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Julian and Ursula had arrived in Nosokvale the previous evening, only to learn that the Liberator had already passed through. They had followed his trail over Thadrilpass, and now they were descending into Niolvale.

An hour or so ago, Julian had been greatly impressed by his first glimpse of it. For one thing, it was much larger than any Nextdoorian basin he had seen so far, its encircling walls dwindling away to vanish over a flat horizon. For another, it was superbly fertile. The bare, dry foothills of Niolslope plunged abruptly into a flatland symphony of green and silver. To the north many little white villages shone like pearls in the morning sun, and from higher up he had seen a city that T’lin said was Niol itself. Southward lay lakes, swamps, and rivers, with only scattered islands cultivated.

Now he was less concerned with geography than demographics. Just how many people were in that crowd down there? It wasn’t a full battalion, he decided—closer to three companies, say seven or eight hundred. The vanguard was almost out of sight already, advancing into the marshlands along a narrow, winding track.

Dragons disliked traveling in close order, so conversation was rarely possible except at halts. While still a thousand feet or so above the road, T’lin Dragontrader shouted, “Zappan!” Starlight stopped obediently. The other dragons closed in around him, puffing and belching, peering at one another and their riders with their intelligent, jewel-bright eyes.

“Dragons do not like water,” T’lin said, scratching at his coppery beard and scowling.

Why should that be a problem? “I don’t suppose there’s any doubt that’s Tyika Kisster’s band, is there?”

“No, Saint Kaptaan. I have never seen a gathering like it before. It must be.”

“But larger than it was in Joalvale?”

“Oh, many times, Holiness.”

“Where are they going?” Ursula sounded grim and looked grimmer.

“The Thadrilpass road divides here, Holiness. That way leads to Niol. I think the other must go to Shuujooby. That would be the shortest road to Lospass and Jurgvale…. I am not sure. I have been to Shuujooby, but not by this way. Dragons do not like water.”

“Probably stiff with mosquitoes,” Julian suggested cheerfully. He did not see why Ursula should be in such a sour mood all of a sudden. She had been enthusiastically playful in the tent before they emerged for breakfast, which might be one reason he was feeling so jovial himself. Was she piqued that Edward had collected so many followers so quickly? That seemed rather petty of her. Bloody good show and more power to him!

“Exeter will be out in front,” she said crossly.


“Can’t imagine a prophet not leading the chosen people in person, certainly not Edward. Let’s amble on down and find out.”

T’lin rolled his eyes, clawed at his beard with both hands, and growled, “Dragons do not like water!”

Oh. Now Julian had caught up with the parade. “You mean we should have arrived a little earlier and cut him off?”

Ursula shot him an exasperated look. “A brilliant observation.” She turned to survey the ridges of Niolslope behind them and then addressed T’lin again. “What is there at that Shuujooby place?”

“Just a village, Holiness.” T’lin thought for a moment. “There is a ruined temple, half buried in sand.”

Ursula nodded to herself. Julian could guess that she was thinking node! If Exeter was gathering mana and followers by preaching, then he would certainly do so on nodes whenever possible.

“But we can cut back through the hills and get in front of him?”

“Certainly, Holiness.”

It was a reasonable suggestion, for dragons were the ultimate in cross-country transportation and the barren hills ideal terrain for them, but Julian was damned tired of sitting on a Brobdingnagian lizard all day, strapped in place like luggage with nothing to do except shout the occasional “Zaib!” or “Varch!” or “View halloo!” “Let’s send T’lin and the mounts around that way. I wouldn’t mind a chance to ride shanks’ pony for a change.”

“Walk?” She snorted. “In the middle of that rabble? You’ll get your wallet lifted and fleas in return.”

Julian refused to be nettled. “I haven’t got a wallet. We came to find out what Exeter’s up to, remember? Be a jolly good idea to hear what his crusaders think of him first.”

She pouted, apparently unable to refute his arguments. The more Julian considered what he had just suggested, the wiser it seemed, but obviously Ursula would not back down and agree with him. She just did not want to walk and he did, and he could profitably investigate what Exeter was up to. Language might be a problem. His Joalian was still sketchy and there would be no Randorian-speakers this far from Randorvale. He knew someone who could get by in Joalian, though.

Dommi was sitting impassively on Bluegem’s back, waiting for the votyikank to issue orders. His copper hair shone in the morning sunlight because he had removed his hat, but his face glowed almost as redly, because he had refrained from removing anything else. Which reminded Julian that he too was clad in mountain furs and liable to melt at any moment. He unbuckled his saddle belt and called over to his valet.

“The blue Joalian breeches, if you please, Dommi. And the orange smock. Or do you think something more conservative for a religious convocation? Possibly the forest green?”

Dommi was already standing by his stirrup to help him dismount. “The orange might be an overly brightness, Tyika, if you wish to remain inconspicuous. And may I suggest the bubblerskin half boots? If I might have a moment, I could give them another coat of wasp oil, although I believe they are watertightest already.”

“Oh, I’m sure they are. And I trust you to tie me a hanky-spanky turban.”

As his batman headed for Bluegem’s panniers, Julian began loosing a few buttons and eying the nearby boulders to decide which one was the gentlemen’s changing room. “A snack for me to take with me, too, Dommi? And one for yourself if you want to come along.”


Dommi looked around, beaming. “I shall be most honored to accompany you, Tyika.”

Ursula was still mounted, still scowling, staring down at the disappearing multitude. If Exeter had been drawing mana from so many for the last few weeks and not spending any of it on miracles, then he might not be the pushover she had anticipated. Then there would have to be honest negotiation, not any Svengali-type mesmerism.

“Look, old girl,” Julian said, “I’m not trying to queer your pitch. I swear I won’t even mention you, all right? No hints, warnings…I just want to sound him out. Dommi and I will walk. We’ll meet you at Exeter’s headquarters this evening. At Shuujooby or wherever.”

She surrendered with a shrug, as if it didn’t matter what he did. “Don’t bring the fleas with you.”

Dommi had produced the required clothes, all seeming new-washed and freshly pressed. Time to change.

“You could ride as far as the river, Holiness,” T’lin suggested, looking worried at this sudden change of plan.

That was only half a mile or so, and by the time Julian got there the stragglers would still be crossing. “No, I’d attract too much attention. You’ll take good care of Saint Ursula, won’t you? What’s that striped thing? Not my turban? For crying out loud, Dommi, you don’t expect a gentleman to appear in public in that, do you?”

 

An hour or so later, Julian began to wonder if his decision to walk had been unwise. Two hours later, he was sure of it. The steamy air reeked of wet vegetation and was every bit as well supplied with mosquitoes as he had predicted. Reflecting off the water, sunlight came at him from both above and below. His sweat-soaked smock and breeches clung to him like leeches. So did the leeches. The track was narrow, muddy, winding, and crowded; he could make little progress in his efforts to work his way to the head of the line and steal a private word with Exeter. Here and there the trail would cross an island, and then he could speed around the other travelers, except when the adjacent land was planted in crops. The inhabitants had emerged from their bushy little shacks to stare at this mysterious migration passing through their lonely little world. It must seem like a strange dream to them.

Still, he was moving faster than any, so he would catch up with the leaders sooner or later. The only people who passed him were two men running, both carrying spears and shields. They shouted to clear the way and trotted through, dribbling sweat in the sticky heat but soon vanishing beyond the crowds ahead. No one else seemed to be armed, and yet no one had reacted to them with surprise or alarm.

“Interesting!” Julian said. “Wonder who those jokers are?”

“I saw them when we started, Tyika, up a tree. I am believing that they may be Nagians, Tyika.” Dommi’s face bore no expression at all, only freckles. He must know as well as Julian did that Exeter had spent his first year on Nextdoor in the Nagian army.

Scouts, perhaps? Left behind to watch where the dragons went?


By and large, the pilgrims were not nearly as helpful as Julian had hoped. Their Joalian was more idiomatic and very much faster than the Joalian he had studied at Olympus—even Dommi often failed to understand their accents. When he could, the halting translation made the conversation stilted and awkward. Most of the crowd seemed to have very little idea why they should be part of this strange expedition, except that Holy D’ward was the prophesied Liberator, he would bring death to Death, he had called on them to join the Free and follow him. It was a perfect example of charisma at work. They were following Exeter because he was a leader, which Julian had known already. Most of the strangers in Olympus could have achieved the same effect as easily, had they ever had cause to risk the wrath of the Pentatheon and the civil rulers of the Vales.

The congregation was a curious cross section of Valian society. Some were in rags, others plump and prosperous. Julian saw ancients staggering along on canes and the arms of younger folk, sturdy young adults with children, babes at their mothers’ breasts. He began to have misgivings that had not occurred to him before. Did Exeter have any ideas of how drastically he was disrupting the lives of all these hundreds of people? Where was he leading them and what was going to happen to them? Whether he won or lost his insane gamble, he was creating social chaos. However one regarded the justice of his cause, he was being blasted unfair to the participants. Damn it, they were more victims than participants! Julian could not recall anyone at Olympus offering that argument.

Around the middle of the day, many of the pilgrims settled themselves in the shade of trees or bushes to rest. That thinned out the crowd on the road considerably. Musing that mad dogs and Englishmen could take the same attitude to the noonday sun on this world as well as any other, Julian increased his speed. Dommi produced lunch from his pack, and the two of them ate as they went.

Then Dommi suddenly whispered, “Tyika?” and stopped. Here the road ran over a low, rocky island, too small to cultivate. It was graced with some willowlike trees, though, and a group of ten or twelve pilgrims had halted there to rest. There was an argument in progress. Julian could not follow the jabber, but apparently Dommi was picking up at least some of it. He was frowning.

The center of the squabble was a short, blond youngster perched on a boulder. He had no turban; indeed, he wore only a loincloth and sandals, and his feet were bandaged in bloody rags. The others were clustered on the ground around him, like pupils around a teacher. The class was definitely unruly, though, shouting objections. Then Julian saw what Dommi had perhaps noticed right away—most of the audience wore the gold earring of the Undivided. They did not like what they were hearing.

Obviously the kid waving his hands and bellowing was a native; if he had the charisma of a stranger, his message would not be meeting such resistance. Equally obviously, he was sincere in whatever he was saying, growing louder and more flushed by the minute with the righteous anger of a fanatic. He was not really a kid, although his small size and fair coloring made him seem boyish, a slightly balding cherub. A very angry cherub! He might be a Pentatheon believer denouncing the Service’s imported theology or perhaps a Liberator disciple. The hitherto simple theology of the Vales was starting to become complicated.

After a few minutes Dommi jerked his pack higher on his shoulders and shot Julian an apologetic glance to indicate that he was ready to move on.

“Stay longer if you want.”

“I have heard it all, I think, Tyika. They are repeating themselves.”

“Right-oh!” As they resumed their march, Julian waited for enlightenment. Dommi remained silent.

“What was the argument all about?”

“I think it was theology, Tyika.”

“You astonish me. Actually, you don’t surprise me at all. Who was arguing what?”

“I only caught a few words, Tyika.”

“Let’s have those, then.”


Dommi became surprisingly reticent, his English even more convoluted than usual. Eventually he admitted that the little preacher had claimed to be a close follower of the Liberator and the bone of their contention had been the nature of the afterlife. Until now the Church of the Undivided had followed the Pentatheon’s example in promising that the faithful would find eternal bliss among the stars of heaven, while the evil would linger alone forever in darkness. The Liberator apparently had other notions of what the Undivided intended, although Dommi seemed genuinely uncertain what those were.

That explained his troubled frown. The tyikank were now disunited, so his loyalties to the Service and to Exeter, his former master, were being put in conflict. Certainly Olympus would not be happy to hear that the Liberator was splitting its Reformation into rival sects. The Pentatheon might be very pleased.

“It’s probably just a misunderstanding,” Julian said airily. After trudging along for a while, hearing nothing but footsteps squelching in the mud, he decided that the contention he had witnessed required a bigger bone. And obviously Dommi still had misgivings.

“There was more to it than that, though, wasn’t there?”

More hard work on Dommi eventually extracted an admission that the afterlife had been a side issue. The main debate had concerned the nature of the traditional Valian gods. According to the Church of the Undivided, Visek and Co. were demons. The Liberator was teaching that they were human enchanters.

That was the truth, of course. It was also a major difference in doctrine.

Julian said, “Damn!” This was much more serious. Prof Rawlinson and the others who had written the True Gospel had thought hard and long before introducing a deliberate falsehood, but they had eventually concluded that it would be simpler and safer to invoke demons than try to explain charismatic strangers, because demons were evil by definition. That was the official explanation. Julian was quite certain that their real reason had been that the apostles themselves were charismatic strangers. To equate the leaders of one side with the leaders of the other would provoke questions about the difference between them. Better to brand the opposition as demons than to argue that they are the baddies and we are the goodies. The obvious answer to that was: “Sez who?”

“Damn!” he repeated. “What the blazes does Exeter think he’s up to?” He did not realize that he had spoken aloud until Dommi gave him an answer.

“He is taking help from them, Tyika!”

“He’s what?”

Dommi nodded miserably, his face so wobegone that it seemed surprising all his freckles did not jump off and run for cover. “The man on the rock said that the Demon Irepit appeared in Rinoovale at the side of the Liberator. She dispersed a troop of the queen’s soldiers for him. And he said that he himself went with the Liberator last night to Niol and saw the Demon Visek in the temple with his own eyes, Tyika!”

Julian used some words he had not uttered since the Battle of the Somme. Had Exeter sold out to Zath’s opponents in the Pentatheon? Foghorn and the others had been absolutely right. The Liberator was going to bring the Church of the Undivided crashing down like Samson’s temple.

Ursula would have forty purple fits.
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Exeter limped back to the road, obviously finding walking an ordeal. His praetorians fussed around him like mother hens, but he ignored them, pulling up his cowl to hide his face. They would gladly have carried him shoulder-high, of course, but what sort of prophet would he seem then? Soon he called Dommi to his side. The road was narrow and crowded again, now that the sun was past its height, so Julian found himself excluded, walking behind his own houseboy and hemmed in by the armed escort like a felon being led to the gallows.

He tried to make conversation with the spear carriers on either side of him, but he could understand little of their heavily accented Joalian. They were loathe to speak with him anyway, being uncertain just who he was or how their leader regarded him. The red-haired one was obviously the boss’s favorite.


Julian had made no progress with Exeter so far. He still had no idea why the man had changed his mind about the Filoby Testament, nor did he know what could be done about Ursula. He had been expecting to find the Liberator all charged up with mana, capable of at least putting up a fight. Watching the gray-robed figure striding along in front of him, though, he could see charisma at work. Even though they were not on a node, Exeter was bearing himself straighter already, drawing strength from the devotion of his bodyguard and the adoring pilgrims he passed. That would doubtless carry him as far as Shuujooby. It wouldn’t help much with Ursula, or Queen Elvanife’s lancers either.

For a sweaty, mosquito-laden hour, they trudged through the swamp, looping around toward the rocky gullies of Niolslope again. Finally Exeter remembered his manners. Leaving Dommi to walk alone, he dropped back to partner Julian.

“Dommi tells me the war is over.” He looked fitter than before, his blue eyes twinkling again. Perhaps he felt better able to battle wits.

“Apparently. The Huns lost. We haven’t heard much detail yet.” Julian told what he knew, marveling how little it touched him now. He rarely even dreamed of the hell he had known in Flanders anymore. “And you’ve started another,” he concluded. “Another war, I mean.”

“Dear me! The Service is upset?”

“Very. When they hear how you’re changing their doctrine, they’ll all spit fire and brimstone.”

“Their own fault for inventing the demons. What sort of religion is based on lies and slander?”

“Try telling that to Ursula.”

Exeter did not answer. His cowl concealed his face. He had been a devilish-good bowler back at Fallow, never much of a batsman. When he was on bat, he had consistently stonewalled. He had not lost that ability, for he now proceeded to stonewall every question Julian threw at him.

“You don’t hand out gold earrings to your converts?”

“Ain’t got no gold.”

“But you’ve imported baptism!”

“Water’s cheap.”

“I suppose every cult needs some sort of initiation,” Julian mused. “And circumcision would be messy?”

Exeter shuddered. “Please!”

“So you went into partnership with the Pentatheon?”

“They’re not all monsters.”

“And they deal with any reapers Zath sends after you?”

“They have so far.”

If the Five were frightened of upstart Zath, they might accept the Liberator as an ally or use him as a stalking horse, although only a congenital idiot would ever trust any of them. What promises had Exeter made to win that cooperation? How long a spoon was he using? How far had he bent his principles? To ask those questions would be to end the conversation and trample the fragile reawakening of friendship.

“I thought Zath was stronger than any of them, perhaps even stronger than the whole caboodle?”

Exeter shrugged. “Who knows? Who can possibly know, without trying? No one plays the Great Game with his cards showing.”

Julian persisted. “So why doesn’t he come and get you, now that he’s aware where you are?”


“You’re the military man. You send out skirmishers and they fail to return. Do you march your whole army after them?”

“No. I send a stronger force to reconnoiter.”

“I expect he’ll get around to that.” Reapers were only natives, enslaved by mana. They were armed with rituals that could direct the power of their god, but all their strength came from Zath himself.

“If he sends that stronger force, will you be able to detect them? Will the spells show?”

Exeter took a while to reply. Julian could not tell whether he was thinking over the question or just delaying.

“If I have mana of my own, I may be able to detect them.”

“Why don’t you have any mana now?”

“Used it up.”

“Doing what? Turning rods into serpents?” He knew he was prying dangerously, but he got a civil enough answer.

“Running. I did heal an injured ankle, but it was on Visek’s node.”

“Why did that matter?”

“All the witnesses were Visek’s clergy. They gave all the credit to Visek.”

“You’ll gain some back tonight, when you preach at Shuujooby?”

“Hope so.”

Ursula might get to him before he even opened his mouth, unless Julian himself could distract her somehow. To a large extent, mana was its own fertilizer, like money—the more one had, the easier it was to gain more. Physical exhaustion was not the best state in which to preach a religious revolution. Bloody idiot!

Julian realized he was starting to lose his temper, which was the worst way to deal with stonewalling. “You’re heading for Tharg? You’re going to knock the chip off Zath’s shoulder, aren’t you? Where the hell are you going to get the mana from?”

Exeter hit that one for six. He turned his head and flashed a smile at his tormentor. “From the Filoby Testament, of course.”

Julian said, “What?”

“The prophecy itself has mana, old man. Haven’t you realized that yet? It takes a ton of mana to prophesy—so where does it go?”

“Haven’t the foggiest.”

“Into the words! Every time the prophecy is vindicated by events, it collects more mana from all the people who know about it. Zath’s been trying since before we were born to break the chain. He fails every time, and every time the prophecy grows stronger.”

Julian stepped in a pothole and stumbled into a leather shield, which helpfully thumped him back to the vertical again.

“That’s bizarre! I never heard that theory before. Who told you that?”

“Thought it up by myself,” Exeter said with a shrug.

“I don’t believe it!”

“I’m not sure I do, actually. But perhaps Zath does? I thought there was at least a fifty-fifty chance he’d come after me right at the start—nip me in the bud in Joalvale with donner und blitzen and fiery whips. He didn’t. So perhaps he’s learned his lesson.”

