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PROLOGUE

Since the Event, everything has changed. We've had to just
accept it—those who didn't go into shock and never come
out—Ilike time itself, a mystery we'd never solve. Many couldn't
accept it, and I think that accounts for a lot of the craziness that
bubbled up in the first year or two. On top of it all, William
Walker headed off to England with his band of thugs, to set
himself up as a king, and we had to fight a war to stop him. If
he'd stayed up in the twentieth, maybe Walker would never have
been more than a mildly amoral officer in the Coast Guard
instead of a warlord and emperor, and his bitch-queen Hong
would certainly never have had the opportunity to rival Elizabeth
Bathory and Giles de Rais in the atrocity league.



God knows, I like to think the rest of us have improved on the
original history a bit, where we could—spreading potatoes and
sanitation, putting down human sacrifice and slavery. Mind you,
there are still times when I wake up and expect to hear radios
and cars! Now we've had a few years of comparative peace, and
things are looking up. For now. What really worries me is that
we couldn't finish Walker off.

From the personal journals of Founding Councilor Ian
Arnstein, as quoted in David Arnstein, An Introductory History
of the Republic of Nantucket.

Ch. 4, the Crisis of the Second Decade

(Nantucket Town: Oceanic University/Bookworks Press,
57A.E.)

(May, Year 2 A.E.—After the Event)

Agamemnon, son of Atreus, King of Men, High Wannax of
Mycenae, and overlord of the Achaeans by land and sea, decided
that he loved cannon.

"You did not lie," he said, smiling like a wolf at the shattered
section of fortress wall. He inhaled the stink of burnt sulfur as if
it were perfumed oil. "You can make more of these?"

The outlander bowed. "If I have the metal and workmen I
need, Lord King," he said in fluent Greek with a whistling, nasal
accent.

"By Zeus Pater, Zeus Father of Gods and men," Agamemnon
swore. "You shall have what you require—and besides that, you
shall have land of me, houses, gold, comely women, fine raiment,
weapons—yes, and honor in my house among my ekwetai, my
sworn companions!"

The outlander bowed again. Wil-liam Walkeearh, that's his
name. Hard to remember the foreign sounds... there were
murmurs at the king's back, from nobles displeased at seeing an
outlander raised so high among them mere weeks after he
arrived at Tiryns, Mycenae's port. Fools.



"Never have I seen or heard of anything like this," he said, as
the gathering began to disperse. "Not even among the Hittites or
the clever Sudnu, the Sidonians."

Agamemnon's personal guard fell in behind them, sunlight
breaking red off the bronze blades of their ready spears, eyes
wary under their boar's-tusk helmets.

"And to find such among the savages of the northlands..." The
king shook his head. "Where comes this knowledge of throwing
thunderbolts?"

"Ah, my lord king," the tall stranger said. "That is a very long
story."

CHAPTER ONE

March, Year 8 A.E.
(June, Year 2 A.E.)

Get that God-damned moa under control!" a voice shouted
from the street. It was a quarterdeck soprano, trained to carry
mast-high through a gale; the accent was pure Carolina
sea-island gumbo.

Marian, Jared Cofflin thought as he joined the councilors
crowding to the windows, using his six feet two of lanky height to
peer over their heads. One of the big birds was sprinting down
Broad Street, heading for the harbor—or just away from the
handlers with poles trying to catch it. People tumbled out of its
way, bicycles toppled, ponies reared, a cart overset and bags of
stone-ground flour burst in a beige mist.

"Damned funny-looking things, aren't they?" someone said.

Jared Cofflin agreed. And they were a lot cuter as chicks, he
thought. Sort of fuzzy and about the size of a turkey; the Eagle
had picked them up in a New Zealand that the Polynesians had
yet to reach, during her survey voyage in the Year 1 But, oh, how
fast they grow. The head still looked fairly chickenlike, although
it was bigger than a German shepherd's, now; the eye bore a look



of fixed stupidity leavened with terror. The bird itself stood
twelve feet tall and weighed more than a cow, with a long neck, a
bulbous body, and absurd, enormous three-toed feet—pile driver
feet, and a man threw himself out of the way of a kick that could
have snapped his neck. The ponies drawing another cart bolted,
spilling barrels of whale oil, and the slipping, sliding chaos that
followed would have been funny if it hadn't been so dangerous.

A steam-hauler puffed out onto Broad from Easy Street,
pulling three wagons under tight-laced tarpaulins; it looked a
little like an old-time locomotive, with the wheels of a
heavy-hauler truck. The driver and fireman took one look and
bailed out the other flank of their open-sided vehicle to get out of
reach of the moa's six-foot neck, but they tripped the brake and
exhaust valves first and it coasted to a halt in a huge whuff of
white vapor that made the giant bird flinch and slow.

