generd Aesthes hadn't given them arest as reward for their good scouting. Phidestros
had taken the reward gladly, athough he'd been surprised to discover that Aesthes could
tell good scouting from bad.

The pace of the advance through the Gap made turtles ook flest-footed, when
everything wasnt a ahat due to agun losing awhed or two sets of wagon traces getting
tangled. Not to mention the places where the road's incline required eight animalsto do
the work of four. Phidestros recalled seeing one entire team lying in the traces, dead from
afutile attempt to pull an Agrys nine-pounder back on the road.

After an eighth of aday of this, Phidestros redlized that there was no reason for him
to ride about in the confusion, trying to see what most likely wasn't there to be seen. He
sent Banner- Captain Geblon and six of his toughest veterans over the Gap to scout, then
rode back downhill.

Hed just reached the Iron Company's temporary camp when he heard peculiarly
deep-toned trumpets blaring to the west. He hurriedly turned off the road and watched
from thefidds as a Lance of Zarthani Knights cantered past.

The Holy Order of the Zarthani Knights had been formed three hundred and fifty
years before, when the civilized native Ruthani of the Lower Sagtrageth tried to drive out
the Zarthani settlers encroaching on their tribal homelands. The Knights had broken the
Ruthani aliance and afterward had become the defenders of the Southern Great
Kingdoms againgt the barbarians of the Lower and Upper Sastragath and the Trygath.
The Knights were dso a priestly order of Styphon's House, and had helped spreed
Styphon's worship throughout Hos-Bletha and eastern parts of the Trygath.

The head of the Order was caled the Grand Magter and was an Archpriest of the
Inner Circle of Styphon's House. He ruled a domain larger in territory than any two Grest
Kings combined. The current Grand Master, Soton, was the most feared and respected
military commander in the Five Kingdoms. Under hisrule, the Order had quelled severd
barbarian uprisngs on the western frontier and built three new border tarrs to protect the
marches.

Asaways, the Knights were marching in the formation in which they preferred to



fight. At the head of the Lance went the flag of the Order, alarge white banner bearing a
black, broken sun-whed with curved arams— Styphon's Own Device. The Lancerodein a
wedge- shagped formation, with the oath-brothers riding ahead as skirmishers, and the fully
armored Brethren forming the tip. The hundred Brother Knights had black armor with
white and black plumes on their helms, and carried a heavy lance, a brace of pistols and a
sword. Behind the Brethren were two hundred Confere Knights in three-quarter black
armor with lance and pigtals, followed by two hundred sergeants in back- and-breast with
pistols and sword. A hundred mounted arquebusiers brought up the rear, followed by a
hundred horse archer auxiliaries.

This third Lance added to the other two that had already gone up the Gap would make
more than two thousand Order horse ready for Aesthes hand. Phidestros had the liveliest
doubts that the elderly Captain-General would know what to do with them, and hoped

their own Knight Commander in charge would be able to find something on his own.

The dust from the Knights passage was barely starting to settle when Phidestros saw
bright flashes of metd, then a solid mass of red emerging from a cloud of dust. A Temple
Band of Styphon's Own Guard swung by, glaives shouldered, musketoons dung across
ther slvered breastplates, and most of them singing a hymn to Styphon in voices that
would have knocked dead from the sky any birds who hadn't long since fled from the
battlefield.

Phidestros backed his horse till farther into the field as Styphon's Red Hand marched
by, and didn't return to the road until he could no longer hear their singing. He badly
wanted to find out what might be going on toward the west, where held seen agood desl
of samoke and heard more than agood ded firing, including artillery. He did not want it
badly enough to cal himsdf to the notice of a Temple Band whose grand- captain might
have the ear of the Inner Circle.

He snatched a quick med of bread, cheese and sausage washed down with warm flat
de, while the baggage boy changed the wet cloths bound around his injured knee. He no
longer had to stifle a gasp when he put hisweight on the leg, but he knew held best plan
on running no footraces for awhile and spending that day ether lying, Stting or riding.

Severad messengers rode by while he was egting. Two coming from the west stopped
and accepted afew coinsin return for their messages, but neither was ableto tell him
anything about the battle in the West Gap. They had not attacked, either. The second
messenger added that the Royal troops of Hos-Harphax were coming up and seemed to
regard this as good news, but then he spoke with a Harphax City accent.

Phidestros redlized that if the Iron Company were to be thrown into the battle at the
West Gap, their gpproach to it would be over open ground; he could at least send more
scouts ahead to find what was going on. He had a fedling that he would need that
knowledge fairly soon. Of course, this mght leave him short of trustworthy petty-
cagptains... But knowing the whereabouts of the Hostigi positions might be the difference
between the Iron Company being shot into ribbons by Kalvan'srifles, or acquitting the
field with vaor.

He was just emptying his mug of aewhen Geblon returned. His Banner-Captain's
normally ruddy face looked pae with dust and something more that made Phidestros St
up and motion him to his Sde so that no one could overhear the Banner-Captain's

message.



"The Hogtigi barely tried to hold the far end of the Gap, et donethe crest. Their—
riflemen—did some damage, their Sastragathi irregulars alittle more, but that was al.

They're holding Mrathos with hardly more than a thousand men, but in trenches with
atillery. Everybody believes there must be more Hostigi, and haf of them are scattered
al over Yirttas potato patch trying to find them!™

"lan't Captain-Generd Aesthestrying to rein them in?"

Geblon took two quick puffs on his pipe before answering, "He's determined to
reduce Mrathos before he moves ayard further. He may do that before nightfall. |
couldn't get close enough to the lines around the town to ask him or anybody e se who
might know."

So if the Iron Company crossed the Middle Gap, it would find itsdlf on afield where
the enemy might or might not be present, and, if present, in unknown strength. Certainly
a Captain-Generd who did not know his business would be present, and so would
thousands of Styphon's finest troops. Not just on the field, but perhaps behind the Iron
Company—and Styphon's Red Hand, at least, had a reputation for killing even alied
troops, not just to keep them from retreating but to force them to stand and die to the last
man.

"Did anyone recognize you or name the Iron Company in your hearing?"

Geblon shook his head. "Not that | remember.”

"You're sure?'

"Almogt sure”

"Sure enough to swear an oath?"

Geblon opened his mouth, obvioudy to ask what kind of oath, then shut it again. He
knew of the reputation of Styphon's Red Hand, and held been a mercenary long enough to
know that no one could be punished for not obeying an order he hadn't received. The less
he knew about what was in his captain's mind, the less danger held bein if by chance
Styphon's House or the Harphaxi wanted a convenient scapegoat.

If the example was to come from the Iron Company, Phidestros was determined that
it should be from him. He owed them that much—that, and not leading them into a battle
on the ground of alackwit's choosing. Not if he could avoid it, by Galzar!



SIXTEEN

"Remember, at al costs keep five hundred paces between you and Baron Euklestes
column. If the cavdry cant fit into agap that big, I'll have them dl sent to one of Yirttals
temple-houses for the blind!™

"It shdl be done, Y our Mgesty," Baron Halmoth said with agrin. "That should dso
let both us and Euklestes shoot at any Harphaxi unwise enough to ride into the gap,
without fear of hitting each other. Am | right?' Kavan nodded. "Then—when do we
march?'

Kalvan hesitated a moment over his answer. Great Kings weren't supposed to admit
to being at the mercy of their subordinates, even when the subordinates were as good as
Harmakros. On the other hand Euklestes seemed intelligent enough to benefit from a
short lesson in generdship.

"As soon as | receive the next message from Count Harmakros on how the battle

around Mrathosis going." They both looked at the eastern sky above the treetops and at
the towering plume of black smoke trailing across the blue likea scarf.

It bothered Kalvan that Harmakros had troops that had arrived too late to hold the
Middle Gap; it had been his plan to hold the Heights and pick the Harphaxi to pieces as
they went againgt both gravity and the tide of battle. Insteed of retresting Harmakros had
stood his ground a the town of Mrathos, turning that insignificant piece of red edtae into
acriticd defengve point.

Mrathos Town was the here-and-now site of Strasburg, where two years before he
was picked up by the cross-timeflying saucer held lost agood friend, Sergeant Joe
Bonnetti. The Sergeant, Cavin Morrison's mentor during hisfirst two yearsasa
Pennsylvania State Trooper, had been run off awet road and killed by a drunken driver, a
drunk with so many political connections that held got off with adap on the wrigt. There
was no way to talk about this memory, ether; even if thered been anyone around cleared
for the "secret” of his origins, they might cdl it an evil omen.

What was more annoying, Kalvan wasn't entirely sure they'd be completely wrong.
Was living among people who took gods and demons and sorcery for granted making
him superdtitious?

Wamn't thisahell of athing to be worry over asthe biggest bettle of hislife



approached its climax?

Kavan turned his mind to amore practical question. What should he do about
Harmakros, who'd shown initiative—Dram-damnit, nearly disobediencel— by holding
Mrathos instead of retregting and contacting his commander-and- chief, then holding back
four fifths of his men while the garrison of Mrathos drew most of the Harphaxi right on
to itsdf? Certainly Harmakros had infected Captain-Generd Aesthes with an obsessive
desire to reduce the town—to rubble and ashes, if nothing more— before moving on, or
even bothering to contral the rest of histroops. Some French generd whose name Kalvan
couldn't recal had the same beein his bonnet a Waterloo and spent the whole battle
attacking the Chateau of Hougoumont, leaving the rest of Welington's right flank
completdy aone. The garrison at Mrathos didn't need to do nearly as much, and it looked
asif they might have dready doneit.

More of Kavan's friends might die today at Mrathos, but so would alot of his
enemies. He spurred his horse back toward the rear of the units lined up for the
counterattack. He'd be riding back there, dong with the artillery and the counterattack's
own private cavary reserve, the Royd Lifeguards and the First Dragoons. Kavan might
be commanding, but the counterattack would actudly be led by Phrames.

Thiswas unorthodox but made sense for severd reasons, one of which was that
Phrames knew his business. Another was the superior quaity of the cavary, mostly roya
regulars and severd squadrons of the Ulthori Household Guard. They were better able to
take or deliver the first shock as long asthey could be kept from charging massed
infantry. Theinfantry of the counterattack included too many smal mercenary units (it
was being kind to cdl them companies) plus Hamoth's column of two—cal them
"regiments’ to avoid being insulting—of Hostigi foot militia. The militia were the
survivors of lagt year's battles who could be spared for fiedd service. While the militia had
smelled powder and this year carried handguns instead of crossbows, they'd hardly done
aweek's training between last fal and the day the Army of the Harph marched eedt.

In the rear, Kalvan would have the infantry under his eye. He'd also be clear of the
scrimmage up ahead, able to move his reserves where they were most needed— or even
move them to another part of the battlefield entirely. He might have to do that if Captain-
Genera Aesthes pushed past Harmakros Mobile Force and Armanes needed help—and
where the Styphon was Harmakros messenger, and what should he do to the Harmakros
that would persuade him not to do this sort of thing again, without making him afraid to
blow his nose without an order?

Ancther universal commander's problem: how to encourage initiative without losing
control of your subordinates. Kavan reflected morosely that the problem had probably
first presented itself to some Neanderthd chieftain leading araid on a neighbor's cave.

A shift in the breeze suddenly thinned the smoke pouring up from the burning
farmhouse. It hadn't been much smoke, compared to what was pouring up from Mrathos

two milesto the eadt, but it had been enough to screen Verkan's patrol of the Mounted



Rifles from what lay beyond the hedges bordering the farmyard. Now the screen was
gone, and Verkan was staring at more than a hundred of Styphon'sRed Hand, and
particularly at a mounted officer who was staring back as though one of Styphon's
fireseed devils had suddenly materiaized out of the haze.

Verkan was the first to break away. His pistol shot missed the officer but nicked his
horse, which kept the Guard Captain busy enough for Verkan to shout, "No dismounting!
We had ordersto find the Styphoni and we've doneiit! Pull back!"

By the time the Captain of Styphon's Own Guard had his mount under control and
was sending his men through the gate in the hedge, V erkan's twenty-five Riflemen were
trotting away across the farmer's now well-trodden barley. They were on the far Sde of
the field and gpproaching the boundary with the next farm before the Red Hand opened
fire, & long range for musketoons.

Long range, but not impossible, with fifty men volleying a asingle target. Verkan
had just enough timeto redlize that he was the single target, when his horse screamed and
reared violently, something went wheeet past his ear, and something else went
whnnnnngggg off his breagtplate. Verkan flung himsdf to the left to avoid faling under
his horse, smashed into something solid and hard enough to knock the wind out of him,
then found himsdlf suspended clear of the ground with what seemed to be blunt knives
digging into hisribs

He gulped in air, shook his head and discovered he was caught in the haf-rotted
framework of an overturned farm wagon. He must have been right on top of it when the
Styphoni killed his horse, then smashed most of the way through when he legped clear.
For along moment he wriggled like a child in the arms of a determined mother, then the
rest of the framework gave way and he dropped through to the ground.

The timbers of the bed of the wagon were |less rotted, a piece of good luck for
Verkan. Bullets thunked into the wood as the Guardsmen blazed away with more
enthusiasm than accuracy. The sound of incoming fire didn't drown out Ranthar's orders
to dismount and return fire. The Mounted Rifles were faling into fours with the ease of
long practice—three to open fire and one to hold the horses. Ranthar himself was saying
mounted, hisrifle gill dung across his back.

Verkan couldn't see dl his men, but from the sudden burgt of rifle fire he knew
everyone but the horse-holders must have let fly. Two more volleys were punctuated by a
cry of pain and severd gleefully triumphant shouts, then the massed fire gave way to
individud fire. Thethunking of bullets into the wagon bed became less frequent as the
Styphoni found it prudent to keep their heads out of the Sghts of rifles, evenriflesin the
hands of despised heretics and demon-worshippers.

Then Ranthar Jard was riding toward Verkan and extending a hand down from the
saddle. "Thisis alousy place for avacation, Colond. The roof lesks, the plumbing's
blocked up and the neighborhood istoo noisy." A Styphoni bullet kicked up dust between
his horse's hind legs, and another drove splintersinto Verkan's left hand hard enough to
draw blood.

"That'swhat comes of taking advice from tavern friends" Verkan said. He took the
hand, gripped the saddlebow with the other and svung himsdlf up onto the neck of
Ranthar's bay. A few more bullets whistled by, then they were out of range and behind
the team of Riflemen who took their Colond's rescue as the Sgnd to start mounting up.



They'd only lost one man, and from the back of the dead man's horse Verkan looked
toward the Styphoni position. It was now decorated with a score of red-clad corpses and
the body of the Guard Captain's horse. A few of the Red Hand were keeping up a
sporadic fire, while the rest seemed to be ether lying low or holding their glaives, ready
to stand off the Mounted Rifle€'s charge.

Verkan hoped they'd have along, hot, thirsty wait, and aroya reaming-out from the
next Hogtigi detachment to come aong. He glanced back at his dead mount. It was a pity
he couldn't retrieve the saddlebags, but everything compromising in it wasin one
smulated-leather pouch equipped with a dead- man timer and a charge nobody on Fourth
Leve, Aryan Trangpacific could find, let done disarm. When the timer ran out, the
charge would give aremarkably good impression of a demonic vigtation to anyone far
enough away to survive.

Meanwhile, in spite of his own embarrassingly minor role in the skirmish, the patrol
had done its job. It had found Styphoni so far west of Mrathos that it was obvious they'd
be able to meet Harmakros attack in force if he delayed it much longer. The advantage
Harmakros had won from the stand at Mrathos and Captain- Generd Aesthes' lack of
control over hiswing of the Harphaxi could be los—if not completely, enough to make
the next stage of the battle on the Hogtigi |eft alot bloodier than it would be otherwise.

Then Harmakros might lose some of his reputation, and ether try something foolish
to restore it and get killed, or be shoved aside by rivals who aso had aclaim on Great
King Kdvan. Either way, Kavan would be losing one of his best field commanders,
which would be the equivaent of losng afar-sized battle.

To prevent that, Verkan Val would have steered much closer to the line between
contamination and noncontamination than he would have to now. After dl, hewasa
trusted field officer reporting to the general who'd ordered him out on a scouting mission;
he would be expected to offer advice. The rest could amost certainly be left to
Harmakros wits.

Nobody who knew anything about war could cal that contamination. Of course, not
everybody knew anything about war, afact that Verkan Val would have been resigned to
aslong asthe ignorant didn't rise to high rank in the Paratime Police, Paratime
Commission, Executive Council or the Outtime Trade Board. Asthingsredly were...

The thought of how things redly were made him dig his spursinto his horses flanks,
pushing it from atrot into a canter.



SEVENTEEN

When Captain Phidestros heard the sudden increase in firing from the far sde of the
Heights, he ordered the Iron Company to make ready to mount up. Themost likely
explanation for the new uproar was a Hogtigi atack, and he wanted to be able to move
out as quickly as possible through the Middle Gap to reinforce Captain- General Aesthes.
Surdy Aesthes, having through no gift of his own found the long sought Hostigi flank,
would not hesitate to call up every man jack within reach of his messengers to attack it.

Instead the battle roar continued to mount, and white powder smoke climbed the sky
above the Heights to join the black murk from burning Mrathos. Still no orders came
from the Captain-Generd or anybody else, and no more messengers came aong the road
from the west. The battle there was gill going on, which suggested thet the Hodtigi at the
West Gap mugt have ether been much stronger than anyone had suspected or else been
reinforced since the fighting had opened some severd candles ago. There could be no
other natura explanation for their holding so long; Phidestros would believe other kinds
of explanations when he saw evidence for them.

Without hisinjured knee, Phidestros would have dismounted and walked off his
growing ill temper, striding up and down in front of the Iron Company, until either orders
came or he felt better. With hisknee till sore, dl he could do was St on his horse until
Snowdrift sensed his rider's uneasiness enough to grow jittery, then dismount and St on a
stump high enough to be clear of the rank grass and horse droppings.

It didn't help that the muck from the creek now reeked like a midden, and what had
found itsway through the chinksin his armor to creep next to his skin itched like dl the

fleesin Harphax City amusing themsdves a once. Men who had business with him
carefully stayed upwind, Phidestros noticed. He also realized he could do nothing about
thisuntil he could grip off hisarmor, bail his clothes and have a thorough bath—
preferably in aproper Zygros bathhouse, with clouds of steam risng around him and a
comey wench to ply him with soap, scraper, cloths, oil, sweetcakes, winter wine, a
massage. ..

Phidestros ruthlesdy kept his imagination from going any farther; instead he decided
to light his pipe, only to discover he had no more tobacco. He sent his baggage boy to
find some, and aso to summon Geblon and Kyblannos. If the Iron Company wasto St



around until it perished from boredom it might at least St somewhere there was water and
shade.

The nearest place to provide both turned out to be a chestnut grove already occupied
by agaggle of stragglers, deserters, servants and camp followers—as well asafew
genuine sufferers from fever, flux or the heat. The Iron Company routed the able-bodied
out of the grove at point of sword and pistol, took the casuaties under its protection and
setled down to wait with as much patience as they could muster.

His baggage boy finaly returned with some tobacco and he was getting his pipe
drawing nicdly when a shout came from the lookout held posted in the upper branches of
the tall sycamore a the west end of the grove.

"Captain! Theresfighting south of the West Gap. | can see alot of dust and some
cavdry at the galop!"

Phidestros cursed hisinjured knee which would keep him from climbing the tree to
look for himsdf. ""Can you see the cavdry's colors?

"No, there's too much dust and smoke. | can see the Royd Lancers and their pennon
though. They're well to the sde of the new fighting.”

"Y ou've used your eyeswell," Phidestros said, reaching into his purse for acoin and
with the other hand a branch to pull himsdlf to his feet. Fighting south of the West Gap,
and cavary at that, could mean hardly anything but another Hogtigi attack. He didn't
know who commanded the Harphaxi there—probably Prince Philesteus himself, if the
Royd Lancers were present. But it would be certainly someone with enough rank to give
weight to any praise he gave the Iron Company. It seemed to him that that West Gap was
more than ever the place for his men now, and any messengers with ordersto the contrary
who might be in the way could bresk their necks for dl he cared.

"Sound, ‘Mount!"" he shouted to the nearest trumpeter and his groom moved to
Snowdrift's head. Harness jingled and leather thumped as the men around him obeyed
their Captain's shout even before the trumpet blew. Phidestros swung into the saddle and
consdered his best line of march to the West Gap.

Straight down the road would bring him within Sght of the Harphaxi Royad Army and
their captain; that would mean attacking with friends a his back and flanks. Not the best
of friends, though, except in sheer numbers; the wel-born heavy cavary of Hos-Harphax
were bardly polite to mercenaries and were none too wise in the new kind of warfare
Kavan was going to teach everybody whether they liked it or not. No, the Iron Company
would swing to the south of the road and move cautioudy towards the fighting with
scouts well out in front. Phidestros was even prepared to lead himsdlf, in order to be the
firgt to see how the battle was going. Once again, if the Iron Company retreated without
need and there was an example to be made, he would be the one to provide it. But, on the
other hand, if there was aneed for retrest—well, the Iron Company would have a clear
road to Harphax City or even across the Harph.

"To Phidestros!" someone shouted.

The Iron Company took up the cry. Snowdrift began to prance and his rider didn't
even try to gentle him. One way or another, the frustration of sitting by the road while the
battle was mismanaged dl around him was about to end, Galzar be thanked!



The Harphaxi gun bellowed and the tweve- pound cannonbal THUNKED twenty
yards to Kalvan'sright, crashed through what was |eft of the fence behind him and rolled
away out of gght without hitting anything.

"That's the last one!™ Kalvan shouted. " Trumpeters, sound ‘charge!™

To their credit the Roya Horseguards actualy waited until they heard the trumpets
before they dug in their spurs. Kavan knew the efforts they'd make to protect him if he
rode too far ahead and the time this would expend. He reined in his horse until Mgor
Nicomoth and the first two squads were out ahead, then urged his own mount up to a
canter.

The four Harphaxi guns across the field would take at least five minutes to reload and
Kavan's cavary would be on them before they were hafway done.

He wasn't sure what business a Great King had leading regiment-strength cavary
charges, but when the regiment was the only part of his army within reach and there was
an enemy within gtriking distance, he couldn't think of anything better to do.

Dugt billowed behind the Hostigi as they rode, horsepistols drawn, slver-plated
armor gleaming in the hot sun, Kavan's persona banner of a maroon keystone on a green
fied leading the way. Through the smoke ahead, he could dready see some of the
gunners running for the shelter of the trees behind their position. That would dow down
the relcading even more.

Kdvan drew his sword and shouted "Down Styphon!™

TheHogtigi counterattack had started well enough. Kavan had findly led hisforce of
two thousand horseg, fifteen hundred foot without waiting for Harmakros message about
the Stuation in front of Mrathos. It was a gamble but one that had paid off. When
Harmarkos messenger, on a haf-dead horse, findly caught up with his Great King, he
reported that Harmakros was launching his own attack with dl his men. Colond Verkan
reported that severa bands of Styphon's Red Hand were moving west and it seemed
wisest to attack Captain-Genera Aesthes before the Styphoni could strengthen his
pogition.

Kavan rewarded the good-news bearer, sent him off to rest hishorse and rodeonina
much better mood. Clearly, Harmakros could be trusted to use hisinitiative wisgly, even
if it did give his Great King ulcersin the process. He had a good sense for timing and a
good eye for terrain, and he also knew enough to concentrate his forces. Harmakros was
even honest enough to give credit to his subordinates when they deserved it; Napoleon
himsdf headed along list of generds who'd lacked that virtue.

More importantly it meant that Kdvan's counterattack would not have to swing far to
thewest in order to avoid Harphaxi patrols coming from Mrathos. They would al be
much too busy with Harmakros. Thiswould save agood ded of time, and the sooner the
pressure on Hestophes was relieved, the better. From the amount of firing around his
position, he was gl holding on, but Hestophes hadn't sent a messenger in over an hour—
which said things Kavan didnt like to hear.

Kavan ddivered hisfirg attack on time and in more or less the intended place.



Severd thousand Harphaxi, including some of the Royd Pistoleers died, ran off or
surrendered with gratifying speed. In the process alot of fast moving horses and rapidly
fired guns generated an appaling amount of dust and smoke. When some of the farms
and orchards started burning, Kavan began to fed he was back on the fog- shrouded
battlefield of Fyk.

By thetime Kavan sighted the four Harphaxi bombards, he had under his persona
command only a squadron of his Horseguards— about a hundred and thirty men—and
dightly more than a hundred Ulthori heavy horse. With alittle persuading, the Ulthori
dropped back to guard the rear while Kavan led his better disciplined Hostigi out to draw
the gunners fire, then charge.

The Harphaxi artillery was notorioudy dow to re-load; it was safe to use againg them
tactics that would have been suicidal againgt Hostigi field guns. Besdes, Kdvan knew
the only chance of keeping any initiative held take with the counterattack was to hit the
enemy whenever and wherever he popped up. The Hogtigi couldn't lose this battle,
Kavan suspected, but he was damn sure he wasn't going to give the Harphaxi a chance to
get too many of their men away.

Those thoughts took Kavan hdfway to the guns. At that point alight piece banged
off on the left; the trooper riding behind Mgor Nicomoth suddenly had no head and
Nicomoth had most of the troopers brains splattered over his armor. The Mg or shouted,
"Down Styphon!" again and put his horse up to agalop.

Severd pigtols and arquebuses went off among the Harphaxi guns. One gunner
jumped to the breech of his piece to raly his comrades and was promptly shot down.
Then Nicomoth, who had drawn haf adozen horse lengthsin front of Kavan, wasin
among the gunners; he timed his reining-in so well that he sabered two of them before
they redized he was within striking distance.

Kavan swung wide to the left; Mgor Nicomoth was one of the best swordsmenin
Hostigos and would need no help from his King. Somewhat to Kavan's surprise the
smoke and dust were not so thick here and he found himsalf with a clear shot a a cluster
of frantic artillerymen. He amed a pistal a the man holding the rammer and fired. Not
entirely to Kavan's surprise the gunner went down; here-and-now horsepistols had

barrels nearly two-feet long and with rifling added they were more accurate than the
Police .38s and Army .45s held used back home.

He emptied another saddle pistol and then his boot pistols, before he decided to cease
fire and reload. There ware no more targets anyway; his Horseguards were al around the
guns, taking surrender oaths from the surviving artillerymen. Nicomoth was ordering
latecomers to search for the gun teams and atroop of First Dragoons had ridden up from
somewhere and was awating orders.

Kavan told them to dismount and send patrols to the tree line behind the gunsto see
what lay on the other side. It probably wasn't a canyon athousand feet deep, but Kavan
couldn't see or hear anything to prove otherwise. His scouts were good, but they were

hampered by the lack of good local maps; he knew that in the area west and south of
Lancaster there was no lack of canyons a hundred feet deep. Note: As soon as the new

University opensits doors, add a class on topographical maps to the curriculum—even if
| have to teach it myself!

The appearance of Hostigi dragoons on the other side of the trees was greeted with a



burgt of musketry. Kavan's men were closing up when two dragoons staggered back
through the trees holding a wounded comrade between them and gasping, "Harphaxi!
Harphaxi! The Household Guard and dl the Lancers"

"Any other chief captains?' Kavan was asking when another burst of musketry
sounded, then went on to become the steedy hammering of massed infantry fire.

Kalvan backed his horse away from the trees in case the Harphaxi were launching an
attack and would suddenly burst out into the open at point-blank range. Then he grinned
and relaxed. In between the spurts of firing, he could hear the unmistakable cries of
"Down Syphon!™

Kavan dismounted half his Horseguards to support the dragoons and led the rest
towards the left in a search for away through the trees. A cluster of mounted men
materialized out of the dust ahead; Kavan had his pistol drawn before he recognized
Hestophes. The Generd was splattered with blood and his sword was caked with it; the
edge looked asif held used it to chop wood. His face was covered with adry reddish mud
of blood and dugt, but from the way he was grinning Kavan doubted he was wounded.

"Your Mgesty! It had come down to cold stedl in the last attack when you hit the
Harphaxi from the rear. The atack on Tavern Hill died out, which isjust as well; some of
the mercenaries found the wine cellar and | wasn't sureif they could tell friend from foe.
We used the cavary to clean out the center in Barn Hill and by then their horses were too
blown to charge again. So | left them and the mercenaries in our position and marched
the infantry to where | thought we might find you."

"Good work," Kavan said. "But, please, Hestophes, try not to get killed in the rest of
the battle. I'm going to make you abaron if it'sthe last edict | ever sgn.”

Hestophes grin turn into a gape of surprise. After he regained his composure, he said,
"Well then, I'll have to keep Y our Mgesty dive, aswdl. So, Sire, if you will—"

"Hestophes, if you start playing mother hen, I'll write out the edict here and now and
giveit to someone to take to Rylla. That way it won't maiter if | survive or not.”

Kavan could make out the blush on Hestophes face, even through the grime. "Very
well, Your Mgesty. | dso picked up aHogtigi militia regiment, somewhere over there,"
he added, with awave to the northwest. "Captain Lysentes met the wrong end of a
halberd, | didn't want to leave them alone.”

"Damn!" Kavan sad.

Lord Lysentes hadn't been any military genius, but hed been intelligent enough to
learn. HEd also kept his eye on his uncle, Baron Sthentros, to make sure the Baron didn't
do something stupid out of jealousy of Kalvan. Lysentes had kept an eye on Sthentros
without Kavan, Skranga or Klestreus having to do anything that would ruffle the feathers
of the Hogtigi nobility.

Thiswas no time to think about palitics, not in the middle of a battle, even if hewas
Great King and politics was part of the job. Kavan listened to the fight on the other Sde
of the trees and discovered both the firing and the shouts of "Down Styphon! " weredying
away.

"Let'sjoin theinfantry."

By the time they'd done that the Hogtigi were no longer entirely infantry; atroop of
the Second Roya Horseguards and most of the First Dragoons had joined in the fina



sages of the fight, helping to keep the enemy penned. The Hogtigi musketeers fired
volley after valley into the Harphaxi pogition, cutting them to pieces. Soon afterward, the
last of the Harphaxi infantry died or surrendered; the halberdiers of the Harphaxi
Household Guard mostly died. A few surviving infantrymen were running off to the
south and Kavan had to hold Nicomoth from turning his troopers |oose on them.

"From the dust clouds I'd say the Harphaxi rearguard is somewhere off there." It
struck Kavan that this battle might be known forever after to its veterans as the Battle of
Somewhere off There. "Besdes, | think we're going to have vidtors herein alittle
while" He pointed to a glittering mass of heavy cavary on the hillsde about amileto the
east. From this side of the copse, the fields hadn't yet been scoured bare by the marching
armies and the dust was less choking.

"That must be the Roya Lancers of Hos-Harphax. Their honor won' let them leave
the field without charging us."

Nicomoth's reply was a blissful smile. The idea of crossing swords with the highest
nobility of a Grest Kingdom was irresstible. Not even the treasures of Baph could have
tempted him into riding off the field now.

Not that it would take some lobster-headed notion of honor to produce an attack on
the Hogtigi. Asfar as Prince Philesteus would be able to see, Kalvan's force of infantry
was the primary obstacle to the retreat of thousands of Harphaxi to the north and east, not
to mention being no match for a charge by heavy cavdry. Kavan wished he had about a
thousand more cavalry of his own, preferably under Phrames—and where was the Count
ayway?

At least he could hope that knightly quarrels over precedence would delay the
Harphaxi charge until he was ready to recaiveit. Certainly, Hestophes was tnying to bein
three places a once, organizing the position with five sx-pounders and the Hogtigi
Militiaon the right. Five regiments and ten to twelve mercenary companiesto hold the
center; Kalvan with the Horseguards and dragoons on the left by the trees The infantry
were arranged in lines of staggered squares of musketeers and pikemen, with the
haberdiers in among the musketeers for siffening.

Damn the smiths for dragging their feet on standard fittings for bayonets so that
proper ring bayonets were at least ayear away! Maybe plug bayonets would be
worthwhile after dl; every infantryman carried aknife of some sort...

Digtant trumpets sounded and sunlight flamed on dancing lance tips and Slvered and
gilded armor suddenly on the move. The Royd Lancerswere charging. Behind them
came five squadrons of the Roya Harphaxi Pistoleers, each with ared-bordered yellow
sash and an armored gauntlet holding a pistol followed by a thousand mercenary cavdry,
haf with lance and haf with pistol and musketoon. The total was about thirty-five
hundred heavy cavdry, most of it the cream of the Harphaxi Army. The front rank of the
Harphaxi line was ariot of color; each lance had its own pennon and any nobleman of the
rank baron or above had his own persona banner carried by a man at-arms. Kavan
imagined the Harphaxi line looked very much like that of the French at Crécy or
Agincourt before the English longbowmen went to work.

Hestophes had taken a position among the guns on the left. When the Lancers were
eight hundred yards away his sword flashed down and al five guns|et fly a once. Long

range for case shot, Kavan thought—then saw Harphaxi chargers bowled over in away



that told him that they werefiring round shot. Hestophes must have been gambling on the
ax-pounders rate of fireto let him get off afew sdvos of round shot before the Harphax
rode up close enough to use case shot. Kalvan only hoped the gunners could do the job.

Hestophes hit the lancers with two salvos of round shot before switching to case.
Between the roars of the cannons Kavan could hear the screams of wounded men and
horses. The Lancers left at least eighty men and horses behind and briefly spread out to
avoid trampling their casudties. The more optimistic anong them couched their lances.

Kavan hoped Hestophes hadn't accidentaly scared them into dispersing so much
they'd make aless vulnerable target for the guns, then saw he needn't have worried. The
firgt two ranks were thickening up again into a solid wall of flesh and armor, decorated
with crests and coats-of-arms. Every noble house in Hos Harphax must have ason or
nephew in the charge, he thought, and every house must want its banner first into the
Hodtigi lines

Five hundred yards, four hundred—Kavan saw the Lancers wore full armor, like
Fifteenth Century knights. They were magnificent; any back home museum director
would have died of joy at the Sght of such a collection of pristine armor.

The Lancers themsdves were about to die of something el se—being a hundred years
out of date for acharge againgt massed, disciplined infantry with muskets and pikes.
Three hundred yards, two hundred—

"Down Styphon!"

Thesx-pounders crashed. Sunlight blazed into Kavan's eyes from pike points and
haberd heads swinging into fighting position. Then a thousand muskets and five hundred
arquebuses |eft fly so nearly a once that the sound hammered Kavan's earslike single
gigantic discharge. The Harphaxi line was atarget a blind man couldn't have missed; it
was 0 densely packed that it not only couldn't evade but also blocked the riders behind it
when it went down. The whole leading third of the Lancersfell into a hideous tangle of
men and horses, mogtly falen, many writhing and screaming, afew dready slently being
crushed to pulp under flailing hooves and ralling bodies. A suit of armor waslittle
protection if a one-ton horse mad with pain rolled over it.

The Harphaxi l€eft tried to whed and face the guns. They took another salvo of case
shot a no more than two hundred yards while they were whedling, but the survivors
continued to charge the guns. What magnificent folly! thought Kavan. By then the
rightmost infantry regiment, Queen Ryllas Foot was moving forward to support the
battery and diffen the militia. That regiment is definitely going to get some kind of unit
citation. Its musketstore up the Harphaxi flank while the artillery hammered them in
front and the attack melted away.

Thisleft abend that was amost agap in the Hogtigi line and Kavan saw Hestophes
riding back and forth, shifting the King's Horseguards to cover the bresks. For about
three minutes, only three of the five regiments were firing into the main body of the
Harphaxi. Kavan drew his sword, ready to lead the cavary down to the aid of the
infantry if the Harphaxi got to close quarters. Not al the dismounted men were dead or
even disabled, and they were marching forth with a determination that would have been

heroic if hadn't been so completely suicidd.

Kavan quickly saw the infantry didn't need help. The haberdiers of the King's
Lifeguard were moving out into the open, swinging their axe- heads enthusadticdly. This



kept the ranks of Hogtigi arquebusiers and musketeers from shooting, but not the rifle-
armed marksmen in each company. They dropped back and aimed fire on any Harphaxi
who wasn't being engaged by a haberdier.

Meanwhile, the hammering of the Harphaxi continued, with the artillery now firing
on the flank and the musketeers to their front. Kalvan saw one splendidly armored man
at-arms loose an arm to case shot, have aleg crushed under his horse, crawl out to be hit
in the face by amusket ball and blinded, and be finished off by a halberd blow that split
both his hem and his head wide open.

Kavan thought of five generations of Hgpsburg and Burgundian knights dying
miserably under the pikes and halberds of the Swiss, he hoped it wouldn't take the heavy
cavdry tha long to wise up here-and-now— even if their gupidity might make hisjob
easer. He didn't want to watch too many more battles like this one.

The Royd Lancers had lost too many captains to alow them to organize for another
charge, but their honor would not let them retrest. The Roya Pistoleers and most of the
mercenary cavary werent so badly hit, although too far out of effective range to do much
harm with their pistols and musketoons. Kavan saw severd of their cgptains organizing a
charge, using the Lancers as a shield to cover their movement. He ordered the First Royal
Horseguard to mount up.

The cannons were firing independently now. Kavan hoped their fireseed was holding
out.

Asthe Pigtoleers and the mercenaries began to work their way forward, they began to
add surviving Lancersto their strength. They were moving dowly; the carnage around
them and the surviving Lancers absorbed most of the Hostigi firepower. Kavan saw
Hestophes signding franticaly to the trumpeters to sound the recal so they could pull the
maddened halberdiers out of theline of fire.

The King's Lifeguards closest to the trumpeters responded first and quickly withdrew.
Any of the other halberdiers couldn't or didn't want to hear and died in the first salvo. For
once the Harphaxi got off lightly. Kavan saw now that they were pressing home their
charge a his center. Hestophes hadn't been sitting on his hands; the pikemen stood in
ranks six deep, with the musketeers and arquebusiersin the rear. Hestophes gunsfired a
last ragged sdvo; the Harphaxi line shuddered briefly, then crashed into the Hogtigi
pikes.

The pike line wavered, buckled for amoment at the center, then stiffened as the rear
ranks reformed. The musketeers ran up and down the files, but their effect was
diminished by their reduced fire. The artillery didn't dare fire for fear of hitting friend as
well asfoe. A few haberdiers were fighting in the front ranks, but too many had been
killed during the withdrawd. Only the King's Second Lifeguards had any greet numbers
of haberdiers left but they were pinned down on the right, keeping the Harphaxi from
taking Hestophes sx-pounders and turning them on the Hogtigi.

The entire Hogtigi center was being pushed into a giant crescent as the men in the
middle dowly gave way before the point-blank fire of the Royd Pistoleers. Some of the
musketeers were picking up fallen pikes or using swords like Spanish sword and buckler
men, but not nearly as successfully. It said alot for the esprit de corps and Hestophes
ability as acommander, but Kalvan could see they weren't going to contain the Harphaxi
press for long.



Kavan wished fervently that Count Phrames or somebody would come charging
through the trees like the US Cavalry, but he knew it wasn't in the cards. It was up to him

with hislittle cavary force to turn the battle or face the first mgor defeat of the day. He
didn't need to remind himsdf how little Hos-Hostigos could afford that.

Kavan now commanded about two hundred of the Roya Horseguards aswell asthe
Firgt Dragoons with nearly ther full srength of two-hundred mounted pikemen and two
hundred mounted musketeers and the surviving Ulthori heavy horse. He divided the
dragoons, sending the pikemen behind the Hogtigi lines to reinforce the beleaguered
center, leaving two-thirds of the musketeers to remain behind to hold the present position.
The sixty best riders among the musketeers were about to become temporary light
cavary. Kavan convinced the Horseguards to give up their extra pistols by giving the
musketeer captain the two from his boot tops.

In the few minutesiit took to give the orders and mount up, the Hostigi center had
begun to look like a classic double-envelopment. It would have been one, too, if the pike
line hadn't been in so much danger of bresking. With reinforcements in the right places
and Kavan's smdl cavdry force to close the noose, they just might pull it off.

If they'd didn'+—wl, he hoped that Harmakros and Phrames had learned their
lessonswell. Ryllas and his unborn child's life depended upon it. For hisbig roll of the
dice, Kalvan decided to ignore Nicomoth's protests and lead the charge himsdlf. The
sudden appearance of Great King Kavan, or the "Daemon Kavan" as the Styphoni were
cdling him, just might give the Hostigi a needed psychologica edge. Dram only knew,
they needed any and every kind of edge they could get now!

He raised a saber in one hand and arifled pistol in the other.
"Down Styphon!*

Thunderous shouts of "Kavan!" and "Hostigos!" rose from behind him and then the
even more thunderous sound of hundreds of horses on the move. The Hogtigi and thelr
horses were comparatively fresh; they hit the Harphaxi rear like a blacksmith's hammer
striking soft sted. The Harphaxi line wavered and buckled as horse pinned trooperstried
to turn their mounts. For amoment, Kavan'sworst fear was that the Hogtigi cavary
might push the Harphaxi right through the weekening pike line. Then he saw the
Harphaxi rear going from tightly packed to crushed. The pikes were holding; the jaws of
double-enve opment were closing.

Two or three companies of Harphaxi mercenaries managed to escape before the jaws
sngpped shut. "Dram blagt-it!" Kavan cried. Hed wanted to trap hem all.

Suddenly he wasin the thick of it: the first four men Kavan killed didn't even redize
he was behind them; others knew but had no room to fight, nor any place to run. It was
like one of the Old West buffdo hunts, with the buffalo hunters cirdling the herd and
daughtering them with Sharps rifles, except the Harphaxi stayed in their saddles and
kept fighting until they were shat off their mounts, faling and jerking to join the writhing
and frozen bodies on the bloody churned ground—which to Kalvan looked like the
dumping ground of every butcher shop and morgue in the Northern Kingdomsd!

At some point, Hestophes ordered the surviving haberdiers of the King's Lifeguard
into the press. Those mercenaries who could surrendered, but many couldn't make
themsalves heard through the screams of dying men and horses. What remained of the
Lancers and Pistoleers refused to surrender; some cut down any mercenary within reach



who dared take Gdzar's Oath; since they wouldn't surrender and couldn't attack, they did
the only thing they could do—they died in droves.

Hestophes rode up to Kavan as the battle was grinding down to a close. Hewas no
longer grinning, in fact, his face looked asif agrin would crack it. He shook hisheed
dowly. "I fed like aboy drowning kittens." Then he added, "We do have afew prisoners.
Two of them said they saw Prince Philesteus go down after a halberd struck his head and
Fplit his skull.”

"Well want to make a search for hisbody,” Kavan said. He wasthinking of Charles
the Bold of Burgundy, who died in asmilar fashion from a Swiss halberd & the Battle of
Nancy. Kadvan didn't want a generation of pretenders, as had happened in Burgundy,
claiming to be the 'dead' Prince and heir to the Iron Throne of Hos-Harphax, then raising
armies, or a the least making trouble.

"If we find his body, | want it sent back to King Kaiphranos with al due honor."”

No need to remind a veteran like Hestophes that Prince Philesteus might be allittle
hard to recognize after being hacked down and trampled. At least the Prince had died an
'honorable’ death; he certainly wouldn't have wanted to live to mull over what anidiot
he'd been.

Except for the search party, Kavan and Hestophes kept their men in formation. This
provoked some grumbling, Since even the Hogtigi veterans were tempted by the awe-
ingpiring amount of loot the dead Lancers and Pistoleers represented—to say nothing of
possible ransoms for the wounded and captive noblemen. The grumbling ceasad when a
cloud of dust from the north signaled the gpproach of another large mounted force.
Everyone wastired and thirsty, and the musketeers were down to about five rounds
apiece. So if thiswas afresh enemy force..