“He’ll just let all those things happen, you mean? Let the play be acted out? Hell’s bells, man, the finale is his own death!”


Exeter chuckled. “Which means that he won’t have dared do a foreseeing of his own. Did you know that, old man? Foreseeing your own death is fatal. He may have had someone else do it for him, of course. No, I’m sure he’ll fight at the end. Now he knows I’m coming for him. He knows I have allies, but he doesn’t know how many or who, and he’ll want to know that for settling scores later if he wins. He may try another jab or two, but I do believe he’ll save his strength for the final innings.”

The idea of the Filoby Testament as a sort of active participant did make a wildly improbable sort of sense. Julian himself had postulated that Exeter might have seen something nobody else had. Was this it? More important, would it deter Ursula from meddling?

“That valley?” Exeter was pointing a long, gray-sleeved arm at the hills that now loomed over them, surprisingly close again. “Shuujooby’s at the mouth of that.”

“You’ve reconnoitered the whole route, haven’t you? That’s what you’ve been doing these last two years?”

Exeter just smiled.
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The soldiers had apparently been launching the boat stern first, because Dosh found himself in a pointed end, which he assumed was the bow. He huddled down on the thwart and hoped to be forgotten and overlooked—not an unreasonable ambition, for the helmsman would be fully occupied in trying to steer by moonlight and the four oarsmen must face the rear. His first thought was to pull off his wet boots and massage some life back into his toes, but he discovered he needed both hands just to hold on. Even then, the boat rocked and pitched so violently that he was hard put to stay on his seat. Besides, there was bilge slopping around already, so he might as well keep his boots on. Then something hit the side with a shuddering crash and the sergeant screeched something in Thargian.

Dosh realized it was intended for him. He also realized that the other four were not rowing, they were frantically fending off logs, ice, and other debris, using the oars as poles. Both ends of the boat were pointed; he was at the stern. A shower of spray half blinded him. The thwart tried to buck him overboard.

“Speak slowly!” he said and repeated it in Lemodian, which he had learned in bed from Anguan, four years ago.

One of the sweating troopers knew enough Lemodian to swear in it vividly. He concluded his invective with, “You want us to sink?”

Dosh turned his attention to the river. It was a ghastly heaving soup pot of black water, surging in glistening waves, frothing and juggling tree trunks, many of which were bigger than the boat, some still furnished with branches and roots. Uphill one minute, downhill the next. They wanted a lookout? No. When a trooper kicked a wooden bucket at him, he realized they wanted him to bail. He should have known not to expect charity from Thargians.

He reached for the bucket and promptly tipped headlong into the bilge and a melee of struggling men. Spluttering and cursing he sat up, edged back out of the crew’s way, and began to bail.

He bailed until his arms were ready to fall out of their sockets, until the night became a nightmare of bailing. The ancient cockleshell sprang more leaks with every impact. Bilge surged back and forth, drenching him. One moment he was half afloat, the next he thudded down on the boards again, and then another wave would throw him over backward against the thwart.

Mestwater flowed into Saltorwater which flowed into Mid’lwater which flowed into Thargwater, spreading out to a great width, drowning fields and forests. The current seemed just as fast, if a little smoother. Collisions became less frequent—fortunately so, because the little craft was steadily settling lower in the water. The troopers began using their oars more for rowing and less for fending, struggling to keep the waterlogged boat in the main channel, away from the half-submerged trees and fences that marked its normal banks.

Dosh’s cramped muscles moved more and more slowly. The bilge grew deeper, tipping the boat as it surged. Eventually one of the Thargians snatched the bucket away from him and started throwing water overboard at three times the rate Dosh had been managing. He hauled himself up on the thwart out of the way and curled into a knot to try and get warm.


The first light of morning was brightening the sky now, but a mist was rising from the river. A bridge came hurtling out of the fog. The sergeant screamed orders. Oars creaked in the oarlocks. The boat wallowed sideways, straightened, and hurtled between two piers on a long spout of water. The underside of the bridge shot over their heads with inches to spare, and they plunged down into foam. For minutes it seemed they must founder. Dosh clung to the gunwale to avoid being washed overboard. Then the man with the bucket gained on the flood and the boat was still floating. Another man took over the bailing.

Soaked and shivering, Dosh peered out at the ghostly fog and wondered about escape. The troopers were shouting and pointing, identifying landmarks. Obviously they were very close to Tharg itself now, but they were also very close to sinking. If they decided to lighten the boat, Dosh knew what they would throw overboard first. The water was running very close to the top of a levee, well above the countryside beyond. Vague shapes of trees and buildings loomed out of the murk and then vanished again.

The troopers were as exhausted as he was. The sergeant’s yells grew louder and more urgent. The two men still rowing strained to obey and the helmsman leaned on a third oar, but their efforts had no effect. The irresistible river swept them straight for a levee—steep, muddy, and partially undercut, so that great trees had canted outward and overhung the water or floated in it like booms, still anchored by a few roots. The boat struck just upstream, stabbing into the mud, tipping perilously. The current spun the stern around into a tangle of branches and twigs, slapping and cracking over them. The Thargians threw themselves flat. As the boat began to pick up speed again, Dosh saw a thick trunk across his path and stood up.

The impact winded him, doubling him over. He scrabbled with frozen fingers as someone’s head knocked his feet from under him. Then he was sprawled over the log and the boat had gone. His perch trembled ominously; black water raced past underneath him. He managed to get a leg up and lay there, nauseated and shivering, but safe from the Thargians.

 

The tree creaked and shuddered as more roots pulled free. He worked his way in along the trunk to the bank and clambered up to a footpath. The river raced by below him, and all the rest of the world was washed away to shadows by white mist. Deathly cold had seeped into his bones and his whole body was shaking. He must keep moving or freeze. He removed his boots to get the water out of them, then found his fingers were too stiff to retie the laces properly. Letting the boots flap, he began to jog. By the time he realized that he was heading toward Tharg, he had gone too far to think of turning back.

Besides, he probably had more chance of finding some food and shelter in the city than in the country. And there was D’ward. Unless his boat’had sunk, he was probably in Tharg now, perhaps already confronting Zath. When the prophecy was fulfilled, he might have a moment for Dosh.

D’ward was his only hope. The Free assumed he had betrayed the Liberator. Why in the world would he ever do such a thing—for money? That was infinitely unfair, because it had been a Joalian’s offer of thirty silver stars to betray the Liberator that had led Dosh to him in the first place. He hadn’t taken that money, so why would he have changed his mind after all that D’ward had done for him? He must find D’ward to clear his name.

Tired, cold, starving, he staggered on as well as he could, muttering prayers through chattering teeth. As the day brightened, the fog grew thicker not thinner. Nothing was clear or solid anymore. His repentance had brought him no better luck than his former sins.


He met no one on the path; he seemed to inhabit a ghost world all his own. AH the friends he had cherished would be against him now; he was a traitor to the Free and a heretic to the Thargians. The track became a road, then a street. His story was repeating itself. Four years ago he had come to Tharg with the Liberator. Then the ephors had been planning to execute poor old Golbfish, thinking he was the Liberator, and D’ward had wanted to take his place on the anvil. The Man himself had stepped in to stop him throwing his life away. Golbfish had died anyway, fulfilling the prophecy: “Shame! Shame! To the Man goeth D’ward, saying, Slay me! The hammer falls and blood profanes the holy altar. Warriors, where is thine honor? Perceive thy shame.”

Now D’ward was again coming to Tharg…. Had he planned this? He might have done. He had warned Dosh of the dangers of those orders, so he must have had an idea of what was going to happen. Would Karzon interfere again? But D’ward wasn’t asking to be slain this time, was he? Or was he?

Which visit had been prophesied?

 

Ugly, ugly city! Narrow streets, houses like fortresses with barred windows and armored doors. The fog didn’t really help, it just laid a wet dreariness over everything. Cheerless, gloomy place! Very few women to be seen, just smoothfaced, grim-faced Thargian men. Every one of them bore a sword, for only slaves went unarmed. They all wore the same brief tunics they wore in summer, scorning to cover their legs. Drab, brown colors. Drab, brown city. Fog.

Where to go? Dosh slunk from doorway to doorway, careful not to antagonize those strutting warriors, not even by meeting their eyes. He knew no one in Tharg. He did know where the Tinkerfolks’ hole was, but anyone there would likely be some of old Birfair’s band, and they would cut out poor Dosh’s liver before he could speak a word. He doubted he could make it that far in any case. If he did not eat soon, he would faint. If he fainted, he would be thrown in the river or slapped into a chain gang.

“I see you made it.” Tion was dressed like a Thargian youth, but only just, because his buttercup tunic was indecently skimpy and practically unlaced, while his soft leather half boots barely covered his ankles. The rapier at his belt, in contrast, reached almost to the cobbles. The too-beautiful face wore an authentic-seeming Thargian sneer.

Dosh leaned against a doorpost and shivered. The street rocked, wet clothing clung lankly to his skin. “Where is D’ward?”

“He’s presently standing trial for blasphemy against the beloved gods.”

“And what’s going to happen next?”

“Well, he’s not being very cooperative. I’ll bet he’ll be acquitted if you’ll give me ten million to one.” Tion simpered.

“And then?”

Mist swirled along the alley. The Youth moved closer, but grew no more solid. He draped an elbow against the wall and smiled down at Dosh. “You know the Thargians. A court can impose capital punishment for public farting if it wants to. They’ll smash his brains out in the temple, right in front of Zath’s statue.”

“You, boy!” A burly Thargian had stopped in front of Tion.

Tion raised his classic eyebrows. “Warrior? How may I serve you?” He did not move from his languid posture against the wall.

“Fasten that tunic! It’s indecent to expose yourself like that!”

“Oh, dear!” Tion sighed. “That is the whole idea. Do go home and disembowel yourself, Warrior.”


The Thargian saluted smartly. “At once, Warrior!” He turned and hurried back the way he had come.

Tion shrugged. “Now, Dosh, darling, where were we?”

“D’ward came here to kill Zath!”

“So he did. And Zath is definitely going to die. He doesn’t know it yet, but he is. Probably. He has become a serious nuisance. The problem is that D’ward is going to die too.”

“No!”

“I’m afraid so, Dosh. It’s a shame, don’t you think? He’s such a nice boy! But he’s much too dangerous for the Pentatheon to let him live. He’s too good at the Game! Why, in only four fortnights, he’s managed to outmaneuver Zath himself, the greatest player of us all. Who knows what he might try next? D’ward must die, dearest!”

“No!”

The sorcerer displayed a hint of interest. “No? I promised ever so faithfully that I would not try to rescue him. I should hate to break my word on that, Dosh!”

Dosh shuddered. To trust Tion was insanity. He was total evil. He did not know what truth or fair-dealing were. “Can you rescue him?”

“Probably not. It would be very tricky. But if I were to try…What would it be worth to you, Dosh dear?”

“Anything! What do you want—my soul? My body?”

“I’ll decide that later,” Tion said. “How about your life?”

“Yes!”

“My goodness! Love is a beautiful thing.” The sorcerer held out a slender hand.

Dosh took it in his own, which Tion raised to his lips.

“Well, we’ll see what we can do. It certainly won’t be easy. I only say I’ll try, not that it’ll work. Now why don’t you run on up to the temple and find a good spot to watch the proceedings? Close to the altar at Zath’s end would be best. Very close. The crowds are starting to move already, so you’ll have to hurry.”

“You’re coming?” Dosh demanded suspiciously.

“Not just yet. It would not be wise for me to come too close yet. But I do hope to see you there, love.” A pained expression…“Trust me, Dosh! I haven’t told you a lie yet. Not recently, anyway. Off with you now!”

 

History repeating…Isn’t this the same trench of a street he came along four years ago? Then, too, he was following D’ward. The crowds were thicker then, but there are crowds now—a crackle of excitement in the air, people heading for the temple…Do they know of the Liberator, or does any public execution bring out the vultures? There is the Convent of Ursula, with the festoon of blue net over the door, unchanged. So much else has changed in four years. Here D’ward had brought Ysian. Oh, Ysian, little firecat, it was your death that roused him!

Crowd’s growing thicker, almost no women. Yes, jostle me, see if I care. Draw your swords, it hardly matters now. All this swirling fog, is it real or is poor Dosh faint? People recoiling off him in disgust because his clothes are wet. The great square, with men hurrying across it like scurrying bugs. The huge pillars of the temple, tops almost hidden in the fog, giant granite cage, ugliest building in the world.

Cold, oh so cold. Poor Dosh. Is there any warmth left in the world? Has there ever been warmth since he left Amor-gush’s bed? Climbing the steps. Passing between two great plinths. The temple floor packed already, a-buzz with whispers…Karzon…

Zath…


The Man, taller than a tree, green-stained copper. The mighty bearded face with its hooked nose—a fair likeness—the hammer clutched against the brawny chest in two hands, the draperies of his wrap exquisitely rendered by the great K’simbr Sculptor, trailing from the belt to the ground to support the weight, one foot forward, one shin bare. A noble work.

Turn, damn it, turn! Look at the other end of the great rectangle. The matching colossus in blackened silver, swathed in a cowled robe, one hand holding a marble skull…stooped, head bent, looking down on the altar. Splendid evil.

Shivering, teeth chattering, must go to that end, must meet Tion. Drums starting, crowd reacting, announcement coming. People don’t like wet bodies against them, edge aside, let me through, not enough room to draw swords, ignore the looks, the oaths, the jabbing elbows. Getting closer.

The altar is an anvil, set on the plinth, a black altar, or is it all old blood? Coming to the edge of the steps, crowd jam-packed, unwilling to be pressed up onto the steps, closer to that awesome, dread god. Go on, look! Look up at the face of Death.

No, no!

Don’t look again. Men coming out, priests coming out, coming around the base of the silver statue, soldiers. D’ward, bound, limp, bloody. What have they done to him? Roll of drums. Silence, hushed, pregnant. White fog, black fog. Is it only the crowd swaying or the temple? Proclamation.

“In the name of the ephors and people of Thargland, in the name of the Man, the heretic D’ward is convicted of blasphemy and condemned to die on the anvil. To the glory of Zath, the Last Victor, so be it.”

Rumble. Whispers. Where is Tion? Can’t see Tion. They have D’ward on the anvil. The masked executioner with the hammer. Coming forward. Where is Tion?! He tricked me. D’ward prone on the great anvil. Is he even conscious? They’ve beaten him. Can’t fight Zath if he isn’t conscious. So tiny below that titan. Evil, evil. Black fog swirls. White fog swirls. Executioner coming forward. Up, D’ward! Arise. Rise up like a giant, a giant of fog. Grapple with him. Choke him. White fog, black fog. Don’t He there waiting for the hammer! Rise as the Liberator, great as the One God. Tower over the temple, D’ward. Awe the crowds, D’ward. Seize the monster Zath. Crush him. Strangle him. Feel the ground sway. Hear the people cry. Help him, God. You are mightier, greater. Stand tall, D’ward. Fulfill the prophecy. Reveal the Liberator. Come, brothers, save him from the anvil. Leave him not there as the hammer falls. Cry out. Cry out. Let Karzon come striding over the multitude. Let Visek appear white as fog bright as sun through cloud…. They come. They come. See Eltiana red as blood, see blue Astina and her sword of justice. Shake the pillars. Heed the cries of the people, God. Zath trembles. He’s failing. It’s not enough…. Where is Tion? Where is the Youth? He needs you, Tion. Come now, Tion. Save him, Tion. Don’t let him die, Tion. If you want me I am yours, Tion. Anything anything…Help him, Tion! Save him.
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Julian whispered a quick explanation to Alice. She chuckled. The shield-bearers began planning the feast, joking about the best ways to cook llamas, rabbits, and tusk oxen. They would be edible but tough as rope, likely. D’ward listened with tolerant amusement.

What a performance! Could have used more like him in the trenches to buck up the lads and lead them into battle with their heads high. But this wasn’t really funny, dammit! The Liberator must meet Zath alone, man to man—that was the sword above the throne. That had always been the plan, David and Goliath. Exeter had specifically not staged a travesty of the Last Supper, but he was sending the Free home, and he’d dropped bags of hints that he was pulling out.

Alice tapped Julian’s shoulder. “He said all the rabbits?”

“Yes. Why? What’s wrong?”

She frowned. “Nothing.”

Yes there was. What?

A quick look the other way showed that Pinky was wearing his sleepy-eyed thoughtful look as he watched the byplay. He, too, had noticed something awry.

“Tell me,” Julian whispered.

Alice shrugged. “If they slaughter the excess oxen and all the rabbits, then how is he going to Tharg?”

“Good question.” Julian mentally kicked himself for not seeing that. It would take days on foot, and Thargians did not tolerate strangers wandering around their vale. They would especially resent the man who had laid a historic humiliation on them only four years ago. Zath would lay his own traps. Of course Exeter had enough mana now to defend himself from mundane attack—or even teleport himself across country from node to node if he chose—but either would be a foolish waste of power. He might have hidden one rabbit away somewhere for his own use.

Alice had been expecting to go to Tharg with him.

And so had Julian Smedley. Damn! He didn’t want to be sent home with the children. Exeter knew what he was doing, certainly—clearing ground in the courtyard, sending Dosh off on a secret errand. How and where did he expect to meet Zath? Was he even going to Tharg at all?

Now he was raising a hand for silence. Ye gods, but he was a cool one! Only his tendency to pace around showed the strain he must be feeling, and that might be due to the virtuality of this node. It was localized, but very intense.

“We are about to have visitors.” Exeter walked over to the central window and sat on the sill, so that the light was behind him, leaning against a mullion and stretching out his legs, cool as the proverbial cucumber. The great room fell silent. A bat-owl warbled its ghostly call out in the trees. Farther off, some of the Free had begun a singsong. Footsteps approaching…

Dosh entered first and stepped aside. Three men followed, coming to a halt just inside the doorway, looking around for the leader.


None of the three was dressed for riding moas. The chappie in the center was a massive figure in full armor, boots and crested helmet making him tower over the others. His cleanshaven chin showed he was a Thargian, had there been any doubt. His scabbard hung conspicuously empty at his side. Wee Dosh had done extremely well to persuade him to disarm. From a Thargian point of view that would be a very poor start to negotiations. The other two wore civilian garb: fur hats, long fur robes. The one on the right sported a trim, gray-streaked beard, the one on the left a heavy black mustache. Now there was a surprise! Julian glanced at Alice, but she was still studying the visitors and probably did not know the significance of that facial hair.

If they were waiting for introductions or words of welcome, they were evidently going to be disappointed. No one spoke a word. Then the soldier picked out the man in the window as the likely head boy and marched forward, his heavy boots scuffing up dust clouds from the litter of humus. When he was in the center of the room and just into the moonlight, he stamped to a halt. His greaves flashed streaks of Trumb’s green fire.

“I am Kwargurk Battlemaster, ephor of Thargia.” His accent was as thick as road tar, but—Good Lord! An ephor in person? And speaking Joalian, too!

“I am the Liberator.” Exeter showed no awareness that he was being granted an unprecedented honor.

Kwargurk grunted contemptuously. He waved a hand to indicate his companions. “Petaldian Ambassador from Joalia and Tanuel Ambassador from Niolia.” Neither moved.

“I am the Liberator,” Exeter repeated. He crossed his legs. He was in the presence of one third of the Thargian government and representatives of the other two great powers. Julian suppressed a strong desire to whistle a cheery tune.

The ephor growled deep in his throat. “Let us speak in private.”

“No. These are my friends. I hide nothing from them.”

“Friends? How many cohorts can you field?”

“None. I am armed with the word of the One True God.”

The ephor glanced around the desolate, unfurnished chamber and then down at the young man lolling on the windowsill. His voice was a sneer. “He does not pay you well.”

Exeter’s voice was higher pitched and quieter, but it was steady and plainly audible. “He pays better than you can imagine, Ephor Kwargurk, but you did not come here to trade insults. State your business.”

“You and your rabble have violated our borders. Your persons are forfeit. The penalty is death or slavery.”

“I know that.”

“Why? What is the reason behind this insanity?”

“Our business is God’s business. It does not concern you, Ephor. You came to offer terms. State them.”

“Not offer, heretic—dictate! Hear, then. You who call yourself the Liberator will proceed to Tharg with all deliberate haste, taking no more than ten companions, and will present yourself there to the authorities, who upon examination may decide to put you on trial. The rest of your followers have two days in which to leave Thargvale or endure the consequences.”

Julian heard Pinky utter a faint hiss of surprise or relief. Make that both. By letting the Free leave unscathed, the irascible Thargians were breaking all their own rules. If Exeter had not been tipped off in advance, he was a fantastic guesser. Obviously this was how he planned to journey to his rendezvous with Death—as a guest of the Thargians. Would he accept the offer of ten companions or insist on going alone?


Julian whispered a hasty explanation to Alice: “He’s done it! He can go on to Tharg and everyone else is free to depart!” He squeezed her hand and she returned his grin. Triumph!

Exeter uncrossed his legs and rested his forearms on his knees. “What are Joalia and Niolia doing in this?”

The ambassadors exchanged glances. Tanuel cleared his throat loudly, or perhaps he was just blowing his mustache out of the way. “You have deluded many citizens of Nioldom and even some of Niolia itself into following your mirage. I made representations on their behalf to the noble ephors and their excellencies agreed to treat the matter with the outstanding leniency that Ephor Kwargurk has just described. You have many persons from Joalia here also. Honorable Petaldian Ambassador will confirm, if you wish, that his government’s views are concurrent with mine. We have assembled a stock of foodstuffs to provision the refugees’ return journey—at no small cost, I may add. You should know that the Thargian government’s concessions are historically—”

“I think we understand. Thargia would love to load up its slave pens, but it doesn’t want to antagonize all the Vales at the same time. The chance to take so many hostages must be mouthwateringly tempting, though. A more weighty consideration would be that the omens and auguries are especially ambiguous just now?” Edward stood up, revealing that he was as tall as the ephor. His next words cracked out like pistol shots. “Your terms are rejected. Leave this camp.”

Alice understood the tone, and her nails stabbed hard into Julian’s hand. Pinky gasped. Others among the shield-bearers were reacting similarly. Petaldian Ambassador uttered undiplomatic obscenities. A six-foot pillar of bronze viewed from the side in partial moonlight should not be able to express astonishment without speaking, but somehow Ephor Kwargurk managed it.

Tanuel Ambassador hurried forward, his voice emerging as a trembling bleat. “Young man, you will have the blood of innocent thousands upon your head! Ever since your destination became obvious, I have worked night and day to persuade the Thargian—”

“Your motives are honorable. The One will not be unmindful of them, nor of Petaldian Ambassador’s. But we will be guided by our God and heed not the butchers who reign in Tharg, worshipping evil. The blessings of the Undivided go with you all.”

“You really are insane,” Kwargurk growled. “My colleagues and I did not believe that so many would follow a maniac.” Turning slowly, he surveyed the hall. “Will none of you break free from the madman and seek to avert bloody catastrophe?”

No one spoke. Not that Julian was not tempted…

“Truly,” Exeter remarked, “this concern for the welfare of others is a welcome innovation among Thargians. There is hope for you yet, when I have ripped out the foulness that contaminates your city. Go, ephor. Go back to Tharg and tell your murdering Zath that his hour has come.”

For a moment the giant seemed to balance on his toes, poised to seize the insolent preacher and snap his neck. Possibly he tried to, although no tremor of mana disturbed the virtuality of the node. Then all three envoys turned and stalked away. The two diplomats were doubtless downcast at their failure. It was hard to believe that the Thargian was feeling anything short of homicidal mania. All three vanished out the door, crackling dead leaves into the distance.

As Dosh was about to follow and see them off, Exeter called him over. For a moment the two conferred, then Dosh departed also.


Julian was returning Alice’s wide-eyed stare. “He had it all! They gave him everything he could have asked for, and he turned it down flat. This is insane! He’s bloody bonkers.”

“It’s a rum go,” Pinky muttered.

“Never thought I’d agree with a Thargian. He is crazy, as the man said. He must be.”

Alice chewed her lip. “He knows what he’s doing, I’m sure.”

“I’m not,” Julian growled. He turned to regard Pinky. If anyone had a mind devious enough to understand this, then he did. “You make head or tail of it?”

Pinky lowered his eyelids dreamily. “Indeed we must suppose a complex gambit, mustn’t we, mm? A ploy being made on several levels, I suspect. Wouldn’t you agree with that? Different message being passed to different listeners, as it were…”

Alice said, “Sh!”

Exeter had moved to the center of the hall. He had just declared war on Nextdoor’s equivalent of the Prussian Empire and now he was talking of trivialities as if nothing at all had happened.

“…was telling you of this fine house, fallen on hard times. We must now consecrate it to greater service than it knew before. Let us make this building the first temple of the Undivided, to give witness to the Truth, to minister to the suffering and unfortunate. A temple must have a high priest or priestess, some holy person well fitted. Who among you is most worthy?”

He stopped and looked around. No one spoke. Julian wanted to scream, Who cared about a bloody temple? He glared at Pinky, but Pinky was frowning at this latest Liberator outrage. The Church of the Undivided had staunchly refused to establish permanent chapels in the belief that they would attract persecution like wasps to a picnic.

Exeter sighed. “No nominations from the floor? Oh, my friends, do you not see yet? Is it not obvious? Only two of us here are mentioned in the Filoby Testament. She knows what it is to be penniless and wretched. She knows what it is to be crippled. I have even heard tell of those who mutter that she should not hold up her head among honorable people. Shame, shame! It is those proud popinjays who should hang their heads in her presence. Eleal Highpriestess, come forward.”

At the far end of the hall, Eleal clambered to her feet, apparently being pushed by her companions. She walked forward slowly, shoulders hunched, her arms tight around her breasts. Superb actress that she was, she could not possibly be faking that shock and reluctance. Exeter embraced her.

“Now, priestess,” he said, releasing her, “we need a Circle. There is a nail in the wall above the fireplace, and you have a shield that would sanctify this hall without any further words from us. May it ever remind us of the Warband who fell so bravely as the first martyrs of our church…. They will not be the last. I shall consecrate it and this temple in the name of the Undivided and all of you shall watch and listen and remember, for soon you will carry the word to all the Vales and to lands beyond.”

Horsefeathers! Either the blighter had come completely unhinged or he was killing time until something happened or…or…or Julian Smedley was a monkey’s uncle. Why had Exeter spumed the ephor’s offer of safe conduct for the Free? Pinky knew, or suspected, if he could ever be persuaded to get to the point.


But Pinky was glaring at the ceremony now being organized before the fireplace. Again Exeter was going his own way with his own schismatic sect—the Church of the Liberator, probably…. And Eleal as high priestess! Not a stranger, even. A girl in her teens, a native, and an actress! A former harlot! No wonder Pinky was seething. It was surprising the man hadn’t turned in his shield already. Of course, he must assume that he would be able to overrule a mere—

No! If Exeter cut loose and left the Church of the Liberator to fend for itself, then certainly Pinky would expect to run it as he had run the Service, the rat behind the wainscot. But that program depended on the believers surviving tomorrow’s apocalypse. The Thargians would come at dawn in fire and slaughter. The old, the infirm, the children, would be put to the sword and the able-bodied marched off to the mines in their thousands.

The awful truth reared up like a monster in a nightmare: Exeter had brought all those innocents here to die for him, just as the Warband had died. That was why he had refused the Thargian terms. More martyrdom, more human sacrifice! Wholesale massacre—wholesale mana! He was going to try and beat Zath at his own game.







IV


Now this, O monks, is the noble truth of the cessation of pain: the cessation, without a reminder, of that craving; abandonment, forsaking, release, non-attachment.

Buddha
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The first tyika houses at Olympus had been laid out on the perimeter of the node. When that loop was full, an outer circle had followed, forming the other side of a street, and after the Chamber had sacked the station, it had all been rebuilt to the same plan. Being “Boots,” the junior officer in the regiment, Julian lived even farther out, in a new suburb just beginning. A man’s residence defined his status very clearly, but it wasn’t all swank, for the innermost locations provided a distinct occult advantage. When followers of the Undivided anywhere in the Vales prayed to the apostles, a little mana would flow to those located on a node. It would not compare to the power the gods received from the worshippers in their temples but, year in and year out, it must mount up.

As the sky flamed blood red behind the peaks, he headed inward, feeling the first tingling of virtuality as he paced up the Pinkneys’ garden path to their front door. Through the open windows, he heard the polite laughter of the tyikank enjoying themselves. Three minutes later, he was clutching a glass of the sickly fluid that passed for sherry in Olympus and pretending breathless interest as his hostess described the new rock garden her Carrots were building for her.

Escaping from Hannah Pinkney’s horticultural saga as soon as he decently could, he began to circulate from group to group. He was required to discuss polo and cricket—the Carrots had taken it up and were becoming too bally good at it, old man—and of course the weather. Not a word was said about the Liberator.

“Fascinating news from Fithvale,” Prof Rawlinson declaimed. “Seems that Imphast has ordered her clergy out of red and into blue!”

Delores Garcia said, “Really!” Then she added vaguely, “Who’s Imphast?”

“Goddess of, um, female puberty. Obviously she’s changed allegiance from Eltiana to Astina! A major move in the Great Game!”

“Gracious!”

Prof began to explain, at great length. Julian knew nothing of Imphast and cared less. He moved on, analyzing who was there and who was not. Some people were only window dressing, not relevant to the Exeter problem—people like Hannah, for instance. Ineffectual people, gossipy, garrulous people. Some undoubtedly were relevant: Prof Rawlinson, Jumbo Watson, and a couple of the others Dommi had mentioned as having been recalled. In the background he could hear Foghorn Rutherford, this year’s chairman.

About three of the women might be significant: Delores, who had a body to drive men out of their wits and was reputed to be the only faithful wife in Olympus; Ursula Newton, with the shoulders of a wrestler and the unerring competence of a sergeant-major; Olga Olafson, who was unmarried, voluptuous, and a nymphomaniac. Scandal whispered that she even pursued Carrots.


He detoured away from Foghorn, who was leering at Cathy Chase, who in turn was portraying bored indifference, although they were current lovers. Extramarital affairs were the main source of entertainment in Olympus, but it was understood that they must be kept strictly confidential in case the Carrots gossiped. That deception was the second most popular game. Admittedly, there were few other games to play in a land so backward, but Julian considered it absurd early-Victorian hypocrisy. Of course, many of these people were early Victorian. In practice, everyone knew exactly who was sleeping with whom. If they didn’t, they could always ask their Carrots.

The Service were a very rum lot, and somehow that was even more obvious than usual tonight, but it took him a while to work out what was different. There was nothing conspicuously wrong with the dinner party—a dozen men, a dozen women, two Carrots serving drinks and probably twenty or more laboring away behind the scenes. Conversation swung from triviality to banality and back again.

Under the glitter of the chandeliers, the men wore tails, the ladies long gowns. This sort of dinner party happened almost every night of the year, for there was no restricted social season in Olympus. No one would ever mistake it for a formal dinner in Town. The discerning London hostess would look askance at the outdated fashions. She would eye the furniture with curiosity and inquire politely where in the Colonies this or that had come from, although she might well praise the Narshian rugs or the Niolian brasses, which were as good as anything from Benares.

On the other hand, the gathering was a reasonable facsimile of a social occasion in an outpost of Empire almost anywhere on Earth—dinner with His Majesty’s district commissioner. The Service did not serve the Empire on Which the Sun Never Sets, but it had the same altruistic motives as those who did. Like them, Olympians were dedicated to uplifting the benighted savage. They were just exiled a little farther away, that was all, or no distance at all, if one preferred that view of the paradox. The node here was a portal. Walk out on the grass, perform the key ritual, and you could be Home instantly. Unless you had made arrangements to be met by Head Office, you would be naked and penniless, of course, and you would certainly be mortal again. No fear! It was a lot better to better the lot of the natives here in the Vales.

Then he realized what was wrong: A party that should be as lively as gaudy at Oxford was as flat as a geriatric Mafeking reunion. Strangers never revealed their age, and to discuss it was strictly off-limits, always, but he was the baby of the group. None of the rest of them would ever see twenty-two again. Olga had probably weathered several centuries. Jumbo and Pinky and Ursula Newton had been co-founders of the Service, along with Cameron Exeter and Monica Rogers, fifty years ago. Nonetheless, at a do like this strangers ought to be sparkling like a gang of adolescents. Tonight they seemed middle-aged. They displayed no wrinkles or silver hair, and their bodies were still trim, but their mood gave them away.

Joalvale was not the problem. The Church of the Undivided had no significant presence there and nothing to lose if Exeter provoked the civil authorities into repression—in fact a few martydoms were good for business, although it would be poor form to say so. No, the Chamber was the danger, and always had been. The Service feared the prophecies of the Filoby Testament almost as much as Zath himself did, for any attempt to fulfill them must provoke an all-out war that Olympus could not hope to win. Then the men and women of the Service would be faced with a choice between death and flight back to Earth and mortality. Their cosy fiefdom here would be wiped out.

They had the wind up!


 

He discovered Marcel Piran and Euphemia McKay in a secluded nook behind some potted shrubbery and invited himself into the conversation. Euphemia was a right-down stunner with green eyes and hair so authentically Irish red that it made the Carrots’ seem drab by comparison. Culture and intellect were not her strong points, but she had a devilish wit and a keen sense of mimicry—she was, in fact, a bundle of fun. Unfortunately she also had the worst clothes sense in two worlds. Tonight she was squeezed into a satiny gown of royal blue, which should have flattered her coloring and figure but made her seem frumpy and hippy. She looked much better without any clothes on at all.

In a few moments, Marcel tactfully eased away to speak to Hannah.

“And how is my delicious Wendy?” Julian assumed a lecherous growl, while pretending to study the shrubbery.

Euphemia peered around the room indifferently. “Randy as an alley cat. How about my Captain Hook? Ready for boarding? Got your cutlass well sharpened?”

“Primed, loaded, and cocked. Why don’t we nip behind the sofa and have a quick one?”

“I’d rather wait for a slow one later.”

“Just one? It’s not like you to settle for just one, Wendy.”

“Well, think what you tempt me with! How’s a girl expected to refuse that?”

This verbal foreplay was interrupted by the arrival of Olga and the evening’s host, Pinky Pinkney. Conversation veered to a discussion of the latest news from Home, which was over a fortnight old.

“It is most unfair of the Peppers to keep the Goldsmiths waiting like this!” Pinky proclaimed. “Deborah is desperate to see London again.”

“You haven’t heard what’s delayed them?” Euphemia asked.

“Of course not. The Montgomerys are due back in a couple of days—perhaps they’ll know what’s keeping them.”

“No word from Head Office?”

“I’m afraid Head Office has been badly disorganized by the war. They’re not what they used to be.”

She sighed, and her dress struggled to contain the movement. “William and me aren’t due to go for years!”

Pinky made sympathetic noises. He was as slick as an oiled eel and parted his hair in the middle. “Are you quite sure of that, my dear? I think there were some changes made to the schedule while you were gone.”

“Really?” Euphemia asked with surprising interest.

“Dolores will know. Let’s go and ask her, shall we?”

Without a word of apology, the bounder led her off across the room. Julian sipped some of the nasty sherry.

“Don’t glare, darling,” said a throaty murmur. “People will think you’re jealous.”

He jumped. Olga was a heart-stopping Nordic blonde, a female Viking—something Wagner might have invented if he had dared. Tonight she wore a scarlet gown in a way that implied one deep breath would cause it to explode.

“Jealous? Of Pinky and Euphemia? There’s nothing between them.”

Olga fluttered golden lashes. “The way Pinky was looking at her, darling, there won’t be anything at all between them in a few hours.”


Julian drained his glass in one great Philistine gulp. Olga unnerved him on several levels. First, he had no idea whatsoever of her background—her English was too perfect to be her genuine mother tongue; she might not even be from Earth at all. Second, she was probably the oldest person in the Service, because she was a convert. Before changing sides, she had been a minor goddess, an avatar of Eltiana.

And third, she was blatantly promiscuous. No other woman on the station would dare to look at a man the way she was looking at him right now. She was probably not serious, because she had hung Julian’s scalp on her belt years ago, a few days after he arrived. He hoped she wasn’t serious, but at least a fellow need not watch one’s tongue with Olga. She was unshockable and never took offense. And at the moment she was trying to put the boot in.

“I think you are attributing unseemly motives to a perfectly innocent conversation. Mrs. McKay and Mr. Pinkney are—”

“Are rutting, dear. He is, anyway. He’s as loud as a wapiti.”

“What the deuce is a wapiti? And even if he is, why should Euphemia—”

Olga rolled her sea-blue eyes dramatically. “Julian, darling, I thought I cured your innocence years ago. Don’t tell me all my work was wasted! Weren’t you born in India? You should know that imperial exiles are the same everywhere.”

“Nextdoor is hardly a blooming colony,” he protested. “The Empire doesn’t reach quite this far—not yet, anyway.”

She smiled sardonically. “They like to pretend it’s a colony, though. Olympus is deliberately modeled on a British government station somewhere in the bush, isn’t it? Don’t deny it; you know it’s true. Lording over the natives, dressing for dinner…I remember Foghorn trying to get us to put up a flagpole so we could fly the Union Jack. Cameron threatened to strangle him with it if he tried.”

Julian blinked. He had not known that Olga had been around Olympus so long, for Cameron Exeter had gone Home thirty years ago. “What has that to do—”

“You’re not worried, darling?” she purred.

“Not about Pinky,” he said staunchly, fairly sure he was not even blushing, which was a jolly sight different from how he would have reacted to Olga’s claws two years ago. Pinky would get nowhere tonight—or any other night either—because Euphemia considered him a bore and a toad in the grass. It would not be Pinky skin to skin with Euphemia tonight, it would be Captain Smedley (Royal Artillery, ret.), and the sooner the better.

 

He made his escape from Olga as soon as he could without seeming to be running away. No one had mentioned the reason for his recall yet or told him whether he was scheduled to appear before the Committee itself. If he were, it would be an irrelevant formality, because decisions in Olympus were made by the inner circle, Pinky and his cronies. That was another characteristic of the Service—nobody trusted anybody; too many had gone over to the opposition. There had been traitors, one of whom had very nearly scuppered Edward Exeter by sending him Home into the middle of a battle in Flanders. Mana was addictive, and the Pentatheon could offer better sources of mana. Even a very minor god with his own temple collected far more of it than a preacher holding secret prayer meetings in the bush.