It turned to be Prince Armanes with his Nyklos heavy cavary and athousand
mercenary horse. Phrames was with him; held had his horse shot out from under him
early in the counterattack and sprained awrist as well, making it hard for him to catch
another one.

Phrames arriva aso supplied the problem of what to do with Prince Armanes. The
Prince had advanced to join Kavan without waiting for orders from Harmakros, or even
bothering to find out if Harmakros needed his help more than Kavan. Apparently,
Armanes thought that once Hestophes no longer needed his rear protected and Harmakros
had atacked, he could go the most "honorable’ part of the battlefield...under the eye of
his Great King.

What Kavan had here was a problem not of tactics but of diplomacy. It wasa
problem that he would have rather have put off until the shooting stopped. But there was
no way to do that—and no easy solution, either. Sending Prince Armanes back in
disgrace without his cavadry would be an impossible insult. Sending his cavary with him
would smply keep them marching for another hour, wearing out their horses without
meseting an enemy. Keeping them here would leave Harmakros with no one guarding his



back except for the reserves, which didn't have afirst class commander. However, Kavan
now had oneto spare.

"Count Phrames, you will ride back north and take command of the reserves, under
Harmakros. He will be facing the Zarthani Knights before long, if he isn't dready, so
keep your men together and take them all."

"Except for enough to guard the baggage?'

"Of course” Kadvan said. Great Dralm, | must be getting tired to forget that! Sarrask
of Sask had never stopped complaining about the looting of his baggage by mercenary
company at the Battle of Fyk.

"Spare mercenaries, but take their Oath to Galzar. Regular Harphaxi troops are to be
guarded closdly. The Harphaxi levies—| believe the best thing to do isto strip them of
arms and armor and send them home."

Phrames grimaced asif he ameled something bad. "That will be turning them loose
on their own people, Sire.”

"Not without weapons, it won't be. Besides, better them looting Harphaxi farms than
egting our rations." He doubted that many would ever see their homes again; those that
weren't shot by farmers would either die of starvation or at the hands of bandits and
thieves. There would be little peace in Hos-Harphax thisfall.

"Very true, Your Mgesty."

Phrames turned away; Kavan amog cdled him back to remind him to leave some
men holding the West Gap to maintain communication between the two row widdy
separated wings of the Army of the Harph. Then he sighed and tried to pit in an
unsuccessful effort to get the dust out of his mouth. A quick pull from his jack of wine
helped more. If Harmakros and Phrames didn't know enough by now to do that without
being ordered, then he was completely wrong about both of them.

Right now, what he wanted to do was St down in some shade in soft grass and drink
water until he could hear it dosh insgde. He looked past the acres of Harphaxi corpsesto
the hillade beyond. The grass looked nice and green, and there were trees around an
abandoned farmhouse that would surely have awell...



EIGHTEEN

"Theford is picketed, Captain.”

"Styphoni?'
"Nonethat | can see on either bank, gr. In fact, theré's nobody at dl on the far bank;
on our Sdetheresjugt ahdf company of Harphax City Militia"

Captain Phidestros felt he had cause to sigh with rdlief. With nothing but fifty or so
apprentices and stableboys to bar the passage of the Iron Company and no sign of rain,
the way across the Harph was as sure as a captain could hope.

Phidestros spurred Snowdrift down the road toward the riverbank, Geblon and his six
guards fdling in behind. He made no effort at slence or concedment; againg these
bunglers either would belikely to get him taken for an enemy. A clash of aamswould do
the Iron Company little damage, but might result in the wholesdle daughter of the Militia,
and that might prove embarrassing when he returned to Harphax City. Besides, there was
little sport in spearing fish in abarrd.

"Ho! Who—who isit?' came from the cluster of figures on the riverbank. Severa of
them were wearing surcoats with the Harphax City coat of arms, ablack portcullison a
yellow field, but most of them were dressed in worn leather jacks or peasant's garb. They
looked like aflimsy collection of scarecrows that'd have ahard time not being blown
away by thefirg tiff breeze.

"The Iron Company of Captain Phidestrosin the service of Great King Kaiphranos.
Let us pass.”

Thisexchange took Phidestros over the best part of the remaining distance to the
riverbank, where two men stepped out into the road. One carried an antique arquebus, the
other worse a rusty back-and-breast and carried a drawn sword.

"l am Captain Habros of the Cordwainers Guild Arquebusiers. What is your business
here?' He was |ooking beyond Phidestros as he spoke, at the head of the Iron Company
now in sght on the road.

"To crossthe Harph."
Habros took a deep bregth. "I have ordersto let no one pass without permisson.”
"Whose permission?’ If Habros took too many deep breaths, Phidestros was going to



demongirate how meaningless permission was by shooting him dead where he stood.
"Nobody is giving or withholding permission for anything. At leest, | havent heard that
anybody who could is il dive and free”

It began to dawn on Phidestros that the Militia Sationed here, far avay from the
fighting, might not have heard the full tae of the day's fighting and the utter destruction
of the Harphaxi Army. So hetold it briefly, without going into detall or venting hisrage
at the follies held seen, such as the advance through the Middle Gap and the mad charge
of the Royd Lancers. He did not even mention that Prince Philesteus was known to be
dead and Duke Aesthes, histall tucked underneeth like a cur, was riding flat-out back to
Harphax City, merdly saying that he had not been easy in his mind about the safety and
location of ether for sometime.

By the time he had finished, Captain Habros was noticeably paer, eveninthefading
light. "I—we had not heard such..." He swallowed. "We had heard that the battle was not
going wdl from some of the City Militia Bands retregting over the ford, about four
candles ago. They said they'd gone far enough to see Styphon's Own Guard retreating or
faling back before the False Hogtigi, but no other friendly troops. We aso heard tales of
peasants being up in ams againg us.”

The "City Bands' must be part of the five thousand or so Harphaxi rearguard who'd
turned around and started back toward the safety of the City without firing a shot, evenin
support of the Styphoni. They certainly wouldn't have seen enough of the battle to
describe it clearly. Those Harphaxi who'd not only survived but aso escaped from the
north could tdl the whole tde, but they'd be moving farther inland rather than toward the
Harph where they risked being swept up by Hostigi cavary.

Asfor the peasant uprising, there a least Phidestros could do these poor wretches a
good turn. "We took two of those 'peasants ourselves and questioned them—then hanged
them. They're not even Harphaxi! They were Ulthori fishermen, little more than bandits,
that King Kavan sent downriver to make as much mischief as they could. Guard your
horses and wegpons, but don't fear the peasants.”

At least, not until word of this day's disaster spreads. Even Great Kings have been
overthrown by peasant uprisings after cock-ups like this.

"Thank you. But—how am | to let you pass, when my orders...? The Captain's voice
trailed off as Phidestros drew his pistol and cocked it, along with his guard.

"By standing asde, and letting us do so.”

Even a blind man could have counted the odds againgt the picket by listening to the
stamping of horses and cocking of pistols al around the post.

"Pass, friend. May Gazar and Tranth be with you," Habros said with as much dignity
as he could muster under the circumstances, then waved his men away from the crossng
with his sword. A dozen Iron Company troopers rode down to the bank and dismounted.
Those not told off for horse-holders began uncoiling ropes from their saddiebags and
tying them into a single long line to be stretched across the Harph as aguide,

Phidestros would have given agood ded to be one of the line-stretchers. Not only
would it be agood example for the Company, it would give him the closest thing to a
bath he could expect for a moonquarter. However, his knee would not et him do heavy
work in the chest- deep water of the swift-flowing Harph, and that was the end of it.



Thank Galzar, there was dso an end in Sght to the Iron Company's ordedl. By the
time night was hafway through they would be on the west bank of the river, freeto ride

anywhere their horses would take them—and with no Hostigi following behind.

That had been Phidestros only goa since they'd ridden away from the crossroads
where the Roya Lancers had died dmost to a man. His company had been among the
mercenaries who had followed the Roya FPistoleers over the ruins of the Lancersin their
futile attack againgt the Hogtigi pike line. Kavan's ruse had been perfect; the Hodtigi line
gave way until the Harphaxi were amost surrounded, then he drew the noose tight. If the
Iron Company hadn't been to the left of Kalvan's charge, they would be feeding the
carrion birds right now. Instead held seen what was about to happen and escaped with
about two hundred of his men, but hed il [eft thirty good men behind, and some of
Lamochares men had deserted.

He'd made up for dl the losses and then some, with awhole new company and fifty-
odd men who'd ridden in by twos and threes, al looking for a captain who would take
them to safety and was not disposed to ask too many questions. He'd had them dl give
oaths to Gazar and added them to the Iron Company's Muster List. The few that refused
to swear to the Iron Company were sent packing with the flat of his sword against their

horsg's flanks.

Phidestros had entered the battle with three hundred men and one guns; heldd be
leaving it with no guns, but four hundred men, reasonably well armed and well mounted.
Above dl, they were ready to follow him anywhere. The question now was—where?

The only friendly army within reach was Grand Master Soton's Army of the
Firsystros, and they were afive-day's ride across doubtfully friendly country. Y et
Phidestros was not ready to turn bandit and see his command fdl apart. He saw no hope

of safety or employment in Hos-Harphax itsdf. It would be a notable gift from the gods if
the Harphaxi got back from today's beattle a single gun or more thanone man in three. It
was enough to make even anon-believer begin to believe in demond

There was nothing and nobody Ieft in Hos Harphax to stop Kavan from marching up
to the walls of Harphax City and summoning Kaiphranos the Timid (probably after today
destined to be known as Kaiphranos the Witless) to give him terms of surrender. Nor
would there be a thing Kaiphranos could do but hide under his wife's bed.

Before that happened, Phidestros wanted to be well away from anyplace to be
covered by Kavan'sterms. He hadn't heard that Prince Sarrask of Sask rode with the
Great King's hogt, but he knew that the Prince had along memory and an unforgiving
temper. The Great King was known for rewarding his friends, and if Sarrask asked asa
reward the head of one Captain Phidestros, the man who'd looted his baggage train a the
Battle of Fyk...wdll, so beit.

"Captain! Thefirg man's across!”
Phidestros strained his eyes into the gathering darkness and saw a dim figure on the
far bank shaking himsdlf like adog as he waved his arms. The Iron Company sent up a

cheer until he and the petty- captains shouted them into silence for fear of attracting
unwanted attention.



"That'sdl of them?' Kavan asked. Hed counted no more than athousand men in the
line of bedraggled and mud-smeared Harphaxi prisoners standing in the torchlight.

"All the ones we fished out, Y our Mgesty," the mercenary captain said. "'l think the
Mobile Force picked up more somewhere over there." A calused hand pointed off into
the darkness. "Theres alot more out in the swamp, but Regwarn's Caverns have them
now." Which was a polite way of saying that even Great King Kavan would be wasting
his breath if he ordered the mercenaries any farther into the swamp.

Kavan wasn't going to order anything of the kind; it must be nearly midnight, and
from the way he fet himsdlf, he was surprised that anyone in the Army of Hos Hostigos
was till on hisfeet or even awake. The heavy fighting had ended about three o'clock in
the afternoon, except againgt the Zarthani Knights in the north; the mopping-up and
pursuit had gone on until well after dark.

At leagt it had gone on in the south, againg the Ieft flank of the Harphaxi. In the
north, the Zarthani Knights and Temple Guardsmen, surrounded and out-manned, had
nearly died to the last man, but in the process they'd fought Harmakros and Phramesto a
standstill. Most of the Harphaxi right who hadn't been bagged already had escaped
through the Middle Gap, at least five thousand men. Not a single gun, though, and
Harmakros messenger reported that the Gap was choked with abandoned wagons as well
as discarded weapons and armor. It was arabble, not an army that was fleeing toward
Harphax City from the Heights.

The one part of the Harphaxi |eft that got away did so in better order. Four or five
thousand of the rearguard had been sighted on the Great Harph Road shortly after
Phrames rode north. Before Kalvan could deploy to receive them, he'd had to finish the
slaughter at Ryklos Farm. The only survivors of that engagement were a band of
mercenaries led by a big man on a white charger who appeared to enjoy a charmed life.

By the time the massacre was complete, the Harphaxi rearguard had been warned of
the danger. They'd turned and departed with more haste than dignity, athough they didn't
disntegrate into a rabble, thanks to a Temple Band of Styphon's Own Guard who stood
fast and died to aman. By the time they'd finished dying, Kadvan's cavary were too
blown for rapid pursuit, hisinfantry nearly out of ammunition and there were too many
miscellaneous groups of fugitives roaming about who needed rounding up.

With no commanders, hdf their number killed or taken prisoner, the Harphaxi Army
was an amy in name only.

One of the largest bands of Harphaxi survivors had decided that the dry wesather of
the past week had made it safe to try wading the swamp on ether sde of Hogwallow
Creek. The oneswho'd lived to learn they were wrong were now being fished out by the
Hostigi and packed off to an improvised POW compound where Kavan had captured the
four big bombards.

Many of the mercenaries were oath-bound now and under light guard. Hed give them

an opportunity to take Hogtigi colors after things settled down. He needed to talk with
Uncle Wolf Tharses to learn whether or not they would be allowed under here-and-now

union rulesto fight againgt the Styphoni on their way from Hos Ktemnos. The Harphaxi
mercenaries werent directly under Styphon's House's authority since Kaiphranos and his



nobles were paying their sdary; however, the money was indirectly coming from the
Temple. He just wasn't sure how Gazar's sewards would seeit.

He looked around for someone to send for the Uncle Wolf and spotted Phrames. He
hated to send a Generd to do a Lieutenant's job, but—with Nicomoth on hisway to Tarr-
Hostigos with a dispatch to Rylla chronicling their victory over the Harphaxi—the Count
was his acting aide-de-camp. He gave Phrames his order and in less than afew minutes
he returned with Uncle Wolf Tharses, whose mail shirt and surcoat were so blood
splattered he feared the priest was wounded.

"I'm fine, Sire. | was tending to the wounded; no end to them thisday. A greet victory
for Hostigos and a bad defeat for the vile priesthood of Styphon's House." The highpriest
spat awad of tobacco on the ground.

Usudly, Tharses was usudly more circumspect when describing the priestly
competition, so Kalvan wondered what had gotten his goat. "What's bothering you?'

"Those damn-blasted Red Hand! They murdered a company of Hogtigi prisoners
when they redized their retreat was cut off. Styphoni dogsl And I'm oath- bound to treat
all prisoners—even those devil- spawned heathen! While | was tending to one
Guardsman, the blackguard tried to stab me with his poniard! He caled me an impious
worshipper of afalse god—Gazar nolesd A curse on Styphon and dl hisvile miniong”

Tharseswas dl but foaming a the mouth. Kavan could see religious war that he
feared reaching itsrootsinto fertile soil.

"What we just fought was but the child of the army that's on its way from Hos-
Ktemnos, Highpriest Tharses. | have a question for you regarding the Law of Galzar."

The Uncle Walf vishly camed himsdf down. "Yes, Your Mgesty."

"We have severd thousand Harphaxi mercenary prisoners who have surrendered and
taken oaths not to fight against Hostigos. While according to the Law we are not dlowed
to use them to guard the Harphaxi regulars, | want to know if we can we swear them into
Our service againg the Styphoni army that now cdlsitsdf the Holy Host."

Tharses turned beet red. "Unholy Host would be a better name. Sire, Galzar's Law
Sates that sworn mercenaries, once captured, may not actively take arms againgt their
former employer, in this case Great King Kaiphranos of Hos-Harphax or his vassals.
However, once captured the mercenaries are free to swear oaths to their captives should
this be done willingly and overseen by Gazar's priests—as has been done this day. The
questions were must ask now are these: Is the army coming from Hos- Ktemnos, that cals
itself the Holy Hogt, from Hos Harphax? Or in any manner part of the Harphaxi Roya
Army? Or under commeand of the Harphaxi Royd Army? Or being fought by Harphaxi
Roya soldiers? Or being mustered out or paid for by the Great King of Hos-Harphax or
his Princes? Are any of these questions true?"

"Not in any way that | can discern, Highpriest Tharses”

Tharses amiled, agrim tight-lipped smile. "Nor |, Your Mgesty. Therefore, it ismy
Judgment, as Highpriest of Galzar of dl Hos-Hogtigos and the army of Hos-Hostigos,
that the former Harphaxi mercenaries are not under the command of the Holy Host and
are freeto fight under Hogtigi colors— Gazar's Judgment.”

Phrames looked like someone who'd just seen arabbit pulled out of ahat for thefirst
time.



Kavan returned the Uncle Walf's amile with one of his own. "Thank you for your
judgment, Highpriest Tharses. | will thank Galzar at the next shrine. Y ou may return to
your duties.

With that pronouncement from Tharses, the Army of the Harph has just replaced most
of its casudties, and then some. Now, the next criss what to do with the thousands of
regular Harphaxi prisoners?

He decided to carry out his origind plan of releasing most of the disarmed Harphaxi
prisoners tomorrow, after the Hostigi had brought up supplies, tended their wounded and
policed up the batlefield. Right now it was littered with discarded wegpons, which might
tempt a disarmed Harphaxi soldier to rearm himsdf and make trouble—if not for the
Hodtigi at least for his own people. Phrames was right; there was no point in making the
lot of thelosing civilians any more miserable than it was aready.

Kavan sat on his horse as his soldiers bound their prisoners. Even dlowing for their
bedraggled condition, these regulars were like too many of the Harphaxi troops Kavan
had seen this day: "...discarded unjust serving-men, younger sons to younger brothers,
revolted tapsters and ostlers trade faI'n; the cankers of a calm world and along peace; ten
times more dishonorable ragged than an old-faced ancient” Thered been plenty of those
al right, aswell as afew boys not much older than Harmakros son. Like Fastaff before
them, the Harphaxi captains could say: "If | be not ashamed of my soldiers | am a soused
gurnet. | have misused the king's press damnably"—not to mention losing their Greet
King a battle.

Kavan didn't recdl what a gurnet was, but he certainly recalled seeing some of the
Harphaxi captains properly soused. Not just the captains, either; hed helped round up
about a hundred mercenaries who'd found awagon load of beer and drunk until they
could barely stand, let alone fight.

That was one of the few times Kavan had to restrain his men from killing
prisoners—when they discovered the beer was dl gone!

It took Kavan nearly an hour to grope his way through the aftermath of the battle to
Army HQ. By the time he saw its campfiresin the distance, he knew that ether he was
getting a second wind or he was too tired to deep. Just as wdl—it never hurt roya
dignity to stay awake until your generas had finished reporting.

Headquarters proper had been moved into the cellar of a Tudor-style manor house,
once afine, fortified dwelling—now little more than a ruin above ground. It sood in a
patch of second-growth timber, and so many Hostigi had pitched tents and lit campfires
in and around the trees that Kavan had to dismount and lead his horse the last hundred
yards for fear of treading on adeeping soldier.

Kavan groped his way down the dark stairsto the torch lit War Room and was
pulling off his gloves when he noticed a pile of bloodstained bandages on the corner of
the map table, and under it apair of boots that had obvioudy been cut off someone's feet.
A policeman'singinct for something being wrong, as well as a soldier's, had him uneasy



before he saw the faces of the men in the room. The generads were dl there except
Hestophes, which was strangein itself consdering how badly they must need deep,
and—

"What's wrong?"

Everybody looked at everyone e se, waiting for someone to spesk out. About the time
the silence was beginning to grow uncomfortable, Count Phrames stepped forward.
"Weve just received a digpatch from the Army of the Besh."

Kavan took aclose look at the grim faces surrounding him and sat down upon an
upended barrdl.

"It'sfrom Prince Ptosphes.”

Kavan sighed. Praise Dralm! he thought. At least he wouldn't have to tell hiswife
her father was dead or mortally wounded. Phrames looked as shaken as if were about to

face aband of Styphon's Red Hand by himsdlf. "Out with it, man!" Kadvan said, much
louder than he'd intended.

"The messenger told us that Ptosphes logt abig battle to the Styphoni at Tenabral”
Now that it was findly out in the open, Phrames looked asif held just cast off a hundred-
pound sack.

"It was no shame to the Prince," Harmakros said hadtily.

"Of course nat," Kavan replied, moving his hand through the air asif to push the
words away."

"It was treachery mogt foul," Harmakros continued. "Balthar the Black of Beshta
broke out of our left flank and Soton saw the gap.” Then they weredl trying to talk at
once, until Kalvan had to shout for silence. They looked at him with widened eyes, and
he redlized for the first time that his roya anger had the power to reduce these tough
generds and noblemen to guilty schoolboys. It wasn't a pleasant feding, ill lessso on
top of Phrames bad news.

"I think one of us should spesk for dl,” Prince Armanes said. He had a bloody
bandage around his right ear, and the hair of that temple had been roughly hacked off. "
will yield that honor to Generd Harmakros."

Kalvan threw the Prince a grateful look for histact and nodded to Har makros.

"Asthe Uncle Walf told it, Bathar's treachery left agap in our Ieft flank when his
Army turned and ran from the battlefid. The cowards flew asif their horses had wings.
Thefirgt troops Grand Master Soton sent through were his mercenary cavary, but they
held it open while he brought up the Knights. When the Zarthani Knights attacked, our
left disintegrated. Meanwhile, Chartiphon and Sarrask of Sask drove back the Styphoni
left wing under Lord High Marshd Mnephilos and Mnephilos was barely ableto rdly his
Ktemnoi Squares againgt Chartiphon. Ptosphes ordered the infantry in the center to hold
on to the death. They hdd firm, while the Prince pulled our right back, gathered in the
survivors from the left wing, then ordered a retreat.”

"Who brought in the news?'

"AnUncle Wolf with an escort. They stole fresh horses astheir own died. The priest
himsdlf was wounded. He dso brought the dispatch from Ptosphes.”

"Has anyone read it?"



"No." Harmakros held the digpatch tube as gingerly as though it were filled with hot
cods. "It isaddressed to Your Mgesty.”

Kavan mentdly counted to ten, and when that didn't work, to twenty. "The next time
Ptosphes, or anyone else, sends a dispatch with bad news, anyone who needs to know
what it contains can read it. That means dl of you. Please don't ever wait for mewhen a
day or two can make the difference between victory and defeat.”

The schoolboy expression was back on their faces as he removed the roll of
parchment with Ptosphes sed on it. "And wake up Hestophes. It'stime for a Council of
War." He drew his knife and cut through the red wax sedl with Ptosphes crossed halberds
indgniastamped into it.

The digpatch told the same story as Harmakros, but in more detail. It struck Kalvan as
odd to be reading the tale of adisaster in Ptosphes usud firm, neat runes; horror stories
ought to be scrawled and scribbled. It was a horror gory, too, evenif it seemed alittle
less horrible toward the end—

—must commend the good service of Sarrask of Sask. He fought most
valiantly on the field, and has done further good work since. Thanks to
him, several Saski castleswill be properly garrisoned and fit to receive
our wounded and defend them. Without his labors, we would have been
forced to abandon mor e than three thousand of our wounded, including
Prince Pheblon of Nostor.

| have with me, fit for battle, not more than ten thousand men, the greater
part of them cavalry. Two-thirds of our infantry, apart from the loss of the
Traitor Balthar's two thousand foot, is taken or slain. We have only six
guns left. However, some three thousand mercenary cavalry have fled;
some may return to their duty before we have crossed into Sask. Also,
Sarrask’s plansto defend several Saski castles will force Soton to slow his
advance, to blockade them, storm them or even besiege them, a task for
which he has as of yet no proper artillery train. Prisoners say that one
may be among the reinforcements he is expected to receive in the moon-
half, but they are not sure.

"They usudly arent,” Kavan muttered, then gpologized when he redized held spoken
out loud.

| fear that Sask and southern Hostigos will still lie open to the cavalry of
the Holy Host, as the Styphoni are calling themselves, particularly the
Zarthani Knights under Grand Master Soton. Both, | must admit, have
lived up to their reputation. Therefore, | can see no hope for anything but
a prompt retreat to Hostigos to prepare for a stand there. With the
garrison troops and the reserve militia to add to my strength | may be able
to meet Soton and Marshal Mnephilos with not less than fifteen thousand
men, but it is clearly urgent that we receive additional strength fromthe
Army of the Harph as soon as Your Majesty can spare them.



"Hell recaive the whole Dram-blasted army,” Kavan said, then read the last
paragraph:

| have prepared a list of men who have done particularly good service in
this battle, so that they or their families may be rewarded by the Throne of
Hos-Hostigos. That list | am sending north at once with a messenger who
will entrust it to Rylla for safeguarding if | do not survive the retreat.

With most earnest hopes for Your Majesty's continued good health and
good fortune, | am:

Your Obedient Servant
Ptosphes

First Prince of Hostigos
Commander, Army of the Besh

"Here," Kavan said, handing the letter to Phrames. "Actudly, it's not as bad asI'd
feared." Thisdidn't seem to console anybody, but they all took turns with the letter while
Kavan tried to organize his thoughts so that when he had to spesk he could give a
convincing imitation of aman who knew just what he was talking aboui.

One decison hed dready taken: dl future operations againgt the Harphaxi were
going to have to be canceled. That wasiirritating to say the least, Snce that killed the best
chance held ever have of dictating peace termsto Great King Kaiphranos. With his elder
son deed, his younger son fit only to be King of Brothds, his Captain- Genera a prisoner
and his brother, Lysandros, the scheming son of fifty fathers—not to mention an army
ether nonexistent or usdless—Kaiphranos might actudly be brought to make peace with
Hostigos. Regardless of what Styphon's House wanted, or wished... A precarious peace,
to be sure—it would lagt just aslong as Kaphranos did, and he could literdly die any
day. Still, peace was better than awar on two fronts—and now it was impossible.

"What | want to know is" Baron Hamoth asked, "who isthis Sarrask of Sask that
Prince Ptosphes praises so highly? Was this the son of-a she-wolf who was promising to
impde Ptosphes and Ryllas heads on pikes outsde Tarr-Hostigos?!

"Right!" Phrames echoed.

The late Reverend Morrison would have said Sarrask had been touched by the spirit
of the Lord. Any number of English teachers or psychiatrists would have cdled it
"|dentification with the Aggressor.” Kavan thought it was the old adage whereby the
schoolyard bully, after being thoroughly whipped by one of his victims, becomes best
friends with the boy who beat him. Whatever the reason, it was good to know that Prince
Sarrask could now be trusted—even if the price for this revelaion was a bit steep!

By the time everyone who could read had finished the letter, Hestophes arrived,
looking like a cross between a hibernating bear and a candidate for a vagrancy arrest.
Since Hestophes could only read hatingly and Harmakros couldn't read anything other
than map symbols and tavern signs, Kavan read Ptogphes dispatch to them. Note: Find a



way to get Harmakros and Hestophes to read without damaging their pride. Kavan
couldnt afford to dlow one of his most valuable generdsto remain illiterate.

However, it might be difficult because of Harmakros age, since reading was best
taught at ayoung age. Here-and-now only the nohility and merchants could afford to hire
scribes or priests as tutors for their children.

When Kavan finished briefing Harmakros and Hestophes, he said, "1'd like to spend a
day or two here regrouping and planning the best way to relieve Ptogphes and the Army
of the Besh. It will dso have the advantage of making the Harphaxi panic, snce they will
assume we are planning the sege of Harphax City. Well just remain here long enough to
pick our march routes, collect the wounded and see what we can do about the captured
Harphaxi guns. Weve collected something like forty guns, and Ptosphesjust logt thirty. If
we can bring back just twenty of them, it will help.”

"We're going to need more horses for the gun-teams," Colonel Alkides said.

Hestophes was nodding dowly, ether in agreement or because he was about to fall
adeep again.

"Il ssewhat | can do, Alkides" Kalvan said. "l think we have more horses than we
need to cover our own losses. We captured severa hundred Harphaxi horses after the
battle."

And ten timesthat dead or grievoudy wounded on the battlefield, he thought. | fedl
worse about the dead horses than | do the soldiers we killed; at least, they had achoice.
These poor dumb animas—and their screamd! 1'll be hearing them for the next ten
years...

Kavan rose cautioudly to hisfeet and bent over the map table. For a second he had to
brace himsdlf firmly on both legs and with both arms to avoid knocking the table over
and setting HQ on fire with the lighted candles and ail lamps. "WEell have to use amarch
route well to the north of our old one anyway. | doubt there's enough forage left dong
that route to feed a scrawny pair of oxen. Not being able to go through southern Beshta
isn't going to hurt much— But | swear on Dram's Sacred Staff that Bathar's turn will
come as soon as the Styphoni have been destroyed or pushed back to Hos-Ktemnos."

Then Kavan thought of Harmakros son, Aspasthar. If the Beshtans found out who
the boy was and found Tarr-Locraweskly defended—

"Harmakros, you can send two squadrons of horse under a trusted captain to scout
southern Beshta. Find out what the people think. Somewhere around here." Harmakros
looked at the map—he was as good at map reading as he was bad at reading runes—then
started when he saw where Kavan's dagger was pointing.

Harmakros let rip with a series of curses that included everything but the kitchen sink
in regards to Balthar's privy habits and his questionable family tree. Then he paused, to
catch his bregth and collect himsdlf. "Thank you, Your Mgesty."

Harmakros couldn't turn his back on hisKing, so Kavan looked away briefly by
turning to Alkides and asking if there was enough powder to blow up the Harphaxi guns
that were damaged or just plain rusted insde and out, badly enough that the next shot
might blow the breech or barrdl.

"Weve got twelve wagon loads of Styphon's Best, some not worth the horsepower to
haul it avay.”



"Good, use that. We're short of Hogtigos fireseed. Save some of it for use with the
field guns we can double-charge them if we need to."

"WEell need to. Itll foul the barrdls something awful, but if we have to—"

"For thetime being." Kavan sad.

AlKides nodded.

"Now, Phrames, | want you to take two thousand of your best cavary and four light
guns and do a repesat performance of your spring raids. Only thistime you'll swing

northeast, toward the Agrys border. Make enough of the spectacle, burn some villages
and sack afew towns—"

"But, Your Mgesty," Phrames sputtered.

"Yes, | know thisisn't how we make friends, and the people losing their homes are
not our rel enemies. But, after the disaster at Tenabra, it might just keep King
Demistophon from joining the fray. And, a the moment, weve got al the enemieswe
can afford.

" S0, make enough of amessto start the Agrys worrying and tie down their garrisons,
then swing back and rejoin Harmakros after—oh, no more than five days. A moor+
quarter, if you can live off theland."

He might hear something from Highpriest Xentosif the raid provoked King
Demigtophoninto action againg the Great Council of Dram. On the other hand, Xentos
would dso hear something from his Greet King if he expected him to run military risksin
order to let priests argue. He didn't like what he/d been hearing so far in Xentos
dispatches from Agrys City, but there wasllittle he could do outside of storming the City.

Phrames nodded. His powder-blackened face set in the mask that meant he didn't like
making war on civilians but would obey his Great King to the degth. Phrames, Kavan
decided, was much too good a man for here-and-now; he redlly belonged at King Arthur's
Round Table with Lancdot and Sir Gawain.

He decided to explain some of his reasoning to aid Phrames conscience. "We want to
make Soton worry about our crossing the Harph and hitting him in the rear, but we can't
do that by staying herein Harphax. 1'd like to have you lay siege to Harphax City, but |
don't have enough troops for both the up coming battle with the Holy Host and to invest
the Harphaxi capital. However, we can hdp Ptosphes by scaring the Agrys badly enough
that dl the Princes and merchants will scream if Great King Demistophon sends one
more mercenary or one more pound of fireseed againgt Hostigos."

Phrames and the general staff either understood or didn't have the strength |eft to
argue. Kavan redlized that if they didn't dl get some deep, the HQ dtaff of the Army of
the Harph were going to be as useless as the beer- sodden mercenaries.

"Now, if you don't dl want to be accused of atempted regicide, will one of you get
me some food and wine? Also a bed, if there's any straw left within aday'sride."

He was too tired to eat the unleavened bread and cheese when it arrived, but not to
drink the wine or even notice that it was pretty awful. After the wine, he wasn't surprised
to find himsdlf faling adeep eadlly, but he was pleasantly surprised not to have any
nightmares.

Apparently, "greaet murthering battles’ were good for something.



NINETEEN

The Fifth Level conveyor -head rotunda that provided the direct paratemporal link
with Fourth Level Aryan-Transpacific, Kalvan's TimeLine, was as large as some
commercial depots that Srna had seen. Inside the rotunda were five domes of metal mesh
containing two thirty-foot conveyors, two fifty-foot conveyor s and one hundred-footer, the

standard for passenger or commercial transport. Baltrov Eldra was standing in front of
one of the fifty-footers, giving the Kalvan Study Team new members their final briefing
while the University technicians prepared the conveyor for paratemporal transposition.
"So Kavan had to retreat, with twenty-two captured guns and alot of other
miscellaneous booty, including a hundred thousand ounces of silver, before he Sarted

back to Hos-Hogtigos. He also added more troops than he lost in the battle; when most of
the mercenaries he took prisoner swore oaths to Kalvan after he offered pay each onea

sgning bonus of five gold Crowns."
"What about the Hogtigi mercenaries?' Aranth Saln asked. With hiswaxed
moustache and shaved head, Aranth was S0 a odds with his companions appearance he

could have been easlly mistaken for an outtimer, or a Paratime Policeman on assgnment.
His only concession to Kavan's Time-Line was to wear awig, dthough he refused to

have it bonded to his scap until they arrived. His specidty was Pre-indudrid Military
Science. "Weren't they upset about the bonus?’

"No asavictory bonus," Eldraanswered, "Kavan gave everyonein the Hostigi
amy— mercenariesincluded—ten Crowns. It made everyone happy— especidly the
camp followers. Well, everyone except Styphon's House."

"What do you mean?"

"Kadvan took dmaogt haf amillion ounces of gold from the Styphon's House temples
that he burned down and looted on his way through Hos Harphax so hell have more than

enough gold to replace the bonus money. The desecration of so many of Styphon's
temples, aswell asthe loss of so much gold, set up an uproar that was probably heard in
the innermost chamber of Styphon's Great Templel”

Sdn shrugged his shoulders. "A bonusis good morae builders, but it could set a bad
precedent.”

"Kavan is more worried about surviving this campaign season, than next years



fighting, since he has to run through the buzz saw of the Holy Host in aten-day or two.
Besides, hisvictory over the Harphaxi army was a greet triumph and his victory speech
wasjust as good.”

Severd of the Study Team members raised thumbs in appreciation, including Sirna
who had watched the recording on the visiscreen with the rest of the team. Kavan's
generous praise for his commanders and soldiers had made every soldier there a part of
the Hodtigi victory.

When she had everyone's attention again, Eldrareturned to her briefing, "Before he
started back to Hostigos, Kavan released Captain-Generd Duke Aesthes with only a
token ransom, to escort Prince Philesteus body back to Harphax City."

"Of course, of course,” Gorath Tran, atall man with spider-thin limbs, interrupted.
"Kavan couldn't release Aesthes without any ransom at al because that would be an
insult, implying the Duke was S0 incompetent that his services were of no vaue a al.”

"Asit happened, they were of vaue only to Kavan since over hdf of the Harphaxi
Army is either dead, wounded, captured or surrendered! All Aesthes hasto show Great
King Kaiphranos for hisservices is his dead son." Eldra mimed Kaiphranos pulling out
hishair in dumps

Sirnathought she spoke somewhat brusquely. Eldra obvioudy didnt like being
interrupted by pointless displays of erudition in her own field. Nor did she appeared to
like spindly University adminisirators who took up valuable space that could be better be
used by historians or other trained scholars.

"Now Kavan was free to gart for home."

With the point of her dagger, Eldratraced the lines of Kavan's homeward march on
the map. "He didn't need to worry about the Harphaxi, but he took precautions against
any move by the Agrys or the Beshtans.

"To frighten the Agrys—"

A s=ries of cunks and clanks followed by aburst of eectronic beegps and whistles
interrupted her.

She thrust her dagger clear through the map into the wooden tabletop. "Can't you
work more quietly?'

"Professor, do you want to leave, or don't you?" came the reply from inside the mesh
dome. "Besdes, that was the next to last test. One more and ether thisold lady will be
ready to go or ese you'll have to find another conveyor."

Eldrafrowned and Sirnadidn't blame her. Styphon's Holy Host was rapidly
gpproaching the borders of Hos-Hostigos and the Hostigi were digging in for alast ditch
gand. Any more delays, and the Kalvan Study Team might find themsdlves in the midst
of abattle, or at least in acountry overrun with cavary patrols, from both sdes, inclined
to shoot first and ask questions later. A day more or less wouldn't have made any
difference on a Styphon's House time- line where war was being conducted in the old
leisurely pre-Kavan way, but Kavan's Time-Line seemed to have discovered—what was
the Europo- Americawords for it—the blitzkreek.

Nor was it helping Eldrals mood that the maintenance tech insisted she use a paper
map; a screen display would affect his tests. He explained why and Eldra seemed to be
convinced, but Sirna didn't understand more than one word in three. She understood the



theory of the Ghaldron-Hesthor Paratempora Field and the workings of a conveyor well
enough to pass her Safety and Emergencies Procedures Test, but anything more, she
knew, would aways remain arcane knowledge beyond her grasp—rather like Hadron
Tharn'sfinancid affairs.

"Why did Kavan send Count Phrames to the north?* Varnath Lala asked. Shewas an
expert on Pre-indudtria Metdlurgy, amember of the University's Faculty Council and
the oldest person on the Hostigos Kavan Study Team.

"As| was about to say, Kavan sent Phrames with araiding force to frighten the
Agrys and keep them neutral. He did agood job, asfar aswe can tell. He blew up
bridges and minor forts in Thaphigos, looted a Styphon's House temple-farm of forty
thousand ounces of gold and ten thousand ounces of Slver, freed and armed its daves and
findly met the Household Guard of Thaphigos under the Prince himsdlf in a pitched
battle just short of the Phaxos border. The Thaphigi lost about eight hundred men to
Phrames two hundred and Prince Acestocleus was badly wounded. If he dies that will be
as good as winning another battle for Kavan.

" Acestocleus is the son of the man who usurped the Princedom of Thaphigos twenty
years ago. The kin of the old Princely House was either executed or drivento exilein
Hos-Agrys. King Kaiphranos did nothing more than dither so they moved to Agrys City.
They have about five candidates for the crown; two of themwith marriage ties to the
Agrysi Royal House which has always wanted to add Thaphigos to the Great Kingdom of
Hos-Agrys. So, if Prince Acestocleus dies there may be a civil war interrupting the major
trade route between Hos-Harphax and Hos-Agrys, possibly even a war between the two
Great Kingdoms. Thiswon't be the only case of this kind of trouble in Hos-Harphax,
either. It's been thirty years since anybody took King Kaiphranos seriously and the
Princes have fallen into the habit of doing more or less as they please.”

" dtill fed sorry for Kaiphranos," Sankar Trav said, the Team's medico and psychist.
"His favorite son is dead, his kingdom's fdling apart—"

"And it's his own Drdm-damned fault, so don't waste any tears on him," Aranth Saln
sad. "Besides, Philesteus knew how to lead a cavalry charge and nothing else. He
couldn't have undone the mess his father left behind in a hundred years, even without the
Styphon's House/Kavan war."

"W, Kaiphranos doesn't exert much influence on events now. The Harphaxi Study

Team reports that he's so grief-gtricken that he's confined to his bed. There's a nasty
rumor going around that a Styphon's House agent has poisoned him.

"But enough of rumors," Eldrawent on. "Next, Count Phrames then moved ill
farther north, through Phaxos. Prince Araxes wouldn't provide him with supplies, but he
was able to buy some with the temple-farm loot. Next, he crossed into Nostor, joined up
with the reinforcements Prince Pheblon's captain-genera was sending, and is now nearly
back in Hostigos."

Eldras dagger traced out another line of march, this one across the Harph into
southern Beshta, up the west bank of the Harph and across the Besh River into Hostigos.
"That was a detachment sent by Harmakros. They stopped for aday at Tarr-Locra, which
isgtill in Hogtigi hands since the castdllan remained loyd to Kavan, but otherwise kept
moving. They lived off the land, Snce Beshtais now enemy territory, and | imagine
Prince Bdthar will be wanting to ride home and defend his lands.™



"Will Soton let him?" Sankar Trav asked.

"My guess would be that Balthar will be expected to stay with his new ‘allies until he
proves himself in one more battle,” Aranth Saln put in. "Grand Master Sotonisa
professional soldier and isn't going to give up three or four thousand men to soothe the
traitorous Prince's nerves. High Marshal Mnephilos might be more considerate of
Balthar's desire to defend his lands, but he's from Hos-Ktemnos wher e the Princes know
their place in the scheme of things. | doubt if he will go strongly against Soton in this
matter."

"That should keep Bathames of Sashta faithful to Kavan," Srnasad.

"Absolutdy,”" Eldrasaid. "Bathames hates his older brother so much heldd swear
black was white to annoy him. Also, he may harbor hopes of being proclaimed Prince of
Beshta after Balthar is deposed and exeauted, which he certainly will be if Kdvan wins
the coming battle."

"What are his chances of that?" Sirna asked, hoping her question didn't sound too
supid.

Aranth Saln made anagty little chuckle. "Not very good, since he's as big aweasd as
Prince Bdthar is a back-stabbing rat! From this point on, Bathames won't be able to go
to the princely privy without one of Skranga's agents stepping on his cape.”

Sirna shook her head. Great Kingdom politics was dmost as complicated asthe
academic feuds in the Outtime History Department back at Dhergabar U.

Eldra was now discussing how Kalvan had sent Harmakros back to Hostigos with the
Mobile Force to reinforce Prince Ptosphes when the maintenance tech let out a whoop of
triumph.

"Done, Citizensl Assoon as| call the operatorsin, you'l be ready to go.”

Under his breath, but loud enough that everyone could hear, Lathor Karv said, "'l
doubt that Verkan Vall or his errand boy Ranthar Jard have to wait here three hours for
an obsolete conveyor to be brought on line"

Srna noticed that Aranth Saln's body language showed the only sign of disagreement
among the knowing smiles and nodding heads of the Team. Eldra acted as if she hadn't
heard Lathor's comment. Srna wonder how Eldra viewed the Paratime cops and Home
Time Line politicsin general; probably only as it affected her opportunitiesto travel
outtime. Like so many Home Timeliners, Eldra rarely returned to First Level, using it
primarily as a supply base for her outtime forays.

The professor certainly appeared too much the maverick to be aManagement Party
supporter, with their devotion to the status quo and their complete support of Paratime
Police palicy. For the same reason one wouldn't expect her to be amember of the
Opposition Party, who were just as predictable and rigid in their resstance to the
Paratime Police as Management was in its support. At a guess, she probably leaned
toward the Right Moderates with their theme of "the gppedl to reason.”

By the time the two conveyor operators had taken their sests at the controls, Srnaand
her teammates were seated on the passenger couches. Sirnalooked up at the meta mesh
dome which would soon disappear into the indescribable flicker of a paratempord
trangpogition field. Then shelooked at Eldra; the professor's long fingers were twined
around the stem of the pipe she didn't dare smoke during the trangposition, twisting and



untwigting themselves into knots like a nest of snakes.
Sirnarubbed her right leg where the top of her riding boot chafed it and grinned. It
was nice to know that she wasn't the only nervous member of this team.

Kavan decided to cal ahat for amed in another haf hour. Without awatch it was
difficult to tell time here-and-now. Most people here-and-now used burning candles to
mesasure time, but they weren't of much use on horseback. Note: find some way to
reinvent the clockwork mechanism. Held dready introduced sundias, but he needed a

more reliable clock. Next time he was at the University he would talk to Ermut who was
probably the first scientist here-and-now.