 

Euphemia and Pinky reappeared, but Julian’s efforts to resume his wooing were persistently defeated by Pinky, who clung to her like a treacle shampoo until his wife announced that it was time to go in to dinner.

Julian was alarmed to discover that he was paired with Olga, who proceeded to flirt shamelessly with him. Fortunately they were seated across from Jumbo and Iris, who were good company. Euphemia, he was annoyed to notice, had been placed next to Pinky.


Dinner went off as usual, with inconsequential small talk. It was all frightfully civilized—damask tablecloth, silver plate, hovering servants—and a welcome relief from the peasant hospitality he should have been enduring in Randorvale right now. The only time anything approaching business was discussed was when someone brought up the story of Jumbo’s miracle at Flaxby, deflecting a magistrate and two soldiers. Julian had learned of it from Purlopat’r, but apparently the news had leaked out just after he left.

It was impossible to dislike Jumbo. He was tall and lean and had gained his nickname from the length of his nose. He had a notably wry sense of humor and a becoming modesty.

“It was nothing much,” he protested. “I didn’t set out to work any miracles. I was so scared at the sight of those jolly swords that I started babbling my head off. Before I knew it, the chaps were on their knees, begging for mercy—wanting me to shut up, I expect. If I did spend some mana, then I got a whole lot more back in return. Jolly fun, actually. You should have seen the magistrate’s face….” He made a good story out of it, everyone laughed.

Julian did not mention his adventure in Randorvale. The conversation veered to the unusually warm weather.

If it was impossible to dislike Jumbo, it was still possible to distrust him. He had been the one who sent Exeter to what should have been certain death in the battle of Third Ypres. He claimed that he had been deceived by Jean St. John, but Jean had either died or done a bunk when Zath’s reapers caused the sack of Olympus, so there was no way to confirm the tale. Jumbo had been friends with both Exeters, father and son, during their respective tunes in Olympus. He was an adamant opponent of the Liberator prophecy.

Julian struggled not to yawn as he kept up his end of the conversation. The people around the table were all worried; they were all scared. It showed.

 

The meal was over, decanters waited on the sideboard. The hostess glanced around the table to make sure everyone had finished. Hannah Pinkney was a lightweight, far more interested in her proposed rock garden than in the Service’s mission to save the heathens or her husband’s slimy advances to Euphemia. Tonight she was dressed in lace and chiffon, all pink and fluffy, well suited to her personality.

“Well!” she said brightly. “Shall we leave the men to their cigars, ladies?”

The expected shuffle of movement as men rose to lift back their companions’ chairs…Olga removed her hand from Julian’s thigh.

“I should like a cigar tonight,” said a loud voice.

Hannah tracked it down to Ursula Newton and stared at her in consternation. Julian struggled against an urge to burst out laughing.

Ursula had not been drinking unduly. She was merely irate and consequently dangerous. Although not unattractive, she was too broad for her height, built like a Victorian mahogany dresser—muscle, not fat—lacking feminine grace. But she could preach damnation with the best of them or raise hell with a tennis racket, being aggressively good at anything she cared to try and inclined to bark at those who were not. Tonight she wore a lilac gown that displayed her powerful arms and shoulders and clashed with her dark coloring. Where Euphemia lacked taste, Ursula didn’t give a damn.

“You’re not serious, are you, dear?” Hannah bleated. “I mean, I’m sure we can find a cigar for you if—”

Ursula ignored her, scowling at Pinky. “No, I’m not serious about the cigar. I am serious about the Committee. I am very tired of discovering that every matter brought before it has already been settled. You men are planning to cross-examine Captain Smedley tonight and tomorrow you will tell the rest of us what to rubber-stamp.”


Pinky smiled graciously, but when Pinky smiled nothing showed of his eyes, only their heavy lids. “Aren’t you being a little unfair, my dear? You must agree that we men are free to discuss whatever we wish, as are you ladies. Surely you are not suggesting we should banish Captain Smedley from the table, mm? Wouldn’t that be unkind? Of course it would. If you have complaints about the way the Committee is being run, then you should address them to the chairman. Formally, I mean. In writing.”

Foghorn Rutherford was this year’s chairman. That did not matter. Despite the Service’s professed determination to remain a democratic association of equals, Pinky Pinkney was the one who pulled the strings, this year and every year.

Foghorn was loud, large, windy, and uncouth, a rubicund human bagpipe, likable in an uncomplicated sort of way, typecast from birth to be captain of a county rugby club. Now he harrumphed a steam-hooter noise. “I assure you that the Committee will have ample opportunity—”

“I don’t believe you!” Ursula snapped. “You are going to deal with Captain Smedley exactly the way you did with the man who brought in the news.”

Rutherford guffawed like a mule. “Ursula, old girl, if you imply that Pinky invited that rascally dragon trader to dinner, then he will demand pistols at dawn on the croquet lawn.”

Hannah tried to start a laugh, but no one picked it up.

Ursula returned her fearsome glare to Pinky. “If you will give me your word that no one here will as much as mention Edward Exeter for the rest of the night, then I shall happily withdraw. If not, I stay. So does Olga.”

Like the rest of the men, Julian had resumed his seat. Olga had resumed her fondling. Olga would certainly be involved in the ad hoc group dealing with the Liberator crisis—he should have realized that. She would have been coopted at once, for she knew better than any how the Pentatheon thought.

Pinky surrendered, smiling sleepily. “Stay by all means. Yes, I expect we shall talk shop. Why not, mm? Don’t we always? Any of you who want to stay, may stay. If shoptalk bores you, you may depart in peace and migrate to the drawing room. Is that fair enough? Very fair, I’d say.” He nodded to the waiting Carrots to bring out the port.

Everyone elected to stay, of course, and the men all refused cigars, which annoyed Julian, who needed a smoke. Next-door’s equivalent of tobacco tasted like burning pine needles, but it did pack a wallop of nicotine. The port came around, Ursula pouring herself a glass and passing it on with the correct hand; most of the women just passing it. Small talk fluttered like awkward moths until the Carrots had departed. Then Pinky nodded to Foghorn who boomed obediently, “I expect Doc told you, Captain? Edward Exeter is on the loose up in Joalland, proclaiming himself the prophesied Liberator chappie.”

With T’lin Dragontrader so sure of himself, there was no use trying to cast doubt on the identity of the culprit. “Yes, sir.”

“What’s he up to, hm?”

“I have no idea. I haven’t heard from him since he left here.” Julian could feel that statement being weighed all around the table. They didn’t trust him, which was fair enough, because he did not trust them.

“You know him better than any of us, Captain.” The speaker was Pedro Garcia, who had done a bunk in Thovale and left his flock to pay the piper.

“We were school chums, yes, but I’ve hardly seen him since—once, very briefly, two years ago. You lot know him better than I do, actually.”


Guff! Exeter in 1917 had been exactly the same person as the house prefect who had left Fallow in 1914. He was one of those people who never change. He had been as self-reliant at eighteen as he would be at eighty—or eight hundred, if he stayed on Nextdoor that long. He would sail his own course, guided by his own sense of what was honorable, letting nothing sway him. He had been upright, unassuming, admirable—all those proper things—and thoroughly square on top of it. He would be till the day he died.

Garcia shrugged, greasy as a Dago fish fryer. “He went native.”

Julian’s fist clenched. “Did he? I thought he went off back Home, to enlist and do his bit in the war. That was the plan.” Olga squeezed his thigh, but whether that was intended as a warning or encouragement, he did not know. Or care.

“Indeed, Captain? In his farewell address he told the Carrots he was going off to fulfill the prophecy.”

“What if he did? That prophecy has blighted his whole life. It killed his parents. It branded him a murderer in England. It kept him from enlisting. It cut down his friends like corn.” It had even killed the girl he loved, although Ysian had been a native and to mention her would do no good. “He walked out of Olympus to save the rest of us. If he’d stayed here, Zath would have struck at the Service again.”

Directly across the table from Julian, Jumbo said, “Hear, hear! You’re not being fair, Pedro old man. Exeter survived his first two years on Nextdoor without any help from us. It’s hardly cricket to call that ‘going native’! I’d call it ‘surviving under adverse conditions.’ Adopting local color, if you prefer. When he finally did get here to Olympus, he was a perfectly civilized young gentleman again.”

Julian smiled gratefully at him and reached for his port. He hoped the discussion was now over and he could trot off to bed. Euphemia’s bed.

Rutherford broke the awkward pause with a throat-clearing like a carillon of church bells. “We were wondering, Captain…Do you know a young lady named Alice?”

Julian took a sip of port. They were ganging up on him. “Sounds like a limerick. Did she live in a palace?”

“We can all think of a good rhyme for the last line,” Jumbo said, “but I don’t think that was what the chairman was getting at.”

“Alice Prescott, Exeter’s cousin? Yes, sir, I’ve met her. Why?”

“Just wondering!” Foghorn boomed. The port was turning his red face redder. “If we asked for her help to make Exeter see reason, do you suppose she would cooperate, what?”

Not in a thousand years. Alice had far more respect for her cousin than that. At least, Julian thought she probably had. Alice was on another world anyway.

“I really could not say, sir.” That sounded uncooperative. “I only met her once or twice.”

“We just wondered. Well, that ought to conclude the shop-talk, so—”

“No.” Apparently Jumbo had other ideas. Jumbo was quick; he had a sight more gray matter than Foghorn, perhaps even more than Pinky. “Let’s review the problem. I have never made a secret of my dislike for the prophecy. Exeter’s father agreed with me all the way.”

Heads nodded, but the eyes were on Julian. He said nothing, waited for the haymaker.

“First,” Jumbo said, “it’s crazy to take on Zath. He’s not officially one of the Pentatheon, but he’s undoubtedly stronger than any of them. The Five are scared stiff of him.”

“Human sacrifice!” Olga said. Her hand was exploring busily. She must have decided that Julian’s scalp had grown back in again. “None of the others stoop to that.”


Jumbo nodded. “And it won’t only be Zath. The Pentatheon may not like Zath, but they won’t approve of an upstart stranger preaching reform, so Exeter can’t hope for much help from the Five. Second, the civil authorities will not take kindly to hundreds of people galloping off after a new prophet. We’re already meeting resistance, and we’re nowhere near to being the sort of threat that the Liberator would be.”

“Powers that be always want to go on being powers, you know,” Pinky remarked sagely.

Pinky himself was a prize example, so Julian couldn’t argue with that. They were picking on him because he had been Exeter’s friend. A chap must stand by his friends. “Civil authorities can be diverted, sir. You proved that yourself in Loxby.”

“Not if the Pentatheon throws its weight behind them!” Jumbo shook his head wearily, looking twenty years older than usual. “The next stage is likely to be plague and thunderbolts, you know. We don’t have anything like enough mana to protect the church against direct assaults.”

“The argument cuts both ways. Exeter as Liberator may draw the Chamber off. They won’t worry about us while he’s on the rampage.”

Jumbo was unconvinced. “They’re more likely to lump both heresies together and declare a general pogrom. Exeter’s a threat to all of us and everything we’re trying to do. We’re still terribly vulnerable. A hundred years from now, things may be different.”

Heads nodded solemnly all around the table. Bloody bunch of chickens!

Olga spoke up demurely. “Historically, if any one of the Five began to grow too powerful, the other four have always combined against him or her. They didn’t spot what Zath was up to until it was too late.”

She unfastened a button in Julian’s fly. He removed her hand and refastened it. She’d had her chance at what was in there two years ago.

Farther along the table, Prof Rawlinson took up the argument. “There is another point. Didn’t T’lin Dragontrader say that Exeter is preaching the Undivided?” Rawlinson was colorless, owlish, and clever in an impractical sort of way. He had the pedantic manner of a divinity student, but in the past he had been one of the pro-Liberator group. The Service had always been divided over the Liberator; now it seemed to be united. No one was on Exeter’s side except Julian Smedley.

“He could hardly do otherwise, I fancy,” said Pinky smoothly. “He did do some missionary work for us, remember? Mostly in Thovale, was it not? Yes, mostly Thovale. He will need a gospel to preach. The Testament by itself would not be enough. Couldn’t work just from that. He’d need something more, mm? So it’s quite natural that he would adopt our theology. Ready-made for his purpose, I’d say.”

“You mean he is stealing our church?” Hannah cried. She subsided into blushing silence under her husband’s frown.

“So if Exeter tries and fails,” Jumbo said, watching Julian, “he may bring us down with him.”

“Worse!” Prof chirruped. “Suppose, against all odds, he succeeds? If he does fulfill the prophecy, then he’ll be stronger than Zath. What will he become? What could he do with such power?”

No one seemed very worried about that improbable hypothesis, but Jumbo said, “That’s what bothered his father. Cameron didn’t want his son to become another pseudogod.”

Obviously everyone was against Exeter, whether he won or lost: Zath, the Pentatheon and their lesser gods, the various rulers of the Vales, the Service—they were all opposed.

Julian decided it must be his turn.

“You are asking my opinion?”


“Go ahead,” said Pinky. “You have the floor. The port is with you, Duffy.”

“I don’t believe it. I know Edward Exeter, and he was as much against the prophecy as anyone. There’s been some mistake.”

“Seventy-seven’s a sound chap.”

“But a native, sir. Would you expect Exeter to confide all his plans to T’lin Dragontrader?”

“That’s an interesting point, Captain. Very interesting.” Pinky filled his glass. “But the fact remains that Exeter is calling himself the Liberator. In public. Do we have a consensus that he should be stopped? Is that the sense of the meeting?” He glanced around with a smile, his eyes seeming to be shut. “Unless anyone has changed his mind, of course?”

What did stopped mean? Julian risked another glass of port as the decanter went by him. “Sir, Zath has been trying to break the chain of prophecy for thirty years. It’s too late to work on any of the other stuff in the Testament. The only way to stop it now would be to kill Exeter himself.”

Hannah and a couple of the other women gasped.

Foghorn boomed out, “Balderdash!” without meeting Julian’s eye.

Only Jumbo was looking at Julian, staring challengingly across the table at him. “Perhaps Exeter himself is trying to break it by committing suicide.”

“Not the Edward Exeter I knew.”

“That’s how it looks,” Foghorn said firmly. “Damned fool stunt! We owe it to him for his own sake to bring him to his senses.”

Here it came. It was Jumbo who put the question. “Are you with us on that, Captain?”

Julian held up a hand, the one without fingers. He sensed the surge of anger and embarrassment. “I agree with everything you’ve said about the dangers of the prophecy, yes. I support what the Service stands for absolutely—and so does Edward Exeter, as far as I know. I also feel that Zath is the embodiment of all that’s evil in the Pentatheon and we have a duty to overthrow him as soon as possible. I hope you are all with me on that! It would be the greatest service we could perform for the people of the Vales.” Was the Service really interested in the natives’ welfare or only in its own survival? “He’s not unlike the Kaiser, really. We’ve been righting a hellish war to stop him, back in Europe. Victory did not come cheap.”

He glanced around the table. He wasn’t increasing his popularity terrifically. “The war cost millions of lives, but it was worth it. Destroying Zath may be worth some sacrifice too, so I cannot dismiss whatever Exeter is doing without knowing more about his thinking. He may have seen something that the rest of us have missed. I think you owe him a hearing before you condemn him out of hand.”

Pinky drooped his eyelids again. “Quite right. Very sound. We ought to find out how the land lies. Would you be willing to go and talk to him, Captain, mm? Drop in on him, feel him out?”

“I’d be glad to. Always wanted to see Joalvale. I’ll leave first thing in the morning.”

Pinky nodded graciously. “Very obliging of you, Captain. It would put our minds at rest. But that’s quite a long jaunt. You will pardon my mentioning this, but you don’t have the experience some of the rest of us have. Two heads are always better than one, what? Not that we don’t trust you, of course.”

They trusted Julian as far as they could throw Kilimanjaro. He decided to make it easy for them. “I’d be very happy to have company, sir. You all know I can’t use mana. It won’t stick to me—or it sticks too well, rather.”


His preferred companion would be Euphemia, of course, and everyone could guess that, but he must not say so. The watchdog they chose would be Jumbo. He had been Exeter’s closest friend, his father’s friend, and a founder of the Service; he was adamantly opposed to the prophecy. He was a jolly dog, though, and a journey with him would be fun.

Foghorn Rutherford recalled that he was chairman of the Committee and fired a broadside of decibels. “That’s damned white of you, Captain! The sooner you can go and talk some sense into our young friend the better. We may send someone Home to seek out Miss Prescott and enlist her help, too, but that will take time.”

That was pure bosh, designed to lower Julian’s guard. The Service had already condemned Exeter. How far were they prepared to go to stop him? Jumbo was looking a bit shifty—were they setting Julian up as a Judas goat? Dammit, a chap ought not to go calling on a chum with an assassin in tow.

But obviously the business of the evening had been concluded. Tomorrow Julian Smedley would head north to find Exeter. The only remaining problem was to escape from Olga and find his way to Euphemia’s bedroom to do his lover’s duty.
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Back in 1916, on leave in London, Julian had visited a moving-pictures theater. This was just like that. There the screen had been canvas, here it was a glare of sunlit sand, but he saw the same black-and-white images—jerky, silent, and hard to make out, varnished in the same unreality. Only the thundering pipe organ was missing.

Moas stood ten or twelve feet high. They were bigger than ostriches and even faster, which meant they made a terrestrial horse seem like an arthritic Shetland pony. A man on a moa’s back was out of reach of a foot soldier and his fifteen-foot lance was tipped with a triangular blade of razor-sharp steel. In full charge, he moved at around fifty miles an hour, a bloody near impossible target for bow or javelin.

This was a charge. Riding three abreast with pennants waving, the column swept across the riverbed like an express train, undulating over the low dunes and ridges. A cloud of dust from the hooves floated away in the wind, adding to the train illusion. The three files began to spread out, opening like talons, bearing death to all in their path.

Julian stood rooted. The Warband was sprinting to the temple—a man with solid rock at his back would be a harder target, although he would have little room to handle his own weapon. Within the ruins, the lancers would lose their advantage of speed, but not that of height, and moas were as nimble as men at dodging and cornering. The odds were five or six to one anyway. Two files were moving to encircle the temple. The third was heading for the long rope of pilgrims, which began to disintegrate as the prudent took to their heels, fleeing back toward Shuujooby. The procession became a rout.

“This should be an interesting test of Mr. Exeter’s abilities,” Ursula remarked acidly.

That broke the spell. Julian almost screamed as he realized their peril. He and Ursula were just standing there, two isolated onlookers in the middle of the empty field of sand. They could never be mistaken for ragged Shuujoobian peasants, so they would be assumed to be Liberator supporters. They were sitting ducks. He dropped Ursula’s shoes, grabbed her wrist, and began to run. She must have come to the same conclusion at the same instant, for she did not resist.

Running in the hot, soft sand was pure nightmare. The hamlet seemed a million miles away, and it would provide no real cover anyway. The moas would move on the grass as easily as on the riverbed. Julian could not recall how far beyond Shuujooby the edge of the swamp was—he just knew that it was too far, so running was useless. No matter, they had no alternative. The shell burst of pilgrims was throwing fragments in their direction, a few agile youngsters overtaking them. So now they were within the fleeing mob itself, part of a designated target.


Out of the corner of his eye he saw a long shadow hurtle over the sand. He turned his head in time to see a boy die—a lad of about fourteen, a brown, skinny adolescent flailing his long legs, floundering as fast as he could through the powdery sand. The moa flashed in from behind him and past him and was gone before his corpse even hit the ground, hosing a crimson jet. The lance blade had severed the kid’s neck. One of the flashing hoofs struck the falling head and hurled it in a long arc like a soccer ball. There was no sound at all.

The moa spun around ninety degrees and accelerated straight for Julian and Ursula without missing a stride. Mount and rider seemed to explode out of the distance, from small to huge in an instant, filling the sky. Julian pushed Ursula behind him. He caught a brief glimpse of the trooper crouched alongside his mount’s long neck: bronze helmet, leather tunic, shiny boots in stirrups. He saw the moa’s yellow eyes and teeth and the froth around its bit, saw human eyes slitted and teeth bared as their owner aimed his bloodstained lance straight at Julian’s chest.

Shells and bombs he had survived, bullets and poison gas, and he was going to be stuck like a pig by this medieval nightmare, this anachronistic cowboy. He closed his eyes.

He felt the wind of the beast’s passing; he caught a whiff of its animal scent. Hot sand sprayed against his shins.

He opened his eyes and looked around. The lancer had just caught an elderly, silver-haired woman. His blade took her in the back, lifting her bodily off the ground like a rag, then cutting loose through meat and bone. The body dropped free and the rider changed direction slightly, aiming at another target.

Julian peered at Ursula’s chalky face. His mouth felt drier than the sand. “You did that?” he croaked.

She nodded.

“Thanks!” He wrapped a shaky arm around her shoulders, and she huddled in tight against him. Most of the fleeing peasants had been run down now. The last few were being skewered as they tried to scramble up the sandy bank. Some had taken refuge under the jetty, but the troopers had seen them.

There was still activity at the temple. There the butchery had not been so easy. Several dead moas lay in clear view and more wheeled around riderless. That would be the Nagians’ work, of course, but spears were shorter than lances; they would have had to throw their spears. Even if you were good enough to hit such a target, what could you do for an encore?

The numbers had been impossible from the start. Even if every Nagian managed to kill one lancer, he would then be left with no weapon except a knife, facing three or four more. How many civilian pilgrims had gone to the temple ahead of them? A hundred? Two? Julian could see people scrambling up the walls in search of shelter, swarming ants. He supposed that the troopers would now draw their swords and go after them on foot. Exeter would certainly be dead, of course—prime target. Dommi was in there somewhere, poor sod.

He stood with Ursula on a white desert blotched with corpses. He supposed they should be moving, but shock had addled his wits. He couldn’t decide what to do, which way to go.

“How long can you hold that invisibility trick?”

She shivered against him. “We’re not invisible. I just distracted that one. It won’t work if there’s more than one or two of them. Besides, there aren’t any more decoys to use.”

“You mean you—” Don’t ask! The old woman would have died anyway. “Then we ought to…” He looked around again to make sure no murdering Lancelot was heading their way. He could hear faint screams from the jetty. Some of the troopers had dismounted and gone in after the refugees. He looked away.

He blinked. He looked again and blinked again. It was real. “By Jove, I do believe that’s our bus coming!”

Four dragons running over the sand, coming from the gorge mouth. T’lin’s black turban and copper beard on the lead dragon. Julian waved and T’lin waved back, so he had seen them. How long had Ursula known? Never mind. Saved!


Well, perhaps saved. In a race on this terrain, the smart money would back the moas. Fortunately, dragons were hellishly expensive. No trooper was going to mistake a gentleman on a dragon for a penniless vagrant pilgrim. It would be like driving up to the scene of the crime in a Rolls—the bobbies would salute you and call you sir.

He saw the woman’s body, and the boy’s head lying in a puddle of water, a long way from the corpse. Murdering swine! Yes, artillery killed people too, but that had been on a battlefield, those had been soldiers. This was deliberate slaughter of unarmed women and children. Damn Edward Exeter and his bloody peasants’ revolt!

Their butchery at the jetty complete, the Shuujooby troopers had formed up and were coming across the plain at a slow lope. They would certainly pick off the two they had missed on the first pass.

T’lin and Starlight came racing over the sand, with Bluegem, Blizzard, and Mistrunner spread out behind. Julian bellowed a wordless welcome as the dragontrader went by, barking commands that hardly seemed needed. Dragons often showed surprising intelligence, and Mistrunner was already heading for Ursula. Blizzard came straight to Julian and skidded to a halt on his belly, ready to be mounted. He was obviously suffering from the heat, puffing hoarsely, his long neck frills flapping like wings..

Julian threw himself across the saddle and scrabbled wildly until he could grip the pommel plate with his good hand and swing his leg over. “Wondo!” But Blizzard was already heaving himself to his feet. Now where? Stand and face down the troopers or make a run for the hills? While Julian was still trying to make up his mind and find his left stirrup, he heard Ursula’s voice raised in command and a cry of protest from T’lin, “Dragons cannot zomph in this heat!”

But Mistrunner shot off in a shower of sand—heading for the temple.

“Domini!” Julian shouted in sudden understanding. “Dommi’s in there. zomph!” Good for Ursula!

Blizzard’s game leap forward hurled him back against the baggage plate. To make a run for it would likely have brought on pursuit anyway, and Dommi certainly deserved rescue if he were still alive. Edward Bloody Exeter did not! His crazy messiah delusions had provoked this bloodbath. Jumbo and the other antis had been right all along.

Ursula and Mistrunner were drawing out ahead. Poor Blizzard was managing no more than a varch and probably could not keep even that up much longer; he was blowing out more steam than the Flying Scotsman. T’lin drew up close on Starlight, the unladen Bluegem following.

“This will kill them!” the Dragontrader howled.

“It may kill us too,” Julian said cheerfully. Though he still had no weapon, there was something about being mounted that stiffened a chap’s spirit. Being the man on the ground when the cavalry charged was a ruddy poor show. That was what the Middle Ages had been all about, of course.

He passed the first dead moa, its rider sprawled nearby with his throat cut. The footprints showed where the Nagian victor had departed, taking his spear with him and apparently the trooper’s lance also, for it was missing, but one down did not change the odds very much.


He went by more bodies: men, women, even small children, many of them horribly ripped by the force of the lances; blood-soaked sand. The fighting was still going on—he could hear shouts and screams from the ruins and he wanted to scream. There was nothing he could do to help. Now, if only Nextdoorian dragons were real fire-breathing monsters instead of hay-eating softies…

A whopper of a node, Exeter had said, and already Julian could feel his skin prickle at the awesome touch of virtuality. A great holy place, an ancient sanctuary…The temple remains were bigger than he had realized, so scattered and shattered that he could form no clear image of its plan. In places the original carvings still showed; in others the stones had been fretted into grotesque shapes; yet others had been polished smooth. Centuries of wind had pushed the sand into waves, leaving columns and walls sticking up at random from the dunes, many of them now bearing bizarre headdresses of refugees. There were people perched on every high surface. He saw one canted column with two women and a man on the top of it. How had they climbed up there? They looked as if one sneeze would hurl them all off. He sought vainly for a sign of Dommi’s red hair.

T’lin had disappeared. Blizzard was following Mistrunner through the labyrinth—around a corner, then another, over a dune, and almost into a squirming, bleating herd of moas, which had been packed into a dead-end corridor and were being kept there by two mounted lancers. Their job had probably been hard enough even before the dragons appeared, but then the moas began to panic. The soldiers reacted with roars of anger. Ursula turned Mistrunner and put her straight at a wall. Blizzard followed without waiting to be told. Julian’s hill straps dangled unfastened and useless behind him—he grabbed at the pommel plate with his good hand just as he was tilted onto his back and almost tipped off.

No human could have climbed that stonework and even the dragons took it slowly, their long claws scraping and scrabbling for purchase. He twisted his head around to see if he was about to be skewered, but the troopers had their hands full with the moas.

Then Blizzard reached the top of the wall, balancing precariously on the stony ridge at Mistrunner’s side and belching clouds of steam. Ursula did not even look around. She was watching the drama in what must originally have been a great hall and was now a shadowed courtyard. The sandy floor sloped down to a slimy green pool at the far end, making a sort of amphitheater, and above the pool rose a high wall, bearing a few stumps and buttresses that had once supported a ribbed roof. The rest of the walls were a jagged sawtooth, all the higher points loaded with Exeter’s pilgrims, feet dangling. More were perched on any ledge or sill that had a chance of being out of reach of lances.

The entrance was an archway blocked with drifted sand almost to its keystone. No moa could pass through that. Even men on foot would have to crouch to enter, so there the Nagian spearmen had been able to hold off the Joalians’ greater numbers. At least three had died doing so, yet all their lives had bought was a little time for their friends, for now they had been outflanked. Now the troopers were swarming in through window apertures and breaches in the walls. The Nagians had shields, but their spears were much shorter than the lances. They were hopelessly outnumbered. Brave defiance became instant rout. Soldiers yelled; onlookers howled; dying men screamed. It could not compare with the Western Front for sheer horror, but it was still bloody murder.


And there was idiot Exeter in his monk’s robe, floundering and splashing through the water of the pond, accompanied by two of his henchmen. The others were trying to cover his retreat and being cut down. Running away? Being unharmed, Exeter had little choice but to run away; even so, it was not what Julian would have expected of him. He watched in grim despair as the trio reached the wall, assuming they would now turn at bay. Instead, the larger, brawnier Nagian dropped to hands and knees in the water, the other jumped up to his back and pulled his leader up after him. He cupped hands; Exeter scrambled to the man’s shoulders and reached for a ledge overhead. There was a window opening higher up. He might even reach that, but did he really think he would be allowed to escape so easily?

The top half of his human ladder jumped down, the other man stood up. They had just time to grab up their spears again before the last surviving half dozen of their companions fell back and joined them in the water. Then the Joalian pack was upon them. The troopers came in a bristle of blades, offering no quarter. The pond became a bloody froth as the victims fell, most of them stabbed by four or five lances simultaneously.

Julian shuddered and looked away. Ursula’s face was haggard, her lips drawn back in a grimace. He glanced quickly around the watchers on their perches, hoping for a glimpse of Dommi’s red hair, but could not see it. He looked down at the cavorting, cheering victors and felt the cold familiar breath of mortality on the back of his neck. The civilians would be next, for the carnage at the jetty showed that someone had ordered a massacre.

“Think we’d better get the devil out of here. The show’s over for the Liberator now.”

“Wait!” she said.

Exeter had reached his objective, a circular opening about fifteen feet above the pool. It must once have been a great window. He stood within it, outlined against sunlight, balancing himself with outstretched arms and feet. He had his cowl back. The wind was billowing and tugging his gray robe, as if trying to dislodge him. He was a perfect target, an X in a circle. The Joalians had seen him.

An officer began shouting orders, calling upon his men to clear a space and give him a fair shot. It would not be a difficult one, for although a lance was too heavy to be thrown far, in this case it need go only a few feet. He hefted the pole and prepared to run.

“Stop!” Exeter roared. “Don’t you realize what you have done, you fools?”

The scene shifted and shimmered as if a stone had fallen into a reflecting pool. Suddenly he was not a target anymore.

“Even Karzon forbids the slaughter of penitents and pilgrims! Have none of you read scripture? Have you forgotten your oaths?” His words echoed and reverberated, magnified into a knell of doom by strange acoustics and the intense virtuality. He loomed over the assembly like an avenging angel. The captain dropped his lance in dismay, staring up open-mouthed at his accuser.

“Repent, repent!” Even Julian, perched on a puffing gargoyle atop the far wall, could feel his scalp prickle at the power of the call—and he was only a bystander. Exeter lambasted the lancers, berating them for the massacre. He quoted their own Valian gospels at them: the Green Scripture, the sacred words of Karzon, god of war; the Blue Scriptures of Astina, goddess of warriors. He reeled off passage after passage to show the sinners how they had sinned, the laws they had broken. He even quoted the secret oaths of the soldiers’ Karzon cult, the Blood and Hammer. How did he know all that?

Julian glanced again at Ursula, but she was intent, as mesmerized as any. He ought to be making his escape or searching for Dommi among the living and dead, yet he could not move. The waves of charisma and authority streaming from Exeter were mind-numbing.

“So if those misguided teachings denounce your conduct, what then must the One True God think of you? The Undivided, the one who must not be named? Open your ears to the truth and tremble! Hear his commands….”

Why was the idiot speaking English to Niolians?


No, he wasn’t. It was Joalian. No, Randorian…Whatever it was, the audience understood. Julian watched the soldiers cringe lower; he heard them sob. He felt his own eyes prickle with tears, and still Exeter lashed the guilty. The rest of the troopers, the contingent from Shuujooby, came filing in through the arch, falling to their knees as they, too, heard this awful judgment. At last the anathema ended.

“Yes, there is forgiveness! Yes, you still have hope! If you truly repent, the Undivided may yet turn aside his wrath….”

This was the most incredible display of mana Julian had ever heard of. An hour ago—nay, much less than that—Exeter had been exhausted, able to walk only because he could draw strength from his devoted supporters. Now he blazed within that window like the sun at noon. He thundered with the authority of God.

“Will you accept my judgment?”

“Yes! Yes! Tell us!” The troopers howled agreement, reaching up their hands in supplication.

“Are there any among you who did not shed blood today?”

Six or seven men timidly raised their arms. The rest subsided.

“Then this be your penance. Go now. Find your mounts and ride with all haste to Niol. Take word to Queen Elvanife herself. Tell her to her face how she has offended against the people who were her children. Tell her that she must come here at once to weep on their graves—walking, barefoot, with her hair unbound. Tell her that only thus may she have hope for her soul. Go!”

The half dozen men reeled to their feet and fled from the courtyard, stumbling over the sand. The rest remained, waiting to hear their fate.

The Liberator had cowed a victorious army into a pack of sniveling penitents.

“And when you have gathered them up and prepared the graves…”

He was ordering the rest of the troopers to bury the dead.

But the greatest concentration of corpses was directly below him. There, in that scummy puddle of water, the last of his Warband had made their stand, defending their leader. There the Nagians had bled to death or drowned, and now only a few shields and lifeless limbs protruded from the bloody surface.

The bubble burst. Julian clapped his hands over his ears. His throat knotted in waves of nausea. Monster! Contemptible murderer! Hypocrite! The prophecy had warned Exeter that there would be killing in Niolvale. He had foreseen the carnage, and he had used it for his own ends. He had sacrificed his followers, the peasants—men, women and children—and especially his old comrades from Nagvale.

There was the source of his new mana.

The Liberator was no better than Zath.

No, he was worse. When Zath wanted human sacrifice, at least he did not slaughter his friends.





 * Neither they nor the Five are really gods, merely humans who have crossed over to Nextdoor from Earth or some other world. Being strangers, they automatically have charisma, the ability to absorb mana from the admiration or worship of natives.
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Light snow was falling as the Free crossed Fainpass, but the weather was fine in Lappinvale. Alice had heard predictions that the Thargians there were sure to cause trouble. They would try to block a mass invasion heading for their homeland, and they certainly did not want their Lappinian serfs taking the opportunity to escape over the border.

The doubters had forgotten that the pandemic still raged in Lappinland. Governor Kratch himself brought his wife and children to be healed by the Liberator. Gratitude was not a prized virtue among Thargians, but they always put expediency ahead of principle, and their garrison was outnumbered a hundred to one. The Free marched on unopposed, gathering recruits as they went. These refugees were free to desert as soon as they reached Randorvale, of course, but surprisingly few of them did.


Alice was enjoying herself enormously. London seemed far away now, but she had never truly been a Londoner. Tents she associated with childhood safaris, Uncle Cam and Aunt Rona in Kenya. The climate and the scenery were different, but roughing it did not bother her. Her Norfolk depression forgotten, she helped with the cooking, tended babies, cared for the sick waiting for Edward to arrive, and generally did work that felt more useful than any she had done before in her life. Now that she knew how much fun crusades were, she could understand why the Middle Ages had put on so many of them.

Even so, having Julian Smedley around was an improvement. She needed an interpreter to help her learn some basic Joalian. During her first few days with the Free, she had been forced to rely on Ursula, Dommi, and Edward himself, and they were all too busy with other duties to spend much time with her. Various Olympians began turning up and enlisting after that, but they were quickly put to work as well. Julian was not fluent in Joalian and usually enlisted a native as tutor, translating back and forth and learning along with her. It ate up the hours on the daylong treks and the sometimes monotonous toil, for he pitched in with the lowly work of the commissariat, leaving religious affairs to others.

Captain Smedley qualified as an old friend. Alice had more in common with him than anyone else in this world except Edward, and she rarely saw Edward. Julian had flicked in and out of her life for years, her cousin’s closest chum, a different person every time she met him: bean sprout boy, then spotty, unsure adolescent, debonair youth, shell-shocked hero. And now? Now a lean, competent young man, not quite handsome but certainly attractive, old beyond his years. If he still had daylight nightmares, he hid them behind a cheery façade. He never discussed his own affairs, but he was too personable not to have at least one sweetheart somewhere. Recalling the bedroom roulette that Mrs. McKay had described that long-ago evening in the dining room of the Bull, Alice concluded that Julian Smedley would be regarded as a prime target but might not be ruthless enough to play such games well.

From Lappinvale by Soutpass into Randorvale—and still the sun shone. Randorland might be tricky, Julian warned, because it was home ground for the Lady, the Church was being persecuted there, and Doc Mainwaring still lay in jail. But the prophecy was encouraging, verse 318: “From Randor the mighty shall seek out the Liberator, sleeping in the woods and ditches, crying: aid us, have mercy upon us, and they will shower gold upon him.”

The first thing that happened in Randorvale, though, was that Ursula and Dommi disappeared.

“They’ll be back,” Edward promised. “Dommi’s appointed himself apostle to the Carrots. Ursula’s going to report to whatever’s left of the Service.”

The following morning, King Gudjapate summoned the Liberator to an audience and the Liberator declined the invitation.

Two days later, the king tried again, delivering an emaciated but otherwise unharmed Doc Mainwaring as a peace offering. Edward still refused, although he kept Doc.

On the Free’s fourth night in the vale, when they were camping close to the western end and thus not very far from Olympus, several hundred copper-haired Olympians poured into camp and greeted the Liberator with hysterical adulation. With them came Ursula and some familiar faces: Betsy and Bill Pepper, Iris Barnes, Prof Rawlinson, and others.


Julian learned of the evangelists’ return as he was wrapping himself up in a fur robe beside a campfire. There were still not enough tents, and he could not see why a seasoned campaigner like himself should be given preference. He was quite healthy now, just a little weak, and Flanders had been much worse than this. A man knelt down at his side and grinned at him like a starving crocodile. He sat up quickly.

“Dommi! You’re back? How’s Ayetha?”

“Indeed she is most excellently in good health, Brother Kaptaan. And I am very proudest father of very loud son.”

Julian, formerly Tyika Kaptaan, thumped him on the back and shook his hand. “Congratulations, Brother Dommi! And what is his name?” He could guess the answer. The Vales were going to be swarming with D’wards from now on.