His detachment was getting close to home, but not so close that hefelt like riding dl
the way on an empty somach even if it would save time. They could eat—what to cdl it?
Asthefirst med of the day, it should be breakfast; measured by how long they'd been on
the road it should be lunch, even if it wasn't yet midmorning. Anyway, they could est and
rest the horses before pushing on to Tarr-Hostigos, and Kavan could close his earsto the
wdl-bred grumbling about Great Kings who inssted on rising before dawn.

Kavan was no longer afraid of what he might findlly see when he rode into view of
the heartland of Hostigos. Even before the Mobile Force arrived, Soton's cavalry hadn't
pushed more than afew raids and alot of patrolsinto Hostigos, and now that Harmakros
and Phrames had reinforced Ptosphes, they weren't even doing that. The Holy Host of
Styphon was camped in Sashta, laying it to waste as they foraged for the suppliesthey
would need before they could fight another pitched battle.

That was hard on Prince Balthames and his subjects, but it was an undisguised
blessing for Kalvan and the Princedom of Hostigos. The way Soton and Mnephilos drove
their men after Ptosphes had been a little frightening even for Kalvan, reading it second-
hand in Ptosphes' |etters. If Ptosphes hadn't fought the Battle of Tenabra within reach of
his supply magazines—so that for the first week he could retreat fast enough to break
contact with the Holy Host—he might have been brought to battle and smashed before he
could regroup.

Kavan would not have been prepared to believe that here-and-now heavy cavadry
could fight that well or infantry march thet fast, but when you were dedling with the
Zarthani Knights and the Sacred Squares, you had to be prepared to believe quite alot
that didn't apply esewhere.

Asit was, Ptosphes had done damned well to bring ten thousand men in fighting
condition out of Sashtal The Styphoni had been on hishedsdl the way, scouting and
rading far into his rear, sngpping up stragglers and every so often sending aweek van
into an apparently vulnerable position to tempt him to turn and attack.

That was atrick that couldn't work twice—not with Prince Ptosphes. He had kept

retreating, ignoring the curses and occasiond desertions by men who thought more of
vengeance or an honorable degth than of the best way to win thiswar. Kavan suspected

that those curses hurt Ptosphes more than the careful phrases of hisletters would ever



show, but he knew his father-in-law would have sacrificed even his honor to bring his
army back, aloss that would hurt more than merely losing hislife.

The Styphoni paid the price for a swift advance across the Sashtan countryside whose
major fortresses and walled towns were held againg them. By the time they'd reached
Hostigos they'd marched the shoes off their horses hooves and the soles out of their
soldiers boots, and left behind most of ther artillery because their haf-starved teams
couldn't haul it. They gtill might have won a battle againgt Ptosphes aone by sheer
weight of numbers but for the arrival of Harmakros and the Mobile Force.

There was nothing for the Holy Host to do after that but forage in Sashta and hope the
Sashtan garrisons wouldn't send out too many raiding parties againgt the convoyscoming
across from Beshta to the east and the Ktemnoi wagon trains coming through Syriphlon
from the south.

It was arace between Hosgtigi reinforcement and Styphoni supplies, and at the
moment the race was in adead heat. Anything that gave one side or the other a magjor
lead during the next week or two was likely to be politica rather than military.

Politics was Kavan's main reason for riding on ahead of his army. There were too
many things he needed to know that couldn't safely be put in |etters even by the people
who could tdl them. What was this new League of Dralm that Xentos had mentioned in
his latest letter from Agrys City? From the name, it sounded as though the L eague would
be anatura dly against Styphon's House, but would the League be willing to commit
gold, arms and soldiers to the fight? Or wasiit another pointless debating society like the
Council of Dram?

What had Phrames heard or seen in Phaxos that might tell Kavan which way Prince
Araxes was likdy to jJump—and when?

What about the Beshtan situation: What did the people in Beshta think of their
Prince's treachery, and could any of them be persuaded to rebel against him so that
Bathar would have to worry about his back while the Army of Hos Hostigos fought him
in front? How wasthe loydty of Sarrask's garrisons going to be guaranteed, assuming it
could be, with their Prince off to war? And a dozen other questions, each defining a
potentid Great King's heedache, none of them likely to be answered until Kavan rode up
to Tarr-Hogtigos.

They were cantering up adight rise when the Horseguards who'd aready reached the
crest shouted warning of a party of horsemen on the road ahead, coming fast. Kalvan
reined in and drew his sword. The Holy Host wasn't supposed to be raiding this far north
any more, but it if was—

The leading horseman, wearing awelcome red sash, was Prince Ptosphes. Kavan
sheathed his sword and rode to meet his father-in-law, not quite wishing he had a
Styphoni patrol to fight instead but very much aware that too many eyes and ears would
be taking in everything he said—or left unsaid. It was part of the job of being a Great
King, hetold himsdlf firmly as he reined in and waited for Ptasphes to ride within
conversationdl distance.

Ptosphes wore his well-battered combat armor and the expression of a man who's

mortaly ill but trying to hide it from the family. The dead eyesand dl the new gray in
the bushy beard spoiled the act for Kalvan.



"Your Mgesty," Ptosphes began. "I have failed you and the Realm of Hos Hostigos.
It iswithin your right—"

Kavan's determination to choose his words carefully vanished, and he said the first
thing that cameto mind. "I have theright to tell you not to talk nonsense, Father. You
didnt fall me or anybody or anything. Y ou just had the bad luck to be up against
Styphon's varsity.”

Ptosphes looked blankly at him, and Kavan redlized that he must have been more
shaken by Ptosphes appearance than held redlized: for the first time in months, hed
gpoken in English. "The vargty—it's aword in the language of my homdand. It means
men who have sold themsdaves to evil demonsin return for greet skill in war or athletic
games."

"Ah. Wdll, that is certainly one way of— explaining—the Zarthani Knights. We have
al heard taes of their battle prowess, but facing them..." His voice trailed off, but some
of the deadness was gone from his gray eyes.

Kavan gripped Ptosphes by both shoulders. "WEell tak of this later. Thank you for
coming out to meet me." He didn't know what Ptosphes had been about to offer, athough
he could guess. He hoped the matter would never be brought up again.

Ptogphes managed a thin smile and turned his horse.

Kavan was about to do the same thing when he heard a familiar a voice saying
cheerfully, "Wecome home, Y our Mgesty. Now we can start kicking those Styphoni
dogs back to their kennelsin earnest!"

The voice was Prince Sarrask of Sask's, except that it seemed to be coming out of thin
air, because there was nobody in sight who looked like Sarrask except—

"Great Gazar's Ghost!"

The gilded armor was scraped and hacked almost down to bare stedl, the ruddy face
was tanned and lined and the jowls were barely respectable shades of their former selves.
Kavan tried not to stare, then gave up. A world in which Sarrask of Sask had grown thin
was one in which al the laws of nature had been suspended.

No, not quite thin—there was fill alot of Sarrask. Still, helooked like ared warrior
Prince instead of an overweight and overage character actor playing one.

"l hear you've been doing good work yoursdlf, Sarrask."
Sarrask veritably beamed, asight Kavan had never thought held see.

Then more formally, he said, "Y ou have Our gratitude, and you will have alot more
assoon as We arein apodtionto giveit."

Sarrask grinned. "Thank you, Your Mgesty. One thing you can do iscometo a
banquet I'm holding tonight. It's for the wives and children of my cagtdlans, who sent
them to Hostigos Town for their safety. They'd be greatly honored if you could attend.”
And so will you, thought Kalvan. The idea of a banquet right now seemed like
fiddling while Rome burned, but after some thought Kavan decided to attend. He
couldn't expect dl of hisloyd followersto have the mord fiber of old Chartiphon or
noble Phrames. Besides, the castellans families were hostages for their loydty to Sarrask,
and therefore to him. Knowing Sarrask, it couldn't be any other way. They probably knew
it too, and they were far from home after being dragged up hill and down dde at the tall



of abeaten amy. At the very least, the families deserved avigt from their Great King.
"I'll' be happy to atend, Prince."
"Wonderful, Your Mgesty! My subjects will be most pleased.”
"How's Rylla?" he asked, to change the subject to what he was redlly concerned with.
"Aswd| as any woman who's the shape of amelon can be" Sarrask answered.
"Despite her condition, she wantsto go out and strangle Styphoni with her bare hands.”

Despite his customary rough speech, there was a note of fatherly pridein Sarrask's voice.
Kavan wondered how Ryllaviewed her former hereditary enemy's new solicitude.

With great sufferance, undoubtedly. Kavan forced back alaugh.

He dso couldn't help thinking that Ryllamight have to do exactly thet if they lost
another battle, and it must have showed on hisface.

The next words out of Sarrask's mouth were: "Y ou look asif you need a banquet.”

Sarrask lowered his gravelly voice to avoid being overheard by Ptosphes, some
twenty yardsin front. "Try to get Ptosphes to come, too. He needs it even worse. Thefirgt
thing he heard when we crossed the border into Hostigos was some woman crying,
'Ptosphes, Ptosphes, give me back my man,” and he looked asif he were dying from a gut
wound for the next three days. | hope he hasn't taken afever on this campaign.”

No, Sarrask, he's just a better man than you'll ever be, was what Kalvan wanted to
say, but he knew it wouldn't make any sense to the Prince—and maybe wouldn't even be
just. Sarrask would never be very likable, but by here-and-now standards he wasn't a
particularly bad man—not abad one a dl, if you consdered his loydty to Hostigos had
dready cost him agood ded of treasure and men. And might yet cost him his crown.

Menta memo number three thousand, six hundred and two (give or take fifty): Put
Sarrask of Sask on the next Honors List. Think about something appropriate like the
Order of the Garter or the Order of the Golden Fleece to reward subjects who aready
have lands, titles and wedlth—something useless but flattering to their sense of whatever
they call honor.



TWENTY

"Urig, one dlver, two phenigs.”

The workman wiped his hand on atunic that was even dirtier, then put it out for the
money Sirnawas holding in her hand. "One slver, two phenigs" he repeated, then took
hisknifeout to scratch into the silver coin to make sure it wasn't counterfeit.

Srnasmiled a his surprised look when he discovered he hadn't been cheated by the
new pay mistress. The Roya Foundry couldn't pay more than prevailing wages, over-
paying would make even more trouble with the local guildmasters, to say nothing of
contributing to an inflation problem that was dready going from bad to worse. They
could at least use their outtime resources to make sure their workers were paid in good
coin that gave them afighting chance of not starving when winter came,

In her role as pay clerk, she paid off the other eight workers from the Foundry
warehouse and was going over the scribe's sogpstone tally when she heard Eldra calling
her.

"Il be back in alittle while," she told the scribe. "Don't put it on the parchment until
then.”

"Yes, maam."

Sirna hoped the scribe wouldn't disobey her orders by way of trying to see how much
he could get away with under the nose of anew derk. She didn't fed like punishing him
or any other Hogtigi when they might al be dead in aweek, or arguing with the senior
members of the University Study Team over her "weakness." Professor Lathor Karv
would be leading the pack; to hear him tak, you'd think he'd invented the concept of
Wages.

As Sirna gpproached Eldra, she noticed that severd other members of the Study Team
were standing with her, and that a band of horsemen was cantering toward the Foundry
from the direction of Hostigos Town— or Bellefonte as it was cdled on Kdvan's Time-
Line. As she recdlled, there was a university town just about where the Foundry was—it
was some completely unorigind name, State College, Pennsylvania—that wasiit!

She moved behind her teammates to keep them between her and the horses. Shed
have to get used to those big beasts before too much longer, but right now the memory of



the spill sheld taken when her barely controlled mount shied at a fast-moving fidd gun
was much too vivid.

Eldra had remarkably little sympathy over her distaste for horses, but then Eldra
loved the perverse beasts and had an outtime Fifth Level ranch where she raised the big
devilsin equine form. There was even a tae about how on one Fourth Level Franco-
Byzantine time-line, Eldra had disguised herself as a man to win afamous cross- country
horse race—the tale ending, naturdly, with how the man who came in second found
himsdlf getting an unexpected but agreeable consolation prize.

Theleading rider in the group was the Great King himsdf. Verkan Val— Colond
Verkan—was just behind him, and on Kavan's right! Her scream was strangled into a
squesk, but it was till loud enough to make Eldraturn.

"What the Styphon?"

Sirna pointed with a hand she was proud to see wasn't shaking. "That—it's the Prince
Sarrask of Sask! The Sarrask who sacked Hostigos Town—"

Eldraused Firg Level hand signdsto signd her to sllence, then stared hard at the big
mean in well-hacked armor that must have once been gilded. "It can't be—well, I'll be
Dram-damned! It'sour Sarrask dl right, the one who belongs here, but he's trimmed
down to the twin of the one you saw on the Control Time-Line. Oh well, sranger things
have happened outtime... And they'll happen to you, so get used to them and don't be so
jumpy.”

"Yes, maam."

Eldraran her eyes over Sarrask again. "Definitely trimmed down. If helost another

twenty pounds, he'd be dmost handsome. Not like Kavan, of course, but not bad... And
this Sarrask is exuding a definite masculine vitdity."

The two rulers, unaware they were being discussed like a couple of prize bulls, sat on
their horses while Kavan's dismounted bodyguards took positions dl around him. Half
stayed mounted, but dl looked very dert; some quietly drew their pistols without aming

them a anybody.

The two rulers, Verkan, and a man who seemed to be Verkan's bodyguard remained
mounted and conducted along discussion that seemed to involve lot of hand waving. The
few words she overheard were dl military technicdlities, so she concentrated on studying
the Great King Kavan without gppearing too disrespectful. "A cat can look at aking,”
was a saying that sheld encountered, but she wasn't so sure about the rights of free-
traders daughters.

Kavan appeared tired but ill in fine shagpe physicdly; he obvioudy wasn't hiding
any wounds or sckness from the campaign in Hos-Harphax. The face was certainly
handsome, dthough it looked better when he smiled, which wasn't very often, but then
why should he be amiling at dl, with everything he had to worry about? It was hard to
tell much about his body, as he was wearing a back- and-breast, an open faced, high
combed hemet—amorion if she remember the term correctly—and bulky riding boots
with pistolsin them. A light cavary trooper's outfit, from what she recalled, and probably
the best combination of comfort and protection he could manage.

At lagt the Great King Sgnded, and guards came to hold horses as the four men
dismounted. Kavan turned to the Foundry people.



"I'm sorry to have kept you from your work so long,” he began. Asif aGreat King
needed to apologize for anything—but then Sirna recdled that Kalvan had lived most of
hislife on atime-line with al sorts of myths about equdity. Maybe he thought he was
being gracious— although Sirna had to admit that if he thought so, he wasright.

"The Royd Foundry is going to be part of a second line of defense we're building to
meet the Holy Hot, as the Styphoni are calling themsdves. We're dso fortifying
Hogtigos Town itsdlf, of course, and this Side of the Tigos Gap. Tarr-Hostigos will keep
anyone from getting through the Gap from the other side.

"WEell be wanting the Foundry workersto dig trenches and gun positions, proof
againg cavary. Well dso be using the new warehouse to store supplies. No fireseed,
naturaly, so you'l be able to go right on working."

She thought it was polite and politic of Kavan to act asif he were soliciting their
cooperation, as though they were in charge of the Foundry, when in fact its status asthe
Royad Foundry made it quite clear who was in command. True, their credentiads were as
foundry ‘contract’ workers from Zygros City and Grefftscharr. Still, Kavan didn't have to
worry about any of them packing up and leaving for home— not with an army of
Styphon's fanaticd soldiers some thirty thousand strong out therel!

"In fact,” Kavan continued, "'l expect you'l be able to go right on working through
the entire battle. We don't intend to let Styphon's Unwholesome Host reach the second
line or anywhere near it. However, even Great Kings intentions do not bind the gods. We
will have to prepare for the worst and work for the best.

"Colond Verkan of the Mounted Rifles has very kindly offered one of his best
officers, Captain Ranthar, to command the defenses of the Foundry. He will choose
positions for the trenches, train workers in arms and take command if it does cometo a
fight.

"I'm trugting the loyalty you've dl shown so far to continue until Styphon'swolves are
driven from the land.”

"Down Styphon!™ afoundry worker cried. The workers al repeated the cry, then
someone—it sounded like Eldra—shouted, "Long Live King Kavan!"

It started up another round of cheers from the Foundry workers; the Team Members
joined in, not wanting to be conspicuous, dthough Sirna could see that severd of them—
particularly Varnath Laaand Lathor Karv—were having problems making the proper
cheering noises and their faces looked as if they were chewing bitter lemons. A good
thing the Hostigi workers weren't paying attention to anything but their gods-anointed
Gresat King. Still, not even Allfather Dram could help them, if Kavan saw those faces—
being accused of treason would be the least of the Team's problems. And nothing Kavan
would do to them would compare, later, to what Paratime Chief Verkan Vall would do!

Kavan acknowledged the cheers with a hdf sdute, haf wave, then Colond Verkan
helped him remount. A moment later the royd party was riding back the way they'd
come, except for Captain Ranthar and his groom, who stood holding the reins of two
horses with one hand and roll of parchment under the other arm.

Ranthar dismissed his groom, directing him to the stables, then turned to the
assembled Study Team members. "The firgt thing to do is find aroom where we won't be
overheard—"



Tagan Dreth, the Outtime Studies Director and Team Leader, interrupted him. "The
firg thing you can do is explain by what authority—oh," he broke off suddenly when he
saw the hand sgnds "Captain” Ranthar was making.

Eldralaughed out loud at the older man's embarrassment, and even Sirna couldn't
help amiling. The Director took himsdf so serioudy, even though it waan't particularly
funny that the Kalvan Study Teams were now under the watchful eye of one of Chief
Verkan's most trusted—say observers, to be polite. Tlgan must have thought he was an
outtimer appointed by Kavan! For the Director's peace of mind and the state of his
hedlth, it was a good thing that Captain Ranthar was undercover Paratime Police...

Sirnawondered how long Ranthar Jard had been Captain Ranthar on Kavan's Time-
Line. Sometime, obvioudy, or he wouldn't be an officer in the Mounted Rifles. That was
most likely a clue about what held been brought here to do—or prevent, but she couldn't
be sure which.

She began to think that perhaps she should have inssted allittle harder with Hadron
Tharn that she wasn't the stuff of which good spies are made.

A moon-quarter after the meeting at the Roya Foundry, word reached Hostigos Town
that the Holy Host was on the march again. Kavan's Generd Staff held its Council of
War at Prince Sarrask's temporary residence, an inn cdled the Silver Stag. The
improvised council chamber, if not regd, at least had enough benches, aswell asatable
that if not exactly groaning was a least muttering darkly to itsdf under the weight of
food and drink piled upon it. Sarrask, it gppeared, was determined to be a gracious host to
the end, if thiswas the end—and Verkan Val was unpleasantly aware that it might be.

Not just for the Hostigi and Kavan, either. Thiswasthe kind of situation that had
killed many a Paratimer—a fast- moving battle that could go ether way on very short
notice. The only sure way to be safe was to leave so soon you'd obvioudy be deserting
your friends. If they won, you'd lose dl chance of working with them again, gpart from
the risk of being executed for treason or desertion. If they logt, you till might not be able
to ded with the victors—and you'd have to live with yoursaf whether you could or not.

All thiswas true even if you hadn't developed any deep loydties to your outtime
comrades. That happened more often than the Paratime Commission like to admit; in
fact, it most often happened to the best outtime operatives— one reason why Verkan Vall
had been Tortha Karf's third choice to succeed him. It was small consolation to Verkan
that at least held never assumed he was immune to Outtime I dentification Syndrome (as
the Bureau of Psychologica Hygiene's jargon caled it) so he hadn't beensurprised when
he redlized that his body might very well be one of those picked up after Kavan's Last
Stand.

Prince Sarrask was the only member of the Council present when Verkan arrived. He
was segted a the far end, munching his way through a large plate hegped with sausages;
it appeared he was well on hisway to gaining back most of the weight held lost on the
road back from Tenabra.



Sarrask waved Verkan to a chair, finished a sausage, then grinned. "l saw one of your
new girls & the Foundry giving me the eye the other day," Sarrask said. "Y ou know, the
tall redhead with the big nose and the big—" His hands out outlined in the air two of
Danar Sirnas most prominent features.

Verkan tried hard not to laugh. "I have to warn you, Y our Grace, that Srnaisthe
daughter of ablood-brother of my father. So she must be considered under my
protection.”

Sarrask chuckled. "Under your— protection? Whatever would your wife Dalasay
about you protecting Sirna?”"

"Sheld say Sarrask of Sask talks too much,” Kalvan said, sticking his head into the
room.

Sarrask grunted like aboar stuck in abog, then shrugged. " She'd probably be right,
too. Dram-blast it! | apologize, Colond Verkan.”

"Accepted," Verkan said with a bow. Sarrask wouldn't be a problem after Kavan's
public reprimand, but it struck him that as the University Teams strength increased, the
Prince might not be the only man with an eye for their unattached femaes. Suggest to
Kalvan that the Foundry be formally declared part of the Royal Household? That woud
solve the legd requirements, a least, and Rylla could probably help. In the long run, it
would aso set useful precedents for when—cadl it "internationd trade™—redlly began
agan in Kavan's Time-Line after haf amillennium of srangulaion by Styphon's House.

That was as far as Verkan's thoughts took him before the rest of the Council started
arriving. By the time everyone had arrived, it was the largest and most rank- heavy
Council of War Verkan had ever attended in Kavan's Time-Line, and was in therunning
for the prizein dl the time-lines where held attended Councils of War.

There was Kdvan himsdlf, four Princes (Ptosphes, Sarrask, Armanes and Bathames),
sx Generds (Chartiphon, Harmakros, Phrames, Klestreus, Hestophes and Alkides the
atilleryman), the Ulthori Count Euphrades and at least a dozen noble and mercenary
cagptains whom Verkan knew only by sight and name; First Leve recdl didn't help with
information you didn't havel

It occurred to Verkan that if the Silver Stag collapsed, the rest of the Holy Host's
campaign would probably be recorded as "'mopping-up operations.”

It so struck him that the Council was much too large to do more than give everyone
a chance to be heard, whether they had anything to say or not beyond praise for Kavaris
victory and sympathy for Ptosphes bad luck. Kavan had amost certainly arranged for a
smaller meeting to do the red business, ether before or after this huge, unwieldy Council
of War.

The Council ran on until al the food was gone and everybody had said his piece—or
sometimes severd of them. It dso managed to hammer out a surprisingly complete
srategy, and Verkan redized that perhaps held underestimated the hold Kavan had over
these people, particularly after hisvictory at Chothros Heights. That, it appeared, had
been such avictory as no Great Kingdom had won over another in two centuries—since
about the time Styphon's House redlly started clamping down on wars that threatened to
cregte large and dangerous independent politica units.

It also helped that the military Situation was so Smple that a nine-year-old child could



probably have planned the campaign. Hogtigos Town was something the Holy Host had
to take and the Hogtigi had to defend.

The Holy Host could not even stay where it had been camped much longer without
sending larger and larger foraging parties farther afield. Long before Hostigos was esten
bare, the Hogtigi could march on the weekened main body and force it to fight against
odds, then cut off the foraging parties a their leisure.

After awhile it became clear to Verkan that there weren't going to be any
disagreements where his voice had to be heard, or even suggestions he needed to make
about the best use of the Mounted Rifles. So he studied his fdlow commanders.

Ptosphes: a man who looked asif he were being egten dive by the shame of defest.
Sarrask: loud and lewd, but who seemed to be finding something in himsdlf that hadn't
been there before he had aleader worth following. The men Verkan had begun to call
(after one of Ddlds favorite Fourth Leve, Europo-American novels) "The Three
Musketeers'—Harmakros, Phrames and Hestophes. Chartiphon: big and bluff, and not
quite up to the demands of the new kind of war that would be fought in Kalvan's Time-
Line from now on, but useful within his limits and probably wise enough to know what
they were.

Bdthames of Sashta, looking daggers a his father-in-law Sarrask every time he
thought he was unobserved—a prime candidate for a dose of hypno-truth drug. Alkides,
who looked almost as grim as Ptosphes, after being ordered to blow up much of the
captured Harphaxi artillery train at Chothros Heights—which to an artilleryman must
have been like losing an adopted child. Verkan decided to keep a particularly close eye
on Alkides, since he could be the key to victory in a battle where Kalvan's artillery
uperiority might mean everything.

Count Euphrades of Ulthor, thin and remote, with obvious plans of his own he was
teling no one—another prime candidate for hypno-truth drugs. And three or four others
who might prove as interesting as Euphrades once Verkan knew something about them.

A good company, not quite a"band of brothers' yet (and they were much rarer in fact
than infiction or hagiographica history, Verkan knew), but formidable enemies and fine
friends.

Too fineto abandon, if it cameto that. Verkan knew he wasn't going to deliberately
put himsalf in aposition where he had to go down with Kavan. On the other hand, if he
found himsdlf in that pogition with no way out that let him keep a clear conscience—well,
thistime he was glad that Dalla was back on Firgt Leve. She wasn't Rylla, who would try
not to outlive Kavan by more than five minutes if she could help it, but she would have
some hard decisions to make that he was just as glad she didn't have to face now.



TWENTY-ONE

Grand-Captain Phidestros looked at the eastern sky turning pae. In another few
minutes it would be light enough for his men to see him. He stood up and walked back
and forth beside Snowdrift, stopping now and then to rub hisknee. It had healed enough
so that he could fight on foot today, even in three-quarter armor if he had to.

Snowdrift whickered and nuzzled at Phidestros belt pouch. "Very well, you
godsforsaken brat unworthy of either dam or sSire” He reached into the pouch and pulled
out a hdf-dab of ration bread. Snowdrift whickered again and munched vigoroudy,
while he scratched the big gelding up and down his neck the way he liked it. He hoped
Snowdrift wasfit to carry him through what would surely be along and wearing béttle,
but hoping was dl he could do.

He'd done dl any man could do to make sure that his men and their mounts were
properly fed after the ride from the Harph to join the Holy Hogt, but that "al" had not
been much. He supposed he should have expected that Grand Master Soton, commander
of the Host, would be pushing forward hard on the hedls of the Hodgligi, and that any
company of horse that had held together in a moon-quarter and-a-haf'sride across
unknown country was worth having well up toward the front. Certainly both proved that
Soton knew his business, and being toward the front had given the Iron Company severa
chances to fight under the Grand Master's own eye. Praise Galzar that that would make
up for the wear on the horses and weapons!

It was mogt likely the mgor reason why he was now a Grand- Captain, commanding a
band— the Iron Band—the three hundred survivors of those who'd crossed the Harph and
the remnants of severd other companies following the Holy Host. One had joined his
banner on the ride north; the One- Eyed Boar Company whose Captain had lost aleg
when his horse rolled while navigating the Vynar Pass. The others had joined a moon-
quarter ago when Soton raised him to his present rank.

"Grand- Captain Phidestros.” It had an agreegble ring to it, but the meeting with the
Grand Magter had hardly been al sweetness and light. Darkness had long fdlen, the

candles on the table between them burned dmost to stubs, the hard planes and angles of
Soton's face dill harsher in the orange-red light, his voice rasping like afile with

weariness and anger as he questioned Phidestros.



"Do you think yoursdf fit to lead a band?"

"Yes. That is, if they are horse and not too untrained or badly mounted.” Something
that was the truth and would aso sound well, the best combination. "1 would grieve to
abandon the Iron Company on the eve of victory, though. We have endured much
together and know each other'sways. The One-Eyed Boar Company isaso proving itsalf
to be good comradesin battle and in camp.”

"Y ou would not be giving up ether company. Y ou would be leading three more

under- strength companies, the Siver Wolf Company, the Thirteen Moons Company and
the Bloody Sabers. They meet your conditions, | believe"

"l am honored by your confidence, Grand Master, and by theirs—if they have asked
me to lead them. However, | know little about these companies or their commanders,
other that they are under the command of Prince Bathar."

"Were. They are three of the companies formerly in the service of Balthar of Beshta."

Phidestros was too tired to think of any subtle response, but anything was better than
gape-jawed dlence. "Am | to believe that the Massacre of Tarr-Catassaactually
happened?’

"Y ou thought it was a camp rumor?"

"1 had no reason to think otherwise. Stranger tales have crawled out of barrels of bad
de and the terrors of men far from home."

"W, you may rest easy," Soton said in aflat voice. "It isno rumor that Prince
Bdthar's castellan of Tarr-Catassa killed a hundred and twenty-five free companionswho
would not sweer to join the Holy Host in the service of Bdthar of Beshta—or Balthar the
Black asheis cdled now after histreason a Tenabra" For the first time, distaste
registered in the Grand Magter's voice. "Their women were given to the Beshtans, then
killed ds0."

Soton spit on the ground. " Styphon's gold bought his treachery, but 1 will not ride
besde Bdthar even though he turned traitor to a Usurper and enemy of the God of
Gods."

Phidestros nodded in agreement: By the laws governing the employment of
mercenary free companies and the Code of Gazar, when an employer changed sides
during awar or battle, their cath to him was till binding until he released them or their
term of service expired. A wise Prince usudly released doubtful mercenaries as quickly
as possible, snce a thousand reliable men were worth two thousand who might surrender
on the dightest pretext.

Soton explained, "If the mercenaries of Tarr- Catassa had sworn to serve under
Bdthar of Beshta 'againgt dl enemies, in fidd or fortress, wheresoever he may find them,’
then they would have been violating their oaths to Prince Bathar. Asit was, they werea
company sworn in only as the garrison of an isolated tarr. They could not have been a
very good company, but nonetheless they had been daughtered for refusing to do
something their Prince's castellan had no right to ask of them.

"It's hardly surprising that Balthar's name now reeks to the Sky Thrones of the Gods.
The sx companies who placed themsalves in his pay before he joined the Holy Host do
not wish to be released from their oaths, however, or to leave our ranks.”

That means one of two things, thought Phidestros, either they believe that Kavan will



lose the war againgt Hos Harphax—well, redly, Styphon's House—or they'd had no real
choice. Not a safe bag of talk to open with the Grand Magter.

"Three of these Companies no longer wish to serve under Bathar's banner, his
Captain-Generd or their own dected captains. They say dl are too friendly with Prince
Bdthar. At the end of this campaign, once word of their action reaches the High Temple
of Gazar in Hos-Agrys, both Bathar and his castellan—who wasin his pay—uwill be
placed under the Ban of Galzar."

The Ban of Galzar meant that no free companion of the Brotherhood could swear an
oath to Prince Bdthar, under threat of expulson. Thus, the only men Bdthar would be
able to command would be his own sworn vassals, outcasts and criminas. The only thing
worse than the Ban of Galzar was the Interdict, where no man, vassa or not, could fight
for awar leader and till receive the Rites of Galzar.

Had Bdthar ordered the daughter himsalf he might well have faced the Interdict, but
no sane man—even a Prince of Princes or Great King—would so risk offending the
Wargod or his priests. Only a madman would knowingly commit such an offense againgt
Gdzar; and while Balthar exhibited many characteristics of such—induding fears of
bathing and the outdoors— he appeared to be a worst a miser and skinflint.

"The three companies | offer, which alow you the rank of Grand-Captain, have voted
to follow you if you are so willing. They have heard the tales of your ride from the Harph
and of how under you the Iron Company won free of two lost battles— Fyk and Chothros
Heghts."

Was there a note of irony in those last words of Soton's? Phidestros didn't particularly
care, since hed aso been fredly given a gift he would otherwise have had to ask or even
beg for. The three companies were not composed of men who wanted a safe road out of
thewar, or a least to the other side, and would shoot their Captain the moment they
found him barring it. They were instead merely free companions exercising their ancient
privilege of choosng who would lead them into battle—a privilege only fools like
Bdthar's cagtellan denied them.

It was now light enough for Phidestros to pick out the few dark hairsin Snowdrift's
mane and tail. Plenty of light to see by—and to see in the distance the banners and lance
tips of the gpproaching Zarthani Knights. Phidestros swung himsdf onto Snowdrift's
back and waved to Banner- Captain Geblon. The banner of the Iron Band rose againgt the
dawn sky: agold thunderbolt breaking a black iron chain on agreen field.

Some of the old Iron Company began to cheer. The orange sashes of the Hos-

K temnos army made vivid splashes of color againg their blackened three- quarter armor.
Phidestros waved them to silence, then pointed to the banner.

"My brothers—that is the banner of the Iron Band. Those of you who have followed
it before know what it means." Two well-conducted and profitable retreats, mostly, but
let's not be too particular about the truth at atime like this.

"To our new comrades who are following the Iron Banner for the first time in this



battle—rejoice in your opportunity. Y ou have proven brothers on al sides and a chance
to add to the honor of the banner you follow. Fight as| know you can, and before another
moon we shdl be drinking a toast from the skulls of our enemies. You arethe Iron

Band!"

He let them cheer fredy thistime. When the sound began to ebb, he cried, "To
victory! Togold! To Galzar!" Asan after-thought, in case Soton or an Inner Circle
intelligencer was listening, he added, "To Styphon!"

His old troopers responded with a cheer of their own. "To Phidestros! To Phidestros!
Phidestros! Phidestros!™

That rang even more agreeably on his ears, but he dso knew it was the last thing
Soton should hear a thistime. He quickly slenced his men. "The Iron Band will soon be
the Iron Hand around the throat of Hostigos! Furthermore, no one who has faced usin
battle will find that name a matter for jests”

It had not escaped his attention that some among the free companions, jedlous of his
success and rapid advancement, had dready taken to cdling the Iron Band the Y dlow
Hand, "First to retrest, last to advance.”

"Gdzar amite meif | do not spesk truth!™

The Wargod, Phidestros reflected, seemed to turn a desf ear to anything acaptain said
to his men before a battle. He had heard of captains being smitten down on the morning
of battle by apoplexies or attacks of bile—but never by Galzar's Mace.

He could till wish most of them were better mounted, though. Even Snowdrift was
showing ahint of rib under his creamy flanks. Asatroop of Sestragath horse-archers
cantered past, a thought struck Phidestros. Could he earn enough of Soton's goodwill to
be allowed to buy some of the archers' light mounts, which could feed by grazing where a
charger would starve?

Such horses could hardly carry aman in armor, of course, or even press home a
charge with lances. Was that so great a loss? he began to wonder. With the new way of
war Kavan seemed to know and Soton seemed ready to learn, speed appeared likely to
prove as important as armor.

It was something to think over if he survived today with both his head on shoulders
and honor in Grand Master Soton's too-shrewd eyes.

Verkan Vdl felt somewhat like an intruder as he climbed the last flight of Sairsto the
roya chamber at the top of the keep of Tarr-Hogtigos. He aso felt even morelikea
deserter from his post, which would normaly have been at the head of the Mounted
Rifles with the Army of Hostigos near the village of Phyrax to the southwest of Hostigos
Town.

However, the battle of Phyrax wasn't going to be a"normd" battle, assuming there
was such athing even on Aryan-Transpacific. By the Great King's orders, the Mounted
Rifles weren't going to spend themsdves scouting againgt the superior and wdl-trained



light cavary of the Zarthani Knights. They were going to remain in the rear, wait for the
Holy Hogt to attack, then work around its flanks and snipe &t its captains. This
assignment had nearly provoked mutiny among some of the hotheads in the Mounted
Rifles—the few that till thought of war as an exercise in gdlantry—nbut it made good
sense consdering the force Hostigos was facing.

Kavan couldn't hope to fight a maneuver battle againgt the Holy Host. Soton was too
good, and the Sacred Squares of Hos-Ktemnaos and the Zarthani Knights were the best

infantry and cavary here-and-now. The Sacred Squares were twelve thousand men who
would take alot of killing, and the Zarthani Knights were six thousand of thisworld's
best cavdry, not counting the four thousand Order Foot. The rest of the Holy Host
included three thousand of Styphon's Own Temple Guard, two thousand of the King's
Pigtoleers and eight hundred Roya Guardsmen of Hos-Ktemnos, dl well above average.
There were about four thousand mercenaries, mostly horse, and, while the motley array
of severa thousand "Holy Warriors of Styphon" might lack training, they wouldn't lack
enthusasm.

Kavan would have a damned good chance to win this battle if he just sat till and let
the Holy Host atack him. He nearly matched them man for man in numbers, and the best
Hodtigi infantry were as good as the Sacred Squares— dthough Kavan would sordy miss
the two thousand Hogtigi infantry who perished at Tendbra. His cavary horseswerein
better shape. He dso would have a big edge in artillery fighting in his own backyard,
where many of the old bombards, too heavy for campaigning, could be hauled out to the
battlefield and dug in.

It wouldn't hurt either that Kalvan would have plenty of Hostigos fireseed for dl his
atillery and firearms, while the Holy Host would il be firing the old fireseed formula
Styphon's House was beginning to use Kavan's formulain making fireseed, but some
ecclesadtica Arch-bureaucrat had decided that none of the new formula could be issued
until al of the old had been used up or accounted for.

However, even Styphon's new fireseed was inferior to the Hogtigi formula by about a
fifth of the explogive force. Kadvan's fireseed had a finer grain and more punch.

This piece of bureaucracy-in-action was the only intelligence sent so far by Verkan's
on-the-ground agent with the Holy Host, a Paratime Policeman posing as an underpriest
of Styphon, who'd finally come north with the reinforcements and supplies as part of

what could laughingly be called the medica corps. Verkan had hoped for more
intelligence before the battle, but even getting thislittle bit proved his man was dive, on
the job and might provide more later.

It aso waan't going to hurt that many of Kavan's men were fighting on ground they
knew well, with their backs to the wall and no illusions about what would happen to their

homesif they lost. The Holy Host had only committed the normd run of here-and-now
arocities on itsway north. If Kavan lost the Battle of Phyrax, this would change and

probably very much for the worse.

Ptosphes men had ascore to settle with the Holy Host. Kavan's veterans of the Army
of the Harph had atradition of victory awhole moon long to maintain; they too would
take alot of killing.

Infact, "alot of killing" seemed to be the best description of the coming battle that
Verkan could think of.



Meanwhile, Kalvan's ordering him back to Tarr-Hostigos gave him a chanceto pay a
vigt to the University people a the Foundry. They were dug in about as well as could be
expected with the labor and leadership available; Rarthar Jard couldn't be in two places
a once. Tadgan Dreth was grumbling alot, but at least the Outtime Studies Director was
cooperating to the extent of keeping some of his people from openly obstructing the work
of fortification and cooperation with Broher Mytron's University refugees. Verkan had
Scholar Varnath Laamentally tagged as the leader of that faction, who gppeared to have
the delusion that if they maintained some sort of "neutrdity,” they could continue their
work under the new management thet would take over Hogtigos if Kalvan logt.

Verkan serioudy doubted that Archpriest Roxthar, who had accompanied the Holy
Host but so far had been kept on atight rein by Soton, would agree.

At the top of the stairs Verkan stopped and cleared his throat. There was no one on
duty outside the roya apartments; the last sentry post was & the foot of thisflight of
dairs. He could hear the low murmur of voices through the thick door, but he knew that
etiquette alowed him to knock only in an emergency, like the Holy Host gorming the
gates of the castles.

The door swung open so quietly that Kavan was coming out before Verkan could
step back to a proper place. For amoment he had a clear view into the chamber beyond, a
view of something he was quite sure he hadn't been meant to see—Ptosphes knedling on
thefloor in front of Rylla, with head on her lap as she stroked histangled gray hair. Then
Kavan was past and swinging the door shut behind him, heading down the stairs without
aword to Verkan.

Verkan saw in Kalvan's set face and dightly sagging shoulders a man who was
suddenly feding the full weight of being monarch and commeander and husband who

might lose his wife within afew days dl a once. Verkan had planned to ask Kalvan how
much paace duty hedd planned for him; royal aide was an honorable post but obvioudy
an impossible one for him, and held rehearsed a set of arguments againgt the honor that
sounded good— even to him.

Rather, they had sounded good. Now, if Kalvan needed a friend— make that when
Kavan needed a friend—at his back for afew days, Verkan wouldn't make any
arguments againg taking the job for at least that long. It didn't seem very likely that
anyone would have the time to be jedlous of an outlander's friendship with the Grezat
King.

Verkan hurried down the dark stone stairs. He reached the bottom close enough to
Kavan to hear him talking with young Aspasthar, the new page who'd comeinto roya
service from Count Harmakros.

"—says the horses are ready, Y our Mgesty. And a messenger came who requests
word with the Grest King."

"A messenger from whom, Aspasthar? Y ou should aways tell me who sent a
messenger if hetdlsyou himsdlf. Also tel meif he doen't.”

"Yes, my—Your Mgedy. It'samessenger from Generd Chartiphon at Phyrax Field."

Verkan saw Kavan's grim amile. "l can guess what it says. Soton's scouts must bein
sght. Thank you Aspasthar. Tdll the scout to wait for me at the stables.”

"Yes, Your Mgesty." Agpasthar appeared to be waiting for aword of dismissa, until



Kavan gently took him by the shoulder and turned him around. "When the Great King
says gives you an order, you are dismissed.”

Aspasthar was too flustered to reply, and scurried off so fast he nearly ssumbled.
Kavan laughed softly. "Harmakros was alittle too kind with the boy's training, but he's
bright. Hell learn.”

"Now, Colondl. | only caled you back to Tarr-Hostigos because | wanted somebody
to ride up with me who'll make better conversation than Mgor Nicomoth. He's not stupid,
but today hell have haf his mind on whether hell get to ride in another cavary charge.
However, if you think the Mounted Rifles will need you & once..."

"If I'd thought that, Y our Mgesty, | would have sent amessenger. I'll gladly ride with
you. | won't insult your army by expecting it to fal apart before we can get there or
indeed at—"

The change on Kalvan's face warned Verkan to silence as Ptosphes stepped out of the
doorway, buckling on his sword. He wore dl his armor except his hemet and his
gauntlets; the latter hung from his belt, and on his hands were new riding gloveswith his
device of crossed halberds on the back. Ptosphes face was red from the exertion of
chasing down the stairs and he appeared to be having trouble catching his breeth.

Ptosphes took a couple of deep breaths, then snarled, "Y our Mgesty, Colond Verkan.
Shdl we go and kill some of Styphon's whelps?'

From the look on Ptosphes face, Verkan only hoped it was Styphon's dogs that the
Frgt Prince of Hos Hostigos intended to kill. Ptogphes commanded the left wing of
horse, a choice forced upon Kavan. There was no telling what Ptosphes might have done
in his present condition if he hadn't been given arank and post in the coming battle
appropriate to hisrank and title, as First Prince of Hos-Hostigos. Verkan was sure that
Kavan would rather have had someone e se holding the crucia left wing—Harmakros,
commanding the reserves, or Count Phrames, second in command of the right wing under
Kdvan.

Ptosphes menta state was going to be amost as much afactor in this battle asthe
morae of Kalvan's troops.

A

Sirna saw another horse-drawn cart with big wooden whedls pull up and cursed to
hersdf at the need to organize another work party to unload it. Then she saw Brother
Mytron himsdlf sitting beside the driver. She legped down the embankment in front of the
trench, hiked her skirts above her boots, and ran over to the cart.

"Brother Mytron! Are matters well?'

"l think we lack the necessary time for discussng the basic nature of the universe,”
Mytron said with agrin. "On amore materid plane, | was the last man out of the
Universty. It seemed to me that something important must have been overlooked and
sure enough it had." He pointed to the canvas-wrapped bundles in the back of the cart,
and Sirna saw the glint of metal mesh in the corner of one. Her heart skipped afew bests



until she redlized that this mesh was much cruder than the mesh of a Paratime
transposition conveyor dome.

"What isit?' Mytron asked, pulling back his cowl. "Lady Sirna, you look asif you'd
just spotted one of Styphon's demons!”

"No. Just worried about the red Styphoni devilsin human guise only afew marches
away."

"Veily," Mytron said, making a circle around the blue star over his chest.

Sirna pointed to the canvas bundles and asked, "What are they?!

"Two of the wire screensfor the papermaking. | don't know how anyone came to
overlook them. But there they were in one corner, all ready to be carted away and melted
down by the Holy Host as demonica. We loaded them in the cart and were just turning
around when we saw Nostori cavary coming back in arush. | decided they must know
something we didn't and had the driver whip up the horses.”

"Dram and Tranth bless you for that, Brother." Sirna cupped her hands around her
mouth and shouted. "Urig! Bring three men out here. Another cart to unload.”

While Urig was rounding up hiswork gang, Sirnatold Mytron that the other refugees
from the University were safely bedded down in an empty storeroom. Then she asked
about the battle.

"It hadn't started yet when | passed through our army. They were dl drawn up, with
King Kavan and Count Phrames on the right, Prince Ptosphes on the left and more guns
than I've ever seen in the center. | heard that Kalvan has plans for those guns and that
Captain-Genera Chartiphon, with help from Generd Alkides, will command the center.
I'm afraid | have no ideawhat the Great King's plans are—the gods didn't make me a man
of war. I'm honest enough to be grateful thet I'll be spending the next few days watching
over Queen Rylla"

"Is her time near?’

"The chief midwife says so, and who am | to argue with awoman of fifty winters a
that art? She aso says the baby is coming early, which is not so good.”

Sirnawhigtled. That could be ared problem with no créche wombs or even an
incubator. No wonder that contraceptive implants for women were a necessity for outtime
Univerdty work.

"Will the baby be dl right?'

"The chief midwife gppears to believe 0."

"But would she dare say otherwise about the Great Queen and her child?’

Brother Mytron looked perplexed. Shrugged his shoulders and said, "Amasphdya
would not have it otherwise! She would spesk her mind to the Red Hand if they wereto
accost her."

Sirnalaughed; this Amasphaya sounded like ared harridan—maybe Rylla had
findly met her match. She hoped the old dragon was as good as Mytron believed. She
couldn't even imagine the pain of having a child diein childbirth; maybe that was why
Sirna had never considered alive birth even when her husband pressed for it—they were
al the rage ten years ago among the University dite.

"Hey!" avoice shouted from beyond the cart. "Either move that Dram-blasted cart on



or bring it over here and join the circle”

A mounted man was riding across the field toward the wagon, waving a cattle whip.
"The Great King gave orders to—oh, your pardon, Brother Mytron!" he finished in an
entirely different voice.

Srnaswalowed alaugh. Brother Mytron grinned. "In fact, after | get a horse from
the stable, I'm on my way to Tarr-Hostigos to see the Queen.”

"May the true gods give Her Mgesty a safe birthing and an heir for the Grest
Kingdom," the trooper said. Then he turned his horse and rode back toward the huge
circle of wagons, carts and baggage that penned in dl the refugees cettle. They were no
longer bellowing as loudly asthey had at dawn, but asit grew hotter an unmistakable
smell was creeping across to the Foundry. Next year some Hogtigi farmer was going to
have a least one fidd very wel fertilized.

"Add your prayersto his" Mytron said softly. "Much of the luck of Hostigos rides
with our Rylla, may the Allfather keep her sefe”

Srnaswalowed a sudden lump in her throat, then nodded, not trusting hersdlf to
peak. She cleared her throat and turned to meet Urig and his men. "Take these bundles
from the cart into the driest corner of the new storehouse and wrap them well.”

Urig looked dubioudy &t the wire mesh. "Is it—that a wegpon?"

"It is something that the Great King thinks may become aweapon in time, but only
againg his enemies and the eremies of the True Gods."

Urig nodded, with an if-you-say- so-Mistress expression on hisface, then started
shouting to hiswork party.

That was only partly true, Srnaredized, or at least only partly truein the short run. If
Kavan succeeded in inventing paper and following it up with printing, the processes
wouldn't remain secrets for long. Styphon's House could print its propaganda just as
enthusadticdly asits enemies. In the long run, though, Kavan was working toward mass
literacy and mass education, which were the most potent enemies of supertition and
ignorance— and they were hisworst enemies.

While the cart was being emptied, Mytron left on asmadl horse, waving farewell.
Sirna made a Grefftscharri gesture of averson. She didn't know whom she was trying to
save from bad luck, but there seemed to be alot of it going around, rather like fless...

"Y ou made that gesture asif you believed it," said avoice behind her.

Sirnawhirled, ready to shove Lathor Karv into the nearest trench if he were mocking
her tolerance toward the Zarthani. Instead she saw Aranth Saln, and she couldn't find
anything to say to the expresson on the Scholar's face.

In any case, before she could have said two words, they both heard a distant dull
thudding off in the heat haze toward the southwest.

"Cannon,” Aranth said. "That means the main armies are engaged, not just the
skirmishers.



TWENTY-TWO

From the top of asmal rise at the rear of the right wing, Kalvan could see that the
entire center of both the Holy Host and the Hostigos army were lost in a steadily sweling
cloud of white smoke. Kavan was surprised by the number of guns the Styphoni had
managed to haul up, dmost equd to the Hostigi in numbers dthough decidedly inferior
in rate of fire. Soton clearly learned fast.

Periodicaly the noise of the big guns rose as one side or the other fired aragged
salvo. It reminded Kavan of scrap iron being dumped on a concrete floor.

Captain-Generd Chartiphon commanded the center, dmost twenty thousand infantry
with the recent Ulthori and Zygros reinforcements—men anxious for gold and glory.
Generd Alkides wasin command of the Hogtigi artillery and Kavan mentally wrote him
down for the Battle of Phyrax Honors Lig, if there was one. Alkides had done everything
but haul bombards on his shoulders to assemble the Hogtigi artillery and the Gresat
Battery in particular. He had thirty gunsin the Great Battery, his own three eighteen
pounders, four sixteen pounders, assorted field pieces with defective carriages and a
miscdlany of heavy older pieces, mostly bombards, collected from every fortresswithin
dragging distance of Hostigos Town.

Behind the Great Battery the Hos-Hogtigos regular infantry were drawn up, with the
Roya Army anchoring the right and the surviving veterans of Old Hostigos holding the
left. The center was composed of the veterans of the Heights of Chothros, while four
thousand mercenary Ktethroni pikemen from a distant Hos-Zygros Princedom held the
rear.

The Ktethroni were atangible sign of support from King Sopharar; Kavan only
hoped they were as good as advertised. They generdly reminded him of the early Swiss
pike squares and appeared to know their business. However, pike squares were
vulnerable to well-handled artillery and, in any case, he waan't about to commit untested
soldiers too soon in the most important battle of hislife.

If he logt this battle, his dlies would melt away; there wouldn't be enough Hogtigi
manpower |eft to raise two companies. That is, if the Styphoni didn't raze every building
in Hostigos to the ground and sow the earth with sdlt, as the Romans had done to
Carthage.

So far it was acase of "things could be better, but then again they could be worse."
Prince Ptosphes, in command of the Army of the Besh on the l€eft, had on hisinitiative led



his cavary out againg the right wing of the Holy Host under Grand Master Soton.
Kavan was sure that Ptogphes had been drawn out by insults from the Zarthani Knights,
it was adisquieting demongtration of Ptosphes shaken state of mind that he'd attacked
without orders from Kavan.

The Knights quickly broke Ptosphes precipitous charge, and he was only saved from
disaster by the veteran infantry of Old Hostigos, who'd quickly reformed their pikeline
aong the left flank. They pinned the Zarthani Knights long enough for Harmakros to
bring up the cavdry of the Army of Observation from the reserve. Suddenly facing the
fire of fifteen hundred dragoon musketeers, Soton had retired quickly— but in good orde.
The mgor casudty of this action was the morae of the Army of the Besh and Prince
Ptosphes, both suffering from amassive inferiority complex. Kavan was ether going to
have to bolster their confidence or relieve Ptosphes of his command, something he did
not want to do unless he had absolutely no other choice.

Thisartillery duel couldn't go on much longer; one side or the other was going to
have to commit itsdlf. It looked asif it was going to be up to him; ether that, or wait for
the Holy Host to run out of rations. He didn't know how long that would take, and in any
case they might forage until Hostigos looked like Georgia after Sherman's march to the
sea Lord High Marshdl Mnephilos wasn't about to march his Sacred Square up to the
Grest Battery, nor was Soton about to charge with his Knights through the Grove of the
Badger King, where Hestophes and Harmakros pet Sastragathi were holding back the
Knights auxiliary horse-archers.

Genera Hestophes had been wounded, but not before he'd smashed one attack by
mercenaries and a second by horse-archers. His people were now digging in around the
Grove of the Badger King. Its name might be seen as agood omen, while its trees would
keep the heavy cavary out of their hair. Hestophes last message before he was
surrounded was that he could hold out as long as he had fireseed and arrows, and that
fortunately Soton's auxiliaries were being generous with the latter even if they were
proving stingy with Styphon's Best.

K alvan's remaining problem was tacticd. Unfortunately, history was short on
examples of pike amies againg bills. The bill had been an English nationa wegpon
during the late Middle Ages and Renaissance, but they hadn't fought many major
Continenta battles during the Sixteenth Century. The only mgor pike vs. hill
engagement he could recal was the Battle of Flodden Field, where the French-armed
Scoats knights under James IV were shorn of their nobility by the English bills.

Pikemen were most effective againgt other pole-armed infantry when moving forward
in formation. Once they were hated, they could be chopped up far too easlly by the
shorter and more maneuverable bills. Thus a Fodden, the Scots took the initiative: King
James, and the cream of the Scottish nobility, led fifteen thousand men downhill ina
charge againgt the Earl of Surrey's dismounted menat-arms and seven thousand
Y orkshire billmen. The shock of impact drove the English downhill severd hundred
yards, but they held their formation and took aterrible toll of the front ranks of pikes. At
close quarters, the Scottish pikes and swords were overcome by the heavier English hills.
When the battle ended, King James and ten thousand of his subjects lay dead on the field.

The Holy Host of Styphon was aso deployed with a bill-and- musket center with
cavdry a both flanks. The Hos-Ktemnoi foot, under Mnephilos, were arranged in two



rows, like the old tercios under Tilly. The first row was made up of the Royd Square of
Hos- Ktemnos and two Great Squares, about ten thousand men. The second row held four

thousand Zarthani Order Foot, three thousand of Styphon's Own Guard and three
thousand assorted mercenary foot. No surprises there—but if Ptosphes could restrain

himsdf and Soton didn't have anything up his deeve, Kdvan just might have a surprise
or two of hisown.

A shout from the sentries made Kavan turn. An armored barrel on horseback,
decorated with red plumes, was gpproaching. A closer look reveded Generd Klestreus,
an unwarlike figure—even if his three-quarter armor was blackened.

"What in the name of Styphon's Bollocks—"

Klestreus looked mildly insulted. "My placeis besde my Grest King, or | amn no
soldier.” Hewasnt, of course, but why be rude?

"A messenger has just arrived from Nogtor. With luck and Dram's Blessing, he may
yet outlive his horse."

Kavan nodded. "Yes, yes" Get on with it, man! There's abattle going on, or hadn't
you noticed?

"He saystherés agreat host of Styphoni on itsway through Nostor. He saw the
banners of Roya House of Hos-Agrys, severd Agrys Princely Houses and Styphon's
Red Inggnia”

That was the reversed circular swastika (al too appropriate, Kavan felt) of Styphon's
device and the banner of the Red Hand and the Order of Zarthani Knights.

"How largeisthisarmy and did they bring their own supplies?' There would be
neither food nor forage in battle ravaged Nostor—not after last year's campaigns.

"The scout said it would take two days for the wagons adone to pass. It wasiif the
Styphoni had opened the very storehouse of Baph itsdf!”

Probably exactly what they did. That dso explained dl the ship traffic going up the
Hudson; they'd been building up magazines of stores so that King Demistophon could
fishin troubled waters at Styphon's expense. As lorg as somebody €lse was paying, his
Princes—mog of them worshippers of Allfather Dram—would have few objectionsto
histaking sdes.

"How many soldiersarein thisarmy?

"He had to be careful and there was not much time—"

"But?"

"He thought their force might be as grest as fifteen thousand. Most were
mercenaries.”

"How much time do we have?'

"He doesn't know. He ran hisfirst horse to desth and had to walk three candles before
he found another.”

"Did he give you any kind of guess?"

Klestreus cringed, not wanting to be the bearer of bad news.

Under different circumstances it might have been funny, but now it was temper
bailing. "Out with it, man!"



"They could hardly come upon usin less than five days."

That was good news, or better than held expected from Klestreus expression. They
could fight today's battle without the Styphoni receiving any reinforcements. If the
Hostigi won, they could turn the Agrys invasion with ease; if they log, it wouldn't matter
how many vultures cameto pick over the corpse of Hostigos.

The one question remaining in Kavan's mind was. why were the Styphoni fighting at
al today, if they had a chance of being reinforced? Were they that short of supplies, or
did they distrust Demistophon that much? It was likely that Demistophon had been
pushed into this attack by the Inner Circle for dlowing the Great Council of Dram to
meet in Agrys City. Or, had Soton and Mnephilos been carried away by the opportunity
to smash Kavan's force by their own unaided efforts?

No point in speculating too far ahead of the facts, and in any case Klestreus wasn't
leaving now that his message had been ddlivered. Kavan nodded, with asinking feding
in his somech.

"Thereismore, Your Magesty."

| don't know if | can stand any more. " Continue, Generd.."

"Prince Armanes has taken a gut wound."

Kalvan winced. Here-and-now that usudly meant alingering, painful desth for a
good and loya man. It dso gave him an excuse to tether Prince Ptosphes with the cooler
head of Count Phrames—a much wiser counsdor than poor Armanes.

"l need afavor."

Klestreus swelled until it looked asif held burst his armor like an over-burdened
lady's corset. " Anything, you command. Your Mgesty."

"l want you to ride to Count Phrames and tell him that it is Our will that he replace
the wounded Armanes on the left wing."

"It will be done, Sire.”

"Then, | want you to personaly escort the Prince to the field infirmary and see that he
receives proper care."

"With greet pleasure, Your Mgesty. | shdl see that e knows it is your will."

That was three things accomplished: a noncombatant sent out of the way; Armanes

given afighting chance to live, athough he would doubtless not appreciate being carried
away from the battle; and atrusted generd sent to keep watch on one whose judgment

was no longer religble.

As he was turning on his horse, Klestreus spun around in the saddle. "Oh, | beg Y our
Majesty's pardon for forgetting. Six hundred Nyklos peasant levies have arrived. | led
them to the center before | learned of Prince Armanes wound. And, there isword from
Tar-Hostigos, Her Mgesty, Great Queen Rylla, has gone into childbirth pangs.”

"WHAT?'

Kavan spent amoment suppressing severa unproductive but emotionally satisfying
urges, such as having a heart attack or strangling Klestreus with his bare hands. Findly,
he sad, very dowly, "I wish you had told me thisfirg."

"Forgive me, Your Mgesty. It seemed to me—"



"Never mind what it seemed." Although perhaps Klestreus had a point; the outcome
of today's battle did make more difference to Hos-Hogtigos than the outcome of Ryllas
labor. Maybe even to him, but if some god came and told him that the price of certain
victory today would be Ryllaslife...

There were advantages to not believing in gods who struck that kind of bargain—or
any other, Kavan decided.

After afew moments of mulling over dl the terrible things that might happen to Rylla
and the baby, he redlized that Klestreus had dready |eft to carry out his orders. A breeze
was blowing now, tearing the gray and white smoke into tatters, and he was able to see
the entire Styphoni center. The huge roya Square flanked by the smadler Great Squares,
Gustavus Adolphus might have seen such sghts a Breitenfeld or L Utzen.

A great many things could go wrong with his plans today, but somehow they seemed
far less persond than what was going on in the roya bedchambers at this very moment.

He was wrenched out of his thoughts by the harsh coughing sounds of a badly winded
horse making its way to the top of therise.

"Did you give Alkides my orders?'
"Yes, Your Mgesty," Mgor Nicomoth said. "Though not before he wept and ranted
as though it was his children being dismembered!”

Kavan wasn't surprised. It hadn't been easy for him to order a dozen of his mobile
sx- and eight-pounders spiked and rendered useless, but that was far better than having
them turned and used on the Hogtigi center. Besides, the Styphoni were abig fish,
requiring bait to match.

"Y ou gave Chartiphon his orders?"

"Yes. The Captain-Genera will order the center to advance as soon as you give the
sgnd. Genera Harmakros is d o bringing the remainder of the reservesinto position.”

May Dralm be with you, Harmakros, thought Kavan. And Ptosphes, too; there would
be nobody to pull the Prince's bacon out of the fireif he charged the Knights again and
Ptosphes had to fall back. Still, if Prince Leonnestros in command of the Styphoni |eft
wing continued to be as rash as he'd proven himsdlf in the past... Kalvan was sure he
knew what Soton's orders were: force the Hostigi to commit their army until itisworn
out, then grind them into the earth without mercy.

Kavan watched as Harmakros threaded his Amrmy of Observation through the gep
between the center and the right wing. Then the wind changed direction and dl he could
see was awhite cloud streaked with gray ribs. When the smoke cleared again, he could
see that Harmakros heavy cavary were dready forming the shied for the mobile
atillery.

It seemed to take an hour for the dozen artillery pieces to move into position on the
knoll, but Kalvan knew it was redly only ten or fifteen minutes. Already more than half
of the three thousand dragoons had passed through the Hogtigi lines. It was at times like
thisthat he missed a good watch more than anything except a hot shower.

Kavan was betting his last dollar (or in this case, Hostigos crown) that Prince
Leonnestros, eager to succeed Mnephilos as Lord High Marshd of Hos-Ktemnos, could
not gt till under the fire of adozen Hodtigi artillery pieces. If thisruse didn't come off,
Kavan didn't want to think about what would happen to the Hostigi gunners who in blind



faith were standing behind guns that couldn't fire—and they wouldn't be the only
casudties.

The Army of Observation and the mobile artillery were gpproaching their position
now. Off to the left through al the smoke, Kavan thought he saw the left wing shifting
agan. He couldn't see clearly, and in any case there was not time to find out or do more
than hope the left would hold for afew more minutes.

Kavan raised hisarm, and the primitive Roman candle hed had Magter Thamoth
make exploded over the Hogtigi center. Twelve thousand arquebusiers, musketeers and
pikemen moved forward, each pikeman holding abuckler or shield aswell asapike.
Some of the shields bore the devices of recently deceased nobles of the finest houses of
Hos-Harphax. Behind them came fifteen hundred halberdiers, severa thousand peasant
militia and the four thousand Ktethroni pikemen.

Kavan raisad his other arm. The second Roman candle burgt, while sunlight blazed
off hdmets, amor and gun barrels as the cavary troopers of the right wing began to
mount up.



TWENTY-THREE

Xykoswas S0 tdl and strong that in his home village his nickname was "the Bull."
Stll, the double weight of armor and shield was beginning to tell on him as he tramped
across the rocky ground; he wondered how those without his strength were faring. To be
sure, his shidd was twice the average height, large enough that two musketeers were
moving half-crouched behind it.

Halfway to the Styphoni lines and 4till not a shot fired from the blue and orange
square ahead. Excellent fire discipline, he thought, is how Kalvan would put it. He'd been
fortunate enough to partake in some pike drills led by the Great King himsdlf; a great
man, unlike many of noble blood, who was not afraid to get his hands soiled. My brothers
will not falter, even when the bullets come. We are the Veterans of the Long March.

They were the survivors of four times their number of foot who had died a Tenabra
and the days following when Grand Master Soton chased after them. Xykos himsdlf had
been only amember of the Hogtigi militia before Tenabra; now he was one of the four
hundred men of the Hostigos regiment, the Veterans of the Long March, so named by
Prince Ptosphes himsdlf.

Xykos had been blooded long before Tenabra; first at the Battle of Listra Mouth, then
later at Fyk, where held liberated his armor from the dead body of abaron of Sask.

Tenabra had been hisfirg battle where the Hogtigi had log, dl thanksto that Dralm-
damned traitor Bathar! After Bdthar and histroops had bolted, leaving a gap that the
Styphoni had quickly exploited; the Ktemnoi billmen had mowed down the Hostigi foot
a Tenabralike afarmer's scythe in afield of barley. Somehow he knew that Bathar
would not have done his foul treechery if King Kavan had been in command. Prince
Ptosphes was afair ruler and agood leader of men, but he was no gods-sent Kavan!

Xykos boneswould have been fertilizing the fidds of Tenabranow if he hadn't been
lucky enough to unhorse a Zarthani Knight with his two- handed sword and take his
mount. The charger had proved to be a valued friend, once Xykaos had proved who was
boss, but the journey back to Hostigos had been along one and his friend had given his
life so that Xykos could see his newborn son again.

Vurth, hiswifé's father, had argued after his return from Tenabra that held paid his
debt to their Prince and that he should remain and tend hisfarm. "Let the gods sttle



matters between Great Kings!" had been his father-in-law's advice. However, Xykos
knew where his loydty and duty lay; if they didn't op these Styphoni dogs here and now
there would never be any peace—or even a Hostigos. Besides, he was now one of the
double-pay Veterans of the Long March; the extra slver would help greetly when it came

to buying new stock for the farm after the war.
ThenXykos saw amost wondrous sight: from either side of the enemy Great Square
ahead, aline of musketeers moved out like a hinged arm. Before held covered a dozen

more paces, there was a thunderclap of muskets and the buzz of metd hornetsin the air.
He heard cries of pain dl around and staggered as his shidld dowed a bullet enough that

it only dented his breastplate. He sumbled for a moment, then caught his footing and fell
back into step with the men to ether Sde.
Ancther volley! Thistime Xykosfdt abullet crease his hemet. How much longer

before Petty-Captain Lytog gave the order to hat and return fire? Each musketeer was
carrying two or three loaded smoothbores taken from a Hostigos armory filled to the

rafters with the loot of Kavan's victory a Chothros. A new ditty sung in Hostigos taverns
told how Kalvan took cheese and bread to Hos-Harphax and returned with sted and lead.
Two more Styphoni volleys, each more ragged than the last dammed, into the lines,
then the petty-captains gave the order to halt. Xykos set his shield and caught his bresth,
while the musketeers planted their musket rests. In the third Hostigi rank, he was close

enough to the enemy front to make out individua men. The Ktemnoi Sacred Squares
were dressed in blue shirts and breeches, with brown boiled-leather jacks for the
musketeers and polished stedl breastplates for the billmen, set off by orange sashes. They
al wore the high- combed helmets Kavan called morions with orange and blue plumes.
The Roya Square was dressed differently; they al wore silvered armor, like the Saski
bodyguard, and orange stripes down their deeves and the sides of their breeches.

"FIRE!"

Thefirg Hodtigi valley tore into the Ktemnoi front rank as if they were a battery of
artillery gunsfiring case shot. A greet cheer rose up from the Hogtigi ranks. The second
volley and third were dmost as devagtating; the fourth less so. Still the Ktemnoi squares

held. Now the musketeers were supposed to ding their wegpons and fal back; instead
many picked up the bills of the wounded or dead, while others drew their swords and
held their places.

"Pikes advance. CHARGE!"

As he began to run toward the Sacred Square straight ahead, he was amazed at how
quickly the Ktemnoi rear ranks moved forward to replace their fallen comrades. It was an
admirable display of courage. He would make atoast to Gazar after he buried their
bones. The remaining Ktemnoi musketeers fired alast ragged volley a amost point-
blank range, then fell back, leaving the billmen to take the Hogtigi charge.

There was a cry from ten thousand throats—

"KILL THE DEMON SPAWN!"

The billmen began their charge.

The Hodtigi reply came—

"DOWN STYPHON!"

Thetwo armies collided with such ashock that the first two Hostigi ranks



disappeared before Xykos eyes. He was eight ranks deep into what had once been the
Ktemnoi line before he came to a stop with his pike head buried hafway to the end of its
iron head into a billman's hip. He dropped the pike and drew the two- handed sword
Boarsbane from its scabbard across his back. He had the sword blade out in time to parry
ablow from abillhead. His next stroke sent the edge through the billman's shoulder,
splitting him down to histripes

Xykos was trying to free his sword from bone and snew when another billman
charged. The billhook was less than a hand's length from his face when a pikehead
pierced the billman's neck and the billhook clanged harmlesdy againgt hishdmet. He
wrenched hisblade free, threw it up into the air and brought it down so hard it plit the
billman's head in twain, hemet and al.

He looked around to see who his savior was, but Ktemnoi and Hostigi were so
tangled and blood-splattered it was difficult to tdl friend from foe. And so jammed
together there was no hope of moving to a better spot. Maybe this place was good
enough; he could kill Styphoni here as well as anywhere!

Count Phrames rode over to the left wing at the head of the King's Heavy Horse, two
hundred and sixty volunteer noblemen "too thick-headed or well-bornto fight in a
reasonable fashion,” as King Kavan put it. All of the men at-armsworefull-plate armor,
vambraces, visored helms, heavy lances and at least one pistol in a saddle- holster—thar
one concession to Kavan-syle warfare. While Phrames redlized their limited value, he
ill couldn't help but respect them for their loyaty to an older and more honorable way
of war.

Warfare under Kalvan was more efficient, but also more deadly than before. Also,
much of the pageantry, like that of severd hundred men-at-armsin silvered or gilded
armor on brightly caparisoned horses, was now al but gone.

It was the Great King's plan to use the Heavy Horse as an anvil to blunt the wedge of
the Zarthani Knights, who had earlier cut through Ptosphes Army of the Besh likea
poniard through awhed of cheese. By Drdm'’s Grace, Kavan was familiar with this
novel formation of the Knights and said there was insufficient time to school the Hodtigi
in the counter wedge.

So there would be only the anvil of the King's Heavy Horse and the stout hearts of the
Hodtigi to prevent the Zarthani Knights from disperaing the left wing and outflanking the
center asthey had a Tenabra. While he rarely wished ill for any man, for Prince Bathar
of Beshta Phrames hoped there was an eternity of torture waiting in the Caverns of
Regwarn.

Prince Ptosphes, ten years older from the day of Tenabra, rode out to meet Phrames
with asmdl bodyguard.

"Reinforcements from Great King Kavan, You Highness."

"| pray to Gazar we can put them to good use. | dso pray that King Kalvan did not
give us that which he could not afford to spend.”



"No, Sre. If Harmakros artillery draws off Prince Leonnestros, as Kavan believes,
these men will not be needed. If nat, it matters little where they fight so long as they kill
many Styphoni and die well."

"Well spoken, Phrames!" Ptosphes said, with more fervor that the Count remembered
seeing since held returned from the south.

Phrames outlined Kadvan's plan and Prince Ptosphes drew up the Heavy Horseinto a
gngleling "en haie" as Kadvan cdled it. Then he formed up a second line with hisown
and Prince Sarrask's heavily armed bodyguard and a third line with the household and
noble cavalry of Nostor, Sashta and Kyblos. The remainder of mercenary horse, mostly
cuirassers and lancers, and Princely cavary wereto follow in close order under Phrames.

At the flash of the fireseed signd, the King's Heavy Horse advanced at the center.
When they had covered an eighth of the field, the heavy cavary of Hostigos and Sask
moved forward.

Asthe red and blue plumes of Prince Ptosphes bodyguard began to recede, Phrames
saw the Zarthani Knights begin their charge. From where he sat on his mount, the tip of
the wedge looked like a black lance tip. It dmost was, for it was composed of the forward
element of eight hundred Brother Knights in blackened plate armor with heavy lances.
The Brethren were followed by sixteen hundred Confrere Knights, as many sergeants and
eight hundred oath-brothers with javelin and sword. Againgt light cavary or scouts, the
oath- brothers would have been leading the charge as skirmishers; today they followed a
the rear to digpatch the wounded and guard ransom-worthy prisoners.

At the same moment the third Hostigi line began its charge, Phrames saw the Knights
wedge pierce the Kings Heavy Horse. The gap grew wider asthe Heavy Horse pressed
home their charge, then Ptosphes and the second line hit the Knights. Now, Phrames
could see that the entire wedge formation was being blunted and dowed down.

He sgnded to his trumpeter who, who blew "Advance," and then cantered out ahead
of hismen. By the time he was a third of the way down the fidd the swirling gunsmoke
was s0 thick he couldn't see his own bodyguard who'd quickly moved in front of him.

Phrames kneed his horse into a gallop and broke out of the smoke less than fifty rods
behind the third line a the exact moment it struck the nose of the Knights wedge. This
timetheforward Knights didn't bresk through at once, men and horses clumped together
where the two lines joined in aswirl of lances and damming swords. Sowly thetip of the
wedge pushed through the third line, but it was no longer a point but more a truncated
pyramid, obvioudy shaken and— Phrames devoutly hoped—at lagt vulnerable. He gave
the Sgnd and thistime al the trumpets blew together.

"CHARGE!"

At firgt impact, Phrames banner-bearer was hurled out of his saddie, damming into a
Knights charger and bouncing to the ground—all the while gtill holding the banner with
the Count's device of a golden eagle on a black field. He tottered on his feet for a moment
until apassing Knight took off his arm at the elbow with awicked sword dash.

Phrames had amoment to ponder that this was the third banner-bearer of histo be
killed or mortally wounded since the Battle of Fyk. Suddenly he had a clear shot at the
Knight and he shot the man out of his saddle even before he could raise his sword. He
stuck the empty pigtal into his sash, drawing another from his saddle holster, firing



amogt at once. Another Zarthani Knight dropped from his black-barded horse and
disappeared under his destrier's hooves.

Some of the Knights began to return fire with their own pistols, then the lines crashed
together with a resounding thud, so entwined that neither Sde dare fire for fear of hitting
friendly troopers...

Harmakros watched with delight as Prince Leonnestros, leading severa thousand
Ktemnoi noble cavary, advanced from the Styphoni |eft wing toward the Army of
Observation's forward cavary skirmishers and their advanced battery. Now, by Dram,
they had ared fighting chance, and that was dl held ever asked for. "Praise Drdm and
Gazar!" he shouted, while to himsdf he promised the gods he would ask for no more
miracles upon this day.

Leonnestros was leading eight hundred men-at-arms of the Ktemnoi Royd Guard,
and two thousand of the King's Pistoleers forward with more contempt for his Hogtigi
opponents than was wise. He was about to be taught a hard lesson in respect.

Harmakros trumpeters sounded the recall to the forward Hostigi mounted
skirmishers; he was pleased to see most of them withdrawing toward their infantry
support, two crescent- shaped ranks of shot with two ranks of pikemen behind them in
support. A few of the Hogtigi thickheads stayed to fight and were ridden over by the
advancing Styphoni. Before Kavan it would have been dl or most of them; once more it
was brought home to Harmakros just how much they owed this wise leeder from beyond
the Cold Lands.

By the time the retreating cavary were safely tucked behind the supporting infantry,
Leonnestros vanguard was in arquebus range.

Harmakros gave the order for the shot to fire. Fifteen hundred arquebuses and
muskets went off amost as one, blowing the Ktemnoi Roya Guard out of existence as an
organized military unit. Even without Verkan's Mounted Rifles, the Hostigi dragoons
were the best mounted troopsin the Hostigos Roya Army and Harmakros—from the
devastation he observed—was certain that every third shot had been a hit.

The Roya Guard might have been mortally wounded, but there was nothing wrong
with the King's Pistoleers. They shook out their lines and charged the impudent Hogtigi.

The dragoons got off a second ragged volley, then withdrew behind the pikemen to
where their horses were being held. They didn't have to defeat Leonnestros, just tempt
him to swallow atasty piece of bait. In fact, if Leonnestros had any battle savvy thet first
sdvo would have had him considering retreat, but not this commander—already the
Royd Pistoleers and surviving Royd Guard were charging the Hodtigi pike line.

The pikemen held off theinitid charge, taking about as many casudties as they
inflicted. Mot of the musketeers and arquebusiers were aready mounted and
withdrawing in good order. Harmakros gave the order for the pikemen to form a
hedgehog and begin their own retrest.



Thiswasthe trickiest part of the whole operation; the pikemen not only had to retreat,
but they had to keep their formation, so as not to let the enemy know what was happening
behind them, and avoid taking so many casudties that they ceased to be an effective unit.
If they succeeded, Harmakros intended to recommend them for one of Kavan's "Unit
Citations.”

Asthe Ktemnoi Pistoleers gathered for a second charge, Harmakros gave the signa
for the advance of the Hostigi regular cavary. Now, my iron heads, you may die with
honor.

This sudden countercharge by a retreating enemy took Leonnestros and the King's
Pigtoleers by surprise. Leonnestros, conspicuous in his black and gold armor with orange
and blue plumes, tried to raly his men, but they were suddenly thrown into disorder by a
force less than a quarter their size. The Pistoleers took almost a hundred casualties before
they ralied enough to push the Hogtigi cavalry back.

By thistime most of the dragoon pikemen had formed their hedgehog and were
moving back to the Hogtigi line. Harmakros gave the final signd, two sharp trumpet
blasts, and about half the origina force of Hogtigi cavary broke off and drove towards
the Hogtigi lines. The artillerymen, suddenly shorn of protection and support, were the
last to leave. Harmakros hoped that someday Alkides would forgive him.

Waving and gesturing, Leonnestros directed his men toward the abandoned Hogtigi
redoubt. Harmakros was pleased to note that the Ktemnoi Pistoleers saw little honor or
profit in chasing gunners and alowed most of them to evade and retrest.

The Pistoleers rode past and around the loaded field pieces and came to a hdt. For a
moment it mass confusion, then it gppeared the Harphaxi cavary were reforming ranksto
charge the Hogtigi center! Harmakros couldn't believe that that they would stop, but not
turn the guns on the Hostigi center. A few of the Pistoleers pointed excitedly at the piled
barrels of fireseed the cowardly Hogtigi had left behind. In his mind's ear, Harmakros
could hear Leonnestros mentally rehearsing his victory speech and gloating over the
praise and gold he would receive from Styphon's House and Great King Cleitharses.

Enjoy the moment while you can, you strutting capon! Harmakros thought. If by some
undeserved miracle Leonnestros survived this battle, the only reward he was going to get
for disobeying Soton's orders would be the sharp end of the Grand Magter's tongue—if
not the blunt end of his macel

1V

Grand- Captain Phidestros began to wonder if it had been agood idea after dl to make
his mad rush to join the Holy Host, when he saw Prince Leonnestros dash madly of f

toward the Hostigi battery. Grand Master Soton knew his craft, no doubt about it, but his
lesser captains from High Marshal Mnephilos on down left much to be desired.
To do him judtice, Phidestros had no idea of what he himsdf would have donein

Leonnestros boots, not with the Hogtigi building an artillery redoubt from which they
could hammer the left wing of the Holy Host a will! Great King Kavan had turned what

had once been a sraightforward and honest profession into something that made the heed



hurt as much from thinking as the arse did from riding!
It was bad enough that the Hostigi seemed to have an improbably large number of

heavy gunsin the center. Worse gill, the Knights battery was too close to the left wing
for even adrinking man's comfort. One of the former Beshtan companies under his
command had dreedy logt its banner-bearer and three troopersto friendly fire.

What was he supposed to do now that Leonnestros had al but deserted his post?
Being Grand-Captain of the largest band in the left wing, Soton had put him in nomind
command of the mercenary horse under Leonnestros. As he watched Kavan's musketeers
butcher the Roya Guard, he decided that it would be best to stay where he was. Men
newly raised to Grand- Cagptain and given charge over five thousand horse did not make
changesin Grand Master Soton's battle plans without a damned good reason.

Y e, everyone e se—L eonnestros and the Kings Pistoleers, the Sacred Squares and

even the Zarthani Knights on the right wing—were engaged with the enemy. Here he sat
with Kavan and more horse than he liked to think about only amarch away. What is

Kalvan waiting for? Leonnestros to piss his men away against the new battery?
Something else that only Kalvan could imagine?

Phidestros watched as the Hostigi suddenly began to retreat to behind the battery.
They had hammered Leonnestros cavdry: why retreat now? Meanwhile, Leonnestros
was trying to regroup his Pigtoleers and the surviving Royd Guards. Leonnestros was
going to have to take out the battery quickly before dl the Hostigi departed and the guns
had an open lane of fire on Leonnestros horse. If he didn't, he wasin for a surprise; there
wouldn't be enough of him and his command left for Soton to punish. Kavan syle guns

were like nothing any Ktemnoi army had ever faced.
He was surprised at how quickly the Hogtigi pikemen formed into a hedgehog
formation and retreated before Leonnestros Pistoleers. Suddenly the Ktemnoi were at the

enemy battery. He was surprised—and uneasy...something was wrong. Hed never seen
Hostigi foot retreat so quickly after they had shot the Styphon out of their opponents,

neither at Fyk nor a Chothros Heights.

It'satrap! He had to get awarning off to Leonnestros before he committed his
command.

"Uroth!"

"Yes, Grand-Captain.”

"No time for adigpatch. Warn Leonnestros to examine Kavan's demicannon. |
suspect treachery; the Hogtigi yielded that battery far too easily. Ride like the wind!™

"Y hoo!"

As hewatched the lagt of Kavan's artillerymen run away and Leonnestros men
swarm over the deserted battery, Phidestros felt a hollow sensation in his stomach. Not

only had he just ordered a good man to a needless death, but he was about to watch the
Holy Host come apart at the seams.

"Great Gdzar's Ghogt!" He wildly sgnaed his trumpeter—caught his attention and
shouted. "Play retreat!”



TWENTY-FOUR

Xykos turned around warily, Boarsbane raised toward the sky. Other than the twisted
heaps of what had once been living men, some piled three and four deep, there was no
one standing in any direction for agood twenty paces. He set his sword down and tried to
clear his head of the battle- madness that possessed him when he fought. His lungs
labored like bellows. For the first time, he noticed that his breastplate was dented in a
score of places and there was atrickle of blood from above his eyebrow fdling into his
left eye. With this redlization came the ache of bruised ribs and weary arms pushed far
beyond ordinary duty.

He said aquick prayer to the Wargod; he knew this unexpected and unasked-for
sanctuary would not last for long. Above the pikes and flailing bills, he saw the trees of
the Grove of the Badger King. From where he stood, it appeared that the battle had
passed over him and the surviving Veterans of the Long March.

Within moments he had |located a dozen Hogtigi stragglers and bettle- sunned. Three
or four had risen from the piles of dead and wounded like Hadron awakening in the tale
of the Lost Mountain. One of the stragglers was the banner-bearer of the Veterans, il
carrying the ripped and dashed flag bearing an iron boot crushing ared winged serpent.
With the help of some of the other Veterans, he had soon assembled a force of some fifty
to sixty men, most with minor wounds but good spirits. Those who were battle- shaken he
sent to ad the gravely wounded.

The main battle was far now far enough away so that Xykos could see what was
happening. The troops of the right and Ieft flanks had held, while the center had given
way. Thetwo Great Squares were no longer in any sort of recognizable formation and
had been hammered badly by the Hogtigi flanks. The Roya Square had shifted to the
weekest point in the Hogtigi center and was dowly chewing its way toward the Great
Battery.

The Greset Battery itsdlf was egrily slent, with only an occasond flash showing that
was dill Hogtigi-held. Xykos supposed that the two armies had become so entangled that
the Hogtigi gunners were afraid to fire on the Holy Hogt for fear of hitting their own men.

It would be sheer fally to atack the Ktemnaoi with only thirty men, especidly since
that meant going againgt Styphon's Red Hand. Instead he decided to move quickly



through the falen tangle of friends and foes until they werein a position to help relieve
the Gresat Battery. He hadtily explained this plan to his little company. There were no
arguments; indeed they moved out eagerly, when they saw a squadron of horse under a
Ktemnoi banner looking curioudy in their direction.

The squadron rode off without attacking, but they'd only covered a quarter of the
distance to the Great Battery when a company of Red Hand broke out of the main battle
and formed aline facing Xykos men. Their first rank fired aragged volley with their
musketoons. Three of his men dropped. He measured the distance to the Styphoni with
his eyes, threw up Boarsbane and shouted, "Charge!”

Kavan weatched with grim satisfaction as one of the disant Ktemnoi figureslit a
torch and fired the firgt of the captured Hogtigi guns. A bright flash was followed by a
deep rumble as the ancient bombard exploded. Right behind it came another blast and
then afirebal and roar that made Kavan think of anuclear explosion, asthirty tons of
srategicaly buried Styphon's Best went off dl at oncel

The better part of three thousand Ktemnoi cavary disappeared in the greet fulguration
and the sky filled with dark smoke as if thunderclouds had rushed in! For afew moments
the entire battlefield froze.

Kavan noticed that the mercenary horse appeared to have escaped the worst of the
exploson; their commander must have guessed the nature of Kalvan'strap intimeto
steer his men away from the redoubt. He wasn't able to warn Prince Leonnestros, though,
or ese the Prince hadn't wanted to believe him. Three thousand Ktemnoi cavary turned
into mincemest along with athird of the Hodtigi fied gund

Momentsl|ater the black cloud settled and began raining pieces of equipment, leather,
mangled iron and human and horse parts so thoroughly mixed together that it would take
adoctor to tell them gpart. Then everyone started moving, fighting and Kavan guessed
screaming.

His ears were ringing despite the cotton he had stuffed in them. He'd expected that so
he had sat up a system of hand signals for the charge. He took afind look at the Hogtigi
center, dill being squeezed by the Royd Square, then raised his hand. Mg or Nicomoth
had attempted to persuade Kavan to stay on the ridge with his Lifeguards and command
the battle from there, but once again there were too many good reasons for him to leed
the charge in person: too much of the battle was dready in other hands—for better or
Worse.

Ptosphes, Phrames, Chartiphon, Alkides and Harmakros dl had their own partsto
win. Besides, whom else did he have to lead the charge, after sending Count Phrames to
dtiffen Ptogphes? Colonel Democriphon of the First Roya Lancers was agood
commander, even if he did bear an uncanny resemblance to George Armstrong Cudter,
with hislong blond hair and flowing mustache. Kavan had his eye on the Colond, but he
needed more seasoning, and there was nobody € se remotely good enough except—

Kavan suddenly redlized held been woolgathering with dl eyes on him. Not time for



gpeculation now. The die was cast. Heraised hishand again, and thistime theringing in
his ears didn't drown out the shouts dl around him.

"Down Styphon!"

Grand Master Soton first saw ablast of light so intense it was if Barzon, the Sun God,
had smote the very earth itsdf. Was it possible that the other True Gods were punishing
Syphon's Servants for their work? No, impossible!

A blast of thunder cleared his head of dl thoughts. To hisears, it was asif hishedm
had been smacked by amace.

All around him horses reared, Knights rocked in their saddles, some tumbled from
their mounts. Fortunately, the Hogtigi were having smilar problems with their horses as
well or they could have daughtered his men like drunken sheep.

Already they were reforming to press their attack! Had they pre-knowledge of this
catastrophe? Is Kalvan truly a Daemon, capabl e of summoning help from Regwarn or
Hadron's Hall?

Then agreat cloud rose up, turning the sky black. An arquebus barrel dammed into
his breastplate, leaving a dent and a bruise underneath. He wouldn't have been surprised
if Styphon's fireseed demons and devils had followed them.

Men and horses were milling dl around him in confusion. Soton raised hiswar
hammer and pointed to the Hostigi cavary. Maybe thistime they could bresk through
Prince Ptosphes desperate defense and come to the relief of the center.

A

Harmakros head regled. Three thousand men and horses and a score of field pieces,
al destroyed in thewink of an eye!