“By gracious permission he is named after our esteemed Liberator.”

“And was Entyika—Was she there?”

Dommi grinned even wider and nodded. “I have brought missive for you.”

Julian snatched it from his hand and ripped it open. He forgot to say thank you, and he did not see Dommi depart.


my dearest darling captain hook,

it was very clever of you to guess were i had gone, i am staying hear with one of tims ants not a man. i would have staid in olimpus if i new you were coming back so soon. and i am sorry to miss you. i miss you very much. i am sorry we quareled but all lovers quarel sometimes. all your promises made me cry and i wont hold you to them because i think you will repent at leshur but if you do realy mean them then i am yours always on any world. body and soul and espeshly body.

your ever loving
 wendy



That letter very nearly cost the Free one of their number, but in the end he decided to stay aboard. The crusade would not last very much longer, whereas his future with Euphemia could be stretched out for centuries. A few days more would be very little by comparison, however long they might seem.

The following morning, the royal family and most of the court drove into the camp in a caravan of fine carriages. Edward greeted them politely, cured every last runny nose, and did not insist that they sleep in ditches. He accepted their gold and gave it to Dosh to buy more food and more pack beasts.

Prophecy was a two-edged weapon, and next stop was Thovale. By now everyone knew that verse 404 of the Testament held some ominous words about D’ward and hunger in Thovale. The encounter was unavoidable—a man of destiny could not pick and choose.

“Should make an early start in the morning,” Julian said. “Beat the rush.”

Alice could see only a sheer wall of mountain, fit to challenge a fly. “Certainly. How is the pass rated?” She knew now that Joalian had a dozen words that might be applied to a mountain pass, depending on its difficulty. Difficulty was a matter of judgment, though. If it couldn’t stop a mountain goat, then it ranked as easy.

“Figpass is a jaltheraan.”

“I’m not familiar with that one. What does it mean?”

“Bloody-awful-even-in-summer.”

“Will an hour before dawn be early enough?”

 

The Figpass trail began rising at once, climbing steeply through scrubby trees, and it soon opened out to reveal vast hills of an impossibly green green under a pure white sky. The Free were a gray rope dropped by a giant, scrolled over the mountain face and ultimately vanishing into clouds thousands of feet above. And that was only the vanguard. There were many, many more behind.


Alice leaned into the slope, trying to keep up a steady plod. In an hour or two she would stand up there and look down to see the masses following. “It seems so unreal! I keep trying to think of earthly equivalents and I can’t find a single one. Visigoths…the Children of Israel…Xerxes crossing the Hellespont—none of them quite fits.”

Julian puffed, his breath already white in the cold. “Peter the Hermit?”

“Don’t even think that!”

“Right-oh, I won’t. It is real. It is also very transient. All of us will remember these days for the rest of our lives. A century from now one or two of those children may still be alive, bragging that they marched with D’ward, following the Liberator into Thargvale.”

These days were also the most important of Alice Pearson’s life. If she lived to be a hundred, like those hypothetical children, everything else would be anticlimax. The Vales were only a small part of the world, and only a tiny fraction of their population was actually involved, but surely this was a moment in history. Who would refuse a grandstand seat at the Hegira, the parting of the Red Sea, or Caesar crossing the Rubicon? She tried not to include the People’s Crusade or the Crucifixion in that list. Whatever was going to happen at Tharg, she would never again see anything to match this. She assumed she would eventually go Home. She had already overstayed the four-week limit she had set with Miss Pimm, but it was certainly not time to leave yet.

No one, even Edward, knew how many followers he had now. The organization alone was a miracle, growing of itself to keep pace with the mushrooming numbers. Having learned over the past five years how incompetent armies were, Alice would not have believed that a large group of people could cooperate so well. The credit was all Edward’s, for he had chosen a superlative team of disciples and inspired them with fanatical loyalty. There were no personal feuds or squabbles over precedence among the shield-bearers.

Their strength as a team sprang from their differences. No one understood human weaknesses better than Dosh, the reformed criminal and libertine. Dommi had scaled up his experience at running households to run the commissariat. Ursula Newton was an irresistible force, a human tidal wave to overcome all resistance, while Eleal’s preaching could wring tears from a field of rocks. Of Edward’s two age-group brothers from the old Nagian days, Tielan was a shrewd trader and Doggan was dogged and untiring in humdrum tasks that drove others crazy. Piol Poet was official archivist, keeping Eleal’s sermons theologically orthodox. Pinky Pinkney moved people as the wind moves snowflakes, usually without their knowing it. Bid’lip had been a soldier, Kilpian a drover, Hasfral a midwife, Gastik a farmer, Imminol a herbalist, and Tittrag a mason.

The Liberator himself could outperform any one of them at anything, but he could not be in a dozen places at once. Whatever he needed done, he had a disciple to do. There were twenty shield-bearers in all, and Edward remarked to Alice in one of his wry asides that he could not imagine how Jesus ever got by with only twelve.

In the last two weeks, she had seen very little of Edward. When he offered apologies, she refused them. “You are working; I am on vacation. I can’t speak the language, so I can’t help much. If you want to talk, then send for me and I’ll come gladly. Otherwise, do what you must do and don’t give me a thought. One thing I am not is bored.”

He did send for her a few times, always late in the day, when others were ready to relax. He seemed to need no rest, but his helpers did, or perhaps he chose the hour merely from habit. She was amused to notice that the two of them were never completely alone, so no tongues would wag, and yet she doubted that the danger of scandal had consciously occurred to him. His instincts were perfect.


At those sessions he would always inquire if she was happy, and she would always assure him that she was. She let him lead the conversation, and thus they talked of England, of the war, of poetry, of their childhoods. Only once did he mention what might happen when the Free arrived in Tharg, and then almost offhandedly.

“They can only be a cheering section,” he said, “but of course it is their cheers that make it possible. There is just one event on the bill—the heavyweight championship of the Vales, between the reigning champion, Zath (boo! hiss!) in the black corner and the Liberator (hip! hip!) in the gray. We’ve all read the result in the Testament, so it should be a very dull…. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I just tend to forget that Zath is a real person, not just an allegory.”

“Oh, he’s real all right.” Edward’s eyes narrowed, and for a moment he stared out bleakly at the night. “But what I’m planning is not murder, it’s execution. You know which victims’ names head the indictment.”

Then he shrugged and changed the subject. If he had any doubts about the outcome, he could hide them even from her. But he must know that the battle was not always to the righteous and that most popular uprisings ended in disaster: Wat Tyler, Jan Hus, Peter the Hermit. The People’s Crusade had taken thirty thousand people to slavery or slaughter.

Sometimes he was the Edward she had known. He had shown this same courage and quiet determination when the Blighters were trying to kill him. Sometimes she sensed more, a fearsome coiled power waiting to be unleashed, a calculated hatred for an evil foe—unless that was only her imagination seeing what it wanted to see. Yet, sitting demurely across the fire from him, she would watch the play of light on the angular planes of his face and wonder what her cousin had become.

Once, and only once, he let his inner feelings show. He fell silent for a while, staring at her. She waited, pretending to watch the flames, and finally he said wistfully, “Dear Alice! What would have happened if the war hadn’t come? Happened to us? If there had been no Filoby Testament? Do you ever wonder?”

“I can’t imagine.” She studied the pictures in the embers, which was just as practical an occupation as indulging in useless might-have-beens.

Softly, he said, “I was very much in love with you, you know. I still am, but now…well, things are different now. Let’s not complicate matters by talking about that. Would you ever have taken me seriously?”

“I always took you seriously, Edward, dear. Very seriously. I was very frightened of hurting you. I was sure you would find another girl soon enough, probably lots of girls. I was the only one you’d ever known.”

“One’s enough. I don’t think I’d have found another. I don’t think I’d have given up—not even when I learned about D’Arcy.”

She met his eyes then, and the question in them. “I was in love, too. Crazily in love.”

“And if the war hadn’t come?”

“I would have continued to be a fool, I suppose. His wife’s still alive.”

“Were you really a fool? Do you think that now?”

“Yes.” She felt disloyal to the memory of a man who had given her so much happiness, but she owed loyalty to Edward also. “He wouldn’t risk losing his career and her money.”

“Jolly watery sort of love!”


“Yes. I suppose I’d have come to my senses eventually. Why I didn’t become pregnant, I can’t imagine—that would have done it! Too late, of course. I should be grateful that the war did come.”

He pouted. “Don’t think that! And Terry?”

“Rebound, only rebound.” Terry had been even younger than Edward, with the same black hair and blue eyes—an odd coincidence. “A wonderful man, and yet in the end that would have been worse. We were madly in love, both of us, but we’d nothing else in common. It wouldn’t have lasted. We’d have lived unhappily ever after.”

After a moment, he said, “Thank you.”

For what? Sauce for the gander? “What about Ysian? Didn’t you love her?”

He shook his head in sad amusement, as if unable to credit her disbelief. “No. I told you. Love between native and stranger is unthinkable. It doesn’t matter which world you choose, one must age while the other doesn’t. I could have loved her. I didn’t let myself fall in love with Ysian.”

“Then what of Miss Eleal, who follows you around all day with those big, big mooncalf eyes?”

His eyebrows arched. A corner of his mouth quirked. “Alice, darling, you’re not, um, just a little bit—”

“Me? Of course not. As far as I’m concerned, she’s perfectly welcome to her classic profile and her overabundant mammary tissue and her life as one vast dramatized tragic tableau vivant. I just wish she’d keep it a little farther away from me, that’s all.”

“Her own father bewitched her,” Edward said. “Can you imagine that—his own daughter? I took the spell off.”

“With another kiss?”

He laughed aloud. “Don’t blow steam at me, Mrs. Pearson! Yes, if you must know. I didn’t enthrall her, though.”

“She managed that all by herself?”

“Yes, she did! She was hurt and vulnerable; she picked the first man she could find to fill that terrible gulf in her soul. And “the answer is still the same—love between stranger and native is unthinkable.”

Alice was still winding herself up to apologize when he shrugged and said, “I just hope she’s strong enough not to turn suicidal when—when she discovers I can’t respond.”

“Or when—what?”

“Let’s talk of happier things,” he said. “Do you remember…”

How many men could resist a piece like Eleal? Life would be much simpler if more of them were like Edward.

 

Figpass was bad going up and worse coming down. Alice stopped in the shelter of a rock to take a break, while wet-flannel mist drifted by and the column of Free trudged past without a break. Julian was looking very weary, but his sense of humor was still operational.

“Thovale?” he said. “It’s very small and very strategic, because it connects to several other vales. The Thargians have always known the gods meant it to belong to them; they have never quite convinced the Thovians of that self-evident truth. Thovians are wild hill men. They make the Scots or the Afghans look like bunny rabbits.


“Thargia has tried to annex the vale several times. The clansmen came down from the hills by night and cut throats. The Thargians couldn’t do much to retaliate, because they prefer to fight in straight lines and the terrain here won’t allow that. Their armies had to cut their way through every time, both going and coming, which cramped their foreign policy vis-à-vis everyone else. So they came to a gentlemen’s agreement. Thovale is officially independent, but it won’t hinder Thargia marching through and won’t support its enemies. Now the Thargians are free to bully everyone except the Thovians and the Thovians can carry on feuding among themselves. Everybody’s happy, doing what they enjoy most.”

She laughed. “You are a cynic!”

“I learned that on Earth,” he said grimly.

 

Even as the Free poured down into Thovale in their thousands, a sudden blizzard closed the pass. Snow fell in shiploads, day after day after day, trapping the pilgrims within their camp.

Very few of the wagons had arrived in time. Fuel ran out first, but that hardly mattered. People had crammed into every available tent and the tents were buried in snow, so although their interiors were dark, damp, and stank horribly, they were not really cold. Walkways between them became trenches through the drifts. The food ran low. Rations were cut and finally stopped altogether, with the last reserves being issued only to children and nursing mothers—for there were even nursing mothers on this crusade.

Edward came around regularly, visiting every tent at least once a day. Shield-bearers came more frequently, especially those who were good preachers: Eleal, Pinky, Dommi. Influenza came, and was dispatched by the Liberator. Boredom came also. Hymn singing palled. Doctrinal arguments palled. Alice was very glad she did not understand enough of the language to have to listen to all that. Tempers grew shorter as the hunger bit harder.

Gradually fear began to seep into the Free. The Filoby Testament said that the Liberator would take death to Death, but it did not mention his followers. Perhaps they would all die first? Alice worried about that, having heard of the fruits of martyrdom from Julian, and she was certainly not alone. A word from Edward or even a shield-bearer cheered everyone up again, but the doubts returned.

 

It was night on the second day without food. Tempers were brittle. Somewhere in the pitch-black tent, two men were arguing, ignoring the rising grumbles of their neighbors. Alice was cramped from sitting with her knees up, but it was not her turn to stretch out yet. The shapeless furry lump she was leaning against was Julian, leaning against her. She was fairly certain that there was no one else in the tent who understood English.

“Julian?”

“Mm?”

“He’s been imitating Jesus.”

“Mm.” Meaning, yes.

“How far do you suppose he’s willing to go?”

“Driving out the money changers? Last Supper?”

“You know what I mean. Being crucified.”

He sighed. “I wouldn’t put it past him if he thought that was what was needed. Fortunately, I don’t think it’s relevant. I asked Prof and he agrees. There’s no way that the Liberator’s death would in itself destroy Zath. Edward’s in terrible danger, of course. The odds are still long against him, so he may well die. If he does, I’m sure it won’t be by his own wish.”

The argument in the corner sounded as if it was about to come to blows. The protesters were growing louder too.

“He might pull down the temple, like Samson?” Alice asked.

“No, that won’t work. It’s got to be a straight, heads-down contest of mana. The stronger wins, the weaker loses. If Edward isn’t powerful enough to win that, then he would gain nothing by pulling down the temple. Zath would just trapdoor himself out of there. Edward would have used up far more mana than he would.”


She thought of the other two men she had lost in her life and wondered if she was about to lose a third. Not a lover like them, of course, but a very dear foster brother. Just that. It was enough. Of course, if Edward survived his ordeal and then renewed his suit…She shied away from such thoughts.

“You still believe he needs help from the Pentatheon?”

“Zath has been collecting mana for a hundred years or so.”

“But Edward has done far, far better than anyone expected, hasn’t he?”

“Thanks to the Spanish flu, he has. I know we mustn’t say that, but it’s true.” Julian chuckled, and Alice felt it through her backbone. “Fallow always claimed it taught us leadership, but no old Fallovian has ever led anything on this scale before. He’s done far, far better than the Service ever dreamed possible. I think the only one who foresaw this was Zath himself. I hope the bastard’s been worrying about this for thirty years.”

“How do you think the Pentatheon feels?”

“Pretty bucked, if we’re right in thinking they don’t like Zath.”

“But the more powerful Edward is, the greater the risk they take if they help him, surely? They’ll just create another Zath to threaten them, and they must know Edward doesn’t approve of them either.” His own success might doom him.

“I don’t know.” Julian squirmed into a new position. “Nobody knows. It’s a waste of time theorizing.” He wasn’t contradicting her. He couldn’t, because he had said much the same things himself in the past. “I will say this: Prof and I went over the Testament, and this is almost the end. This is verse four-oh-four, hunger in Thovale. There’s only one prophecy left. Edward’s fulfilled all the rest—all those that mention the Liberator, all those that mention D’ward, all those that seem to be relevant but don’t name him at all. The only one left to go is verse one thousand one: ‘In wrath the Liberator shall descend into Thargland. The gods shall flee before him; they shall bow their heads before him, they will spread their hands before his feet.’”

“That’s certainly encouraging, but you’re forgetting three eighty-six. It’s not finished yet.”

“Well, of course.”

Everyone knew verse 386:

‘Hear all peoples, and rejoice all lands, for the slayer of Death comes, the Liberator, the son of Kameron Kisster. In the seven hundredth Festival, he shall come forth in the land of Suss. Naked and crying he shall come into the world and Eleal shall wash him. She shall clothe him and nurse him and comfort him. Be merry and give thanks; welcome this mercy and proclaim thine deliverance, for he will bring death to Death.’

The arguing men had been forced into silence by their neighbors. People were whispering and coughing, and a child wailed in another tent somewhere. Snow smothered all other sounds.

Thinking over what Julian had said, Alice realized that there was another verse in the Testament that had not been completed yet, one that mentioned someone called the Betrayer. Who was he?
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A cruel wind wailed along the street, inciting dead leaves to ran races, whipping up the rank smell of horses from the stones. It tugged at Eleal’s cloak and tried to snatch her precious load from her arms. It threw dust in her eyes. In this corner of the town the evening’s activities would not normally begin for hours yet, but twilight was coming early under the storm clouds and she must complete her business and be well away before it did. Bending into the gale, she trudged with her uneven gait—clip-clop, clip-clop-clip. The wind repeatedly tried to push her off balance or rip the cloth wrapping from the burden she carried.


Jurg was a fine town, her favorite town in all the Vales, but all towns had seamy corners and River Street was seamier than the backside of a patchwork quilt, a fetid alley that made the area near Cherry Blossom House seem dull as a virgin’s diary. She had only ever ventured here before once, and then in broad daylight. The Cherry Blossom whores came regularly, but always around noon, and even then Tigurb’l Tavernkeeper sent bouncers along to protect them. Eleal could have asked a couple of those thicks to escort her this evening, but they would have been more dangerous than the ill-reputed denizens of River Street. They would have demanded to know what she carried wrapped in that rag and then promptly relieved her of it. The brighter ones would also have cut her throat so she couldn’t tattle back to Tigurb’l.

It had cost more than five Joalian stars. If she let it slip, it wouldn’t be worth a copper pig. If she fell and went down on top of it, she might not be, either. The sucker was as tall as a two-year-old child—and heavy. The push of the wind was uneven. The cobbles were uneven. Her legs were uneven. Clip-clop…clip-clop…clip…

There were few other people around. The town mice had fled the coming dark and the cats had not yet emerged. The one or two men who came hurrying past all looked at her as if they could not believe their eyes—this was no place for a woman alone. She should have borrowed some less pretentious garments, too. Her cloak alone had cost almost half a star, burgundy-colored Narshian llama wool with white goose-fur trim.

But here was her destination. Amid all the shabby tenements, run-down stores, and mysterious anonymous doorways stood a grand pillared entrance, far older than all of them. The original proprietor was still in business, for the portico bore a massive metal hammer, the symbol of Karzon. Usually the holy buildings in a city were clustered close together. Isolated temples like this one were so rare that Eleal knew of no others—it was as if the god who lived here had been spurned by the other gods of the city, as if they would not associate with him. This was the home of Ken’th, avatar of the Man in Jurg.

She dared not pause to catch her breath, although her heart was racing like a cheetah. One more effort to think this project through and her courage would fade like mist. Blinking the wind tears from her eyes, she hurried up the steps, clutching her precious bundle. Clip-clop, clip-clop…The old tiled steps showed signs of wear. That amused her, because no one ever admitted to worshipping at the temple of Ken’th. Mother Ylla, that horrible hag, had told her once that only boys and old men did—she had overlooked harlots.