May Dralm forgive me, but maybe there is something to this fireseed-demon tale of
Syphon's House's. Not that Great King Kalvan was any demon; he was human enough,
as anyone who'd watched him suffer though one of Ryllds late-term furies knew. But this
fireseed—that was another matter entirely! Enough of that in one place could destroy the
whole world; if hed doubted it before, he didn't now— after dl, held just seen the proof
with his own eyes.

Great King Kavan's charge was now hafway across the meadow. Harmakros could
make out the Styphoni mercenaries preparing the Hostigi charge. Most were having
trouble caming their horses; they'd been alot closer to the forward battery than Kavan's
forces. Plus, the Ktemnoi commander was dead aong with severa thousand Pistoleers
and Roya Guard. There was little doubt about the outcome of that engagement. Kavan's
plan had worked out as well as anything, considering his words, "that no battle plan



aurvives contact with the enemy.”

If Kadvan wasn't going to need support, where should he commit his reserve?
Harmakros had both Count Phrames in person and a messenger from Chartiphon
appeding desperately for it. What he decided was likely to determine the outcome of the
baitle as much as anything that happened on this field today, including the fireseed
surprise hedd just given the late Leonnestros.

"Harmakros, we need your help,” Phrames said, as close to pleading as he would ever
come. "When Soton hit uswith hisKnights, | thought we were finished. If it hadn't been
for Prince Sarrask ralying the Saski horse, we would have broken. After Tenabraand
today there won't be enough Old Hostigos cavary to mugter afull regiment. Yet, Prince
Ptosphesis prepared to die with his last man rather than retreat; I'm afraid, without
reinforcements, Galzar may grant him hiswish."

Phrames would bend his knee and ask favors for the Prince that he would never ask
for himsdlf. Harmakros mentdly re-shuffled his options. "Phrames, | can give you my
two regiments of cavary, but not one man more."

Phrames nodded.

"My dragoons are needed to reinforce the center. If the Great Battery fals, Soton will
turnit on our army! We have to support the Battery until King Kavan can cut hisway
through the Styphoni mercenaries and hit their center from the rear. I'm sorry, but that's
the best | can do. May Allfather Dralm and Galzar guard you and our Prince today."

\Y

Xykos was the firgt to reach the Styphoni line; their short-hafted glaives were no
meatch for a double-handed sword wielded by a giant. Within afew breaths his men had
joined him with their halberds and pikes and captured bills. The Temple Guardsmen dill
outnumbered Xykos men by four to one, and would have given better than they got it
they hadn't been in three ranks instead of one.

Xykos was wrestling Boarshane out of an enemy corpse with one hand and strangling
another with his|eft, when an exploson blew him off hisfeet like alightning dep.

Swords and enemies were forgotten for amoment; his earsfelt asif they'd been
besten by clubs. He rolled around on the ground, his hand cupping his ears. As he tossed
and turned, he saw the barrdl of abig field piece fly end over end above his head. He
sared with disbelief asit fell among the Red Hand, turning the company into amob of
writhing red figures. He knew from their gaping mouths they had to be shouting and
crying, but he heard nothing.

When he ssumbled back to his feet, one ear was bleeding and both were numb—
amost desf ...

Xykaos looked around him to see friends and enemies dike littering the ground like
leaves shaken from a tree. Some had been struck by flying iron, others knocked down and
stunned by the unholy blast. The ground was littered with body parts, twisted armor and
splashes of blood. The banner-bearer was il gripping the Veterans banner and Xykos



trudged over and helped him to hisfeet, then started ralying the survivors.
Among themselves they were able to bring three hands of men to their feet. All

around were stunned or wounded Styphoni, most unable to rise to their feet. Those il
standing were lurching about as if they were drunk on winter wine.

"ATTACK!" Xykos shouted. Or at least that was what his mouth was doing. No one
including himsdlf gppeared to hear his words.

Then it ruck him that for this business no words were necessary.

"Down Styphon!" he cried, grabbing the hair of one of the Red Hand whose helmet
hed been blown off hishead. Asthe man dangled, feet kicking above the ground, Xykos
drew his dagger with his free hand and let his men see what needed doing.

VI

Prince Sarrask laughed until his sides ached, when his charger reared and fell upon
the haunches of a Zarthani Knight's black horse, as though attempting to mount it for an
entirdly different kind of sport than war. How they would laugh when hetold this sory a
the Silver Stag! The Knight was knocked off his saddle by the sudden display of equine
affection, fdling to certain degth by trampling—if nothing e se—on the gore soaked
earth. One less of Styphon's spawn to fight, but—Praise Gal zar —there appearsto be no
end to them today.

The Knights were tough crayfish to pry open, especiadly the onesin full armor. His
trusty sword and mace were al that had kept him from entering Galzar's Greet Hall this
day. Hed fired both pistols until held run out of bullets and fireseed, then used them as
clubs until they broke.

Thiswasthe fiercest fight held ever been in, as glorious a battle as man or gods might
dream of. Hed have to thank Kavan over some winter wine this eve for giving him such
agift. By Gazar's Mace, the Great King— now there was a man!

No wonder the Harphaxi had been trounced so badly at Chothros; their Great King
was amusician, not awarrior!

Suddenly aroaring explosion swalowed the screaming of horses and men, the steady
hammering of muskets and guns, even the dlang of steel on sted. Through his saddle
Sarrask felt arumble as though Endrath, God of Earth, had shaken the ground itsdlf!

Every horsein sght, including his own, tried to rear and bolt. Without room to run,
pressed up together like cattle in the daughterhouse chute, they dashed mindlesdy
againgt each other and their riders. Sarrask used his sword fredy to keep the battle-
maddened horses from crushing his legs, not even armor could withstand the press of a
big dedtrier.

Sarrask knew in his mind that both men and horses must be screaming even louder
than before the explasion, but he could hear nothing except a ghrill ring in both ears.

The Knights ranks suddenly opened and Sarrask was certain he saw Grand Master
Soton, his helm raised, staring about in utter disbelief. Sarrask dgpped his horse with the
flat edge of his sword to get his attention, then charged toward the opening. He was



pleased to note that a dozen of his Bodyguard were following close behind. Then the file
closed and Soton vanished so completely that Sarrask wondered if held imagined it.

He shook his head to clear his thoughts. Soton might have escaped today, but there
were dill plenty of Knights within easy reach to be killed. He whirled his sword over his

head.
"Down Styphon!"



TWENTY-FIVE

For aslong as he lived, Phidestros knew he would never forget the explosion of the
Hostigi redoubt. More than athird of the left wing gone in one earth-shattering
moment—men, horses, armor, wegpons, everything! If intuition hadn't told him to
withdraw his own command, ignoring Leonnestros orders, the casudties would have
been doubled, including himsdlf and the Iron Band. Asit was hed lost dmost a hundred
of the men and horses, killed or panicked by the blast and flying debris, under this
banner. It was going to be Hadron's own job getting them ready to receive Kalvan's
charge.

Nor was everybody's temporary deafness— Galzar make it be sol—making hisjob
any easer. Phidestros wasted a hundred heartbeats making hand motionsto send a
courier off to Grand Master Soton requesting reinforcements. It took him even longer to
position the Iron Band in the middle of his command o that he could rally the shaken
mercenary troops. The sght of their commander and his Banner-Captain stiffened the
ranks up and down lines.

When the Hostigi horse had covered two-thirds of the distance to the Holy Host,
Phidestros knew held done everything he could and sgnaed for his men to receive the
enemy. Hisflank was organized by companies, ten wide and three deep, with the lancers
in front. He had no illusions about turning the Hostigi wing, but he believed he could
hold them long enough for Soton and his Knights to come to his relief. Even athousand
fresh renforcements—if there were such after Styphon's Own Explosion—could meke
the difference between victory and defest.

He could see with his own eyes how the Sacred Squares were chewing up the Hodtigi
Center. Only the field guns held them at bay. Galzar grant him the chance to do the same
to the Hodtigi right!

The crash of arms and armor as the two cavary lines met reminded Phidestros
uncomfortably of the Saughter at Ryklos Farm and the unseemly end of the ancient order
of Harphaxi Roya Lancers. Let Ormaz, Lord of the Caverns of the Dead, condemn
Leonnestros to eternal damnation in his lowliest Cavern for desarting his post and leading
his troopersinto Kavan's deathtrap!

For amoment it appeared as if Kalvan's charge might be broken; there were few



lancersin the Hogtigi firgt ranks and too many of the Hogtigi pistoleers had fired before
the two lines met with clash of arms. Then from the Hostigi second and third ranks came
point-blank pistal fire, tearing through his own front ranks.

Phidestros pressed his knees into Snowdrift's flanks, raised his sword and led the Iron
Band directly into the Hogtigi lines. The Iron Band'sfirst volley emptied fifty or more
Hostigi saddles, including some of King Kalvan's bodyguards. For a moment, no longer
than the blink of an eye, the two commanders were within sword distance, then the
currents of battle tore them apart before either had a chance to bresk eye contact.

Phidestros looked down at his il loaded pistol and cursed. What had stopped him
from firing, or even thinking of it? The entire battle could have been won in an ingtant.
Maybe it had been the dawning of recognition on Kavan's face of meeting an equa and
his own confirming nod. Maybe the gods werent finished with either of them—Kalvan

could have shot him dead just as eadily...

There was something between the two men—no doubt about that—but it was not
'something' to be settled in the heat and confusion of battle.

For not the first time, Phidestros wondered if he had picked the wrong sdein thiswar
to the death—and to the death it was, because Styphon's House would not rest until Greet
King Kavan and Hos-Hostigos were no more.

There were worse ways to die than at the side of good and brave menin anoble
cause. He was no Styphoni; the upper priesthood reeked of corruption and worshipped
gold, not god. But there would not be—could not be—a parley with Kavan until Prince
Sarrask was dead. And, from al reports, the Prince led a charmed life—much like Kavan
himsdf. Maybe there was something to this notion of a War of the Gods?

Phidestros had no time or energy to do more than ask himself the question before a
Hodtigi captain with long blonde hair and no hemet was trying to skewer him with the
longest and most pointed blade Phidestros had ever seen. His breastplate turned away
severd thrudts, then he found himslf out of reach of the blond captain. He looked around
and suddenly saw himsdlf adrift in asea of red sashes and red and blue plumes of
Hostigos. He shot a Hogtigi trooper aiming a musketoon at him and saw ared blossom
appear where the man's face had been. Turning his head over his shoulder, hewasvery
relieved to see a score of green and black plumes and orange sashes of Iron Band troopers
fighting their way to hissde.

Suddenly Snowdrift screamed loud enough that it pieced even Phidestros numb ears,
then he reared, coming down hard on al four hooves. Snowdrift tried to rear again, then
his hind legs collapsed and tumbled backward. Phidestros legped from the saddle, landing
hard enough to make his bad knee complain loudly.

Blood was pouring out of Snowdrift's motth and from his flanks; he was dying but
not fast enough for Phidestros just to leave him. He pressed his pocket pistol to the
gelding's head, closed his eyes and pulled the trigger.

That gesture dmost cost him his life. Phidestros opened his eyes to see Snowdrift

relaxing in desth, but neither un-wounded horses nor friendly riders close enough to help
him remount. Geblon was the closest, about forty paces away, trying desperately to

control awounded horse without dropping the Iron Band's banner.
While he was trying to attract Geblon's attention, a bullet sang past his hdmet. He



dropped to hands and knees behind Snowdrift and shot a Hostigi cuirassier off his horse
with hislast loaded horsepistol. He looked back to see an Iron Band lancer riding up,

leading a blood-smeared but seemingly fit remount. Too smdll to carry him far, but better
than standing in the midst of this carnage.
As Phidestros rode back to the Styphoni lines, he saw large groups of mercenaries—

some entire companiesl—raising helmets on swvord points or holding out reversed pistols.
His stomach sank. What will Grand Master Soton say? The only consolation was that

none of them wore the green and black plumes of the Iron Band.

Brother Mytron clenched his hands tighter together each time he heard another
scream from the Roya Bedchamber, now the royd birthing room. He knew Ryllawell
enough to know that only terrible pain could wrench such cries from her lips. It wasjust
aswdl that King Kavan had other matters of greet importance to keep him occupied. It
was obvious that dl was not wdl in the birthing room.

If only he could see for himself! However, Amasphaya, the chief midwife, had
refused him entrance, nor would she answer his questions the few times shed come out
into the antechamber. The next time he saw the old witch held have his answersif he had
to shake her by the neck!

A moment later the door flew open and Amasphaya lumbered out, followed by one
of her ladies. She would have made three of even Mytron'sfairly consderable figure;
suddenly, the thought of shaking her by the neck seemed asridiculous as him leading the
Roya Bodyguard!

She used her hip to shove him aside, then stopped and looked him up and down like a
butcher deciding whether or not to condemn aside of beef asfit only for dogs.

"What isit?" he demanded, pleased to hear how steady his voice sounded despite the
quaking in hisknees.

"l need more help. Come. You'll haveto do."

Mytron put a hand on her broad shoulder to stop her, but she brushed it off like a
bothersome fly. She haf pushed him into the birthing chamber, where Ryllalay sprawled
on theroya bed. Shewas dive, praise Dram! But Mytron could not look at her pale,
pan-lined face long enough to tell more than that.

Ameasphalya and the other midwife each grasped one of Ryllas ams, while the one
who'd remained in the chamber stood back.

"Take her feet, priest!" Amasphalya snapped.

I'WW?'

"No timefor questions, priest! Do it—NOW!"

Mytron found himself obeying, even thought he till questioned why. Rylla screamed,
aterrible cry, as he gripped her feet. He fdlt his head grow light. "What do | do now?"

"Shakel" Amasphaya cried.



Without thinking, Mytron began to jerk on Ryllas feet in time with the two midwives
holding her arms. Ryllas screams rose higher until he thought his ears would bresk. He
fought an urge to fant.

I must stop them. They're killing her! What will | tell Kalvan—?

"Turn her! Turn her!" Amasphadya was shouting, apparently not to him. Then: "Don't
stop now, priest! Welve dmost doneit!™

Done what? Mytron asked himsdlf, but like a puppet he kept his arms moving,
shaking Ryllawho was now lying on her side, right or left he didn't know.

"There, the Allmother be thanked!" Amasphaya said. She sounded dmost asif she
were praying.

"Isthe baby coming?' Brother Mytron had to lick hislips three times before he could
get the words out.

"Not yet, but now it'sto where it can,” the chief midwife answered. The next moment
her face set as if she regretted having said even so much to a man about her profession,
and she growled, "Be off with you now, priest! Weve enough to do without picking you
up off thefloor, too."

Mytron started to snap off areply, then took a step and redlized his knees had turned
to syrup. He had to hold onto the bedpost for amoment before he could weave hisway to
the door.

Looking back, the smirk on Amasphelyas face gave away dl her thoughts about the
mae haf of humanity. He looked away and at Rylla, her face no longer twisted in agony.
The Great Queen was breathing more strongly; when the contractions came she groaned
rather than screamed. Whatever had been done, it appeared to be a good thing. For the
moment, at least, he need not fear the burden of having to tel Kavan that his wife and
child were dead.

One thing that he would aways wonder for the rest of hislife: why hedd been fool
enough to want to know what went on in the birthing chamber!

"Where are my reinforcements?’ Generd Alkides asked, his face and breeches black
with soot. "What did Chartiphon say?'

"The Great King ordered him to hold back areserve in case the Knights defegt or
outflank Ptosphes," Verkan said. "Which is exactly what Chartiphon intends to do, Great
Battery or no Grest Battery."

Alkides—adready at wits end over the loss of his precious guns at the redoubt—
appeared to be nearly beside himsdlf at the thought that the Styphoni might soon be using

his precious guns, Verkan noted. To make matters worse, the Hostigi and the Holy Host
were S0 thoroughly entangled that the gunners of the Greet Battery had been holding their

fire for most of the battle,

Verkan understood why Chartiphon was holding back the last reserve, the Ktethroni
pikemen. It was clearly the safest course of action. Verkan also knew that the safest



course of action in a battle was not aways the best strategy.

Harmakros Mobile Force dragoons had brought the advance of the Royd Squareto a
halt, but now it was advancing again. It struck Verkan that the Ktemnoi infantry were
living up to thelr reputation. For that matter, so were the Hogtigi regulars, and in any case
the time for the dispass onate evaluations of comparative military prowess was about
over. The Mounted Rifles were the last line of defense for the Greeat Battery; they were
ether going to stop the Holy Host or die trying.

Verkan saw Harmakros lead another company of dragoonmusketeersto asmal
barricade that had now become the next-to-lagt line of defense.

"Colond," one of his subordinate captains, with only one eye, said, "We should be
going down to join those dragoons.”

"We haven't any orders, Captain Itharos."

"Sir, we haven't any orders not to, either.”

Verkan frowned. The captain had been at Tendbra, where hed lost his eye, and
obvioudy wanted to avenge forty or so lost comrades badly enough to argue with his
Colond. By regular Aryan- Transpacific standards he wasnt committing a serious
offense, particularly againgt an outlander, but for the Mounted Rifles, right here and now
standards—

Another gun blast saved Verkan the trouble of replying. He looked down the dope.
The Royd Square was Hlill advancing, dowing in the face of fire from the barricade.
Both the front ranks of billmen and the rear ranks of shot looked much neater from a
distance than they doubtless did close up. The ground between the Ktemnoi and
Harmakros position was littered with discarded weapons, dead horses, and dead and not-
so-dead men of both sides...

Verkan knew from First Leve studies and his own battlefield experiences that many
of the wounded had minor or survivable wounds, but by evening most would be dead of
shock or just plain sdf-hypnoss—it was eader to die than to face the redity of losing, or
even worse facing another battle!

On the other hand, some soldiers just didn't know when it wastime to die, like the
four battered and battle-stained Hogtigi soldiers running just ahead of the enemy up the
rocky dope toward their position. The big man in front was agiant in armor that looked
asif it had been chewed on by wolves with meta teeth! He was holding upright, in one
hand, a two-handed curvy bladed sword taler than Verkan. Right behind were two men
with bloodstained halberds and a badly wounded banner-bearer, only just on his feet.

"Acting Petty- Captain Xykos reporting, Colonel,” the giant said between breaths.

"Who ordered you here, Petty-Captain?’

"No one, sir. Weredl that's left of the Hostigos regiment, the Veterans of the Long
March—or dl we know about. We fought our way out of a mess of the enemy, sir. |
thought the Great Battery was where we might be needed.”

Verkan shook his head in amazement. Most NCOs would have taken hours to answer
that question, with blow-by-blow accounts of every skirmish. Here was a man with
leadership potentia; held have to talk to Kavan about Xykos—that is, assuming al of
them survived thiskilling fidd.



"Captain Xykos."

"Captain, Sir?"

"Y es, congder it abattlefield promotion. Why don't you and your men stay with me?
I think well have dl the fighting we want in less than a quarter of acandle” Or sooner,
he thought. Most of the retreating Hostigi had dispersed to either side of the Great
Battery. Verkan hoped Harmakros could rally and re-form them, but that couldn't happen
soon enough to make up for the lack of the Ktethroni reinforcements. Verkan needed all
the help he could get, and Xykos looked to be worth awhole platoon by himself.

"Yes gr!" Xykos answered with a savage grin.

Asif that was a sage cue, Captain Itharos came running up, followed by a messenger.

"What isit?'

"The Holy Warriors of Styphon are coming againgt the Greset Battery," the messenger
blurted.

The Captain'sjaw dropped. "Great Galzar, have mercy!"

Verkan didn't bother replying. That meant that either Ptogphes and the Hodtigi left
wing werein retregt, or that Soton was so confident of victory that held committed what
had to be nearly hislast reserves to help the Sacred Squares take the Gresat Battery.
Nether was particularly good news, dthough he preferred the latter to the former. If
Ptosphes had to carry the weight of another defest, he wouldn't be worth a thing ether to
himsdf, his daughter or Kavan—who adready thought of him as a surrogate father.

Verkan knew that with Harmakros help they might be able to stop the Holy Warriors,
who were more a rag-tag group of lower nobility and younger sons then a proper fighting
force. Still, whatever the Holy Warriors lacked in tactics they more than made up for him
fervor. Without Chartiphon's reserves or the Ktethroni pikemen, it was going to get
interesting.

"It looks asiif it's mostly up to us now. Let's see how those anvil heads ded with hot
lead!™

Xykos amiled asif héd just been given afreejug of hisfavorite winter wine.

Verkan moved through the ranks of the Mounted Rifles patting shoulders and giving
encouraging little remarks while he mentally noted the number of waking wounded and
near battle-fatigue cases. The Great Battery was firing more continuoudy, now that most
of the Hogtigi center was behind it or around the rise. The crowd of sootblackened
figures dancing in and out of smoke around the guns gave the impression of a horde of
demonstoiling a some sinister task— which waant far from the truth!

Verkan was glad he wasn't carrying any First Level geer in this battle; the odds were
too good that the dead-man timer would detonate the security charge on his body among
live comrades. He was willing to kill deliberately to protect the Paratime Secret; held be
Dram-damned if he would do it by smple chance if he could avoid it.

Verkan took his own position dong with his bodyguard behind a boulder, shouted
"Down Styphon!" and looked down the hill. The Holy Warriors of Styphon were
mounted volunteers who'd come from al over the Great Kingdoms to fight for their god,
Styphon. Not too well mounted, he noted, or €lse they'd been at the back of the line when
supplies were distributed. Not too well armed ether and fewer than he had expected were



armored. If there were many nobles, they were mostly country squires and younger sons
with cast-off armor and wegpons. Still, some three thousand—according to First Level
survelllance—or more fanatic cavalry againg five to six hundred of Harmarkos

dragoons, a hundred and thirty or so rifled muskets, and the battlefield remnants—cdl it a
thousand and some men—of the retreating center still wasn't Verkan'sidea of safe odds.

Then the mass of Holy Warriors was coming up the dope at atrot, and Verkan
stopped worrying about anything but finding atarget. Harmakros musketeersfired a
s0lid valley; the front rank of the Warriors swayed and shivered.

"Fire at will," he ordered. He didn't bother to tell them to choose their targets with
care—these were veteran Styphoni killers,

Verkan sighted on a thin man with gilded armor, wearing a back-and-breast with
Styphon's stylized red swastika painted on it. He braced his elbow on the boulder,
queezing the trigger. The men at-arms fell forward on his horse's neck, his horse reared
and lot itsfooting, and two more lost thers trying to avoid the falen ones.

Petty- Captain Dalon—one of his Paratime operatives— picked off one of thefdlen
riders as he struggled to his feet. Dalon Sath had taken Ranthar Jard's place with the
Mounted Rifles, now that Ranthar was busy 'babysitting’ the Kalvan Study Team.
"Having fun yet, Chief?' he asked in First Leve sSgn language.

Verkan laughed despite himsdlf. "It won't be so funny, Daon, when | leave and put
you or Ranthar in charge of this outfit."

Ddon gave him ajaunty smile. "Some good boys here. | won't mind. Besides, I've
dready done my duty watching over those clucks at the University hen house! Ranthar
can havethatjob."

Verkan was too busy yanking out his ramrod, the next bullet from its leather pouch
and fumbling for his powder horn to reply. He cursed the spectacle he must be making of
himsdf—the outlander friend of King Kavan who wasn't as well trained as his men!
Even Petty- Captain Dalon had finished his re-load and was aready beading in on a
Styphoni horseman.

Suddenly his rifle was loaded and swinging down to firing position; he had a
beautiful target in arider turning broadside to avoid a patch of tough ground. Thistime
he hit the horse, and someone firing wildly hit the top of hisrock close enough to spray
rock dugt into his eyes. He found the old familiar motions coming back so perfectly that
he didn't even wait to blink his eyes clear before he started reloading.

On his next reload he heard volley firing close a hand and looked around to find that
his bodyguards had scrounged enough abandoned arquebuses, calivers and muskets to
give each one of them severa wegpons apiece. He gave them athumbs-up sgna—an
amos universal hand Sgnd on every time-line—and felt pleased when they responded
with wolfish grins. It was amogt a shame he couldn't take them dong with him the next
time he had to gppear before the Executive Council on Home Time Ling!

When he looked down again, the Holy Warriors were at Harmakros makeshift
barricade, in the process of being repulsed by his musketeers and pikemen. Wielded by
veterans who knew their strengths and weaknesses, the eighteenfoot pikes were deadly
againg the poorly equipped Holy Warriors, spearing some right off their horses. He saw
one man take a pikehead though the mouth that came out in the other sde of hishead in



an explosion of blood, teeth and gore. Others were speared out of their saddles and sent
tumbling down to join the rocks under the horses hooves.

At last the Holy Warriors retreated back down the dope out of range and dismounted.
Someone with alot of plumes and gilded armor was yelling and waving hisarms a them,
probably telling them to dismount. Most were beginning to follow his orders, when at
amog point-blank range, around shot took out a dozen or more men just to hisright. To
give him credit, the near hit didn't appear to faze the commander and he continued with
his rant. Another haf dozen cannons fired dmogt in avolley and shifted the entire front
line of the Holy Warriors, scything down horses and men with equd impartidity.

The commander got back on his horse and the dismounted Holy Warriors advanced
on foot over their own casudties and up the dope a a dead run. Harmakros musketeers
shot them down by the dozens, but that wasn't enough; hundreds of them reached the
barricade and suddenly it was every man for himsdlf. Verkan's riflemen continued to help
thin their ranks, but more kept coming from behind. To make a difference here, Verkan's
riflemen would have needed breecht|oaders or Gatling gund

The Mobile Force pikemen at the barricade dropped their pikesin favor of swords,
mallets and pigtols, while the musketeers sivung their muskets like clubs. Over athird of
his dragoons and reinforcements were dead or wounded before Harmakros began adow
retreat to the top of the ridge. Of the three thousand Holy Warriors, at least hdf their
number littered the ground or had run away. Still, aformidable number kept charging.

Verkan fired five shots and hit four men before the first wave of dismounted Holy
Warriors reached his boulder. He fired a sixth shot with his hide-away pistol, then used
hisrifle like aclub, letting his unarmed- combet training take over his muscles and
reflexes. He might look alittle strange if anyone was watching carefully, but hed not lay
any bets on that and he did intend to Say dive.

Therifle wasn't quite baanced like the quarterstaff Verkan knew well, but the butt
end's extraweight made up for it. Designed especidly for Verkan, hisrifle—while
looking like a perfectly ordinary flintlock—was dmost indestructible. With ridiculous
ease he brained the first man who ran at him, poked a second in the groin, smashed a
short sword or long knife out of the hand of the third and knocked down a fourth with a
butt-blow to his armored chest and finished him with another to the forehead under the
rim of his morion hamet.

He turned to see Xykos decapitate a heavily bearded Holy Warrior with his two-
handed sword. The Veterans banner-bearer had lost one arm to an evil-looking polearm

and was in the process of losing the other, when Verkan shot his attacker dead with his
belt pistal.

Someone was shouting in his ear and tugging a hisarm. It was Daon Saln, pulling
him back from the edge of the dope. Xykos and one of the halberdiers were coming with
him, but the third V eteran was dead and the banner-bearer was dying, one arm gone, the
other crippled, but his teeth locked on the banner pole.

They cleared the Great Battery's field of fire just in time, as case shot from something
heavier than a Sixteen-pounder sprayed the dope. Two score of dismounted Holy
Warriors and a few mounted ones behind them went down, and twice as many turned and
ran; apparently even religious zed had itslimits.

Verkan and his bodyguards ran back another fifty yards, then stopped to make sure



the rest of the Mounted Rifles were clear. They were. The number of Holy Warriors, both
mounted and on foot, climbing the dope discouraged him from lingering to count the
Rifles casudties, particularly since the Holy Warriors were now being pushed ahead of
thefirg ranks of the Roya Square. A company of billmen rose out of adraw, and around
shot smashed the firgt Six of them into a bloody, screaming tangle.

Verkan began to reload his rifle on the move, and discovered the lock was hopelessly
jammed with blood and gore. He made amenta note to suggest cdtropsto Kavan if he

could find a non-contaminating way of doing so. Strewn over the dopes of theridge,
those multipointed hoof destroyers would have made Kavan's Great Battery alot more
cavalry-proof.

The ground between Verkan and the Greet Battery offered little cover or
concedment, and he had the nasty fedling that the career of the Mounted Rifles was about
to end here. A four-pounder had dready been overrun, and an old-style eight-pounder
was being defended by its crew againgt mounted Holy Warriors. What was | eft of

Harmakros three regiments of dragoons was manhandling two eight- pounders and the
sixteen-pounder cdled Galzar's Teeth into a position where they could hit the Styphoni a

point-blank range.

Alkides himsdlf was standing on the breech of Galzar's Teeth in afraction of his shirt
and asmdler fraction of histrousers, defaming the ancestry and habits of his gunnersfor
not moving faster. Behind the big gun rode Harmakros, and behind him was aline of men
carrying objects the size and shape of round shot, but not quite...

Verkan suddenly redlized he was about to see the first test of explosve shdlsin
Kavan's Time-Line. While he gppreciated the honor, he hoped the fusing was reasonably
accurate or the shdlls might burgt right over the Mounted Rifles.

"Down!" he shouted, gesturing frantically. The Riflemen obeyed, searching for any

fold in the ground large enough to give a leest the illuson of safety. The two eght-
pounders bellowed together, hammering the advancing Holy Warriors with grape shot.

The line stopped and a good number of them dropped to the ground aswell. The
Riflemen opened fire, to encourage this notion.

With hisrifle usdess and the action just out of pistal range, Verkan was free to watch
the entire process of loading the first shell, including the lighting of the fuse, the various
rites of propitiation and Alkidesfiring Galzar's Teeth. Verkan kept his head up, following
the shell dl the way to where it Sruck the ground, bounced twice, rolled under the legs of
aHoly Warrior's horse—and exploded!

It took only four shellsto convince the Holy Warriors that they were facing

something unusud. From "unusud” to "Demonic” was ashort menta step for most of
them. Contemplating the undignified speed of the Holy Warrior's retreat, Verkan had to

admit that superdtition could have its uses.

Verkan would have fdt better if Galzar's Teeth hadn't fired afifth shell, which burst
over the Mounted Riflemen. When the smoke cleared away, he saw that the one-eyed
cgptain would never argue with him again, and the captain wasn't the only casudty.

Then the massed billmen of the Royd Square topped the rise, ill in their columns of

march and with a sdf-confident swagger that said bluntly, "Clear the way, you amateurs.
The professona soldiers have arrived.”



"Moveout!" Verkan ordered. There weren't enough gunsthe size of Galzar's Teeth to
take a bite out of these men. He turned to Xykos and added, "When we reach Captain-

Generd Alkides, you make sure he goes with us. | don't give adamn what he says,
genera or no generd!"

The grin splitting Xykos face told Verkan that Alkides would have an easier time
avoiding the marksmen of the Roya Square than he would escaping his giant bodyguard.

A

Sirnastepped out the door of the foundry warehouse, mopped the swest off her
forehead, and looked up at the roof where Captain Ranthar was gtill wearing agroovein
the wood as he paced back and forth, looking off to the southwest. Sirnahad been up
there hersdf earlier in the day, but the steady drumming of gunfire and the vast cloud of
gray smoke off toward Phyrax didnt tell her anything.

She doubted they told Ranthar very much either, and suspected that he was up on the
roof because it was away of not having to talk with the rest of the University Team. She
was sure held sensed the hodtility of some of them, and she aso suspected that he felt
guilty at not being in battle with his comrades—and whom did he see as his comrades,
his Chief Verkan Val or the Mounted Rifles?

Even their military advisor Professor Aranth Saln had admitted that it was hard to tell
much from alot of smoke and intermittent rumbling noises, without being able to see any
troop movements. "At least there haven't been any wounded or fugitives coming back,"
he'd added. "That means something. Either Kavan's army has gone into the bag without
any survivors—at which point Sirnafelt the blood leave her head—"or else the Hodtigi
are dill holding on and in good order. I'd say it's more likely the second. From what we

know about Kavan and hisarmy, it would take more than the Holy Host to mop them up
thet fast."

That wastypicd of Aranth San despite his formidable appearance—polite to
everybody, intdligent whenever he spoke, but committing himsdlf only on hisown
specidty of Pre-industrid Military Science. It was hard to trust him completely but
harder dll to redly didike him, even if he was aretired Army Colond. He certainly
didnt fit Srnasimage of amilitary professond.

"Hey!" Ranthar shouted, and ran toward the stairs from the roof. Sirnalooked around
and saw three bedraggled horsemen cantering toward the foundry gate. Two rode
hdtingly, as though they'd never been on horseback before. All wore the colors blue and
gold, which she remembered were the colors of the Princedom of Ulthor, and the red
sashes of Hos Hostigos. She reached the gate a the same time as the lead horseman, atall
mean with a young-1ooking bearded face.

"Run for your life, mistressl The Styphoni have broken through the center and turned
the Greet Battery on our own army. King Kavan ismissng—all islost!"

"Is the whole army running?" a voice from behind Sirnaasked, full of contempt and
authority.

The young horseman looked asif held been dgpped, then lunged for his sword.



Captain Ranthar had his pistol drawn and stepped forward. "l asked you a question.”
The young man dropped his hand from his sword hilt and said, "I dorit know, gir...|

guess we didn't stay around to see. We saw some comrades get hit by case shot and
decided we didn't want anything to do with it."

One of the horsemen cried, "1 got awife and son back in Ulthor! What do | care about
Styphon's House or Hostigos?"

"That will be enough,” Ranthar said.

By now the rest of the Universty Study Team and half the foundry workers had
gathered around the gate. "L et the man speak!” Varnath Laacried. "If the Army of
Hogtigos is losing, then wed better get marching.”

There was chorus of agreement from the rest of the Study Team faculty members.

The horseman looked encouraged and was about to speak, when everyone heard the
sound of Ranthar's pistol being cocked. "Y ou and I"—he paused and used his barrel to
point to the horseman's two companions— "and these two— gentlemen—are going to go
back and take another look to see what's really happening. And pick up any other
stragglers we happen to find."

"You'e hereto take care of us Ranthar, and don't you forget it!" Laa screeched.

"He can take care of himsdf," Lathor Karv said, "but I'm for getting out of here” He
st off for the stables in awide loping gait followed by two-thirds of the Study Team,
including Varnath Laa, who only paused long enough to give Captain Ranthar a
withering glare.

Ranthar turned to Talgan Dreth, who looked asif he would have much preferred to be
with the party heading for the stables. "Director Talgan, if you decide it's necessary, go
ahead and prepare for Emergency Evacuation Procedure, Code Ydlow. I'm going to
reconnoiter the battlefield and find out first hand what is happening and whether or not
we need to evacuate." He pointed to one of the undercover Paratime Policemen who
acted as Foundry guards. "I'll send someone back if things look bad. | suggest you leave a
few volunteers to watch over the foundry until you hear from me, or until it becomes
gpparent that King Kalvan's army has redlly been routed.”

Tagan was white as a Styphon's House lower priest's robe. He mumbled aresponse
and walked as quickly as his tattered dignity would alow back to the foundry farmhouse
they used as quarters.

Rather to her surprise, Srnafound hersdf volunteering to stay. So did Eldra, Aranth
San and some of the others who weren't on their way to the stables. Ranthar put Aranth
in charge of Foundry security and rode off with the three reluctant Ulthori horsemen and
one of the lower ranking Paracops.



TWENTY-SIX

Thelast of the mercenary cavdry held out for nearly an hour, far longer than Kavan
had expected. Most of that resistance could be credited to the big mercenary captain
whom Kalvan recognized as the same captain who'd escagped the envelopment at Ryklos
Farm. How he had ridden from the Harphaxi disaster at Chothros to Phyrax had to bea
story that might one day be sung by troubadours—if the man survived the day's battle.

The big captain had escaped, but the Hostigi till wound up with more than three
thousand prisoners, al of whom had to be guarded and removed from the bettlefield as
quickly as possible. Kalvan assgned aregiment to escort them back to Hostigos Town
where they could best be split up and kept out of mischief.

All this, only to learn that Harmakros and the center had been pushed back, and worst
of dl, the Great Battery lost! If Chartiphon had aready committed the reserve and the
center folded, well, the next battle might be at the gates of Tarr-Hogtigos.

Not to mention no word about Rylla or the baby, either. Her delivery had come at the
wors of al possble times. If only he knew whether she was dive and doing well, or...
Hell and damnation, if something happened to the baby—! Well, they could awaystry
again. Or adopt an herr if they had to.

This not knowing was the worst. Now was no time to worry, though...

He had to relieve the pressure on Harmakros before the center went into an
uncontrollable rout—and al was lost. That, and pray that Ptosphes could hold back the
Zathani Knightsahbit longer.

Kavan looked back at his command; it was a smdler and less orderly group than held
led across Phyrax pasture an hour ago. Y &, their spirits were high and most of the gapsin

the ranks had been closed. Since he couldn't reach the Sacred Squares, he was going to do
the next best thing: hit the mercenary foat on the flank, roll right over them and smash the

Order foot.
"Mgor Nicomoth, signd advance!"

Kavan checked the loadsin his pistals, raised his sword and joined hisvoice to x
thousand othersin a Sngle shout:

"DOWN STYHPON!"



The mercenary foot, attacked in the flank and from the rear, displayed little of the
fight that the mercenary cavary had. Perhaps they're not as well led? Kavan wondered.

A few of the pikemen put their helmets on their pikes and raised them in formd
surrender, but most threw down their arms and cried "Oath to Galzar!" or smply took to
their hedls. About eight hundred were shat, run through or smply ridden down; twenty-
five hundred surrendered.

The Zarthani Order Foot were made of stouter stuff and used the time it took Kalvan's

cavdry to ride through the mercenary linesto whed and face the Hogtigi charge.
Fortunately, the Order infantry had three pikes to every fireearm and no artillery. And

Kalvan had another surprise for them.

He gave the order for the caracole, a difficult maneuver the cavalry had practiced but
never used in such strength, or on the battlefield. He knew it would take luck and the help
of Gazar or Somebody to bring it off even with troopers he trusted completely. The
caracole required both discipline and iron nerves for successve ranks of cavary to ride
within ten feet of the enemy ling, fire both pistals, then whed away to let the next rank to
follow.

The endless hours practicing the caracole on the drill ground paid off. Despite the

steady fire from the Order's shot, and the unearthly screams of wounded horses, the for-
redl caracole went off in asurprisngly good imitation of how it had been practiced on the
parade ground. The Order's arquebusiers emptied more than afew Hogtigi saddlesin the
beginning, but the cumulative effect of continuous heavy fire beat them down, then began
to shred the ranks of pikemen. The pike ranks showed gaps, wavered and began to lesk

deserters. The Order Foot were brave men and veterans, but no unit could stand helpless
taking casudties like this without something bresking. It was the pikemen who could not

gand it any longer and charged the Hostigi horse wildly, in no particular order and hardly
under the control of their officers.

Finally! thought Kavan. Pikemen on the move who weren't keeping their ranks tight
were comparatively easy mest for cavary. He ordered the countercharge.

The Hostigi cavary smashed through the disordered pikemen and rode them into the
ground, sabersrising and faling. Few asked for quarter, fewer yet were granted it; these
were Styphon's soldiers and killing them was like killing rattlesnakes. Most died where
they stood. Kavan watched from the rear, knowing that whoever won today, Grand
Magter Soton of the Order of Zarthani Knights would never forget the price his Order
paid.

"Fire!"

Or & leadt that's what Harmakros thought his battle-numb ears had heard. A moment
later the crash of the gun proved him right. After the redoubt explosion, he wondered if
he would ever hear well again. If he survived this nightmare- of- the- gods bettle, he might
find out!

The ball gouged a huge clod out of the dope, spraying the Sacred Square of Imbraz



with grass, dirt and pebbles. It bounced high, crashed through acluster of billheadswith a
weird clanking, then dropped to the ground out of Harmakros sight. He couldn't see or
hear if it did any damage.

That was probably the demicannon that had run out of case shot. It wasn't the only
one, not after the Great Battery had been lost and retaken. The Ktemnoi infantry must be
running short of fireseed and shat, too; their musketeers were only firing a haf-company
a atime and amed fire ingtead of valleying by ranks. Not that aiming at two rundred
paces with a smoothbore did much good, but it couldn't hurt. Harmakros had been
knocked on his back once since they'd recaptured the Grand Battery. Fortunately, the
cotton gambeson he wore underneath his breastplate— at Kalvan's recommendation— had
left him with bruised, but not broken, ribs.

Harmakros wasn't exactly sure in the confusion what was responsible for the
temporary retreat of the Holy Host. One messenger had claimed that Kalvan had attacked
them in the rear, but if that were true, why had the retreat stopped so quickly? It was
Chartiphon's tardy arrival with the Ktethroni pikemen who had brought the Sacred
Squaresto astanddtill in the first place, giving the battered Hostigi infantry time to
regroup and mount their own counterattack. It was during this counterattack that the
Styphoni had begun to fal back.

Now the Holy Host was back on the march. So far the Hostigi had been able to hold
them back from the top of the dope and the Great Battery until the Styphoni center now
formed a gigantic arc with the Roya Square of Ktemnos now at Harmakros right,
stretching through the Second Great Square to the First on the Ieft. Directly in front of

Harmakros the ground was mostly defended by the fire of the Greet Battery itsdf, but he
could see the surviving Mounted Riflemen and his own Mohile Force dragoons tying in

with the First Hostigos Royd Foot beyond.
Another gun fired, a Sixteen-pounder from the sound of it, and this bal cut a bloody
furrow in the Sacred Square of Cynthlos. Another far-off gunshot came like an echo to

thefirgt. The Great Battery's few remaining guns on the left were firing occasondly, to
do what they could to discourage the Zarthani Knights. From what little intelligence

Harmakros had been able to gather in this potmess of a battle, the Knights had run
Ptosphes and most of the left wing into the forest. Phrames, Sarrask and maybe fifteen
hundred heavy cavary were dl that was keeping the Grand Master from committing his
Knights in support of the Sacred Squares. If that happened, neither Great King Kavan
nor Galzar himself would be able to save the Army of Hos-Hostigos.

Harmakros heard the sixteent pounder fire again, then a great shout.

"Long live King Kavan!"

He turned, raised his hands to shield his eyes, and saw in the distance the red plumes
of Hogtigos pushing into the black plumes of the Zarthani Knights.

Praise Allfather Drdm and Gazar Wolfhead, was Harmakros one thought.

He watched for a moment long, then knelt and said sort prayer of thanks to gods who
had clearly not forgotten Hostigos.



Soton muttered curses under his breath as he saw the shrunken line of Hostigi
defenders once again re-forming to meet the Knights charge. Blast and curse them! he
ralled to himsdlf. He would have cursed a the top of hislungs, but after nearly ahdf day
of continuous fighting, he hed little voice left and needed to save that for giving ordersto
his messengers.

How in the name of dl the gods, and everything ese a man might swear by, could
hardly more than athousand men go on holding out againgt three times their number? Y et
these Hogtigi continued to do so; held lost count of the times the Knights had charged.
When Soton had begun the attack held been certain that one or two would be enough.

There was that madman Prince Sarrask and the noblemen of his Household Guard,
countercharging with sword, mace, warhammer and pistol butt! Soton remembered his
first glimpse of the Saski a Tenabra, when their armor looked like table service. Now, if
it looked like table service, it was the sort of ware provided for the lesser servants and
davesin achegp inn. Sarrask and his men had been to the wars. so what was Almighty
Styphon thinking of to let awarrior like this, who could have been apillar of the God of
Gods, become instead a bulwark of the Usurper's cause?

There was no answer to that question forthcoming. And none, Soton suspected, to be
found on this bettlefield. They were going to have to dug it out without divine
intervention. He took afirm grip on hiswar hammer and guided his lathered mount to the
left, where there seemed more room to swing his favorite wespon.

The two masses of horsemen collided with the sound of an anvil dropping on astone
floor. The clang of stedl rose, and for perhaps an eighth of a candle Soton's world
narrowed down to the man he was facing and perhaps the K night on @ther sde of him.
When the two sides lurched apart again, he was pleased to see the Hosgtigi had |eft the
better part of a hundred casudties on the ground as they withdrew from the melee to
reform.

Soton was not so pleased to see that nearly the same number of Knights had gone
down. At least the Knights were till mostly mounted, while the Hogtigi had no more than
one horse for every two men. The dismounted Hostigi were fighting with halberds and
poleaxes picked up from the battlefield. Now if that messenger he'd sent to the rear for a
few mule-loads of fireseed would just do hisjab...

Fireseed or no, another charge or two should be enough, unless they redly were
facing a demon in the shape of Sarrask of Sask. Soon the Knights would ride the Hostig
into the dirt and ride to support the Sacred Squares. With the Knights spurring them on,
the Ktemnoi would findly bresk the Hogtigi center and end this Ormaz- spawned battle!

"GRAND MASTER! Grand Master! We are doomed!"

Soton raised his warhammer and turned. He saw Knight Commander Aristocles, his
face white with more than the day's accumulation of dust.

"What is it? Speak, man, speak!"

Aristocles paused to catch his breath, then said, "It's the Daemon Kavan! He'sridden
down the Red Hand and is attacking us from behind!"

Soton dammed his gauntleted |€ft fist into the pomme of his saddle, causing his



mount to whinny in surprise. "What about the Order Foot?"
"Dead. Crushed. Scythed to the nub! Not enough left to make a smdl band.”

Soton sagged in his saddle. To himsdf he muttered, "All islog.” Then he
sraightened. " Summon the trumpets, old friend. Give the order to form up. It'stimeto
retire”

Relief was written dl over Aristocles face as he turned to ride away and attend to
orders.

Soton felt no such relief. His choice was clear: he could ether stay here and fight to
the last man, adisagter from which his Knights might never recover, or retrest and live to
fight another day. As much asit stuck in his craw, he had no choice but to retire. Only the
Order of Zarthani Knights stood between the fertile lands of Hos-Blethaand Hos-
Ktemnos and the clans and tribes of the Lower Sastragath— and beyond. Word had it that
the barbarians across the Sea of Grass were on the move. With the Order's losses at the
Heights of Chothros and now the daughter of the Order Foot, every man at-arms he
could bring back to Tarr- Ceros from this Ormaz-blasted battlefield would be needed—no
meatter the price to his pride.

And cog him it would—in other ways as well. Even if he went unpunished by
Marshdl Mnephilos and Great King Cletharses, there were ill many in the Inner Circle
of Styphon's House who would savor his defeat and see it asadap in the face to the First
Speaker and his supporters, those Archpriests who had put him forward asthe
commander of the Holy Host.

Truth was he had serioudy miscalculated both Hogtigi resolve and Kavan's military
abilities. And he deserved whatever punishment they dished out. If he had to retire from
his position, 0 be it. Let someone ese regp this Hogtigi whirlwind!

1V

From her post on the Foundry roof, Sirnawas the first to see the six horsemen riding
toward the Foundry gate with her disguised mini-telescope. She whigtled to sgnd Aranth
San and his Foundry guards, who were posted adong the wal and watchtowers, strangers
were gpproaching. She sighed with relief when she saw the riders were wearing the red
colors of Hos Hostigos. She whistled twice telling Saln that the unknowns were
friendlies— or wearing 'friendly’ colors. She doubted that the Styphoni would bother
with subterfuge to take amere foundry. After derting the farmhouse that ‘friendlies were
on the way, she scaled down the ladder.

Sirnareached the gate just moments ahead of the leading horseman, a broad- beamed
cgptain in ydlow and gold Saski colors overlaid with ared sash.

"What is the word from the battle?' Aranth asked.

"They're sending back the captured mercenaries and the Foundry isto take five
hundred.”

"But what about the battle?' Sirna asked.
The Saski captain shrugged. "Wl enough. We chewed up the Knights and sent them



packing back to Tarr-Ceros..."

The shrug did it; Sirnarecognized him as Captain Strathos, the mercenary captain
who on one of the Kalvan Control Lines helped Sarrask defeat the Hogtigi! She had to
fight the urge to scream; in her mind's eye she saw the heads of Ptosphes and the rest
decorating Tarr-Hostigos.

"...0ur Prince did the biggest share of that, let metell you. If only you'd seen him
after Prince Ptosphes fled the field, ralying the Saski and Nostori cavary. Well, it'strue
that Count Phrames hel ped, but our Prince—"

The captain went off into arambling litany of praise for that paragon of military
virtues who was obvioudy supposed to be Prince Sarrask of Sask. This gave Sirnasome
useful ingghtsinto how romances of chivary get sarted, but very little knowledge about
whether the Foundry people should be prepared to celebrate or run for their lives. With
Captain Ranthar ill gone...

Findly Aranth's voice interrupted the captain's steedy flow of praise for his Prince.
"IsHis Mgesty sending the mercenaries back to split them up and protect them from any
rescue attempts?"

"That's mogt likely the way of it. But the Greet King doesn't St down with me over
the wine to tell me why, he just gives orders. Our own Prince has much the same—"

"We have no room to house dl these soldiers! Kavan will have to find some other
place to quarter them," Tagan Dreth interrupted.

Sirna hadn't seen Tagan leave the farmhouse where held been cowering dl day. Most
of the Study Team had bugged out to Fifth Level; Tagan, as Team leader, had reluctantly
stayed behind. Now that he knew Styphon's Holy Host wasn't on the way, he'd gathered
his courage.

The captain, obvioudy shocked by such open disrespect for his Great King, started to
draw his sword. Then he stopped, as though redlizing he was deding with outlanders who
couldn't reglly be expected to know any better. "Y ou are speaking of our Greet King.
Great King Kavan to you!" He rapped his knuckles on his sword hilt for emphasis.

Talgan Dreth turned desthly pae, asif hed suddenly redized how close hed cometo
achieving abad end to hislong life. "My gpologies, Captain.”

Sirnaand Eldrasmiled at each other behind Talgan's back. She doubted they were the
only ones enjoying the Director's predicament.

"It's not what you want or what | want that matters," Captain Strathos continued, as
though the interruption had never happened. "It's what the Gresat King wants that matters,
and what he wantsis to split the mercenaries up and give some of them to you. They've
sworn Oaths to Gazar, so they won't be troublesome.”

He fixed Tdgan Dreth with a singularly cold eye. "'If you don't treat them right, they

may think they're released from their Oath. If five hundred mercenaries run wild in
Hostigos Town because you mucked up your job, you'd dl better run like the flux before

the Great King wins the battle and comes looking for you!™

"We shdl do the Greet King'swill," Aranth San said. "Remember that if we treat the
men well while we have care of them, we will find favor in the eyes of the Wargod and
his priests. We shd| then have reason to expect honorable treatment.”



"Please yoursdlf, aslong as you please the Great King," Captain Strathos said. "Now
I'll assume you'l be reedy for the prisoners and won't need any more dry-nursang.
Farewell," he ended, with awink at Sirna, then was off in a spray of dirt clods.

"He said before Kavan wins" Sirna began, "does that mean—7"

"Veay little" Aranth said. "The captain didn't mention their having broken the
Zarthani Knights, who won the decision a Tenabra. Meanwhile, wed better get ready for
our guests. Most of them can camp in the courtyard, but the wounded will need shelter.”
"Y ou teke care of this, Aranth,” the Director said. "I've got more important things to
do than worry about somebody else's prisoners.”

Eldras lips twitched, then she whispered in avoice loud erough for the Director to
hear. "Y eah, you need to get the rest of those cowards back from Fifth Level and at the
Foundry before anyone learns the truth about how they ran away on your weatch!™

The Director harrumphed, spun around and stomped back to the farmhouse with dll
the dignity he could mugter.

Srnaand Eldra both laughed until Aranth San silenced them with afrown. "Weve
got more important matters to ded with your than infighting." Then he turned back to the
guards and Foundry workers. "WEell need more guards here," he added. "We don't want
anyone wandering indde the Foundry stedling tools™

The workers turned and headed back to the Foundry. Aranth directed the guards back
to their posts, with, "The battle isn't over yet. Take your positions.”

When dl the Foundry workers and guards were out of hearing range, Aranth said, "It
might be better if the prisoners saw everything except the papermaking equipment. WEell
just have to keep an eye on them. The more they see, the more they'll redize that it's just
an improved verson of aregular cannon foundry. Not afireseed devil or imp in sight.”

Eldralooked ready to argue about 'betraying Kalvan's secrets when Medico Sankar
Trav brokein. "If we're going to be treating wounded, | suggest we start clearing out one
of the storerooms about ten minutes ago! Sirng, you'll be my assigtant, athough they!ll
probably have at least one priest of Gazar with them and some mercenariestrained in
first aid. Break out the med kit of yours, then go to the kitchen and have every pot we
have filled and put on boil."

Sirnalooked a question. The medico shook his head. "Not full antisepss, no. But you
can boail the Styphon out of the instruments and dressings. Also, they understand
removing foreign matter from awound. But we're servants of ‘the servant of demons, and
Mytron redlly hasn't persuaded even the Hogtigi that antisepsisis a Dram-sent blessng—
yet"

He shrugged. "A pity Kavan wasn't able to introduce ditilling. Then weld be able to
derilize, anesthetize and toast Kalvan all at once!™



TWENTY-SEVEN

Kalvan watched from the top of the Greet Battery as the recently re-supplied Hogtigi
artillery raked red furrows into the Sacred Squares of Hos- Ktemnos. After Soton and the
Zarthani Knights had retired, Kalvan had put Count Phrames in command of the cavary
with ordersto hit the Squares from the rear. The time had come for him to return to the

role of supreme commander, rather than the more exciting one of cavary generd.
As he watched an eight-pound bal roll through the Ktemnoi ranks, knocking men
adde like bowling pins, Kavan wondered just how much more punishment the Sacred

Squares could take before retiring. Their claws were not yet blunted, he noted, asa
cluster of Hostigi horsemen drew handgun fire frombelow. A couple went down; the rest

dismounted and came toward Kalvan.

Prince Ptosphes, in his battered armor, was in the lead. Blood had trickled from a
scap wound down into his beard and caked there. He was carrying an antique bettle-axe
instead of a sword and his face was downcast.

"Welcome, father. Areyou al right?*

Ptosphes looked around wide-eyes, as though waking from adream. "1 am ill
dive?'

"Yes. We are on the verge of a greet victory."

"Itisdl yours, Your Mgesty. Not mine. | failed you again, letting the Knights drive
my command from thefield. | am sorry—"

"Y ou owe me no gpologies, father. | couldn't expect you to hold the Knights for the
entire battle. No man could have done any better with the forces you had.”

In alow, tondess voice, Ptosphes said, "Phrames did.”

Kdvan pretended he hadn't heard, then turned the conversation to atopic in which
they both were in accord. "Have you heard anything about Rylla and the baby?!

"No. Has—she died?"

"No! She'sgoneinto labor. At least she had, according to the last message | received
from Brother Mytron severd candles ago.”

"Praise Yirtta Allmother! May the Goddess keep awatch over Ryllaand the baby."



"Amen," Kavan said. Under his breath, Kavan heard Ptosgphes add, "A better watch
than She kept over her mother.”

"Other messengers from Mytron could have been killed or logt their way, but I'm
beginning to wonder..." Kavan kept the rest of hisworries to himsdf. If Mytron was
hiding bad news to keep his Great King and Prince in shape to win their battle, the priest
might soon find himself guest of honor a a hide- pinning party. But, why assume the
worst?

Why indeed? Nonetheless, Kavan knew thet if he could have sold his soul for Ryllas
safety, he would have signed on the spot. If the dedl had dso included ten rifled sixteen
pounders and a thousand shells with religble fuses, he wouldn't have bothered reading the
fine print.

"l had hoped to die before | gave way to the Knights again,” Ptosphes said with a
moan. "But Gazar did not hear my prayer.”

"Do not despair, father. Y ou were not the only one today who gave way before the
Holy Host. Harmakros was forced to give up the Greet Battery.”

Which Harmakros probably could have held if he hadn't had to wait so long for
Chartiphon to commit the Ktethroni reserve. Memo: Find an honorable way of kicking
Chartiphon upstairs to where he will no longer be commanding in the fiel d.

The Duke gppeared to be developing Genera Longstreet's problem: obeying ordersin
his own sweet time. Robert E. Lee had tolerated Longstreet and probably lost awar
because of it; Kalvan | of Hos Hostigos, on the other hand—

From below the rise the Ktemnoi trumpets reverberated. They had a deep bellowing
tone, like the ancient bucinae of the Roman Legions.

Ptosphes hefted hisaxe. "That's their sgnd for acharge. They must know it is
madness now."

Maybe, but what a magnificent lunacy, he thought.

Ptosphes voice was logt in the rumble of musket volleys from below and answering
fire from both muskets and artillery from above.

The Sacred Square of the Princedom of Imbraz was the one heading straight towards
Kavan. The musket bullets whistled about him, spanged off rocks, thunked into the
ground and occasiondly made the unmigtakable smack of snking into flesh. Ptogphes let
out ayel asabullet struck the head of his axe, jarring hiswhole arm. A Hostigi heavy
gun fired; Kavan saw the white smoke-puff of a shellburgt in the oncoming Square.
Galzar's Teeth would be alot sharper for about ten or twelve more rounds—

Case shot smashed into the front ranks of the Imbrazi Square from severd guns at
once. Bodies and parts of bodies, weapons and hunks of armor flew in dl directions. The
front ranks were amob, but they were an armed and dangerous mob— and they were il
coming on.

Kavan shot one arquebusier, felt a hammer blow across his ribs as another hit him
with aglancing bullet, shot that man, then dropped his empty pistols and drew his sword.
A billman swung a mighty blow in an attempt to part Kavan's hemet, but migudged his
distance and sank the billhead into the earth. Kavan dashed at him, but the soldier jerked
up hiswegpon. The bill shaft knocked Kavan's sword up and to the side, while another
billman ran in, too close to swing a but not too close to thrust hard enough to dent



Kavan's breastplate—

Ptosphes charged from Kavan's right side, swinging his axe and shouting what
sounded like war cries. Thefirgt billman had his bill chopped in two with one blow, his
arm chopped off with the next, his helmet and head split with the third. The old Prince
was fighting like a man possessed. His fierce charge gave Kavan achancetorunin
under the second man's guard, as he raised his bill hook, and stab him in the face. Hefell,
and both Great King and Prince gave ground with more concern for haste than dignity.

To the left the Imbrazi seemed to be carrying everything before them, athough it was
now hills and clubbed muskets, with nobody stopping to reload. Kalvan backed away to
the right without looking behind him until he tripped over a corpse and fell hard enough
to knock the wind out of himself.

He sat up to see Ptosphes crouched beside him, shieding him and looking anxious.
On the other side was Harmakros, lying behind a dead horse and carefully picking off
Imbrazi with two pistols and a musketoon. A cluster of his troopers lay just behind him,
reloading the weapons as fast as he emptied them and passing them back to him.

Improbably, Harmakros was smoking one of the roya stogies from the box Kalvan
had presented him for his good work at the Heights of Chothros.

Then Kavan's ears rang to the sound of massed musketry and the war cries of the
Ktethroni pikemen astheir countercharge went in. The dragoon pikemen were fitting
themselves into the Ktethroni lines wherever they could, while the arquebusiers and
musketeers darted dong the flanks and between thefiles, firing their smoothbores as
targets presented themselves.

Kavan decided held better mount up and show himsdlf, even if it meant withdrawing
ashort digtance. Otherwise, someone would be sure to start arumor that the Grest King
was dead or captured or missing or carried off by ravens—or something. He could
imagine a number of consegquences of such arumor, al of them unpleasant.

It took less than fifteen minutes for the Ktethroni to halt the Sacred Squares and
another fifteen to drive them back downhill. By the time they'd done that, Phrames was
hitting the Squares from the rear. Kalvan waited until he saw that Phrames had thickened
up his cavalry cordon enough to block any attempts to break out, then ordered the
trumpeters to ride down with their helmets under a sword and sound for aparley.

Ptosphes stared.

"They can't get away, and | suspect their captains know it," Kalvan said. "I'll offer
reasonabl e terms—honorable ransoms for the nobles and captains, good trestment for the
men, an escort out of Hogtigi territory after they're disarmed. 1t will be asbig avictory as
killing them al—and cheaper, too."

"Shouldn't we wait until the prisoner guards return?”

That would give the Army of Hos-Hostigos fresh fireseed, which it desperately
needed, and Six or saven hundred fresh cavalry, which it needed dmost as badly. The
victory was going to be swest, but talying the losses—well, many more victories this
costly and there wouldn't be an Army.

"If wewait," Kavan sad, "the rain will hit and that may give the Ktemnoi idess
about trying to break out with cold stedl, oath or no oath. The sky over the Bald Eagles
had turned black in the last haf hour, and it was no longer just his weary imagination that



he saw lightning flashes

Ptosphes signed. "Very well. If you've gone mad, I'll pretend to go mad aong with
you S0 that people won't talk."

"Or they may think the Great King's madnessis catching,”" he replied. Kavan couldn't
admit now or perhaps ever hisrea reason for the parley. He didn't want to kill any more

of these men. They were too gpod—too much like the army he wanted to lead someday,
that he would have to lead someday if he was to survive here-and-now. Already, dmost a

third of their number were casudties and with here-and-now medicine in its infancy most
of the serioudy wounded would die shortly.
Down the hill, bills and muskets were being lowered and helmets hoisted, while

someone lowered a pole that held a Square's banner. Kavan and Ptosphes took off their
helmets and lifted them on their swords, then gathered Mg or Nicomoth and the escort

troop of the Roya Horseguards and rode down the hill.

A large man in three-quarter armor that showed fine workmanship under the powder
smoke rode out to greet them.

"Prince Anaxon...?"

The man's face seemed to work briefly at the mention of that name. "No, he's missng.
Heled thefirg charge...”

"What about Prince Anaphon, his brother?' Kalvan asked.

"Wounded...a bad leg wound. One of our Uncle Wolf'sistreating him. Our Gregat
King will be heartsck when he learns that his brave nephews—" He shut up, as he
suddenly redlized what he was saying. "'l am Baron Phygron, Captain-Generd of the
Sacred Square of Sephrax and Marshd of the Second Great Square of Hos-Ktemnos. Do
you speak for the ruler of Hos Hostigos?!

Kavan grinned and held up his signet ring, ignoring Ptogphes and Nicomoth's sartled
gasps. "'l am the Great King of Hos Hostigos. In my Own name and that of the Princes,
nobles, subjects and peoples dlied with me in the defense of the True Gods, | offer you
terms.”

Baron Phygron swallowed and pushed up hisvisor. "May | hear those terms, Sir
Kavan?'

"The correct term of addressis"Y our Mgesty," Prince Ptogphes added with stedl in
hisvoice.

Kavan nodded. "If | am not "Y our Mgesty,' then obvioudy | can't be the Great King
of Hos-Hogtigos. If you are going to argue over names, we shal have no time to discuss
more important matters, such as the surrender of your Squares. | assure you that there is
no other dternative for them but complete annihilation.”

Phygron looked like a man who wished the earth would open up and swalow him. "
do not admit that. But, King—I mean, Y our Mgesty—"

A musket blasted forth out of the Ktemnoi ranks, followed by two others. Mgor
Nicomoth twisted toward Kavan, one eye staring, the other replaced by ared-rimmed
hole. Then he toppled from his saddle.

Kavan heard shouts of "Treachery!" and "Down Styphon!" from the Hogtigi lines,
then another shout:



"They've killed the King!"
There the fat was in the fire, or would be if he didn't get back uphill and show those
damned fools that he was still alive. In the twilight before an oncoming sorm it was an
easy mistake for tired men to confuse Nicomoth for their Great King, snce he and
Nicomoth were not only about the same sSize and wearing Smilar armor but were now
riding smilar horses. If aking was going to go gdlivanting into battle like ajunior
officer, it only made sense not to wear gilded armor and plumes to attract enemy fire.

Sometimes it could lead to problems.

Kavan turned his mount and dug in his spurs. As he did, Baron Phygron clutched at
his chest as three bullets punched through his armor—rifle bullets, they had to be, to be
accurate at thisrange! He was going to have to peak to Verkan about discipline among
the Mounted Rifles...

If I get back to Hostigi lines alive, that is. The Ktemnoi were curang, shaking their
figts and drawing swords. Kavan and Ptosphes waited until the Horseguards were on the
move, put their heads down and their hedsin, and then gdloped up the hill. At any
moment Kalvan expected to fed a bullet smash into his back, or at least into his horse.
Surprisingly, they reached their own lines in one piece, with less than adozen
Horseguard missing.

This in Kavan's mind, exonerated the Ktemnoi, adthough he doubted his generds—
much less his common soldiers—would seeit that way. To their minds it was clear-cut
treachery and someone would have to pay. Kalvan was afraid it was going to be the
Wrong someone.

Asthey reined in, aheavy gun fired, followed closdy by the distant rumble of
thunder. Then the smoothbores sarted up again, an irregular spattering from the Ktemnoi
asthey desperately let fly, followed by solid volleys from the Hostigi. He suspected the
lull in the fighting had allowed more fireseed to be brought up to the front lines...

Kavan closad his eyes and wished he could close his ears to screams of dying men
and horses. "Dram-damnit!”

Ptosphes gripped his arm. "Kavan, it was my fault, not yours. | should never have
alowed you to approach the Ktemnoi battle line. It was my duty to parlay with the
Ktemnoi—"

Kavan shook his head. "It's not your fault. | jumped the gun! | wanted to end the
daughter. | wasn't even thinking about assassins wearing Ktemnoi uniforms. Maybe
Styphon's Own Guard sdted among the Squares to maintain discipline. When Phygron
identified me, they saw an opportunity.”

"Still, 1 should have stopped you, Your Mgesty." Ptosphes looked even more down in
the mouth than usud. "If 1 hadn't been thinking about my loss—"

"No. Forget it, father. I'm sure they would have recognized me—or you—sooner or
later." Kalvan waan't a dl sure of the truth of those words, but he needed to switch

Ptosphes off from this train of thought or he'd soon be blaming himsdlf for every death on
the battlefield. And there were going to be alot of them &fter this snafu played itself out.

Side by side, they rode back toward the Greset Battery.



The moon came out just after Verkan Val sighted the Mounted Rifles campfires.
Trust my men to be as good a scrounging little comforts such as dry wood as at fighting
or a caring for their dead and wounded. In the far distance he could hear the popping of
smoothbores; it sounded like the shots were coming from the Grove of the Badger King.
Somebody was mopping up the last of the Knights light cavary. Aslong asthey didnt
cal on the Mounted Rifles for backup, he was happy to leave them to their work.

He rode dowly toward the fires, hoping the moonlight would keep his horse from
stepping on dead bodies even if it did not do anything about his exhaudtion. He fdt that
he needed about aweek's uninterrupted deep, preferably with Dalla— except that then it
wouldn't be uninterrupted...

A sentry chdlenged him. "Halt! Who's there?"

"Colond Verkan of the Mounted Rifles"

The man looked at him close up, nodded his head, saying, "Pass, Colond."

It won't be long before we'll be needing codes and passwords, V erkan thought as he
rode into the firdlight. The faces it displayed were amost as dead as those held seen on
the corpses, except for the red-rimmed eyes and the dowly working jaws as they
munched salt pork and hard cheese. Someone took his horse's bridle and two other
someones helped him dismount, which saved him the embarrassment of faling flat on his
face.

Neither firelight nor moonlight lit the open ground between the foot of the dope and
the woods. Verkan was just as happy about that. Before nightfall held seen enough of that
field to lagt him athousand-year lifetime. For hundreds of yards a man could walk from
body to body without ever touching the muddy ground. Six thousand of the Sacred
Squares lay there; about athird as many had escaped, including the Ktemnoi Royd
Princes. According to one of his agents with the Holy Host— despite rumors to the
contrary— both the Princes were dill dive. Ancther fifteen hundred Ktemnoi had been
taken prisoner after the Hogtigi had worked off their fury at the treachery and both sides
were too exhausted to lift their wegpons in the downpour.

That was only the beginning of the casudty ligt for the Holy Host: three thousand of
Styphon's Own Guard dead to a man (the Hogtigi had left no wounded dive, nor taken
any of Styphon's Red Hand prisoners), over three thousand Order Foot, a thousand to
fifteen hundred Zarthani Knights, most of Leonnestros Pistoleers and Royd Guard
(aong with Leonnestros himself), thousands of mercenaries dead and two thousand Holy
Warriorswho would never again fight for Styphon or anyone dse.

Nor were dl the bodies down there Styphoni—of course.

Haf the Mounted Riflemen were casudties, close to two-thirds of Harmakros Army
of Observation, half of Phrames troopers. Count Euphrades of Ulthor who'd charged a
little too far, dl his plots and schemes now forever beyond the reach even of hypno-truth

drugs, unless one encountered him in his next incarnation. Thousands of Ptosphes men,
and far too many of the Hogtigi regular infantry. Verkan recalled, toward the last the

sandards of five regiments flying over abody of men hardly large enough to make two.



Much of the fighting nobility of Ulthor, Nyklos, Sashta and Sask were dead or wounded,
and as for the Nostori—V erkan doubted there was enough Ieft of the cavdry, infantry
and militia put together to make a Single respectable battalion.

Eleven or twelve thousand Hogtigi casudties was the estimate Verkan had heard, and
it matched his own. Many of the wounded would not last atertday. Too many more such
victories and Kavan would come to ruin; no matter how many more opponents he
smashed as thoroughly as held crushed the Holy Host and the Harphaxi before them. The
Styphoni casudties might run to twenty thousand dead, wounded or missng—with
another eight thousand taken prisoner. Some of the wounded would recover, but ill
Soton would be lucky to take athird of the Host held taken north with him back to Hos-
Ktemnos!

And they would get away; the Hostigi were not only exhausted, but very nearly out of
fireseed. In fact, Hos-Hostigos was practically where Old Hostigos had been pre-
Kalvan—not enough fireseed in the entire Princedom to load al the artillery a once.

Great King Clatharses the Scholar would have his sons back, but not his High
Marsha or much else of what held sent north. Cleitharses would probably throw aroya
snit, and Styphon's House's support within Hos- Ktemnos would be diminished and
shaken—especidly when the butcher's bill of Phyrax became public knowledge. He and
hisPrinces would certainly have no illusons that making war on behdf of Styphon's
House was a chegp way to win friendsin the Inner Circle or annex new territory.

Nor Verkan thought would there were be many smilesin the Inner Circle when that
news arrived.

Over the crackling of the fire and the distant moans of the dying, Verkan heard a
horse approaching. Kalvan or a messenger, probably. He forced himself to his feet, saw
the rider take shape at the edges of the firelight, and then noticed that both mount and
rider seemed oddly shrunken. Therider reined in and Verkan recognized young
Aspasthar.

"Good evening, Colond Verkan," the boy said. "'l bear a message for the Great King.
Do you know where heis?'

"Out there, somewhere," Verkan said, pointing dong theridge. Held last seen Kalvan
riding that way and hadn't seen him riding back, athough it would have been easy to miss
awhole regiment in the darkness before the moon came out. "If you'l tell me whet the
message it, I'll carry it. Y ou don't want to be riding around in the dark on that pony by
yoursdlf."

Too late, Verkan redlized heéd just mortally insulted the lad. Aspasthar bristled like a
ca with its fur stroked the wrong way. "It is amessage for the Great King's ears aone,
Colond. I cannot entrust it—"

Verkan felt his somach drop to the leve of his bootsoles. There was only one
message he could think of that would be for Kavan's ears only, and held be damned if his
friend was going to learn about his wife's degth from some pipsquesk—

Aspasthar underestimated the speed of Verkan's speed and the length of hisarms;
well, he wasn't the firgt to make that mistake. Suddenly the page found himself hauled
from the saddle and dangling with his collar firmly griped in two strong hands and his
feet well dear of the ground. He kicked futilely at Verkan's shins, then used a number of



words that suggested the boy had been associating with too many cavary troopers.

Verkan waited until the lad ran out of breath, conscious of the snickers of the
Riflemen, and not quite sure he wasn't making an awful fool of himsdlf. "Let's
compromise, Aspasthar. Y ou tell me the message privatdy and I'll ride with you to find
the Great King."

The peace offering fell flat. The boy took a deep breeth and shouted: "Colone Verkan
has no honor, but his brave Riflemen do, so | will tel them. Great Queen Ryllais safe
and well and ddivered of a daughter!”

The Riflemen cheered.

Verkan's hands opened by sheer reflex, dropping Aspasthar to the ground. He
bounced up in a moment, grinning impudently and bushing off his trousers. Verkan stood
diffly, now sure that hed made afool of himsalf, then was cheering dong with everyone
else. Someone started beating a drum, two or three men legped to their feet and started a
Sadtragathi war dance, afew soldiersfired their gunsinto the air, someone else began to
sng Marching Through Harphaxin avoice that had to be drunk with fatigue because
there wasn't anything stronger than water within miles—

"Long live Queen Ryllaand the Princess of Hogtigos!" shouted Verkan. He heard the
cheering taken up as the word spread, and suddenly he felt asif he could ride twenty
miles and fight another battle at the end of the ride. He knew the feding was purdly an
adrenaline fantasy, but he did think his new strength might last long enough to find
Kavan.

"Agpagthar, if you don't mind the company of a man without honor—"

The lad bowed with positively courtly grace. "'l have cast doubts on my own honor by
doubting yours, Colond." Then he was wide-eyed and eager again. "Don't worry about
Redpall, Colond. He's very sure-footed.”

The musketry was dying down as Harmakros irregulars drove out the last of the
Zathani Knights auxiliary horse-archers, the rearguard of the Holy Host. So far Kalvan
could see only two or three smdl firesin the village; the heavy rain had soaked the thatch
and shingles enough so that they would not burn eesily. Not that either Sde was actudly
trying to set the village on fire, athough the Ruthani mounted bowmen were devilishly
hard to kill. Still, they were only fighting to give the survivors of theHoly Host a head
dart, while Harmakros was mogtly trying to keep them from returning to Phyrax Field.

Torches glowed on the battlefield itsdf, where the Hostigi seerch parties were
collecting enemy wounded. They aso had orders to keep away the loca peasantry until
the fallen weapons and armor were gathered up, but so far the peasants didn't appear to be
aproblem. Maybe the sheer sze and daughter of the battle had scared them away; the
usud here-and-now battle involved fewer men than were contained in one of the wings of
ether of today's two armies.

Againg the torchlight Kavan could see arider making hisway up the ridge. As he



reached the crest, Kalvan recognized Phrames, undoing his red scarf. That scarf had been
one of Ryllas name-day giftsto Phrames; on any other man it might have been a
caculated insult to Kalvan, but on Phrames it was asymbol of hisloyalty to his Greet
Queen.

"Well done, Phrames. In another moon you can have Rylla embroider the arms of
Beshta on that scarf.” Kavan's mind shied away from the thought that even now there
might not be any Rylla

The silence was s0 long that Kavan wondered if perhaps held overestimated the wits
Phrames had | eft after today's fighting. The moon was disappearing again and another
thunderstorm seemed to be building in the southwest, o he couldn't make out the Count's
expresson.

Then he heard Phrames clear histhroat. "Y our Mgesty—Kavan. |—I am your
savant in—all things. Then a soft laugh. "But don't you think thisis selling the colt
before the mare has even been brought to stud?'

"No. We are going to have to remove Badthar's head—if it is dill on his shoulders
We haven't found his body, and most of the Beshtans ran like the blazes as soon as it was
safe to do so. | suspect hell be giving Our Royd Executioner some business, and dl his
kin and minisgers—"

"Don't forget histax gatherers.”

"Especidly histax collectors. That means nobody of the House of Beshta left except
his brother Bathames, who is going to have to remain content with Sashta, or he'll join
his brother. That leaves the Princedom of Beshta vacant, and if there's anybody else who
desarvesit more, I'd like to hear who you think heis—"

"There are many, Y our Mgesty. Harmakros, Alkides, Hestophes, even Prince
Sarrask—"

"Y es Harmakros and Alkides were invauable. So was Sarrask. But it was you who
held the left wing together after Ptosphes retreat.”

Kavan held up his hand to block further argument. "1 know the First Prince did
everything that was humanly possible. But you performed a miracle. If the Knights had
rolled up the left wing and hit our center on the flank—wl, right now we would not be
having this discussion. Nor would there be a Greet King of Hos-Hostigos to reward his
brave and loyal subjects. Furthermore, to win thiswar with Styphon's House, Hos-
Hostigos is going to need dl the miracle workers we can get.

"Also, announcing the new Prince of Beshta before weve settled accounts with the
old one has afew other advantages. Firgt, it will keep people from worrying thet I'm the
kind of Great King who likesto collect vacant Princedoms. | understand they are not
popular.” An under statement if there ever was one. "We will expect a share of the vacant

estates and the treasury, but that is traditiond.

"Second, you're popular in Beshta, Phrames. The people and even some of the nobles
may rise up againg Bathar as soon as they know whom they're rising for. That may save
Usthe trouble of his execution. It will certainly save Us agood ded of fighting and some
lives. If We asked the Beshtans to rise without naming anew Prince, it might look as if
We like garting rebelions. That would Us even more unpopular. But naming a successor
to a prince attainted for treason—again, that'straditiona.”



"Thereiswisdom in dl that you say, Y our Mgesty, but— What's that?"

It sounded asiif the battle were starting al over again for amoment—gunshots and
shouts, then Kavan recognized cheers. A short while later he recognized two familiar
riders approaching at atrot, both carrying torches. One was Verkan, the other Aspasthar,
and both of them had grins that practically met at the backs of their heads.

"The Great Queen and baby are safel” hollered Agpasthar.

Kavan was struck speechless.

Aspasthar gentled his pony, then dismounted to knedl before Kavan.

"Yes, Sre. Both Queen Rylla and the new Princess of Hos-Hostigos are well."

"How—how did they choose you as messenger?”

Aspasthar blushed. "Y our Mgesty, they didn't exactly—you see, | wasligening
outside the birthing chamber. When | heard everybody being so happy, | knew what had

happened. With dl the excitement, | thought it might take a while before they told
someone else to ride to you, and | was certain that you would want to know right away,

so | got on Redpoll and rode off. But | became lost and had to ask Colonel Verkan for
hdp—"

"And insult my honor into the bargain," Verkan added laughing. He told the rest of
the story while Agpasthar blushed even brighter.

Kavan wanted to run around waving his arms and shouting at the top of hislungs,
but he did have hisroyd dignity to preserve. The boy aso had areward coming.

"Aspasthar. Y ou have earned yoursdlf a good- news bearer's reward. Ten Hostigos
Crowns. It shall be paid to you tomorrow, and then you will take it to your—to Baron
Harmakros and give nine Crowns of it to him for safekeeping. You are dso to say that it
isthe Great King's command that you be thoroughly thrashed for riding out as you did
with no authority or permission, putting yoursdf in danger and insulting Colond Verkan
aswdl!"

Aspagthar only had to gulp twice before he sammered, "Y-Yes, Your M-M-
Maesty!"

Kavan turned away and took afew stumbling steps. If there is anybody to thank —
thank you for Ryllaand our daughter. Now, what to name her—

Kavan took the offered jug and swigged from it without thinking. For amoment, he
fdt asif hed swalowed amouthful from one of the Foundry crucibles. Nothing wasthis
strong except high-proof corn liquor! Had they gone and invented distilling behind his
back while he was off fighting the war?

He sniffed the neck of the jug. Not bourbon, not rye or any other kind of whiskey—

just good winter wine. It was only fatigue and bettle strain and not having eaten anything
for twelve hours that made the winter wine tage so potent.

"Aspasthar demonstrated good sense in one thing,” Verkan said. "The lad tied two
jugsto Redpall's saddle, and took some cheese and sausage as well. Probably stole them
from the kitchen, of course. Drink up, Your Magesty."

Kalvan took another sip, then felt rain on his face and shook his heed. If he drank any
more, he'd either have to be carried back to Tarr-Hogtigos or else stand hereintherain
like abarnyard turkey, his mouth upturned until the rain filled it and he drowned.



1V

Very little of the morning sunlight penetrated into the keep and Kavan had to hold up
historch to find hisway up the narrow stone stairway. The door to the birthing chamber
was closed when Kavan reached the top of the stairs. One of the midwives and a
mai dservant were dumped on a bench outside the door; another maidservant was
sprawled on a palet under the bench, snoring like a smal thunderstorm. The door opened
acrack and the bulldog face of old Amasphalya, the chief midwife, peered out.

"You cant comein, Your Mgesty. Both Ryllaand the baby are adeep, and they need
the degp more than they need you."

Kavan felt his mouth open and shut severd times without any sound coming out. He
was glad the antechamber was dark and the three women adeep, because he knew he
must be making a thoroughly non-roya spectacle of himsdlf.

He thought briefly of battering rams. He thought somewheat |ess briefly of summoning
Brother Mytron and having him negotiate a passage for the Greet King. Then he
remembered that Mytron was dso enjoying awell-deserved deep after aday not as

dangerous but certainly aslong as hisKing's.
He was thinking that he redly didn't know what to do next when he heard Ryllds
voice from ingde the chamber. "By Yirtta, Amasphdya, let him in! That's an order."

"Your Mgesty—"
"Let himin! Or I'm going to get out of bed and open the door mysdlf."

Kavan would have very much liked a camerato record the expression on
Amasphalyas face. If nothing ese, he could have used the picture to blackmail her into
better manners the next time she decided that she outranked a Greet King.

Then he gave out a great whoop of laughter. Until now heéld only been told that Rylla
was dive and hedthy; in his exhaugtion held had moments of bdlieving that everyone was
lying to him. Now hed heard her voice, and more than her voice, her old familiar
impetience with fools.

Ameasphaya sighed and stepped out of Kavan's path without opening the door any
wider. Kalvan kicked it open al the way and ran to the bed. He kissed Rylla severd times
and ran his hands through her hair before he redized how fortunate held been to hear her
voice before seeing her; shelooked like a stranger, with dark circles under her eyes, pain-
carved linesin her pae face and hair matted to the consstency of barbed wire.

No, not a stranger. Just awoman who'd been through along hard labor, and he'd
delivered numerous women in labor to the hospitad in his squad car and seen what they
looked like when they arrived—twice, even helping ddiver babies. But he hadn't been
married to any of them.

"Kavan, look!"

He looked to where atoo thin, too pale hand was pointing. At first he saw nothing but
apileof fursand linen, then—

"By Gazar'sMace! | didn't know babies came that big."



Ryllalaughed and Amasphdyawas bold enough to say, "Oh, shewas afine big lass,
that's for certain. Almost three ingots. It's no great wonder that she was hard in coming,
but dl'swel now. She's dready eaten once and—"

Kavan wasn't lisening. In fact, as he stared down & his nine pounds of daughter, he
wouldn't have heard Dram himsalf coming to announce that Balph had burned to the
ground and Styphon's House was surrendering unconditiondly to the will of Great King
Kavan. All his attention was on the baby, red-faced and wrinkled as she was, with asnub
nose that looked more like Ryllas than his—

Under her father's scrutiny, the Princess of Hostigos opened large blue eyes that were
her mother's and nobody else's. Then she opened her mouth and let out an earsplitting
howl.

" She wants another medl, the greedy thing," clucked Amasphalya. "1'd best summon
the wet nurse.”

She bustled off to do that, while Kalvan held out his thumb to the baby. Her fingers
curled firmly around it, but she went on squalling. He grinned.

"| suppose it's going to be awhile before she can be impressed by Great Kings or
anybody else who can't provide nourishment.”

Ryllasmiled and slently gripped his free hand. "Kavan, you don't believe the gods
will mind if we name the baby now like they do in the Cold Lands where you came
from?'

Kavan shook his head. Due to the high infant mortdity, most here-and-now babies
were not given proper names until they reached their third year, which was when their
families celebrated their first Name Day. This was because of the high infant mortaity
rate here-and-now; held heard that in the Trygath it ran as high asfifty percent. Often,
their Name Day wasn't on their red birthday, not even the one supplied by the lunar and
solar Zarthani caendars.

It dso meant that when someone gave his or her age you had to mentaly add another
three years to get their real age—or closeto it! Some families didn't even keep track of
the moon or day—just the year. Hestophes liked to say he was born in the first fse
spring of the Year of the Big Moon. It dways got a big laugh.

Kavan had discussed naming the baby before he redlized dl the implications. Now,
he was stuck with it. You'd better live a long time, little one he admonished his newborn
daughter. "No, | can't see Allfather Drdm being unhappy because we named our baby
after your mother."

Ryllasmiled. "Little Demia. | like that her name honors amather | never knew.”

Kalvan smiled too and squeezed her hand. Then the door opened again as
Amasphdya led a hefty peasant woman into the chamber. Kavan was looking her over to
make sure she'd bathed properly, when he saw two men silhouetted in the doorway.
Something about them looked familia—

"Count Phrames. Colonel Verkan. Welcome. Comein.”

The two soldiers followed the wet nurse. Amasphalya took a deep breath, then
appeared to think better of whatever sheld been about to say. Instead she looked toward

the celling with an expression that was clearly aslent prayer to the Goddess to guard
Ryllaand the baby, since her own best efforts to keep the birthing chamber free of fathers



and other usdless men hed failed.
Kdvan straightened up, athough he was so weak that for amoment he wondered if
he would need to ask for help. Something seemed to have happened to his spine.
"How isthe aamy?'
"Harmakros, Ptogphes and Sarrask have thingswell in hand," Verkan said.

"l don't know what that Sarrask is made of," Phrames added. "He fought al day,
worked dl night; now he and his guardsmen are having a drinking party with some camp
followers and some captured beer!"

"Maybe he wants to forget the battle," Verkan said softly. "The gods know | wish |
could."

Phrames looked oddly at the Rifleman for amoment, the nodded dowly. "It could
be." Obvioudy, the ideaof Sarrask of Sask having some virtues was dill nove, but no
longer unthinkable.

The baby's howls had died to an occasionad squesk or gurgle as she snuggled against
the wet nurse's breast and went to work on her medl. Kavan found himsdlf swaying on
hisfeet, even after Phrames put a hand on his shoulder to steady him.

"Comewith me, Your Mgesty. Welve arranged a bed for you in the shrine-house.
Many of the wounded are under tents in the courtyard and Verkan has twenty of his
Riflemen guarding the shrine-house. Y ou'll be able to deep in peace.”

Sleep sounded like an excdlent idea, but he wanted to say goodnight to Rylla. He
shook off Phrames hand, turned, swayed o violently that he nearly fell—and saw that
Ryllawas adeep again.

A very excellent idea, for everybody. Kavan cautioudy placed one foot in front of
another, then felt Phrames gripping him by one arm and Verkan by the other asthey led
him toward the door.



TWENTY-EIGHT

"At the trot—forward!" Baron Hamoth shouted. With a great thudding of hooves on
sony ground and the rattling of harness brass and armor, Prince Ptosphes Bodyguards
put themsalves into motion. Baron Halmoth looked behind him to make sure that nobody
was moving fagter than atrot, then pulled down hisvisor.

Prince Ptosphes I eft his own visor up. He had thiswhole wing of the battle to observe
and command, not just a single cavary regiment with asingle fairly smple misson. He
was riding with his Bodyguards, newly reinforced after losing hdf their strength at the
battles at Phyrax and Tenabra, because that seemed to the best way to move far enough
forward to see what was going on without making himself easy prey to the Agrys.