The door stood open. It was a small door for so large a portico, and the interior beyond seemed dark. Again, Eleal felt her nerve waver. Her insides had tied themselves into hard knots; her arms shook so violently that she feared she was about to drop the figurine. That would ruin all her plans! But gods should be approached with humility and reverence, not this burning anger, this vitriolic craving to get even. Who ever brought a plea for justice to the Man? Justice was the prerogative of the Maiden, especially her aspect of Irepit, who had once sent one of her nuns to save Eleal from a reaper and must therefore be well disposed toward her. Unfortunately, Astina’s aspect in Jurg was Agroal, goddess of virginity, not at all the right goddess to handle a problem like this—nor one that Eleal Singer would dare to petition, whereas she had a special call on Ken’th. Get even! I will be revenged on D’ward! She clenched her teeth and lurched forward into the temple. Clip! Clop! Clip!

 

The circular chamber was small for the home of an important god, but that was because Ken’th attracted solitary worshippers, not great congregations. To her intense relief, it was presently inhabited only by a restless wind, which rustled leaves it had brought in as offerings and stirred the draperies covering the walls. High, narrow windows above them shed little light on the gloomy hall. In the center, two oil lamps burned on the low dais, their flames jumping nervously—they could not be half as nervous as she was! Above them stood the figure of the god.


Unlike the Youth, the Man was normally portrayed clothed, but of course this was Ken’th. Lit mainly from below by the lamps, the carving was impossibly priapic. She had been only a child on her previous visit, yet even then she had been confident that the anatomical details were based on wishful thinking. Now she knew that from experience, but she could also tell that the sculptor had been much more skilled than whoever had painted the pornographic murals in the upper rooms of Cherry Blossom House. The musculature was superb. The set of Ken’th’s hands on his hips and the tip of his head demonstrated male arrogance beautifully—man the irresistible. The face bore an expression at once sensuous, demanding, and callous. She thought of her mother, wondering if she had come here of her own free will, or if the god had sought her out somewhere else.

Eleal limped closer. She should kneel, she supposed, and yet she felt strangely reluctant to do so. Her heart was fighting to escape, a terrified bird in a bony cage.

A curtain swished open, revealing a dark little room behind. She jumped, almost dropping the figurine. A man strode out silently on bare feet—a priest, of course, although he did not look like a priest. Male servants of other deities wore long robes, and most shaved their scalps and faces. Being Ken’th’s and on duty, this one had only a green wrap tied around his loins. His hair hung to his shoulders, his beard merged with the fur mat on his chest. He was tall and well-built, an exemplar of young manhood, but the temple of virility would have many more applicants to choose from than most did.

He came around the plinth and stopped near one of the lamps, regarding her with approval. “You are welcome to this holy place, beloved.”

Eleal clutched the figurine tighter—much tighter and she would break it. “Thank you, father,” she said, and was annoyed to hear the quaver in her voice.

He nodded slightly, eying her burden curiously. “I see you bring a substantial offering. How may I aid you? What mercy do you seek from mighty Ken’th?”

“I wish to speak with the god himself.”

“An elderly husband, perhaps? An embarrassing delay in conceiving?” He would be willing to remedy the matter, with the god’s help and a suitable fee. He might even waive the fee in her case.

“No, father.”

He smiled, unable to conceal his eagerness. “Then too much success in conceiving? You wish the god to withdraw his blessing? This, too, may be arranged, beloved.”

That was why the harlots came. It would be all much the same to him, for although that ritual included some complicated preliminaries to appease the god and ensure the required result, all Ken’th’s rituals included coitus. All that involved women, anyway. What happened with the boys and old men, she did not know and did not want to.

“Not that, either. I wish to speak with the god.”

A flicker of impatience. “Present your offering, make your prayers, and then I shall aid you in the rites.”

“No. I—I wish to meet him in person.”

The man blinked. Then he grinned broadly. “You are ambitious, daughter! Whatever your need, I am authorized to represent the god in the performance of his sacrament.”

Eleal had never met a man who did not think that of himself, and she could recognize the too-familiar eagerness in the priest’s manner. He advanced a step. She backed away. He noticed her limp and frowned.

Unable to think of anything more to say, Eleal pulled the cover from the figurine, a female dancer poised on one toe, about to take flight from its plinth, carved Niolian crystal flashing in the lamplight. Its beauty was heart-stopping. She had spent all afternoon haggling with the dealer, and even then he had emptied her purse to her last twelfthpiece. Surely such an offering would earn the god’s attention?


The priest sucked in his breath. “You bring a rich gift, lady!” he admitted. “It is fitting.” He tore his eyes away from the carving to study her again, noting the quality of her robe. She could almost hear him concluding that a woman who wore such a garment to visit River Street must be out of her mind.

He reached out. “Let me take it for you.”

“No!” She moved it away.

“Then lay it on the dais, carefully.”

“No! I wish to give it to the god in person. I want Ken’th in the flesh!”

“You are verging close to blasphemy, daughter!”

His tone annoyed her. He was little older than she was.

“Tell the god that—”

“Give me that carving before you drop it.” He reached out again.

Again she lurched back. Seeing she could not evade him any longer, she turned and hurled the figurine at the feet of the idol. The crash echoed from the stone walls; a hail of diamonds danced across the floor. The priest cried out in horror.

“There!” Eleal shouted. “I have given my offering to the god! Now let him hear my prayer!”

The priest backed away, watching carefully where he put his feet. “You are crazy, woman!” His voice was unsteady. “You commit sacrilege and blasphemy! Begone, lest Holy Ken’th smite you in his wrath!”

“I want Ken’th!” she yelled. “I have words for his ears alone!”

“Go! You are out of your wits, I say. Beware that he does not curse you, so that no man will ever consummate his holy sacrament with you.”

“He is my father!”

The young priest curled his lip in disgust. “One of those, are you? Be thankful to mighty Ken’th for giving you life and do not trouble him further.” Coming around, staying clear of the shining fragments, he grabbed her arm so hard that she cried out.

“I have a special service to offer him!”

“Begone, madwoman!” He began pulling her to the door.

She struggled and clawed at him. He took hold of her other wrist and manhandled her easily, practically carrying her.

It was not working out as she had planned. She had thrown away everything she had ever earned and would have nothing to show for it. She was going to be balked of her revenge. “I want to tell him of the Liberator!”

“I am sure you do. And you doubtless have a few prophecies he should hear also. Pray to him in the privacy of your bedroom, and he will hear.” They had reached the door. “Out with you!—and do not linger in these streets, for the god’s presence here makes men bold. It is no place for a woman alone.”

With that cold warning, the priest threw her out. The door slammed behind her as she sprawled down on the rug.
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Dosh knew most of the official passes in the Vales and a few unofficial ones also—the secret “back doors” patronized by smugglers and Tinkerfolk, who were frequently the same people. Although he had not crossed Ragpass in years and had only vague memories of it, he remembered it as soon as he saw it. The Nosokvale end, he now recalled, was quite gentle, but the Joalvale side angled up a sheer cliff. In many places the trail had been notched into the buff-colored rock like a half tunnel, and those artificial parts were too narrow to let two men pass. The natural ledges were mostly wider but often canted unpleasantly toward the scenery. The only good thing to be said about the ascent was that it zigged and zagged so much that anyone who blew off could have some hope of flattening a fellow traveler or two as he bounced his way down.

Convinced now that his continued survival depended on leaving Joalvale with haste and as few witnesses as possible, Dosh had not paused to talk with any more natives. His Tinkerfolk childhood had given him skill in tracking, but any fool could have read the footprints in the dust, and they would have been erased by the wind if the Liberator and his gang were more than a few hours ahead of him. When he drew near the base of the cliff, he could see small groups of people like mites, trailing upward, far above him. In the warm glow of a setting sun, he proceeded to ride his moa up the nightmare.

The first third or so went comparatively easily. All he need do was urge his mount on and resist a temptation to close his eyes. Being suspended seven feet above the path was much worse than having one’s own feet on it, and he had to curl into a knot at the overhangs, but at least he need not exert himself. Joalflat began to expand below him like a painting. He caught up with some of the stragglers and passed them. They were mostly old folk or families with children—not the normal run of travelers at all—so he assumed that they were the tag end of D’ward’s army. He did not stop to speak with them, merely shouting at them to stand aside and let him pass.

The moa repeatedly battered his knees and ankles against the rock. As he drew higher, the wind flapped at his clothes and ruffled his curls.

The rule of thumb in moary was that moas would go no higher than the tree line. Swift must have read the rule book, because she suddenly concluded that the total absence of trees hereabout meant that she was excused from further effort. She stopped dead and tried to bite him.

Dosh kicked hard, winning another few minutes’ progress. Then Swift stopped again. Wishing he had thought to wear spurs, he pulled out his dagger and gave the brute a jab in the shoulder. The result was a hair-raising tantrum of leaping and bucking, followed by a serious effort to run back down to Joalvale. Pebbles flew over the edge and rattled away into space. Dosh wrestled the beast around and jabbed again. Swift took off like a Nagian warrior’s spear. Warned by his yells, other travelers cleared the way, and he went by them in a blur.

It could not last, of course. Eventually they reached an impasse. Swift absolutely refused to budge any farther. Concluding that more jabbing would merely exacerbate her already vicious temper, Dosh dismounted.

Moas could be led, in which case they tended to bite. Their teeth were blunt and rarely drew blood but could certainly hurt. Moas might also be driven, in which case they would kick with their sharp hooves. Dosh elected to drive, untying the reins and using the thong as a tether. As he had hoped, Swift was too winded and too unsure of the footing to do much serious kicking. They proceeded up the hill at a reasonable pace.

The sun was drawing unpleasantly close to the horizon. Joalflat stretched out to infinity, vanishing into haze to the west. Moa or not, Dosh was determined to reach the top of this accursed ascent before dark.


He passed a few more of the Liberator’s rabble, which was a fair description of them. A majority seemed to be women, and none of them looked prosperous. Obviously no one with a good living would throw it up to follow the Liberator, although why anyone at all should want to follow the Liberator just because he was the Liberator escaped Dosh completely. D’ward had been a superlative leader when he was battlemaster of the combined Joalian and Nagian armies, but these derelicts were no army. And who was the enemy? Zath? That seemed like a war to avoid at all costs. Dosh wished wholeheartedly that he had washed his hands of the Liberator and headed west to Fithvale.

As the sun swelled to a scarlet cushion on the skyline, he reached the top of the ascent. Suddenly there was no more cliff above him, only trees and two great peaks flanking the pass. A gale was howling through the gap. As far as he could recall, though, from here the road wound gently downward all the way to Nosokflat.

“There, you brute!” he told the moa. “Trees! You’re back on duty.”

She kicked at him and he dodged.

He paused to catch his breath and look back, letting his sweat cool. Half of Joalvale was visible, its shadowed landscape a tapestry of green and gold fields, woodlands, blue waters. The rivers were silver ribbons, the roads red threads. If the light were better, he would probably see Joal itself.

He saw dust. Something was raising a smudge of dust on the road he had come. It might just be a caravan of wagons, but his instinct for self-preservation told him not to bet on that. Far more likely it was a troop of Joalian cavalry. They probably would not attempt the ascent in the dark—he hoped. They might not be after him or the Liberator.

Pig puke! His lifelong motto had always been to assume the worst, and it had never failed him yet. He should have heeded it sooner.

The sky was cloudless. Trumb had risen, almost full, and could be counted on to bathe the world in bright green light until dawn. Dosh turned to give battle with the moa. “You,” he said grimly, “are going to ran as you have never run before.”

Swift expertly kicked him on the shin, hurling him to the dirt, and then landed another kick on his ribs as he rolled away. Fortunately it broke no bones and he did not let go of the tether.

Who owned a pass was a question that had started many a war, but the ultimate answer depended on the relative strengths of the parties involved. When the neighboring states were Joalia and Nosokia, there was no argument. The Nosokian rulers were Joalian puppets and would not talk crossly to Joalian troopers if they pursued a fugitive into Nosok itself and hacked him to bits on the main street. When the fugitive spoke no Nosokian and knew of no back doors out of Nosokvale, his only option was to head east as fast as possible. If he could reach Rinoovale, he would be into Niolia’s sphere of interest, safely out of Joaldom.

All four moons graced the night. Although Kirb’l, Ysh, and Eltiana combined could not match the green glare of Trumb, they did help lighten the shadows, and Dosh rode swiftly along the valley. Mainly the track clung to the banks of a chattery stream, avoiding the head-smashing branches of the forest. He passed more of the Liberator’s followers. If the Jilvenby peasant’s numbers had been anywhere near correct, there could not be many more of them ahead.

After a mile or two, Dosh rounded a bend into a section of the valley that was more open. Its walls rose steeply from a flat floor, carpeted by shrubs but few trees. He saw the flicker of fires ahead, a cluster of fallen stars among the bushes. There were many more of them than he would have expected.

There was nothing to stop him riding right on by. He could be in Nosokland by morning, whether or not it killed his moa. That was what he should do. On the other hand, he must have at least an hour’s start on the Joalians, even if they risked the ascent in moonlight. He had come this way to warn D’ward, so he might as well do so.

His sentimentality would be the death of him.


He even decided as he turned Swift off the trail that, if he were to be completely honest—not something he encouraged in himself—he would admit that he would dearly love to spend a friendly evening with D’ward beside a campfire, chatting of old times and finding out just what all this Liberator racket was about.

He headed for the fires and the sound of crying babies. He noted people moving around in the shrubbery and guessed that they were gathering berries. How many berries would it take to fill a hundred empty stomachs?

A man appeared as if from nowhere, right in his path. He wore only a leather kilt—chilly covering in the mountains at night—and he carried a spear and a round shield. He said, “Halt!”

Dosh halted. The spear was a serious matter.

“State your business!” The sentry had a familiar accent, and suddenly his face was familiar also.

“Doggan! Doggan Herder! It’s me—Dosh!”

“Five gods! I mean, Bless me! It’s the faggot himself! What you doing here, slime?”

“I could ask the same of you.” Dosh considered dismounting, but he was more worried now by Swift’s teeth than Doggan’s spear. He wondered how many more of D’ward’s old Warband might be around and concluded that there would probably be quite a few of them. Nagian age groups were fanatically loyal and did everything in bunches. “Where’s your face paint, warrior?”

“Face paint is out!” Doggan said firmly. He was a short, broad man, more notable for muscle than brains. He seemed unaware that what he had just said was rank heresy to a Nagian. “I asked you what you wanted.”

“I came to see D’ward.”

Doggan thought about it. Then he gestured with the spear. “Follow me. And if you let that brute bite me, then it’s cutlets.”

“Lead on.” Dosh began rethinking strategy. A troop of Nagian warriors would be a fair match for the Joalians. If D’ward was willing to protect him, he might be out of danger.

A few minutes brought them to a campfire. Having hobbled Swift, he limped wearily forward into the light, his leg throbbing like hammers where the moa had kicked it. Half a dozen shivery-looking Nagians squatted around the flames, apparently listening intently to D’ward, who was sitting on a rock, expounding. He broke off what he was saying, his teeth flashing in a smile.

“Well, see who’s here! Our old messenger! Welcome, Dosh!” He was dressed in a dark, long-sleeved priest’s gown. He wore a close-cropped beard and hints of black curls showed under his cowl, but he would look more like a priest if he shaved both his face and his head. That would be a pity.

“Thanks.” Dosh moved closer to the fire and the others quickly made room for him, lots of room, as if he carried some contagious disease. He crouched down to warm himself, registering that these men were all from the old Sonalby troop—Prat’han Potter, Burthash Wheelwright, Gopaenum Butcher, and the rest. Every one of them would cut himself into small cubes if D’ward asked.

Silence alerted him; he looked up and saw that D’ward was waiting for him to speak.

“I heard you were at Jilvenby. A trooper in Joal told me. Thought I’d come and warn you.”


Even in the flickering firelight, D’ward’s eyes showed blue, twinkling with amusement. “That was very friendly of you, Dosh. The Joalians were no threat to me—but it was a kind thought.”

He had not changed at all. If he wanted people to think of him as a leader, he ought to let his beard grow longer. No, that might be true of other men, but it wasn’t true of him. He seemed too young, yet he was completely calm, absolute master of the group and of himself. Dosh felt the old magic at work again. This was a man who commanded respect and loyalty without ever asking for it. He talked with gods. He was foretold by prophecy. He elicited trust—and also confidences.

“He wasn’t quite what he seemed,” Dosh said. “He bore the mark of the Lady.”

Big Prat’han grunted, but what he meant remained unclear.

D’ward pursed his lips. “The only male Eltiana cult I know of is the Guardians of the Mother. They’re said to wear her symbol in a very intimate place.”

“That’s it.”

The smile faded. The stare seemed to sharpen. “And how did you discover that, Dosh?”

A couple of the men muttered inaudibly.

“No,” D’ward said. “If he was sworn to Eltiana, then he wouldn’t be doing that. Well?”

“I killed him.”

D’ward sighed. “Why?”

“He wanted me to betray you.” Dosh looked around the group hopefully. If he expected approval, then he was disappointed. These lunks had never approved of him. They had let him continue breathing only because D’ward had told them to. He cared nothing for their opinions, but he would like to think D’ward appreciated what he had done. He had felt that way about very few men in his life…no others at all that he could think of just at the moment.

D’ward said, “I suppose it explains why you ride by night. How did you ever get a moa?”

“Stole her, of course.”

“You haven’t changed a bit, have you?”

“No, I just got better at it.”

D’ward scratched at his beard, seeming more exasperated than anything else. “I appreciate the news about Eltiana. The Guardians are her doers of dirty work—not as bad as reapers, but they can be dangerous. I just wish you hadn’t gained the information the way you did. Will you spend the night with us or are you in a hurry to admire new scenery? ’Fraid we can’t offer much in the way of hospitality.”

All the eyes turned toward the intruder, waiting for his reply. The Nagians were hoping he would leave very soon and thus clean up the neighborhood. He could not tell what D’ward wanted.

Wearily, he held out his hands to the fire again. The air was cooling off, leaving the night cold and dark. And lonely. “There’s a troop of Joalian cavalry—”

His tongue was not usually so eager to run away with him, and he reined it in.

Gopaenum threw more brush on the fire. Smoke and sparks billowed up to the stars.

“Not after us,” D’ward said. “I doubt they’re even coming to make sure we’ve left, because our safe-conduct runs for three more days yet. Are they on their way up the pass now or waiting for daylight?”

“Don’t know.” Dosh rose stiffly, wincing at the pain in his leg. “Well, I’ve told you my news. I’d best be going.” He thought of the long, lonely ride to Nosokvale.

“We welcome recruits,” D’ward said quietly. “You’re welcome to join us.”

Prat’han growled.

D’ward said, “Hush!” and Prat’han flinched as if he’d been slashed with a whip.


Dosh went down on one knee by the fire as a sort of compromise between going and staying. “Join what? What are you up to?”

“Tell him, big brother.”

The muscular potter scowled at Dosh. “The Liberator is fulfilling the prophecies. We are the Free, and we are on our way to Thargvale, where he will bring death to Death, as is foretold.”

That was utter insanity, but Dosh knew better than to argue with Prat’han. His head was as empty as his pots.

“What conditions?”