Of course, the Agrys might have run out of ether fireseed or the will to fight in the
last two days, after the capture of their main wagon train. The loss of their train made
three successve defeats for them in the moon-haf since Ptosphes led the newly
organized Army of Nostor into the Princedom to clear it of King Demistophon's 'gesture
of friendship' toward Styphon's House—actudly, a blatant land grab of some un-nailed
down Harphaxi (now Hostigi) territory! The gods knew that Kaiphranos the Timid was
hiding somewhere underneath his bed-clothsin his Roya Bedchamber and not about to
dispute Demistophon's claims on the battlefield, the only place where they counted.

The Agrys might bein full flight, but Ptogohes wasn't going to wager hislife, or that
of hismen, on it. The Army of Nostor's sixteen thousand men had begun with no
advantage in numbers, and those three victories had dl been hard fought and fairly won;
regiments that had been weak when he led them into Nostor were now mere skeletons.
Y, Allfather Dralm be praised!, winning those victories had made Ptosphes really want
to go on living for the first time since that dreadful day a Tenabra.

Furthermore, it was too beautiful a day to die with work unfinished. There was so
much more to be done, such as casting down Styphon's Foul House of Iniquities,
watching his granddaughter grow up...

White puffs of smoke from the thicket of trees to the left were followed by the bee-
hum of bullets passing close by. Three riders and two horses went down; Ptosphes heard
Hamoth shouting, "Keep moving! Don't bunch up!™ and saw the Bodyguards obeying.
The mounted nobles and gentry of Hostigos still knew only one operation of war—how



to charge— but they know severa ways of making that charge more dangerous to the
enemy. Teaching them more would have required the commeand of agod, not merdly of a
Gresat King.

Prince Ptogphes turned in his saddle and shouted to a messenger to bring up a
sguadron of the mercenary dragoons riding behind the Bodyguards and have them clean
out the woods. If the Agrys detachment there was more than a single squadron could
handle, the rest of the mercenaries and the Bodyguards would be within what Kavan
cdled "supporting distance.” Ptosphes hoped they wouldn't be needed in the woods, he
wanted to push home this charge right into the Agrys rear and that would surely need
more than a Sngle regiment.

By the time the messenger was gone, the Bodyguards were over the crest of thelittle
rise and Ptosphes could see the entire Hostigi battle line—his own right-flank cavdry,
seven to eght thousand infantry in the center and the mercenary, Saski and Ulthori horse
on the right. The guns were bardly visble  the rear of the infantry line, staying limbered
up and well protected until they had good targets. Ptosphes would have given a couple of
fingers for three sixteen pounders to add to his mohbile sx and four-pounders, but Kalvan
needed dl the larger gunsthat had survived Phyrax to dispose of Bathar and the Beshtan
tarrs.

A little further, and Ptosphes could see the Agrys force—athick but rather ragged
line of mercenary infantry drawn up behind afarm and a one wadl, with old-fashioned
guns, smdl bombards, and demicannon in the gaps and the cavary behind either flank.
Black- streaked white smoke rising from the farm told him of a concedled battery opening
fire; amoment later whirrings and thumpings told him that its target was his cavdry.

Then a solid mass of horsemen was shaking itsdalf 1oose from the Agrys right and coming
toward the Hogtigi.

The Agrys cavadry weren't quite stupid enough to ride down their own gunners, but
they did manage to mask the farm battery's fire completdy. The hedges and outbuildings
around the farm aso broke up their formation, so that it was haf a dozen separate
squadrons rather than a solid mass that reached Ptosphes wing. Skirmishersto either sde
rose up and fired arquebuses to keep the enemy horse bunched up as much as possible.

By Ptosphes order, the Hostigos Bodyguards were a solid but flexible wall of stedl
and horseflesh, and another messenger was riding back to bring up the Hostigi Lancers.

The two cavary forces collided with a sound like a cartload of anvilsfdling into a
stone quarry. Ptosphes saw men hurled from their saddles by the impact of the collision,
to die under the dashing hooves of their comrades horses. He shot one of those horses,
used up his other pistol on the horsgs rider, saw aknot of men growing behind the fallen
horse and lifted his battleaxe.

"For Hostigos! Down Styphon's House! Down the Agrys dogd™

"Prince Ptogphes!" the shout came from al around, as his Bodyguards dug in their
own spurs and drew stedl. Now it was just a matter of straightforward fighting, and
Ptosphes had no doubts as to who would win such a contest. Few of hisHogtigi veterans
did not owe Styphon's House a debt for dead kin or burned homes or both, and no one

was digposed to be merciful to the Agrys and their hired soldiers merely because Great
King Demistophon had been stupid rather than evil.

How long the hewing and hacking lasted, Ptosphes never knew precisely. He did



know that a moment came when he saw there were no enemies within reach who weren't
shouting "Oath to Galzar!" and holding up helmets on sword points or snatching off
green sashes. Beyond the surrendering cavary Ptosphes could seethe Agrys infantry
doing the same. Colonel Demoacriphon, recognizable by his unhemeted head and flowing
blond hair, was riding through the farm battery asif on parade. On ether Sde and to his
rear the Hostigi Lancersrode asif invisible ropestied them to their Colond.

Ptosphes hoped they wouldn't ride into more than they could handle, but that would
be quite alot. Democriphon loved to make a show of his swordsmanship and riding, but
Kadvan sad he was probably the best Colond in the Great King's regulars.

Ptosphes dismounted to spare his horse and made sure that none of the blood that
splattered his armor was his. Except for anick beside his left knee, he turned out to be
intact. He was drinking water laced with vinegar and refusing a bandage when he saw
Generd Hestophesriding back around the farm. With him rode a handful of Agrys
horsemen in rich three-quarter armor and etched and gold - filigreed morion he mets,
under the red-falcon banner of Prince Aesklos of Zcynos.

By the time the riders reached him, he was in the saddle again.

"Hail, Prince Ptogphes," the leading horseman stated. "I am Count Artemanes,
Captain-Generd to Prince Aesklos of the Princedom of Zcynos. In hisname, | yield dl
the men sworn to Great King Demistophon of Hos-Agrys on thisfidd.”

"Where is Prince Aesklos?'

The Count swallowed, |etting Colonel Democriphon speak first. "He's about to have
his leg taken off, back there around the hill, he said, pointing with his sword. "There's
another whole wagon train back there, four guns and a lot of wounded. Five hundred a
least.”

"Il send our Uncle Wolfsto help take care of them as soon as they're through with
our own wounded,” Ptosphes said. "They may be able to save the Princes leg.”

"With some demon-taught trick—?" the Count began, then quickly broke off as he
saw faces harden againgt him. "Very well. | don't suppose a priest of Galzar can redly be
bought to harm a wounded man."

"Of course not," Ptosphes snapped. The last thing he wanted was to do was waste
time discussing the drivel Styphon's House had been spouting about Kavan's demonic
wisdom. "Now. Isthere anything else you need other than aid for your wounded?'

The Count looked around asif he wished he could speak to Ptosphesin private, then
shrugged. "Just somebody to keep the Red Hand off our back. Three temple bands of
Styphon's Own Guard from the Great Temple at Hos- Agrys came with us. They're not
more than haf amarch's ride north along the High Road to ensure we don't fall back. If
they think we've surrendered without cause, they may try to retake the camp and kill any
of our men, aswdl asyours, they find."

Ptosphes nodded to indicate he understood. Styphon's House's Red Hand hadn't done
this sort of thing to friendly soldiersthus far during the Greet Kings War, but their
reputation more than judtified expecting or fearing it. "Is that why you fought us?'

"That, and not knowing how many you were. We thought we'd done enough damage
in the last two attacks that you'd be licking your wounds. Has the Dae—Has Kavan
taught you how to make armies invisble?



"Great King Kavan, to you. And, to answer your questions, no he hasn't. Just how to
move them so far and so fast that they're hard to see unless oneislooking in the right
place. You could learn those arts too, if you gave the Great King cause to see you as
friend rather than enemy.”

The Count's frozen face told Ptosphes he was in no mood to listen to that kind of
suggestion. Why, those words smacked of treason!, it seemed to say. If the Count had any
sense held desart that hunk of whale blubber that overflowed the Golden Throne of Hos-
Agrys and cast his bones with the Fireseed Throne of Hos-Hostigos. Learn what it was
like to fight with ared captain. Maybe afew more defests like this might bang some
sense into that stump of wood he carried on his shoulders? Ptosphes wouldn't bet a half
phenig on it happening, though...

"Colond Democriphon,” he ordered. "Take your Lancers, two companies of
dragoons, two bands of mercenary cavary and four guns up the High Road. Find the Red
Hand and block the road againgt them, but don't engage them unless they advance. If they
do, signd by rocket. Then I'll bring up the whole army and well see about collecting their
heads as my Name-Day gift to Princess Demia"

"My Prince!"

Ptosphes turned to Generd Hestophes and said, "Prepare your Mobile Force just in
case the Colond needs support.” Hestophes smiled in away that showed held very much
enjoy mixing it up with the Red Hand.

Democriphon whedled his horse and trotted off. The Count sighed and appeared to Sit
easer in hissaddle. "Thank you, Your Highness. | wish—well, it ssemed better to have
my men die a your hands than at Styphon's bloody hands."

"Better ill if they had not died at dl,” Ptogphes added. "Now, if you would care to
St down with me over some winter wine, | do believe we can put an end to thiswar in
Nostor..."

Kavan sudied the distant walls of Tarr-Beshta as he strode back and forth in front of
the Army of Beshta HQ, aformer mansion of one of Bdthar's favorites. From a distance
the castle reminded him of amedieva painting of asege hed seen a The Louvre, except
that the smell ruined the illusion. The siege had been going on for severa weeks and the
ar was tainted with the smoke of burning campfires, unwashed bodies and rotting food.
Fortunately, he only had to stay there aslong as it took to breach the walls of Tarr-Beshta
and take the possession.

Harmakros Army of Observation had cleared the passes and the roads of Beshtan
opposition, what little there was of it! Now Harmakros was laying siege to the border
forts and castles with Hos-Harphax before they could surrender to the Harphaxi—which
except for aloya few would be as soon as they learned Tarr-Beshta had fdlen. Many of
the castles surrendered outright; a few welcoming the Hogtigi as liberators.

The mgjority of Balthar's subjects appeared to have little enthusiasm for their Prince
and the resistance on the road to Beshta City had been minima. Still, the old miser hadn't



been a complete foal; hed dways paid his army—if not well—on time. Although now,
that he was stitched up in his castle, the Beshtan Army was on short rations. According to
Harmakros latest dispatch, most of the border tarrs haven't received pay or provisonsin
over amoont-haf. It appeared that Bathar's Princdy authority was shrinking to the length
of hissword arm.

"How much deeper, Your Mgesty?' the Captain of Artillery asked.

Kalvan put Ptosphes dispatch into his saddlebag, mounted his horse and trotted over
to the mortar pit, which was about a hundred feet from the walls of Tarr-Beshta. After he
dismounted, his shield bearers, four of them carrying a reinforced gun guard about the
Sze of aone-car garage door, waked in front of him, shielding him from enemy fire,
"About athird of arod," he told the Captain. To the men digging he said, "Ankle high."

Then he returned to field headquarters, remembering the fate of Richard Lionheart,
who'd ridden into crossbow range of a French castle he was besieging and paid for it with
hislife, leaving John Lackland as the next King of England. Nor did it make any senseto
put his shield bearers at needless risk.

Once he was settled, he began to read Ptosphes digpatch where held left of:

—on terms which you will seein the enclosed copy of the Truce
Agreement. It is hard to believe that anyone not a minion of Syphon's
House will consider them other than honorable, or even generous for a
host so thoroughly defeated as that of Great King Demistophon's.

Kalvan quickly looked over the other sheets of parchment with Ptosphes Ietter. The
Agrys wereto retain dl their smal arms and such fireseed and food as they could carry
on their persons or mounts; those taken prisoner in the earlier battles were to be released
on oath to pay token ransoms before next spring; petty-captains and above were to retain
their armor.

These terms cover the lawful subjects of Great King Demistophon and his
Princes. The mercenaries have given their Oath to Galzar in the
customary manner. It appears that not |less than three thousand of them
and perhaps more could be persuaded to take Hostigi colors. With the
captured supplies and this addition to our strength, we are more than fit to
stand against any treachery by Styphon's House, without eating Prince
Pheblon's lands any barer than they are already.

From the speed with which the Red Hand retreated, | much doubt that they
were given ordersto slay the Agrysi for yielding untimely. Such an act
added to Prince Balthar's folly at Tarr-Catassa would drive many
mercenaries into our service—or at least out of Syphon's House's—and
hasten the end of the war. Grand Master Soton would have the wit to see
this, if none of the Inner Circle did.

Kavan's mouth made an O and a soundless whistle. A casud, even complimentary



mention of the man who'd defested him demongtrated just how much Ptosphes had
recovered his morae. He wondered if he should include in his reply the rumors that the
Grand Master was in serious trouble with the Inner Circle for pulling his Knights off the
fied of Phyrax instead of keegping them there to die to the last man.

Best not. Letters could be captured, and so far the rumor was just that, apart from aso
being something the Styphoni might not know had reached Hos-Hostigos. Right now
Styphon's House gppeared to be running around like the proverbia chicken with its head
cut off, and any precaution that contributed to their confusion and ignorance was
judtified.

And spesking of precautions—Kavan rose to his feet and shouted at the gunners who
were digging apit out of the Sde of the trench toward Tarr-Beshta, "That's deep enough,
you Ormaz- spawned idiots! Any deeper, the gun will befiring straight up. And the shells
will land on the heads of the men in the forward trenches! If they landed on your headsit
might not be so bad, because | don't think you keep anything important there! But that's
not true of your comrades.”

"Your Mgesty?' severa bewildered artillerymen said a once.

Kavan sighed, cursang Styphon's House for discouraging the art of Segecraft, and
stood up. He spent along moment studying the scarred gray walls of Tarr-Beshtafor any
sgns of unusud activity that might mean a sortie, then scrambled down into the trench
without regard to his dignity or the gbility of his guards to keep up with him.

Fve minutes with the artillerymen who were digging the pit was enough to give him
some hope that they amost understood most of what held been trying to teach them. To
be sure, the old twelve- pounder they were using as an improvised mortar would have a
longer barrel and therefore more range than the mortars he had the Foundry working on,
but why take chances? Only one or two shdlls on the heads of the infantrymen doing the
dirtiest work of the sege, and the whole concept of indirect fire would be distrusted and
despised so thoroughly that not even a Drdm-sent Greet King could get it easly
accepted.

On the other hand, if those shellslanded insde Tarr-Beshta— it would take more than
one or two, but not many more before it would be safe to storm the castle, end the siege
and let a Great King who was as0 acting as his own Chief of Engineers get more than
three hours deep anight! Note: First thing, start a Dept. of Engineering at the new
University of Hostigos.

Kavan finished Ptogphes letter over lunch in his field heedquarters. The letter
concluded dmogt jauntily:

Prince Aesklos' leg is being treated with your new healing wisdom about
cleanliness by Brother Cyphrax, an underpriest of Galzar. Thereis some
danger in this, becauseif the Prince dies or loses hisleg, we shall be
blamed for setting demons upon him. However, Brother Cyphrax says that
the bone of hisleg is not so badly broken. If the flesh wound does not
bring the fester devils and the Prince need fear neither for life nor limb.
We are more likely to heal than harm him, as he is much respected both as



Prince and aswar leader in Hos-Agrys, we will have in our debt a man
whose voice will carry much weight in the councils of Demistophon the
Short-Sghted.

When the dangers from Styphon's Guardsmen is past, | intend to use such
of the Army of Nostor as can be supported with our available suppliesto
rebuild and garrison some of Prince Pheblon's abandoned tarrs and
strongholds, and after that root out the bandits who have become a
veritable plague upon the countryside. Despite their wagon trains, the
Agrysi soldiers fell upon Nostor like locusts, although most prudent men
and women fled from their advance, abandoning their fields. However,
what is more likely to prevent a proper harvest in Nostor this year, besides
the number of farmers who died in the wars or protecting their holds, are
the Agrysi deserters and the bandits, and it seems to me that the best work
for meis seeing that they are destroyed.

With good fortune and the aid of the True Gods, | may return to Hostigos
within a moon. Amasphalya should be warned that at that time | shall pick
up my granddaughter and hold her, and Hadron take anyone who stands

in my path!

Perhaps Amasphalya dares to stand against a mere Prince, but if she
stands against a grandfather she shall suffer for it.

With best wishes for Your Majesty's continued health and success and for
that of our well-beloved Queen Rylla and Princess Demia, | remain,

Your obedient humble servant
Ptosphes
First Prince of Hos-Hostigos

Thistime Kalvan whisgtled out loud. It was hard to believe this letter was written by
the same man he'd seen off to Nostor amoon ago, who'd looked asif he were going to his
execution. Kalvan had been torn between sending someone to keep an eye on his father-
in-law and prevent him from getting killed unnecessarily, and fearing that doing this
would be an insult that would make Ptosphes certain he was incompetent and dishonored
even in the eyes of his son-in-law. After lisening to Rylla, he'd decided to let Ptosphes
go without a watchdog and keep his fingers crossed—a gesture that the here-and-now
gods or Somebody seemed to have rewarded.

It was apity that after so many men wound up being killed in the process of restoring
Ptosphes morale. Not that the war with Hos-Agrys was Ptosphes fault—or Kalvan's, or
anybody's but Styphon's House and to some extend King Demistophon, who had falen
upon Hostigos like awolf on awounded bear only to learn to his cost that the bear was
gill full of fight.

Kavan saw no reason to quarrd with Harmakros epitaph on Demistophon's



campaign in Nogtor:
"The stupid son of a she-ass should have known better."
Not to mention that some of his nobles gpparently had known better, or at least were

having second thoughts, and if antisepss saved Prince Aesklos life and hisleg aswell...
Kavan decided not to uncross his fingers until he heard how Aesklos was doing.

Later, back at the manor house he was using asthe Army of Beshta HQ, Kavan was
reading Ptosphes second enclosure, alist of booty collected and honors he wanted
awarded, when he became aware of someone standing in hislight. He looked up and
dtifled a groan when he saw Mg or-Generd Klestreus looming over the whae-oil lamp.
The Chief of Intelligence could hardly have ridden down from Hostigos Town without
neglecting his duties, so held better have a damn good excuse for the trip.

"Yes, Klestreus?'

"Your Mgegy, the convoy with the shells for the—the mortar—has arrived. Gresat
Queen Ryllarides with it, aswell as Princess Demia, s0 it seemed to me that a man of
more rank that the captain of the convoy should accompany—"

"Rylla? The baby! Here?'

"l just told Your Mgesty—"

"Yes you did. Now tell me—are they well?"

"l am no judge of such matters, having aways believed that saddles were made for
horses, not men, and that if the True Gods—"

"Get on with it, man!"
"Yes Yes The Queen rode dl the way, and Her Royd Highness cries most ludtily

and keeps the wet nurses awvake much of the night—and the drovers and guards as well. |
suspect atrace of the croup.”

"Kavan thought of tdll the life-long bachelor that he was not alot of other things
besides ajudge of the hedlth of babies, then decided to save his breath for the inevitable
fight with Rylla Thistime he was going to lay down the law, and if she threw tantrums
or anything ese, hed just duck and go on until hed spoken his piece.

He practicaly leaped down the stairs from his War Room and reached the door of the
manor jugt in time to see Rylla dismounting from the big roan gelding that had the easiest
gait of any horsein the royd stables. Ryllalooked pae, but she was gill so damn
beautiful that before he could think of roya dignity he was running toward her.

She ran to meet him, and a moment later he was glad he was wearing a back-and-
breast, because otherwise he would have fet his ribs cracking. He was hugging her back
with one arm and stroking her hair with the other, saying things he hoped nobody ese
was hearing until he ran out of breath.

At last, Kadvan held her out at arm's length and saw beyond her grinning face most of
his guards trying very hard not to grin. Farther out was atrio of horse litters and along



string of pack animals surrounded by at least two hundred mounted men al armed to the
teeth. A fat, gray- haired woman was dismounting from one of the litter, carrying a

wailing bundle as ddicately asif it had been a basket of spiderwebs.

Ryllahadn't just ridden off on awhim; she had come with a proper escort and a
regular traveling nursery and generdly done things the way he would have told her to do
them—assuming that he hadn't been able to keep her from coming at al, which knowing
Ryllawas a pretty safe assumption.

Besides, a second look told him that Ryllawasn't pae because she was sick. Sheld
been indde so long that she'd lost her usud tan. In fact, she looked even better close up
than she had from a distance.

Not to mention that after hed made this kind of spectacle of himsalf, shedd never
believe asingle harsh word he said. Sheld bresk into giggles, and in the face of that,
Kavan doubted he could keep either the last shreds of hisroya dignity or even much of a
sraight face.

1V

Tarr-Beshta was the oldest castle Kavan had seen here-and-now; it reminded him of
some of the Norman castles he'd seen &fter his discharge from the Army. Hed taken a
month off to tour Europe, though held spent most of histime in England and France.
Bdthar might have been as miserly as Scrooge, but he still had spent enough to keep the
old stone wdlsin good repair. With traditiona here-and-now siege craft, it might have
taken two moons to invest Tarr-Beshta; Kalvan hoped to do it in a quarter of that time.

From behind Kavan and Rylla the converted twelve-pounder went off with a sound
like that of abull running into awooden fence. They watched the shell train sparks asiit
soared overhead, rising toward the pesk of its trgjectory and then dropping toward the
walls of Tarr-Beshta

With the previous two shells, the spark trail had died on the way down asthe fuse
went out, and the shellsfell as harmlessy as stones. At least that was better than the shell
burgting over the Hogtigi trenches, which had only happened once—a damned good
record for the gunners, consdering that the fusing of shellswas gill very much a matter
of by guess and by gods.

Thetrid of gparks lasted dl the way down to the shell's burgting just above the breach
in the curtain wall. The Beshtans working in the breach didn't panic; they'd learned by
now that shells were not ademonic vigtation but only anew use of fireseed. They ill
hadn't leaned one of the basic rules of night combat: when suddenly illuminated, don't
move. Hardly surprising, ether, since this was the first night bombardment with shellsin
here-and-now higtory.

In the glare of the burgting shell, Kavan could see men with picks and dedges
running for cover. He dso saw the Hogtigi in the forward trenches raising ther rifles and
arquebuses. Two valleys crashed out, the second fired into darkness, drawing a score of
screams from the Beshtans. Two or three dow shooters let fly after the volleys; they drew
the voice of a petty-captain describing explicitly where he would put their handguns the



next time they fired without a target.

From the battered walls of Tarr-Beshta came only silence.

"They must be short of fireseed,” Ryllasaid.

"Thet, or saving it for when we sorm the wals."

"They ill can't do much harm—seven hundred againgt six thousand.”

"They can do enough,” Kalvan answered. "Not to repel the attack, probably, but
certainly enough to send our men out of control.”

"Does that matter? The traitorous dogs have no right to quarter!”

Kavan shook his heed. "If it will save Our own men—"

"It won't, my husband. All it will do is make other rebes think thet the Greet King is
too week to punish them as they deserve. Then they will think that rebellion is perhaps
not so foolish, and we will have more Bathars and more Tendbras. That is not saving Our

men."

The hint was about as subtle as the chamber pot lid she's once thrown at him. Kavan
looked to hisright and left dong the earthworks. Count Phrames stood to the | eft, Captan
Xykos, newly promoted and made a Roya Bodyguard for hiswork a Phyrax on Colond
Verkan's recommendation, stood to the right. They were keeping the guards out of
earshot; Phrames would sooner be burned dive than embarrass Rylla, and Xykos had the
intelligent peasant's common sense about ignoring the indiscretions of his betters. As
long as he and Rylladidn't start shouting a each other, they would have it out right here.

"All right. I'll consder not giving them another chance to surrender.”

It would be better not to do it at al."

"I'll think about it. Men who ignore three chances to surrender aren't likely to have the
wits to recognize afourth.”

"That is certanly true

"But | won't take Tarr-Beshta the way Styphon's Red Hand took that temple of Dram
in Sashta. I'll cut off my hand and cut out my tongue before | write or speek the ordersto
dothat."

Rylla shook her head in exasperation. "What's more important to you, the Great
King'stender conscience or the Great King'sjustice? And the Great King's head, and the
Great Queen's and our daughter's? All of them will rest uneasy on their shouldersif you
are wesk toward traitors. Thisis atime for desth warrants, not pardons”

"Rylla—" Kavan began, then stopped, shaking his head as he redlized the futility of
the argument. She wasright, of course. HEd even said something like that himsdlf, last
fal when he consdered how many kings had lost their thrones through signing too many
pardons and too few death warrants.

That was before the Great Kings War, though, with its hundred thousand or more
dead or maimed between spring and autumn, not to mention only - the- gods- knew how
many civilians. That was aso before he faced the need to Sgn the desth warrants himsdif.

"All right. I won't summon them to surrender again. Custom would require | give
them aday to answer, and that means putting of the assault when we have a breach
dready. | ill won't stand for amassacre off every living thing in the tarr, ether. Let's
figure out away to prevent that, because I'm going to do so and Styphon fly away with



anybody who argues the point.”
He heard Ryllas hiss of indrawn breath and braced himself for anything from a curse
to adap. Instead he heard silence, then asmal sgh.

"I'm sorry, Kavan. | shouldn't have called you wesk. Y ou were just trying to do
something new, or something old in anew way, as you dways have. But if you'd seen my
father's face the day he came home from Tenabra..”

Kavan ressted rubbing in the fact that he/d seen Ptosphes even before that, and there
waan't much she could tell him about the price the Firgt Prince had paid for Bathar's
treachery.

A moment later she spoke as briskly as ever.

"Thereisaway. You can proclam that the women and children are the Great King's
persond charge, for his judgment. Anyone who rapes awoman or murders a child will be
usurping the Greet King's justice, and his own life will be forfeit. Y ou can dso have
Uncle Wolf Tharses administer an oath to the storming parties.

Kavan agreed. He would have liked to have Chancellor Xentos do the oath-binding
aswell, but Xentos was in Agrys City, involved in the interminable wrangling of the
Council of Drdm. Xentos had provided useful information about Great King
Deamistophon's attack on Hos Hostigos, but there hadn't been any forma denunciation of
it the Council ether: afact that did not bode well for his future relationship with the
Council—or even Highpriest Xentos.

He was beginning to think it had been a mistake to make the Highpriest of Dralm the
kingdom's Chancellor—especialy since it appeared Xentos had dud loyalties.

Chartiphon was with Prince Ptosphes, Verkan was on hisway back to Greffa City,
and in genera too many of his best people seemed to be anywhere and everywhere
except where he needed them! Oh well, at least he still had Rylla, and she was worth any
two of the others, and he would have said that even if he hadn't been married to her in the
bargain.

"Il do that, Rylla. Then what will we do with the women and children?"

Ryllalaughed. "The Sastragathi will probably be thinking you're planning to set up a
harem. What | would suggest is that you turn them over to the new Prince of Beshtafor
hisjudtice. That way you will assure the other Princes that you will not be taking away
their right of high and low judtice”

Kavan had no intention of doing anything of the kind, but it was likely that some of
them wouldn't believe that without tangible proof. After al, hadn't the new Great King
taken away daves, indentured servitude and private warfare? What might hisfingersitch
for next?

A moment's suspicion struck him. Of dl the people who might have rights over the
prisoners, Phrames was the one mogtly likely to listen to Rylla. She was dso the only
person other than himsalf and Phrames who knew the Count was dated to be the next
Beshtan Prince. What would she advise?

In the next moment Kavan redlized he was doing both Ryllaand Phrames an
injugtice. Rylla might think that the only good traitor was one whose head was on a spike
outside the Great King's gate, but she was hardly likely to order a cold-blooded massacre
of women and children. If she did, Phrames would listen politely because of his regard



for her, then refuse, because—wadll, because he was Phrames.

"Very wel. Phramesis going to be leading one of the sorming parties, though. It
would be best if you took charge of the women and children until Phramesis free."

Ryllanodded. "My Lifeguard can protect them as well." She squinted her eyes. "This,
of course, will dso keep me off the scaling ladders on the day of the sorming?’

Kavan heard the strained laughter in Ryllas voice. "I couldn't help thinking of thet, |
admit.”

"Don't worry Kavan. | can ride and St in council, but | can't wear armor yet, let done
climb ascding ladder init."

Kavan kissed her and toyed with the idea of proclaiming a Nationa Day of
Thanksgiving in Hos-Hostigos: Queen Rylla, for thefirgt timein her life, was careful of
her own safety. Instead he changed the subject.

"What do you think of your father usng the Agrys mercenaries who've taken colors
to reduce Nostor to order?'

"Something had to be done about dl the bandits and brigands, but I've heard
Harmakros complaining that held like about a thousand of the horse down hereto
reinforce the Army of Observation. | was surprised to hear he was short of cavdry. |
thought the Beshtans ran rather than fought.”

"After the Ban of Gazar stripped them of their last mercenaries, they were too weak
to face us on the field of beattle. They did run. But when they ran, we had to chase them,
and chasing men running for ther lives wears out horses fagter than big guns use up
fireseed. Harmakros informed me in yesterday's dispatch that half the Mounted Rifles
were on mules and he was going to have to dismount one regiment of dragoons
completely.

"Some of the Beshta soldiers have dready crossed the border into Hos-Harphax. If
we dlow much more of that, well be providing our enemies with a ready-made army.”

"Then by dl meanslet's give him athousand Agrys,” Ryllasad. "They'll haveto
bring their own supplies, because Sashta has been eaten bare and we have our own army
to feed in Beshta."

Kavan laughed. "l wish it were that Smple— I give the order and fishes jump into
baskets and loaves multiply... If Nostor is a desert and Sask has been 'eaten bare,’ then
Beshta has been devoured by locusts! If | order the Agrys mercenaries into Beshta,
where are they going to get the victuasto ride dl the way to Beshta, through Nostor and
Hostigos? No, they're better off where they are foraging off the bandits and robbers they
find in Nogtor and getting supplies from Hostigos. The line of supply from Hostigos
which, Praise Drdm!, was spared mo st of the spoilage and damage of thiswar, is dready
stretched to the bresking point, feeding the Army of Beshta and the Army of Nostor.
Harmakros will have to make do with mules and ponies, if need be."

"And what will we do when winter comes, my husband?"

"Now, you're thinking. Verkan will be shipping severd convoys of dried fish and
corn and barley from Greffa, paid for with Styphon's gold. I've dready made a ded with
some Agrys merchants to sall us potatoes and grain. Hostigos had a better harvest than
expected and so0 did Kyblos and Nyklos. With alittle luck, well get by..."



"Y ou formulate our food stocks asiif it were a battle plan!™

"It is. Asone of the greats once said, 'An army marches on its somach.' | plan to see
the Army of Hos-Hogtigos is as wdl-fed asit iswdl-trained.”



TWENTY-NINE

"THE TIME HAS COME TO PUNISH THE FALSE GOD DRALM
AND KILL HISTOOL, WHO GOESBY THE NAME OF KALVAN,
HERE AFTER TO BE KNOWN THROUGHOUT THE FIVE
KINGDOMS AS THE 'DAEMON KALVAN.'

"ALL OF DRALM'S TEMPLES MUST BE PULLED DOWN, BURNED
AND SOWN WITH SALT. HISPRIESTSMUST BE BLINDED,
CASTRATED AND STRANGLED. KALVAN, HISWIFE AND SEED,
MUST BE DRAWN AND QUARTERED, THEN SLAKED WITH LIME
AND BURNED UNTIL ONLY ASHES REMAIN! THESE ASHES ARE
THEN TO BE CAST INTO THE GREAT SEA. ALL THOSE IN HOS-
HOSTIGOS WHO DO NOT FORSAKE THEIR FALSE GOD MUST BE
HANGED AND THEIR BODIES THROWN TO THE WOLVES AND
RAVENS. THOSE WHO ADMIT TO THEIR ERRORSAND FALSE
WAYSWILL BE SETTLED IN THE SASTRAGATH TO LIVE AS
BARBARIANS.

"THISWILL BE DONE. | HAVE SPOKEN."

The grest idol of Styphon, which had been moved on awheded cart into Temple
Plaza, fdl slent. From ten thousand voicesin the Great Temple of Styphon's House on
Earth came the reply:

"Kill the Daemon Kavan! Kill the Daemon Kavan! Kill Kavan! Kill Kavan! Kill
Kavan!"

Anaxthenes, who had once worked the mechanism that moved the mouth and talked
into the speaker tubes that amplified theidol's voice, ill fet achill asthe giant iron
jaws, with teeth carved from Mammoth tusks, snapped shut. More than fifteen winters
had passed since the last public Proclamation from Styphon's Great Image, and that had
been nothing more than a short blessing to the underpriests and deacons for their good
worksin collecting Styphon's offerings. Never in hislifetime had the Great Image spoken



to alay crowd in Temple Plaza. It had to be whedled on a cart from the Great Temple of
Styphon, something done only in times of grave crigs. Times like now, with the Fireseed
Mystery revealed and the armies of Styphon in tatters.

All of the Inner Circle's plans for the destruction of Hos-Hostigos gone to ashes
because of their great defeatsin thefield of battle. Even Styphon's greatest champion,
Grand Master Soton, had been humbled by the Usurper's sword. The entire world was
trembling; Styphon's House Itself was on the edge of a precipice—unimaginable before
the sudden appearance of thisforeign prince, or renegade priest as some cdled him.

Some saw him asthe avatar of Dralm— sheer nonsense, superstitious babble, as he
ought to know. It was his specidty!

No, Kdvan, for dl his battle savvy and leadership, was as mortal as himsdlf. Y,
wise enough to use priestly prattle to advance his cause... Kalvan is no more Dralm-sent
than one of Thessamona's little vials is Styphon-sent! It was unfortunate he couldn't have
alittle talk with this Kalvan and discuss a rapprochement with Styphon's House. After
al, hed proven himsdlf a greet leader; why not work for the Temple that could afford to
meke him—and itself—even greater.

He noticed that old Sesklos was getting impatient and stepped down from the dais,
holding out his arm to support his ederly patron. Followed by six Temple Guardsmen,
the two of them Ieft through the secret trap door into the catacombs. Fram there it was a
short walk to the tunnd that led to the lift tended by ten daves.

As soon as they were done in the carriage, Sesklos turned to Anaxthenes. "What are
we going to do about Grand Master Soton? Archpriest Dracar and his followers want him
sripped of his offices and expelled from the Inner Circle.”

"Lickspittles, sdivating morons, every one of them,” Anaxthenes spat. "Asif that
temporary setback in Hostigos was dl Soton's fault!"

"Helost didn't he?' Sesklos asked.

"Father, Soton almost won, if you read the reports. Which no one in the Inner Circle
appears to have done!™

" Soton's propaganda.”

"Father, you have lived too long in Balph among duplicitous priests. If you'd taken
time to read—really read— Soton's find dispatch, you will see that he was much harder
on himsdf than any of his critics. Only an honest man would impugn himself so. It's not
hisfault this Hogtigos bumpkin— Kavan as he cdls himsdf—is some sort of military
genius. Soton isthe best military man we have and if he couldn't defeat Kalvan on amost
equa terms, then no one in the Five Kingdoms can—as was proven in Hos-Harphax.
Kavan destroyed the Harphaxi! Next time, well have to guarantee that he has enough
troops to squash Kdvan for dl time."

"Maybe we can get Styplhon's Own Image to proclaim Soton innocent of these
charges of cowardice and treason."”

Anaxthenes laughed. "The people that count know that trick; only peasants and naive
fools believe in gods who tak. Soton's only crime is that he cares too much about his
soldiers. And even Ormaz turns a blind eye to that vice."

"You bdieve heis innocent?'



"Innocence has nothing to do with it. Certainly the charge of cowardiceis absurd. The
only thing Soton is guilty of isbeing aredis; he knows when it'stime to pack up his
lances and go home. Al reports agree that at the battle's outset Leonnestros acted rashly
and fdl right into Kavan's trap. That misstep put Soton on the defensve and the Hodtigi
gradudly wore him down until Soton was forced to retreat to save the entire Host from
being destroyed. He saved himself, too, which is agood thing since he's the only
commander we have cgpable of defeating Kavan and his men on the fidld of bettle. In

truth, Styphon's House owes Soton a greet dedl for proving to the world at Tenabra that
Kavan'smen can be defested.”

"| tel you, old son, Dracar islike awolf on the scent of a blooded lamb. He will not
stop until Soton is cast out of office, defrocked and put in chains”

"Then he and his bootlickers are even bigger fools than I'd thought! Excuse me,
Father, but with Grand Magter Soton they're not dealing with some backwoods Trygathi
underpriest. The Grand Master rules more territory than two Great Kings, and with more
unquestioned authority! If he gives up his offices it will only be willingly and for the
Temple hejust might do it. We cant dlow it. It's not in the Temples—or our own best
interest, that he leave in disgrace.”

"Thereis much wisdom in your words. However, | doubt words aone will sway
Dracar and his faction. They thirst for asacrificid victim to dake their fear of Kadvan.
Only Soton's blood will do. Even your dlies among the Inner Circle blame the defegt on
Soton for retiring from the battle. It would not be so had you accepted my Blessing. You
aone arethe son | never had.”

Anaxthenes turned and looked at the old man, his dender fingers trembling with
pasy, who had more than once offered him the highest and mogt exated office within
Styphon's House on Earth. He felt atrace of affection stir and promptly dismissed it.
Sesklos wits were declining, or he would have fallen into gpoplexy before admitting such
sentimentd drive.

"| declined because there are too many unpleasant things that need to be done and no
one eseto do them, because | have earned too many enemies, because there istoo little
timeto do dl that must be doneif the House of Styphon isto triumph over Kdvan and its
many enemies now that the Fireseed Mystery has been revedled. As Styphon's Voice
there is too much ritud, too many meetings, too many audiences...\Why go on? Y ou know
the burden much better than 1."

Sesklos nodded wearily. "Y es, my son, there is agreat weight upon the shoulders of
Hewho is Elected Styphon's Voice. There are times when it seems only desath itsdlf will
lift the great weight from my shoulders...”

Yes, that's why you've fought its advances |o these many years, you old hypocrite!
thought Anaxthenesto himsdlf. He truly did enjoy working behind Styphon'simage, or
he would have poisoned the old bugger ten winters ago. Although it was becoming
increesingly wearisome to play son to Sesklos the father—a man old enough to be his
grandfather. His own family was of noble blood and could trace its lineage back to the
firgt kings of Ktemnos, he had no need for a surrogate father—as a youth he could hardly
escape hisred one fast enough!

"When will Soton be brought before the Inner Circle?' he asked.

"A moonthalf. That isaslong as| can put off Dracar and his followers and arrange



for Soton to come from Tarr-Ceros. What will you do?!

"l don't know," Anaxthenes said, athough even had he known it, he would have sad
the same. Maybe amiracle would happen—

Of course, said avoicein his head. And maybe Styphon's Greet Image will speak on
its own and walk off its pedestal too.

The sky was turning gray as Count Phrames rode up to the manor house where
Kavan had his headquarters. By the time held dismounted and climbed to the royd
observation pogt on the roof, he could see occasiond flickers of lightning in the gunmetd
sky. Phrames hoped the storm would hold off until after they'd taken Tarr-Beshta; he had
no wish to lead his men forward through flooded trenches with usel ess arquebuses and no
artillery to keep the traitors heads down.

The head of the stairs was held by Aspasthar the Roya Page and Captain Xykos,
Ryllas new bodyguard. Xykos wore only a back-and-breast and an open-faced burgonet
with a high comb; his famous two- handed sword and axe were nowhere in Sght. The
armor was richly decorated and Phrames wondered which former Harphaxi or Ktemnoi
nobleman had donated it to sustain Xykos new dignity and position.

Xykos certainly made afine sight in slvered bresstplate and tasses, dark- blue velvet
breeches, dashed and paneled and red and blue striped hose; his burgonet was chased
with gold and silver, sporting severa long red plumes. He so seemed to have anaturd
ingtinct for dedling with his betters. Xykos would need every bit of that, and more, the
firg time Kavan ordered him to keep Rylla from doing something she redlly wanted to
do.

Guarding Ryllawas not so much ameatter of fighting off enemies; any who sought her
life would firgt have to hack their way through the entire Army of Hos-Hostigos and
Phrames himsdlf if she had the sense to Say safdy under their protection. If she went
back to her old habits, on the other hand—well, if dl dsefaled, Xykos was big enough
to pick up Ryllaunder one arm and carry her out of danger.

If he did that, of course, he'd be wise to spend the rest of hislife among the Ruthani
of the Sea of Grass, anywhere closer Ryllamight track him down. Phrames knew that he
would love no other woman as he had loved Ryllatill hed drawn hislast breath, but
occasondly he found himsdf blessing the wisdom of the godsin sending Kavan to
protect both Rylla and Hostigos.

"Welcome, Phrames" Kavan said. "Are the sorming parties ready?'

"Asready as| can make them, Your Mgesty," he answered. That was much readier
than they would have been before Kavan; the Great King had taught captains to see that
their men each had a spare flint, awater flask, dry socks, a bandage and many other

things that might not be needed if they were reedy at hand, but infallibly would be needed
if left behind.

Phrames thought of quoting Prince Sarrask's doubts about the brushwood and timber



that were supposed to fill up the moat for his men's scding ladders. Then he redlized that
he would be doing that for the dishonorable purpose of trying to make Kavan doubt
Sarrask's faith in the Great King's wegpons. Kalvan didn't expect blind obedience,
Phrames had his own doubts, and—Ga zar moved in mysterious ways, but moved he
hed! —if the Saski orming party died in the moat, their Prince was very likely to die
there with them.

After years of knowing Sarrask of Sask as a deadly enemy, it was not easy to turn
around and accept him as an dly. He would have to try harder in the future to make
Sarrask fed welcome. But the gods have mercy on him if he turned out to be the kind of
ally that Balthar of Beshta had been a Tenabral

Rylla stepped up to Phrames. For amoment he felt his heart stop, then took a deep
breaeth and disciplined his thoughts and body.

"Phrames, | wanted to give you ascarf embroidered with the arms of Beshtato wear
today, but that seemed like tempting the gods. Xykas has something, though, | would like
you to wear in place of any favor from me."

"Yes, my—I mean, Your Mgesty." Phrames fought to keep the color rising to his
cheeks.

Thebig man pulled along gtrip of bloodstained, ragged cloth out of his sash. "My
lord, thisiswhat's eft of the Banner of the Veterans of the Long March. It's not much,
but then we aren't much either. Just enough to make three companies, with most of those
too hurt to be fighting here today.

"If you could see your way to wearing this onto the wals—waell, alot of us who aren't
here because of the pig-gpawn Bdthar will deep easer.” Xykos held out the cloth, and
Phrames tried to ignore that both his hands and the big man's were not entirely steedy.

"l would be honored, Captain.”

Rylla stepped closer, bussed him lightly on the cheek, and helped tie the banner
around his hemet. This time there were no betraying blushes or sammers. Rylla had just
finished the last knot when Kavan raised his hand to the signaers at the far end of the
platform. A fireseed rocket spewed green smoke, then soared into the darkening sky,
trailling more smoke behind it.

Phrames saw ripples of movement in the gun positions between the heedquarters and
the trenches—then involuntarily flinched as every gun in the Hostigi Sege batteries fired
as one. By the time he was mounted and riding back toward his men, the fireseed smoke
had completely obscured the Hogtigi batteries.