“Ah!” D’ward thought for a moment. “You’re a murderer, a thief, a liar, a sexual pervert of every description, and a traitor. Does that about sum you up?”

Burthash guffawed. D’ward looked at him sharply.

He shriveled guiltily, muttering, “Sorry, Liberator.”

“I think you’ve covered all my good points,” Dosh said. “I also drink to excess and smoke poppy when I can afford it.”

“We can’t accept a man who does any of those things.”

“Then why are you wasting my time?” Dosh began to rise.

“Because you could promise to stop doing them.”

Dosh wondered if he’d heard correctly, and the others looked equally bewildered. With anyone but the Liberator, he would have assumed that he was being mocked, but D’ward’s eyes held no ridicule, only challenge.

“I don’t care what a man was, Dosh, only what he is now.”

“You mean you’d take my word for it? Mine? You think I could possibly keep such a promise, even if I wanted to?”

“Yes I do. You once told me you were the toughest bastard in the army, and I said I believed you. I’d believe you now. If you’ll tell me now that you’ll give up all those vices, then you’ll keep your word.”

The fire began to crackle more loudly, its smoke drifting away in the wind. Out in the dark valley were low voices, children, and someone singing what sounded like a hymn. Who were the Free? Just the Sonalby troop or all that ragtag collection of humanity? Join them? Him?

“Gods!” This was the greatest insanity yet.

“Only one god here. Your decision.” Suddenly D’ward laughed. “I’ve never seen you look scared before, Dosh!”

He was scared. His hands were shaking. “I couldn’t!”

“I think you could.”

That was what he’d wanted D’ward to say, but he still didn’t believe it.

The Liberator was watching him very closely. “We knew you as Dosh Envoy. If the troopers ask for you by whatever name you’re using now we can say we don’t know you.” He grinned faintly. “Besides, you’ll be a new man altogether, won’t you?”

New man? This was the sort of decision that needed a lot of thinking over. Dosh wouldn’t be a loner anymore. He would be one of this harebrained Liberator cult, heading for certain death in Thargvale or sooner. He had been one of the gang, once. Briefly.

“Why haven’t the reapers caught you already?”

D’ward shrugged.

“Reapers?” Gopaenum laughed raucously. “You want to meet some reapers? We’ve got a dozen or so around somewhere. Soon as they get near the Liberator, they aren’t reapers anymore.”


“Huh?”

“Never mind that,” D’ward said. “You’re avoiding the issue.”

Dosh looked uncertainly around the firelit faces. He couldn’t actually see the scorn and contempt, but he knew it was there. They were hiding it out of respect for D’ward, that was all. He heaved himself to his feet, feeling as if he weighed more than all of them put together.

“I wish you luck. You’re all crazy. Go and bring death to Death if you can. Me, I want to keep life in the living.”

He turned away. He had taken only a couple of steps when he heard D’ward call out, “See you in Nosokland.”

He walked on, paying no heed.







III


Rise up and get ye forth from among my people.

The Pentateuch: Exodus XII 31
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Eleal awoke with a start. For a moment she just lay and stared at the roof overhead, heart pounding, soaked with perspiration. She had been dreaming about D’ward again. Rather, she had been dreaming about that mouthwateringly romantic admirer whom she knew to be D’ward although he did not look in the slightest bit like him. He might have grown broader in the last five years, might have grown a mustache and hairs on his chest, but he could hardly have grown shorter. Nor could he have changed the color of his eyes. And why, when they were locked in a passionate embrace, had she been singing? Oh, dreams were stupid!

It was very nice to wake up in a bed again, and even nicer to know that the stench of sewerberries had gone…almost gone. Never mind. She was awake now. Close above her hung a gable ceiling, with sunbeams angling through the dirty little skylight. From the street below came a faint racket of voices, wheels, and hooves as the world roused itself for business. This was not a luxurious inn, but it was not a slum, either. And she was in Niol! Today she would be able to explore a city as big and grand as Joal, one she had never visited before. She raised her head to peer over the edge of the blanket and make sure Piol Poet was still asleep, so that it would be safe for her to get up and dress.

Piol’s bed was empty. That was exceedingly annoying. He must have risen and departed without waking her, and who knows what he might have learned by now? She threw off the blanket and sat up. Why, he might even have solved the Liberator puzzle already! She reached for her dress.


There had been no shortage of news of the Liberator in Niol last night. The rumors were thicker than flies in a butcher’s, but no two of the stories agreed. She had dragged herself off to bed without reaching any conclusion.

With the inevitability of a glacier going downhill, the sloth’s snail-slow progress had brought them to Niol itself, the only place in the world where sewerberries were used or bought, so that a cartful of them going in any other direction would have provoked questions. Here, they had sold the stinking mess, cart and sloth and all, making quite a good profit. They had spent about a third of it replacing their ruined clothes and getting cleaned up, as no bathhouse had wanted to admit them, and the rest she had shared with Piol, since it had been all his idea.

Clip! Clop! She lurched down the steep little staircase to the barroom, which was gloomy and deserted. It stank strongly of wine, with lesser odors of urine and vomit. Deciding that she was not quite ready for breakfast yet, she clumped over to the big door and heaved it open, blinking as the sunlight caught her in the face. Niol was famous for the width of its streets. Porters trudged past in twos and threes, carrying bales on their heads and moaning away in their lazy Niolian singsong. A few smelly, humpy bullocks crawled by, hauling wagons. She could hear peddlers hawking their wares in the distance, and the shutters were coming off the little shops opposite. Half a dozen juvenile beggars flocked around her at once, shouting for alms. She cursed at them and slapped them away before their prying little fingers could discover her money belt.

“The gods be with you, my lady,” said a Joalian voice.

She spun around. Piol Poet sat on a bench outside the inn door, legs outstretched, back against the wall. He was munching on a roll.

“And with you, my lord.” She smiled at him and joined him. The journey had done wonders for Piol, but whether it was rest, food, or just a sense of purpose that deserved the credit, she did not know. His eyes were brighter, his skin less jaundiced. A clean new robe certainly helped, and his turban was neatly bound.

He tore the doughy bread in two and gave her half. “Lots more where this came from. Be off with you!” he snapped at the beggars.

She bit, eying him thoughtfully. “You’ve got news.”

He pouted. “Am I so horribly transparent?”

“No, I am excessively perceptive. Tell me.”

He finished a mouthful with the patience of the toothless. “I have ascertained that the Tion Champions are in town, and there is to be a festival next fortnight in commemoration of—”

“Never mind all that! What have you learned about the Liberator?”

He raised a silvery eyebrow. “I thought you wanted me to be your manager in the furtherance of your artistic career?”

“Later. First, what news of D’ward?”

He sighed. “Eleal, why are you so concerned about him?”

“He’s an old friend! I mean, those days in Suss were the most exciting time of my life. There’s nothing wrong in wanting to meet up with an old friend, is there? Now, what’s the news?”

He frowned at her doubtfully. “It makes sense now. The winds of truth have winnowed the chaff of rumor.”

“Spare me the poetry.” She caught his hand as he moved to take another bite. “Talk first.”


He chuckled at her impatience. “He’s been here, in Niol! He was seen in the temple. He’s also been reported in the queen’s palace, but that story seems altogether too farfetched. It does sound as if he came into the city three nights ago, went to the temple, and pulled the priests’ noses. Then he ran away before they could catch him. The next night he was at Shuujooby.”

“Doing what?”

“Preaching heresy.”

“Oh!”

Piol shook his head sadly. “Can’t say I’m surprised, not really. He was never a strong supporter of the gods, you know. Remember, he wouldn’t go to the temple with you when you went to give thanks to Tion for your safe deliverance?”

That’s right, she thought, he didn’t. And when the high priest summoned him to the temple, he ran away altogether, so her leg didn’t get cured. But to support those awful heretics! T’lin Dragontrader had joined them, too, she remembered. The last time she had met him, they had quarreled over that.

“Well, I certainly will have nothing to do with heresy!” she said firmly. “I believe in the gods!” After all, her father was one.

“So we can forget about D’ward?” Piol beamed with relief.

“No!” Again she waylaid the bread on its way to the old pest’s mouth. “If he’s a heretic, why isn’t he being thrown in jail?”

“Well, that is an interesting question! The queen sent her household cavalry to arrest him at Shuujooby. Apparently there was some fighting, just as the Testament predicts, but the accounts vary from hangnail to hangman, as they say here. In the end the guard failed to obey orders and most of them threw in their lot with the man they were supposed to apprehend.”

“That doesn’t sound likely.”

Piol shrugged his thin shoulders. “It sounds like a miracle. There are rumors of other miracles, too.” He hesitated, then added softly, “They say he is healing sick people, Eleal—and cripples.”

With professional skill, she suppressed an impending shiver and laughed scornfully. “But you don’t believe such tales, do you?”

“I don’t know.” Piol frowned and bit on his roll. Mouth full, he mumbled, “We have seen miracles of healing in Tion’s temple…. All these stories are incredible, yet they seem to hang together too well to be completely wrong.”

She nibbled at her own hunk of bread. “So where is he now?”

“Yesterday he left Shuujooby on the road to Mamaby…. If he keeps up his progress, then today he’ll be going on to Joobiskby, and tomorrow he’ll head over Lospass to Jurgvale.”

If Piol Poet wasn’t adding that he’d advised her just to wait in Jurgvale until the Liberator arrived, that didn’t mean he wasn’t thinking it. Bother! It had taken them days to come from Joobiskby. If D’ward ever got ahead of her, she would have to chase after him, and he was obviously covering the ground much faster than a sloth did. Almost anything would, of course, and she did not own a sloth anymore anyway.

Eleal sighed. “Speak up, old man. You’re my strategist. Advise me.”

Piol chewed for a long time. She curbed her impatience until he was ready.

“My advice to you, Eleal Singer, would be to go on to Joal, as you said you would, or else let me arrange some auditions here. In some of the temples, perhaps. Niol also has many fine pleasure gardens where an artist may earn a good living with her art, not with—”

“Forget that. How do I catch the Liberator now?”

He sighed deeply. “You always were a wayward child, you know. Follow the crowds, I suppose. And they are heading for Lospass.”


“Crowds?”

“Hundreds of people are going to hear the Liberator. They’re leaving their jobs, their friends, their families….”

“You have been busy, old man! How long have you been up and about? Never mind that. We can’t go on foot, either of us. How?”

With his mouth full, Piol mumbled, “There are people organizing wagon trains. One silver star there. Two for a return ticket.”

“That’s daylight robbery!”

He chuckled wheezily. “I’d pay the two, I think. The return price may be a lot more when they’ve got you there.”

“We’ll pay for one-way trips,” Eleal said firmly, “and worry about the future when it comes.”







V


Where are the fiends? Where are the worshippers of the fiends? Where is the place whereon the fiends rush together? What is the place whereon the troops of the fiends come rushing along?

The Zend-Avesta:
Vendidad, Fargard VII, 8
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“‘A jug of wine beneath the bough,’…” Julian intoned. “‘A loaf of bread and thou/Beside me singing in the Wilderness/Oh, Wilderness were paradise enough!’ That last rhyme needs work! I mean, it looks all right—”

Ursula peered across the table skeptically. “You left out the book of verse.”

“Would depend what’s it’s printed on. Might make good bumf.”

She laughed. Ursula’s laughter had all the innocent gaiety of a child’s, quite out of keeping with her normally gruff manner. “You’re impossible!”

“I’m extremely easy, as you well know!” He raised his glass and she clinked hers against it. They sipped in mirror image, smiling the contented smiles of lovers.

The sun had set; the red moon, Eltiana, hung amid the wakening stars. Location? The side of a small, unnamed, and apparently uninhabited valley somewhere south of Niolvale. The air was cooling rapidly, but the campsite lay well below the snow line, and the weather had cooperated splendidly. For several days—Julian was deliberately not keeping count—they had ridden their dragons over glaciers, icefields, ridges, plateaux. They had gone up and down vertical cliffs. It had all been thumping good fun. The days had been thumping good fun, and the nights even more so. Spiffing!

This was how to rough it. This was how fieldwork should always be. Just the two of them, face-to-face across the little table, sitting on their folding chairs, eating off china with tableware that was a very good imitation of sterling silver. The wine was chilled. The turkey-shaped thing that T’lin had run down had been expertly fricasseed by the indomitable Dommi. The campfire crackled and blazed cheerfully nearby, its smoke drifting upward in a breeze so gentle that the flames above the candlesticks hardly wavered. Doubtless there would be cheese and coffee in a few minutes, as soon as Dommi finished erecting the tent. T’lin was a few hundred yards off, still polishing his precious dragons.

Meanwhile, a man and the woman he loved, the stars, the jagged peaks, the trees…Odd sort of trees, not quite conifers. They looked pinelike at a distance, but their needles were tiny stars and the fragrance they put out smelled more like incense than pine. No matter, they would do.

Wary of tearing their frills, dragons shunned forest, but T’lin had found a convenient avalanche path down from the icy highlands to a meadow beside the little river. Ursula had fretted that the woods might be inhabited by the nasty cat things called jugulars. Julian refused to worry about them, on the grounds that if you had to worry about a jugular, it was already too late.


She looked up and caught him studying her. Her chin was too square to be classically feminine, yet it suited her. She wore her hair shorter than he usually liked to see, but that, too, suited her, and it shone like jewels in the firelight. Her eyes were very large and all womanly mystery. She was more Venus de Milo than Mona Lisa, but beautiful in a way all her own. And she was a herd of tigers at lovemaking. Tigresses?

He thought of Euphemia and wondered for the thousandth time what he’d ever seen in the slut. It wasn’t just that she fulked with Carrots—she just wasn’t good for anything else. His Omar Khayyam joke would have floated clear over her pretty head, whereas Ursula knew a hawk from a handsaw and probably what act and scene they came from. She understood that John of Gaunt wasn’t necessarily very thin….

“Happy?”

He jumped and glanced around. “Ecstatically. Night is my favorite time of day. I’m ready for my coffee now, though.”

Dommi was still tightening the tent ropes. He wouldn’t be long.

“Perhaps we should have coffee in the lounge?”

Julian frowned at the dark mass of the trees around them. “I think we forgot to pack the lounge. How about the palm court? Or the croquet lawn? I’m sure Dommi brought the hoops and mallets.”

“It’s the Service makes it possible, love,” Ursula said softly.

“Makes what possible?”

“All this. Dragon rides and servants. A touch of civilization in the bush—lady and gentleman on safari. Without the Service and its mana, you and I would be hacking our way through jungle and eating roots and sleeping under bushes.”

Wanting to talk business, were we?

“If it wasn’t for the Service,” he countered, “we wouldn’t be here at all, my little turtledove. Would we?”

“But we mustn’t let Edward Exeter mess it all up, must we?”

He sighed. The moment was too precious to spoil with reality. He did not want any pikes in his millpond tonight.

“Is that the nub? ‘I say, old man, you’ve got to put a sock in this Liberator prank, you’re queering our pitch with the natives!’ Is that what we tell him?”

Ursula placed her glass down carefully on the spotless white tablecloth. “Yes, that is part of it for me. We live well, I admit. But we work hard for it. You know how bloody rough the missionary cycle can be at times—rough and dangerous, too. You know how boring it can be, studying the language, learning all those sermons, spouting them. You know what homesickness is. We do good, dammit! We don’t get paid in pound notes, but we are entitled to compensation, and I don’t feel one damned bit guilty about it. So, yes, that’s a consideration for me. Isn’t it for you?”

Julian shrugged and evaded the question with a mental image of a toreador and his cape. “I don’t think that argument will impress Exeter.”

“Which one will?”

“Dunno. I’ll decide when we’ve talked with him and I know how his wheels are turning. Do we have to discuss it now, when I’m halfway through composing a sonnet to your eyelashes?”

“We’ll be in Niolvale tomorrow.”

“And he may still be in Joalland. Or he may be bloody dead already.”

She nodded. Domini materialized in the firelight like a ghost. At some point during his preparation of dinner, he had contrived to change into his white livery. He removed the plates.

“That was delicious,” Ursula murmured, although she kept her eyes on Julian.

“Thank you, Entyika!”


“Listen,” Julian said. “Let’s not argue. Let’s not even talk about it until we find out more facts. When we’ve heard Exeter’s reasons, then we can see whether or not we agree with them. If we don’t, then I’ll try to talk him out of the whole business, I promise you.” Offhand, he could think of no one less likely to be talked out of anything once he had made up his mind than Edward Exeter, Esquire.

“And if you don’t succeed?”

“You’re jumping to hypothetical conclusions.”

“Answer me.” Her voice was soft, but there was a lot of power behind it. All sorts of power.

“Then what I think won’t matter, will it?”

“No, it won’t.”

And what Exeter thought wouldn’t matter either. That was a skin-crawly idea—using mana to change a man’s mind. Nasty. Not nice. It was more or less what he himself had done to the troopers at Seven Stones, of course, but that had been self-defense. He didn’t like to think of Ursula doing it to Edward…or to any man, of course. He wondered what it would feel like, and whether the victim would even know it had happened.

Domini laid out cheese and biscuits and butter, poured coffee. When he left, the silence seemed to remain, hanging over the table like a mist. The night was cooling rapidly.

Julian said, “Darling? What exactly happens in a battle of mana?” He saw her mouth tighten and went on quickly, “I mean, if Exeter does go up against Zath, one-on-one—”

“Then he dies! Zath’s been at the business for years. Whatever scheme Exeter may have concocted to gather mana, he can’t possibly match what Zath has collected from those thousands of human sacrifices. It would be like you taking on the German army single-handed, armed with a penknife.”

“I realize that,” Julian said, knowing that Exeter must think otherwise, “but in the general case? Forget Zath. If two strangers have a magical donnybrook, what actually happens?”

Ursula drank coffee. Eventually she said, “They almost never do, because it would be a leap in the dark. You can’t tell the flyweights from the heavyweights in that league without actually throwing a punch and seeing what comes back. That’s why the Five play the Great Game with human chessmen. They never go for one another.”

Julian hacked savagely at a piece of cheese. She was being evasive. The Service must know the answer. Prof Rawlinson would have investigated, even if no one else had. The library had been burned when Zath’s thugs sacked Olympus, of course; that was frequently offered as an excuse when the new boy asked too many questions.

The stars were coming out in thousands now, but the romantic aura had faded. “So you don’t know?”

“No.”

“I bet Exeter does.”

“What?” Ursula looked startled, surprisingly so.

“He’s very chummy with Prylis, the so-called god of knowledge. Didn’t you know that?”

She stared hard at Julian while she dabbed invisible crumbs from her lips. “No, I didn’t.” She was narked at being caught offside.

He felt oddly smug and annoyed with himself because of it. “Read his report on his first two years here—oh, I suppose that got burned? Pity. He told me about it before we came over. He spent two or three days with Prylis. He may very well have gone back there when he left Olympus. I’m sure Exeter knows what a mana battle would be like.”


Ursula had her demon-tennis-player look on. “I think I can handle Edward Exeter, no matter what he’s been up to these last two years.”

“You can certainly handle me all you want,” he said happily. “You ready to start now? We ought to let Domini get on with the dishes.”

“You never stop, do you?”

“You want me to?”

She laughed. “No. It’s what I like about you.”

He jumped up and went around the table to her. “Then let’s go, lover!”