When Count Phrames and his banner-bearer took their place at the head of the
breach- sorming party, the combination of smoke and darkening sky had cast asnister
twilight over Tarr-Beshta. On Kalvan's orders the men of the storming parties had
chalked or painted white squares on their hdimets so they could tdll friends from enemies
when the fighting moved indoors, Phrames suspected those marks would be useful the



moment battle was joined.

Meanwhile, the guns were fdling silent one by one and afaint breeze was beginning
to thin the smoke. It would have done more if the Beshtans hadn't been busy proving they
weren't out of fireseed, guns or even determination. Marksmanship was fortunately
another matter; most of the fire from the breach and the walls to either sde was going a
bit too high to hit Phrames leading regiment, the dismounted Roya Musketeers, dthough
his golden-eagle banner had a couple of new bullet holes.

The regiments to the rear were out of range of everything except a two-pounder in the
breach itsdlf, which was firing too dowly to be a problem once the Hogtigi began their
forward movement.

A find shdl burst againg the face of the keep itsdf, spraying chunks of masonry into
the courtyard, then the guns were slent. Kalvan had spoken of the guns of hishomeand,
which could actudly keep firing over the heads of the infantry as they advanced on the
enemy, and Genera Alkides swore that his gunners could do the same if they were
alowed to. Phrames had politely refused; Prince Sarrask had refused somewhat less
politely.

"l know dl you gunnersthink you can drop abdl into Styphon's chamberpot if you
have the chance!" the Prince had growled. "Maybe you can. And maybe you'll just drop
the ball on my head, and while maybe it isn't the grestest head Dram ever made, it's the
only one I've got!"

A minute later the Beshtan fire seemed to dacken and arquebusiers, musketeers and
gunners shifted position to meet the attack they knew was coming. Most knew that there
would be no quarter given in this fight— despite the Great King's promises, after all,
Kalvan wasn't Lytris with eyes that could look in two directions at once. Phrames decided
it was safe to climb out of the trench for a better view. He'd reached open ground and was
rising to hands and knees when a bullet wheeted past his ear. A second spanged off a
gone by hisleft hand—and then, with a crash of thunder louder than the Grest Battery at
Phyrax, the skies opened and poured rain.

Phrames had never been in such a storm; it was more like being under awaterfdl than
being out in the rain. He fet asif he were lifting atangible weight as he struggled to his
feet, hisboot soles sinking into suddenly muddy ground. As the thunder rumbled away
into Slence, he heard someone sgqudling in panic:

"The gods are angry! Thisisawarning from Thanor not to fight today."

One such idiot could be more than enough to start a panic. Phrames drew his sword
with one hand and gripped his banner-bearer's hamet to urge him upward with the other.

"Traitor! Fool! Thisstorm is the gods themsdves fighting for us Dralm and Gazar
and Thanor and Lytris have sent this storm to soak the Beshtan fireseed. We outnumber
them ten to one; with no fireseed they're doomed. We can take the castle with our bare
hands!"

Phrames gave ane find heave to his banner-bearer, who struggled up to stand beside
him. Then he raised his sword high and ran toward the breach without |ooking back to
seif anyonewasfollowing him.

At firg he didn't look back because he didn't want to give theimpresson of doubting
his men's courage. Before long he didn't ook back because he had to ook where he was



going to keep from falling over his own feet. He'd been noted both as arunner and a
climber as ayouth, but he'd never tried to do both at once, over muddy ground strewn
with rain dick stones and shat, in a pouring rain, wearing three-quarter armor. He began
to wonder if broken ankles would account for as many of his men as Beshtan fire would
have otherwise.

By the time Phrames was actually at the breach, enough of his men had caught up so
that while he was certainly the fird there, it wasn't by much. He counted forty or more
Hogtigi scrambling over the rubble that hed filled the moat, sometimes faling but helping
each other up and dways going on. Therain had brought Beshtan gunfire to an dmost
complete hat—something to thank Lytrisfor.

Suddenly his banner-bearer went down with a crossbow boalt in hisleg hafway up the
breach. Phrames caught the banner before it fell and made a mental note to set up a
gpecid fund in the Princely treasury to support the kin of his banner-bearers; the job
seemed unreasonably dangerous.

Being one-handed because of his grip on the banner nearly cost him hislife. Many of
the Beshtans who'd lost their dry fireseed hadn't lost their courage; they swarmed down
from the top of the breach, swinging swords, musket- butts, haf- pikes and maces like
madmen. Phrames had to use the banner pole like a spear, catching one swordsman in the
throat, then he dropped it and laid about with sword and pistol butt. He made another
menta note to carry amace the next time he had to storm a breach. His sword was afine
wegpon for use from ahorse, but on foot he needed something that would stop an
opponent aswdl asjust kill him.

The second regiment of Hogtigi came pouring up through the breach, and for a
moment Phrames was wedged o tightly between his own men and his enemies that he
couldn't have wielded afeether, let alone amace. Findly the sheer weight of numbers
pushed the Beshtans back. The gunners around the two-pounder gave up trying to find
dry fireseed, drew swords or picked up their tools, and waded into the fight.

Phrames chopped through a rammer with one sword cut and through the gunner's
raised am with the next, then thrust the man in the face. Thank Galzar most of these
soldiers don't have swords with points! Inthiskind of close-quarters brawl, the Hogtigi
ability to thrust was alarge advantage. Maybe | should be thanking Kalvan instead of
Galzar, Phrames wondered, although Kalvan has obviously been blessed by the Wargod
with these new ideas of his. So | suppose | can thank Galzar and thank Kalvan without
blaspheming the gods.

With lines being drawn now <o that friend could be told from foe, the Beshtans on the
wadl were joining in. Some were legping down to thicken the defenders line, other adding
bullets, arrows and even thrown stones from above. The number of falen Hogtigi began
to increase at arate that did not meet with Phrames approva, and not dl of them were
men who'd dipped on wet stones or tripped over a comrade's foot.

Someone was shouting in his ear about bringing up the pikemen of Queen Ryllas
Foat, the third regiment in the scorming column. Without bothering to turn and face the
man, Phrames bellowed, "Great Gazar, no! The pikes are the last thing we need until
we're down in the courtyard. They won't have room to use their pikes or even defend
themsalves up here” A pikeman needed firm ground for both feet and both hands for his
pike; if he lacked either, he was just an easy target instead of one of the deadliest kind of



infantrymen ever to march.

The Beshtans were fdling faster than the Hogtigi; in places their dead and dying were
srewn three deep. Reinforcements were gtill coming up; it looked asif the defenders
were staking everything on holding the breach and the walls and not worrying about a
second line of defense in the keep.

A man Phrames recognized emerged from the Beshtan line—a baron who'd
commanded a Beshtan cavary squadron on the Great Raid into Hos-Harphax in the
spring. He'd done a good job, too; why had he chosen to follow his damrmable Prince into
treason? No one would ever know, mogt likdly; al the man could be given now was an
honorable death. Phrames shouted awar cry and raised his sword.

For about a hundred bresths it wasn't entirely clear who was going to give whom
what sort of death. The baron's sword was heavier and his reach longer than Phrames;
three times the Baron beat down the Count's guard and would have finished him if
Phrames armor hadn't been sound. Findly, he hooked a foot behind the baron'sleg and
sent him crashing down on the stones, then thrust him in the throat through his mail
aventail. When he stepped back from the dying baron, there appeared to be as many
Beshtans as ever and he began to wonder if he hadn't been alittle too hasty in dismissing
the pikemren. They wouldn't help to get through the breach, but asfor holding it against
the Beshtans...

As Phrames completed the thought, a new uproar of screams, war cries, curses and
the crashing and clashing of wegpons and armor burst out behind the Beshtans.
Somebody was hitting them in the rear. By the time Phrames had caught his breeth, that
somebody had opened enough of agap in the Beshtan lineto et him see men in Saski
green and gold swarming across the courtyard. At their head was a bulky figure in freshly
re-gilded armor, wielding a bloody mace and defaming the sexual habits of dl Beshtans,
thelr parents, and their illegitimate offgoring by an astonishing variety of mothers—not
dl of them human or even earthly.

For amoment Phrames wanted to curse. To owe his success at the breach to Sarrask
of Sask—! Then he 9ghed. His honor was one thing; the lives of his men another. He

could not throw the second away because of some whimsica notion of the first. Besides,
it was beginning to seem that Dralm and Galzar had so made Sarrask that there was some

good in him—or at least afighting man's courage that the right leader could bring out,
and then Dradm and Galzar sent Kalvan...

No good ever came of questioning the judgment of Allfather Dralm or Gazar
Wolfheed, even when one did not understand it.

So Phrames walked down the rubble over the outstretched bodies of the Beshtans to
greet Prince Sarrask with outstretched hands. They touched palms and the big man
grinned, then clapped Phrames on both shoulders.

Sarrask unhooked a silver-stoppered flask from his belt. "Y ou look like a man who
could use this"

"After weve cleared the courtyard, | won't say no."

"Then drink up, Count. Weve got everything except the keep dready. He swept his
hand around to the broken Beshtans scattered around the courtyard, most surrendering
and cdling "Oath to Gazar!" with only afew dots ill holding out againg the Hodtigi.



Phrames looked toward the keep and redlized that the downpour had passed dmost as
quickly asit had come. He could see the whole castle and the trench-carved ground
beyond it. The courtyard swarmed with Sarrask's men, and the walls were crowded with
the Sastragathi irregulars who'd followed the Saski up the ladders. True to their habits,
the Sastragathi were busily stripping what Phrames hoped were the corpses of the
defenders and tossing them into the moat or onto the courtyard.

On top of one of the gate towers alittle knot of defenders was il holding out, but
below agang of Saski with dedgeswas dready trying to free the portcullis and lower the
drawbridge, to let Alkides bring in his artillery and finish off the keep.

"Hope those poor bagtards in the keep have the sense to yield before Alkides bringsin
abombard," Sarrask said, waving the flask a Phrames again. Thistime the Count took it.
"Otherwise you'll be a Prince with no place to deep. | could knock that (guilty of
fornication with a barnyard fowl) pile down with my mace! Drink up, Count!"

Yes, all thiswas going to be his soon! Phrames didn't know quite what to think of all
that; he did know he owed Kavan more than he could ever repay. How was he going to
turn this princedominto a loyal cornerstone of Hos-Hostigos? He took a deep drink of
what turned out to be amost potent winter wine ard sputtered, with wine dripping it
down his beard.

When held caught his breeth, he took a more cautious swalow. It was extraordinarily
good wine. "Thank you, Prince. Y our own stock?"

Sarrask shook his head. "Made in Hos-Agrys. Those Beshtans nobles and aretaking
everything with them but the cobblestones. This one was on his way to Syriphlon with a
cartload of wine in awagon train that passed too close to one of my foraging parties.
Captain Strathos was out raiding that day and bagged the lot. He presented it to King
Kavan, who sent over abarre lagt night. Come around tonight; there's plenty left.”

Phrames drank again, considering that Sarrask of Sask accusing another nobleman of
being too comfortablein the fidld was the pot calling the kettle black—as Kavan liked to
say— but hardly inclined to say it out loud.

Then a Saski cgptain was coming over to tell his Prince that the portcullis was
hopelesdy jammed; did he and Phrames think the gate should be blown up or did Alkides
want to drag his guns through the breach?

"Gazar srike me dead if | know" Sarrask said. "I'm no damned gunner! Phrames, do
you mind afew more holesin the wall of your new seat? I'll hand over afew ransomsto
you and see that Balthames does the same, since the gods didn't finish thelittle bugger off
a Tenabra or Phyrax! If you need to rebuild—"

Phrames wasn't listening. He was instead looking at the top of the keep, where a
helmet was being raised over the battlements. A moment later a second joined it, then a
third.

"Never mind, Prince. | don't think we're going to need any atillery in here at dl. Just
someone to parley with the men in the keep. Would you care to join me?"

"My pleasure, Count Phrames."



THIRTY

The screams and groans of the dying were fading behind Kalvan as he descended the
winding stone staircase in the northwest tower of Tarr-Beshta They weren't fading fast
enough to suit him, but he couldn't move any faster. The stairs were crumbling and
treacherous—more of Bathar's cheese-paring! Besides, Captain Xykoswas just ahead
and determined to dow his Great King to what he considered a proper pace. Since Xykos
filled the stairs from top to bottom and nearly from side to Side, his determination
counted for agreat dedl.

After what seemed like enough time to reach the bottom of a mineshaft, they reached
the tower cdlar. Here, so it was said, lay the door to Prince Balthar's treasure rooms,
whose riches had grown in soldiers imaginations until they rivaled Styphon's Own
Treasury in the Holy City of Baph—the here-and-now equivaent of King Midas hoard.
With dl the tales of debauchery and poisoning and double-deding and such goingsonin
Baph, it most resembled the Papd City sometimein the late Sixteenth Century.

Kalvan hoped the rumors were true; from first to last Bathar had cost Hos Hostigos
too Dram-damned much to be paid for with nothing but his head and those of hiskin
who hadn't been able to cross into Hos-Harphax before the Army of Observation swept
into Beshta.

The cdlar was dready crowded, with Phrames and half a dozen of the King's
Lifeguards. They held either drawn swords or torches, except for one who was bending
over adying woman, trying to work a dagger out from between her ribs. Two men and
another woman lay sprawled in a corner, aready dead.

"Your Magesty," Phrames said. "One of the men seems to have been the keeper of
the— of whatever lies beyond that door." He pointed to an oak door bound in tarnished
brass to the lft of the Sairs. "He had akey to it. We unlocked the door but thought you
should have the honor of being first to enter.”

It was on the tip of Kavan's tongue to remind them that men who'd seen Leonnestros
cavary massacred by the explosion of the artillery redoubt a Phyrax should be aware of
booby traps. The words died there; they were doing him an honor and besides, hed be
drowned in mares milk if hed abandon "Follow M€ leadership, even here in the bowels
of Tar-Beshta. Kavan drew his sword, thrust hard against the door, and when it squeded



open on rusty hinges stepped through the gap.
It took amoment for Kalvan's eyes to adjust to the thick darkness insde. It took
severd more moments to believe that what they were showing him was actudly there.

Severd tunndsran off in different directions from a sone-walled circular room. On
ether Sde of each tunnd sacks, boxes, barrels and kegs were piled as high asaman,
except where cloth or wood had rotted and let the piles collgpse. There the tunnels were
completely impasseble, knee—or even waist—deep in fragments of rotting cloth or wood
and gold and silver!

Kavan heard blagphemous mutterings behind him as the Guardsmen pushed in
through the door and stared around them. He aso saw more gold and slver gleaming in
the chinks and rents in the many boxes and canvas bags. The torches now lit one tunnd!;
he saw that not al the piled gold and silver were coins. Mogt of the slver was, but alot of
the gold wasrings, cups, bowls, plates—even ingots; not to mention swords and daggers
and armor plated with precious metals, bags of pearls, ornamental boxesinlaid with gold
and mother-of-pearl, what looked like uncut emera ds—

Kavan's head spun, and not just becauise so many torches were burning in an
unventilated room. Now he understood how Cortez felt when he first saw the golden
treasures of Tenochtitldn. The Treasure of Beshtawas no soldier'stal tae. It was red;
and enough specie to buy a Kingdom— or save the one he aready had. Three generations
of misarliness...

Kalvan took another step, to see if what looked like pearls redly were, then saw for
the firgt time the man gitting in the tunnd just beyond the emerdds.

Prince Bdthar, his gray hair touded and sticking up in clumps, sat cross-legged, with
his back braced againg abarrd. He was running gold coins through hisfingerslike a
child playing at the beach with the pretty shells he had collected.

"Yes, yes my pretties,” Bathar said, in a cackling voices that made Kavan's flesh
crawl. "Dadawill seethat the evil Daemon won't hurt you."

Bdthar wore nothing but one of his threadbare trademark black gowns, and even
from adistance Kavan could tell that both the gown and its wearer stank asif they'd been
fished out of amidden pit. The only ornamentation he wore was the Princely gold circlet
around his neck. Kalvan stepped forward to peer into Bathar's face, then turned away,
very much wishing he hadn't or that a least his somach would stop twisting ominoudy.

He felt ahand on his shoulder and heard Ryllas voice. "1 came as quickly as| could. |
see you found the traitor and his hoard. It seems he will escape judtice after dl..."

Frugtration filled Kalvan. What good would it do to put amadman on tria for
treason? Balthar wouldn't understand what was happening to him, and would be more
likely to end up an object of pity than anything dse. Or ardlying point for enemies of the
Throne. Asfor caring for him until his body was as deed as his mind—what would that
accomplish, except insulting the memory of al the men that Balthar's treachery had
murdered? Men whose widows and children would not be living nearly as well.

Bdthar deserved to die, if only in the same way that a dog run over by acar but not
yet dead deserved to be put out of its pain. Kalvan drew hisflintlock pistol and was
cocking it when Ryllagripped hisarm.”

"No, Kavan."



"We can't have the farce of trying—"

"Y ou don't understand. A Prince hasto die by sted.”

Kavan nodded, haf his mind wondering why he hadn't asked first and the other half
replying that he'd never expected to need to know. He started to draw his sword, then
doubted it would be heavy enough for the job. His ssomach twisted again at the thought
of hacking Bdthar's head off or running him through. What he needed was a heavier
blade—

"DOWN, YOUR MAJESTY!" Phrames shouted.

Kdvan twisted around, knocked Rylla off her feet, then looked up to see aydlow
robed figure emerging from one of the darkened tunnels. His face was distorted by a
triumphant grin and the muzzle of the horsepistol he was holding was aimed right at
Kalvan's head; it looked as wide and deep asawell...

"For the God of Gods, die, Daemon, die!"

At the periphery of hisvison, Kavan saw Xykos, Phrames and two Guardsmen
running toward the highpriest. They were going to be afew momentstoo late, he redized
sadly. His mind seemed to be working faster and more clearly than ever before; he noted
dispassionately that he'd dropped his own pistol out of reach when held fallen on top of
Rylla At lesst she would survive to raise Demia and maybe dl of his work wouldn't be
undone. So much to do and now no time—

A bright flash of light, then a sharp explosion reverberated through the chamber
followed by a high-pitched scream. Suddenly the room was filled with fireseed smoke.

"Areyou dl right?" Rylla screamed.
"Fine, darling,” Kavan said as he patted himsdlf to make sure. That was close, too
close.

The highpriest must have been sent by Styphon's House to keep watch on Prince
Bdthar and make sure he didn't change sides again. Now he was waving al that was left
of ahand peded to the wrist by the explosion of his pistol. One of his cheeks was opened
to porcdain bone from a flying fragment, leaving red stresks dl down his yellow robe. A
shot from Phrames pigtal cut off the screams.

A thunderstruck Xykos turned back to Kavan, roaring, "A miracle! All blessthe
Great God Dram. King Kavan is unhurt!”

Phrames vanished into the tunndl, returning a moment later with a powder horn. He
poured some on his hand, then tasted it.

"Hogtigos fireseed. The poor fool probably thought it was Styphon's Best and
overloaded the pistol. Praise be to Dralm and Gazar Wolfhead!"

"Itisgill amiracle” Xykos repeated.

Ryllarose shakily to her feet and nodded. "Xykos isright. The True Godshave

shown once more that their blessing is upon Great King Kavan and hiswar to rid the
Great Kingdoms of false Styphon and his corrupt priesthood.”

Kavan started to disagree, but Ryllas hand cut off hisvoice.

"Let them think what they will," she whispered. "It's best for Our cause and Our
daughter. Look at Xykos smile.”

Ancther ingtant legend, thought Kavan. Now dl | need now is my own press



secretary!

"Who dares to blaspheme my Treasure Chamber?' Bdthar cried, asif waking from a
dream. "I conmand you to leave a once, on pain of my displeasure.” Then he whispered
to thejewes, "I told you | would protect you, my pretty ones."

"Xykos."

"Yes, Your Mgesty?'

"You will adjudicate the Great King's Justice on Prince Balthar of Beshtafor his
treasonable conduct on the field of battle at Tenabra and for his armed resistance to the
lawful summons of his Greet King."

Bdthar suddenly screamed in terror. Kalvan wondered if he was redly insane, or had
just been play-acting. If so, the Mystery Plays lost a greet talent. Or was it possble that
even a madman might understand and protest his death sentence?

Xykos would have drawn himsdf up if thered been room overhead. Instead he
nodded. "Gladly, Your Mgesty."

Wrinkling her nose, Rylla gpproached Bdthar and lifted the Princdly cirdet from his
head. Then she and everyone el se hadtily drew back as Xykos drew Boarsbane from its
sheeth on his back. There wasn't room for Xykos to swing properly, but Boarshane was
sharp and heavy, while Xykos was strong as a bull and Bathar's neck was thin.

There was a sharp scream, then a sound like that of an automobile striking a big dog.

The Prince's head only stopped rolling when Ryllawas handing the circlet to Kalvan.
Kavan wiped it off on hisdeeve, then held out the gold ring with both hands. Nervoudy
Phrames kndlt.

"Count Phrames, from the hands of your Greet King receive this, the token of
Princeship over the Princedom of Beshta, truly earned by good and faithful service" The
circlet settled into Phrames chestnut hair.

"Arise, Prince Phrames of Beshta."

Then everyone was shouting, "Long live Prince Phramed ™ Ryllawas kissing both

men impartidly, while Xykos was waving Boarshane around so close to those around
him that he was sprinkling them with Bathar's blood.

Mogt of hismind was on one thing. The dirty work was done, Balthar was dead, and
he could now dip off somewhere and be sick to his somach!

Anaxthenes mood was somber as he watched the yellow-robed Archpriess filing into
the haf-circular chamber at the heart of Styphon's Great Temple. Styphon's Great Image
gtood tal over the assembled Archpriests viewing al with impartidity. He had used dll
hisinfluence, but this time with little success. The Inner Circle was as determined as a
lodge of Mexicotd priests to have a sacrificid victim for the Temple's lossesin Hogtigos.
It appeared that Grand Master Soton was chosen to be that victim. Nothing short of
Styphon's Image moving off its pedestd and ssomping the assembled Archpriests into
bloody pulp on the stones benesth its feet would stop this miscarriage of judtice.



Even Anaxthenes usua supporters were wavering. This Council could very well see
the end of his decade-long dominance of the Inner Circle and the Grand Magter'sreign

over the Order of Zarthani Knights. Styphon's V oice Sesklos looked weary and refused to
meet his eyes. Archpriest Dracar's face was st in a triumphant gloat, which did nothing

to raise his spirits. Dracar's ascendancy at this Extraordinary Council could well mark the
sunset of Styphon's rule over the Five Kingdoms.
When dl the assembled Archpriests were seated at the triangular table, with

Styphon's Own Voice a the apex, Grand Master Soton was brought into the chamber by
two Temple Guardsmen. Soton's face was set in grim determination, but his eyes
betrayed his nervousness, darting about the chamber. He strode ahead of the two
Guardsmen as though he were leading them againgt the Trygethi. He still wore his badge
of office, alarge hammered gold sun-whed suspended on aheavy gold chain and aplain
white tunic over his armor with the red border that showed his office as an Archpriest of
Styphon's House.

Soton stopped before the marble dais set at the foot of the Triangle Table. Anaxthenes
noted that both his sword and dagger scabbards were empty. Some of the Archpriests
were fingering their own knives as if they expected & any moment to rise up in mass and
hack the Grand Master to pieces.

Sesklos voice, thanks to the curvature of the walls behind his throne, boomed through

the chamber as he brought the Council to order. "Soton, Archpriest of Styphon, God of
Gods and Grand Magter of the Holy Order of Zarthani Knights. Y ou are brought here
before us on charges of insubordination, cowardice in battle and desertion in the face of

the enemy. What is your defense?’
Soton's weethered face pa ed—then reddened with rage. "My orders from the Inner

Circle of Styphon's House were to support Lord High Marsha Mnephilosand do dl in
my power to ensure his defeet of the Usurper Kalvan of the False Kingdom of Hos
Hostigos. This | did and the Holy Host of Styphon fought and defeated Prince Ptosphes,
the Usurper'sfather-in-law, in battle a Tenabra Town.

At the Battle of Phyrax the Holy Host was winning. Y es, winning, until that animd
that eats its own droppings, Leonnestros, disobeyed orders! Fortunately for him, he died
of hisown fally, or | would have smashed him into pulp with my meace!"

Anaxthenes groaned. Thiswas not the way to talk to Archpriests who'd never smelled
fireseed outside of the Temple Alchemy Office. Such forceful words would only make
Dracar'sjob easier. Nor were Soton's endless details of Kalvan's movementsthrough the
mercenaries into the rear of the center any more helpful to his cause. Anaxthenes had the
impression that at this moment Soton would like to hack his way through the Inner Circle
as though it were Kalvan's Bodyguards. If the others noticed it, Soton's fate would be
Sedled.

"...when | saw there was no more center to support and that it would be a waste of

Styphon's soldiers to continue, | ordered the Knights to retire. That they did so in order
and in no little hagte, in my opinion, was the sole reason that over athird of the Holy
Host escaped death or capture by the Army of the False Kingdom of Hos-Hostigos. |

would not change my orders even now, regardless of my own persond safety.
"Usurper, Daemon or both, Kavan is the greatest captain | have ever faced. We are
going to need every man in our service to have any chance to defeat him and his



perfidious ideas."

"Isthat al you have to say in your defense?" Styphon's Voice asked.

"Thet itis"

"|s there anyone here who would like to remark upon these charges?"

"Yes," an older Archpriest said. "In my youth | fought as a captain in the Great
Square of Hos-Ktemnos. Grand Madter, isit not true that when you...recalled...your
Knights, the Sacred Squares were il fighting Kavan under the now deceased Marsha
Mnephilos?*

As Soton replied, Anaxthenes remembered that the elderly Archpriest had once
served as Mnephilos persond heder and as aresult consdered himsalf an expert
regarding matters of war. No one living that Anaxthenes could find ever remembered the
elderly Archpriest serving in the Sacred Squares or any other army.

"Yes," Soton answered. "The Squares were Hill fighting. They were adso trapped
between Kavan's battery on one side and his cavary on the other."

"Isit not true that they wrested control of that battery you mentioned from Kalvan's
gunners and turned it upon hisarmy?’

"l do not know. | was engaged elsewhere.”

"Then you redly didn't know whether Marsha Mnephilos waswinning or losng
when your Knights deserted their post!"

"Of course, | knew." Soton raised his eyes upward as if to beg Styphon for more
patience. "Battery or no battery, Kalvan had the center envel oped. Sooner or later it was
going to be defeated. There were not enough men under my command to change that
outcome. | ordered them to retire while | could till have my orders obeyed.”

"There are anumber of the late Lord High Marshd's captains who would willingly
debate you on that point. Marshal Mnephilos himsalf would do so had he survived the
battlel"

Archpriest Roxthar catapulted out of his seet. "Mnephilos was a doddering old fool
and Leonnestros was an ambitiousidiot who knew less about soldiering than | do! Had
ether survived the battle, 1'd persondly crack hisjoints on the rack."

"You are out of order!" Sesklos cried.

Roxthar's voice cut through the objection like aknife blade. "No! This entire Council
isout of order! | wasthere at Phyrax: Where were the rest of you? | watched the entire
battle from the baggage train, while you were no doubt counting the latest Temple
offerings and lamenting a how smadl they were.

"l tdl you dl, if it were not for Grand Master Soton our defest would have been
complete—afind disaster. And Kavan would now be knocking at the gates of Balph
insead of Tarr-Besntal"”

As Roxthar continued, Anaxthenes was reminded of the pilot of a galeass hed been
aboard when she ran hard aground on a sandbar in what the pilot had thought was a clear
channd. The same combination of fear, incredulity and surprise held seen on the pilot's
face was now showing on the faces of most of the Archpriests.

If his own face had been dlowed to reflect hisfedings, it would have worn a
triumphant grin. Clearly Roxthar was turning the tide and Soton would not be thrown to



the wolves, leaving them free to rend Styphon's House any time Kavan chose to whip the
pack.

Anaxthenes supporters were rdlying, as were Roxthar's faction. Those who feared
Roxthar too much to go againgt him over what they could eesly persuade themselves was
aminor matter would join next. Soon those who were hungry for their mid -day med
would follow since Roxthar had been known to continue like this for candle after
candle—even lae into the night.

Soon no one would be left opposing Soton except Dracar and his most determined
supporters, who would gladly see Styphon's House fdl into ruins as long as Anaxthenes
were buried undernesth.

When Roxthar paused for bresth, he looked into Anaxthenes eyes and a brief smile
broke his lupine visage. Anaxthenes urge to grin suddenly vanished. Roxthar would

demand a price for today's work—and what that price might be, for him and for the
Temple, Anaxthenes did not redlly care to contemplate.



THIRTY-ONE

Verkan Vdl yawned and looked up at the chronometer over the control pand of the
paratempora conveyor. It showed that five minutes had passed since the last time held
looked at it, which seemed to him like severa hours ago. He yawned again.

Why wasthis trip to Kavan's Time-Line seeming to last forever? He doubted if the
fatigue he was feding helped; he fdt asif he hadn't dept in aweek—and come to think
of it, he very nearly hadn't, making sure everything in Greffawould lagt through the
winter without any further supervison by him.

The Upper Middle Kingdoms were in a bit of an uproar as there were rumors that the
nomads on the Sea of Grass were stirring. Rumors in the streets of Greffa taked about a
Mexicotd attack on Xiphlon. Verkan aready had an agent setting up a Xiphlon trading
firm as cover for his Greffan operation and, maybe, when the old coot Tortha got tired of
shooting rabhbits, he could persuade him to come for an extended visit. He had afeding
that the ex- Chief and the Kavan family would hit it right off.

There were ds0 tensons in Grefftscharr with Prince Varrack of Thagnor and further
south with the Nythros City States City States over their growing influencein the Trygath
and upper Sdtless Seas. Volthus was another kingdom that was beginning to expand and
flex its muscles a Grefftscharri expense,

Grefftscharrer politics had long been dominated by four power blocs: the king, the
Greffan nobility, the Grefftscharrer Princedoms and the merchant magnates. Not one of
the four was strong enough to enforce its will on the other three, and for centuries
Grefftscharrer palitics had been shaped by congtantly shifting aliances among the four
power blocs. Thiswas typica of most of the Middle Kingdoms, like Dorg and Xiphlon.
But, in fact, Grefftscharri rule had been further diluted by three wesk kingsin the last
century, which had dlowed their princes, such as Varrack, to act like independent rulers.

Unfortunately for King Theovacar, this power vacuum had dlowed other periphera
kingdoms and princedoms time to build trade routes dong with their own armies and
navies. In a sense, this competition had created a thriving mercantile atmosphere and
population boom, but—now that there was a strong ruler on the Greffan throne—war,
and not just trade war, was on the horizon.

More changes were on the way. Kalvan's formulafor fireseed was quickly spreading



throughout an areathat had few handguns and even fewer cannon due to Styphon's
unpopular prohibitions againgt sdlling fireseed to the Middle Kingdoms. Of course, there
had been fireseed smuggling going on for centuries, but there were few smoothboresin
the Middle Kingdoms—and even fewer gunsmiths to make new ones. The crossbow was
dtill the predominant missile wegpon of choice.

Once the Fireseed War was over, Verkan saw opportunities for a steady trade
between Hostigos and the Upper Middle Kingdomsiin retired arquebuses, muskets and
cdivers. While lacking in firearms, the Upper Middle Kingdoms had much more history
and were more sophisticated politicaly than the Great Kingdoms. Verkan expected there
would be some interesting exchanges, both culturdly and militarily in the coming
decades between the two areas. He was going to enjoy watching it al unfold.

It bothered him to be leaving a friend before he'd done everything that could be done
for him, even though hisrationd thoughtstold him that he himsdlf couldn't do much
more for Kalvan and indeed not much more needed to be done.

Ptosphes was cleaning out Nostor very nicdly; by the time winter came Prince
Pheblon should be ruling over an untroubled Princedom—one till dmost a desert, but a
peaceful desart nonetheless. Prince Armanes was dill recovering from his grievous
wounds and his eldest son was acting in his place while his father recovered. It would be
ayear a least before Armanes sat in asaddle again.

In Hos-Agrys, Prince Aesklos was going to have to spend the winter by the fireside
recovering, but he would be spending it with both legs—a near miracle for Aryan
Trangpacific. His voice would be heard againgt the notion that there was anything
demonic about Kavan's knowledge. King Demistophon was blaming his disaster in Hos-
Hostigos on incomplete intelligence and alack of support by Styphon's House.
Demistophon better be careful; he was making enemies on both sides of the conflict!

In Beshta, Prince Phrames was taking charge with a vengeance, and Harmakros and
Hestophes were commanding the Army of Observation on the border with Hos-Harphax.
Not that they had much to do; Gazar himsdlf couldn't have made an army out of men
who wouldn't stand and fight, guns that wouldn't shoot even if there was fireseed to load
them and beasts who wouldn't carry or draw aload, which was dl the Harphaxi had |eft.

The only man who might have tried, Grand Master Soton, was on hisway back to
Tar-Ceros and his Knights for the campaign in the Sestragath next spring againgt the
latest nomad incursons. Verkan had hoped Soton would be returning in disgrace with
Styphon's House, athough it would have been monumentaly unjust to disgrace afine
soldier for common sense and loydty to his soldiers. Instead, so rumors ran, the Inner
Circle had done an about face and Soton was again consdered the anointed champion of
Styphon's House againgt the servant of demons. Once again pointing out the necessity to
plant an agent at the top of the Baph hierarchy, dthough that was easer to say than to
accomplish.

What bothered Verkan most was another rumor that Soton had been saved from
disgrace a the price of an dliance with Archpriest Roxthar. If the best soldier and the
most fanatica Archpries—who was said to be a true beiever in Styphon! —were now
working together, the war would do worse than go on; it would very likely take an
extremely ugly turn the next time Styphon's House marched.

Hed better send Ranthar Jard afew more men for his Paracop squad assigned to the



Kavan Study Team before that happened. Then he'd have enough people on the spot to
take care of that mgority of the Universty Team who couldn't take care of themselves,
and meanwhile heldd be able to keep scholars like Varnath Lala and Gorath Tran from
committing egregious follies—or at least he'd be able to try harder. If nothing really nasty
happened, held at least have more people to carry messages, which would reduce the need
to use possibly contaminating First Leve techniques and leave the Paratime Police
amdling alot swester legdly.

Whatever happened, Ranthar Jard was going to be much more on his own next yesr,
because his Chief was going to have to spend most of histime on Firgt Leve until the

Dram-damned business of pulling out of Europo- American was Settled, one way or
another. The Study Group had been appointed, and was now dSitting and talking. It
showed sgns of being willing to go on sitting and talking until entropy reversed itsdlf,
and meanwhile dl Verkan Vd|'s enemies would be sharpening their knives and loading
their gunsto take advantage of this Stuation. He was just going to have to keep aclose
watch on the Study Group in order to get anything useful out of it, or look like afool for
gopointing it in the first place.

What ese could he do on Home Time-Line? Pick some more reliable subordinates
who could be trusted to hold the fort when he had to go outtime, for one thing. Otherwise,
it would be mostly a question of looking as though he were on the job, an image he could
present much more effectively from behind his desk— a desk that didn't need a power
excavator to be dug out from under accumulated paperwork.

Thethought of that paperwork made Verkan look at the chronometer again, then at

the digplay showing the parayears remaining to First Level. Hed thought of going
sraight to his office and making a sart on at least sorting the backlog into broad

categories. HEd betoo tired to do even that unless he took a nap in the conveyor, and
there wasn't enough time to make that ngp a good one.
Hed do better to go straight home, get a good night's deep in a proper bed and make

his sart at getting back to work in the morning. Sleep was something too precious to
sacrifice to presenting an image, and if he ever forgot that, well, the Paracops would not
only need anew Chief fairly soon, they'd deserve one.

Outside the keep of Tarr-Hogtigos, the autumn wind rose until Kavan could heer it

moaning past the battlements. From somewhere a draft found its way around the wooden
shutters over the windows. One of the candles on Kavan's table flickered and went ouit.
He contemplated re-lighting it with a cod from the brazier, then decided he could finish
the letter with the light from the remaining candle.

Two wax candles would have been extravagant for anyone but the Greet King of a
victorious but battered Kingdom. Kavan hadn't entirely mastered the art of writing the

Zarthani runes with aquill pen, but he didn't want to risk spoiling parchment, and above
al he couldn't entrust this letter to Colond Verkan in Grefftscharr to a secretary.

Kavan moved the wine cup and jug o that they stood between the nearest window



and the candle, then went on writing:

The most recent shipment of grain has arrived safely in Ulthor and is now
on the road to us. One of the shipmasters who rode ahead with the
messenger said that the sailing season on the Saltless Seas may end before
another convoy of potatoes and grain can make the voyage from Greffa,
let alone go and return.

| have promised him, and through him his fellow masters, that any of them
who ar e obliged to winter over in Ulthor shall have the wages and rations
of their crews paid out of the Treasury of the Great Kingdom. | have also
indicated that | will buy outright any sound ships whose masters may wish
to sell them. The masters and crews may take Hostigi colors, or return
home at the expense of the Throne.

That would be agtart on the Roya Navy of Hos-Hostigos. Only a start, and indeed he
couldn't hope for anything more as long as Hos-Hostigos didn't have a port on the Great
Eastern Ocean, but it was better than nothing. Much better than nothing, considering that
the grain route to the Upper Middle Kingdoms looked asiif it were becoming the lifdine
of the Great Kingdom, and that the Prince of Thagnor (here-and-now Detroit) was
showing sgns of taking hisnomind alegiance to Hos- Agrys more serioudy than before.

Of course, that same Prince Varrack was adso avassd of King Theovacar of Greffa,
which demongtrated a sate of conflicting aliances and vassdlage in the Upper Middle
Kingdoms that would have fit comfortably in Otherwhen Renaissance Italy!

We will not be too badly off even if there is no more Grefftscharrer
sausage, potatoes and grain this year. In those parts of the Great Kingdom
not involved in the fighting, the harvests were good. The worst of the
fighting was over before harvest time and we were able to release many
mor e of the troops than we had expected. In addition, many of the
mercenaries who remained in our service were willing to work in the
fieldsfor extra pay. We have been able to ship some of the surplus food to
Sashta, Beshta and Nostor.

Prince Phrames is also hopeful he can purchase grain in Syriphlon
through the same grain merchants who supplied the late lamentable
Prince Balthar last winter. Phrames has been granted one-quarter of
Balthar's hoard to begin hisreign; he should be able to accomplish much
with that.

Since Bdthar's hoard had been counted at a million ounces of gold and more than
three million ounces of slver, Kavan was quite sure that Phrames would be able buy all
the grain he needed with a portion of his share. What gold and silver couldn't do would
be done by less polite means; it was no secret that most of the grain merchants had
private stockpiles ready for the expected famines. Kavan remembered ligening from



behind a tapestry to Phrames explicit lecture to the grain merchants about the pendties
for hoarders and speculators.

Afterward, he stopped worrying about Phrames being too noble to make a good here-
and-now ruler. Where his new subjects were concerned, Phrames had the determination
of an old mother cat with one kitten and the ruthlessness of an Archpriest of the Inner
Circle.

It also seems unlikely that anyone in Harphax will be able to prevent
Phrames from purchasing grain where he will. King Kaiphranos refuses
to leave his bedchamber and hasn't conducted a Royal Audience since his
son's death. Prince Selestrosis no morefit to rule than ever, and Grand
Duke Lysandros appears to rule Hos-Harphax in all but name. Heis far
abler than Kaiphranos, but it would take Styphon's Own Miracle for
Lysandros to quickly restore order to a Great Kingdom with no army, no
treasury, no revenue, many enemies and few allies.

From my intelligencersin Harphax City, | hear that the Elector Princes of
Hos-Harphax would as soon put one of Styphon's fireseed demons on the
throne as Lysandros. The succession crisisin Thaphigos, brought about
by the death of Prince Acestocleus, isthe most serious of the problems
Lysandros faces, asit threatens to embroil the Harphaxi with HosAgrys,
which also has claims upon the Princedom, but it is not the only one.

Lysandros has the open support of Styphon's House, to be sure, but this
does not appear to be an unmixed blessing. A good many of the Har phaxi
nobles and populace are convinced they lost at Chothros Heights because
the Inner Circle would not send the Holy Host north to march with the
Army of Hos-Harphax. On the other hand, Grand Master Soton is said to
be bitter about the loss of his Lances through what he feels was
inexcusable incompetence on the part of the Harphaxi. Since his word now
carries more weight in the councils of the Inner Circle, hisill will toward
the Harphaxi is not something Lysandros can ignore.

It was more than ever a pity that there was no way for Hogtigos to take advantage of
the mess in Harphax this winter, but the year's battles had cost too much. Half or more of
the men who'd marched out under Hostigi colorsin early summer were dead or wounded,;
not to mention the cost in gold, silver, weapons, fireseed, armor, cavary horses and draft
animds, even in things like bandages and canteens... Kavan now understood exactly how
King Pyrrhus hed felt.

The second sheet of parchment was dmost filled; Kavan drew athird toward him,
smoothed it out and checked it for tears or thin spots. Findly, the work at the paper mill
was beginning to show tentative results; Ermut had kept at his experiments right on

through summer and into fall, only leaving the mill when the Holy Host was less than an
hour's ride away. Hed had dl his results written down by a scribe, too, athough Ermut

wasilliterate; work was dready starting up again right where it left off. By next oring



maybe, just maybe, they'd have usable paper.

Then they'd need iron or ged pen nibs, because if pgperwork multiplied the way it
usudly did, there wouldn't be enough geese in the Six Great Kingdoms and Grefftscharr
put together to supply quills! Not to mention more schools to produce literate clerks to do
al the paperwork and those schools would need teachers, who could possibly be trained

at the new Universty. That would mean more work for Mytron that wasn't connected
with his duties to Drdm, and what Xentos would have to say about that—

"Kadvan are you writing aletter to Verkan or achronicle?' Ryllas voice from the
curtained bed had the note of awoman with agrievance.

Kavan looked back over the pagesto seeif held left out anything. Nothing that
couldn't wait, or that wasn't too sengtive to be written down in aletter even to somebody
astrusworthy as Verkan. A letter could go astray on the way to Greffa, and it would do
no good if the world learned, for example, that Chartiphon's elevation to the rank of Great
Captain-Generd of Hos-Hostigos was intended to keep him off future battlefields.

No, there was one thing held forgot to mention, and not alittle thing, either. He
dipped his pen and wrote;

Prince Phrames has finished dividing the estates of the Beshtans who died
without heirs or who were executed and attainted for their treason to Hos-
Hostigos. He has granted one-third of them to the Great Throne—a useful
step toward giving Kalvan his own lands—"one-third to loyal Beshtans
and one-third to distinguished soldiers of the realm. These include Duke
Harmakros, Baron Alkides and your self.

Being able to promote Harmakros and give Alkides and Verkan titles had been the
second happiest moment of the year. The only happier one had been when hefirst saw
Princess Demia

| have been assured that the patent of gift for your new Beshtan estates
has been drawn up and should be on the way to me even now. If the
weather holds so that the roads do not dissolve in the next two days, | may
be able to send it along with this letter. If not

"Kdvan! My feet are getting cold.”

—rest assured that you now have lands of your own in Hos-Hostigos,
which you have served so well and valiantly, along with the rank of Baron.
Her Majesty joins me in wishing you and your lady wife health and
prosperity thiswinter and a swift return to usin the spring. Farewell.

Kalvan

The Great King sprinkled sand on the last few lines, then shook it off, did dl three



pagesinto a pile, weighted it down with awine cup and blew out the candle.