Then someone vaulted onto the tarpaulins, a tall slender black
woman with a long curved blade in her hands.

Marian, all right, Cofflin thought. Which explained why she
wasn't here already; it took a genuine emergency to make
Commodore Marian Alston-Kurlelo late for anything. For a
Southerner, she had a positively Yankee attitude toward
punctuality. Maybe it was the twenty years she'd spent in the
Coast Guard before the Event.

The katana flashed in a blurring arc as the huge bird tried to
stop, turn, and peck at the annoying human all at the same time.
Another flash of sunlight on steel, and there was a crack sound;
Alston went to one knee on the tarpaulin, and shavings of beak
spun free. The moa braked frantically on the slippery asphalt,
then fell on its rear with an audible thud and an ear-stunning cry
of SKWAAAK!

"Get that God-damned thing under control befo' it hurts
somebody, Ah said!" she shouted again.

Before the moa could scramble upright the keepers were on it,
and one of them clapped a bag on the end of a long pole over its
head. A yank on a cord drew the bag tight, and the fight went
out of the cow-size mass of gray feathers.



"CHHHHirrrr-aaak," it sounded in muffled protest, following
meekly as the keeper hauled on the cord. Two more came behind
and to either side, carefully avoiding the reflexive kicks.

"Come on, Tastes Like Chicken," the keeper said. "You've got
an appointment with an ax."

"Whose bright idea was it to let one of those things loose in
town?" Cofflin asked. Actually they taste more like veal, he
added to himself.

Angelica Brand coughed discreetly. "Well, Chief, we're
roasting a couple of them for the Event Day festivities, and...
well, it's a lot easier to get tons of bird into town if they walk, and
they're usually quite docile, this was just a little trouble..."

"Someone could have gotten hurt," he said sternly to the
Councilor for Agriculture. He could hear Marian's quick step in
the hallway outside. "Let's get back to business."

"Executive Council of the Republic of Nantucket will now
come to order," the recording clerk droned. "All are present.
Fourth meeting of the Year 8 After the Event, March
twenty-first. Chief Executive Jared Cofflin presiding."

Damn, but we've gotten formal, Jared Cofflin thought. And
single-digit years still sounded funny; granted, using "B.C." and
"A.D." was just plain silly, since nobody knew if or when—when,
if you listened to Prelate Gomez of the new Ecumenical Christian
Church—Jesus Christ was going to be born in this mutant
history. The younger generation found the new system natural
enough.

He brushed a hand over sandy blond hair even thinner on top
than it had been at the Event; he was fifty-six now, honest,
straightforward years even if he had looped around like this.
Fisherman, Navy swabby, chief of police... and since the Event,
head of state.

Christ.

"Okay," he said at last, when the reading of the minutes was



over. "Let's get down to the serious stuff. Martha," he went on to
his wife, smiling slightly, more a movement of the eyes than the
lips.

Martha Cofflin, nee Stoddard; ex-librarian, now Secretary of
the Council, with a long, bony Yankee face like his and graying
brown hair.

"First item is immigration policy," she said. "Before the
Council are petitions to allow increases in the yearly quota of
immigrants and temporary workers to the Island from Alba."
The White Isle, what this era called Britain.

Odd, Cofflin thought again. There were plenty of islands, but
everyone knew what you meant when you said the Island these
days. I suppose it was inevitable we'd develop our own slang.

And our own feuds, he thought as hostile glances went up and
down the Council table. On the one hand, Nantucket needed the
hands. Everything took so much work, with the limited
technology they had available; on the other hand...

Angelica Brand of Brand Farms nodded; so did half a dozen
others.

"I'm trying to get sugar-beet production started, and—"
"We need that next dry dock badly—"

"If we could only get some coal, there are surface deposits up
in Nova Scotia—"

Our budding plutocrats, Cofflin thought. People on the
Council tended to have useful knowledge and to be more
energetic than most—that was why he'd picked them. Good
people, mostly, but you had to watch them.

"Wait a minute!" said Lisa Gerrard of the School Committee,
static crackling from her silver-white hair. "We're already
overburdened. All these immigrants are illiterate—what with the
adult education classes my people are working around the clock,
the teacher-training program is behind schedule, and the crime



rate's up!" Thoughtful nods.

Cofflin looked at his younger cousin George, who'd taken over
his old job as head of the Island's police. "Ayup. Mostly Sun
People. Can't hold their liquor, and then they start hitting. Or if
a girl tells them to get lost, or they think someone's dissed
them..."

"And besides that," Martha said, "if we're the majority, we
can assimilate them. Too many, and it'll start working the other
way 'round, or we'll end up as a ruling class with resentful aliens
under us. And as George says, many of them just don't
understand the concept of laws."

"Or why it's a bad idea to piss up against walls," someone
laughed.

"Actually," a voice with the soft, drawling accent of the
Carolina tidewater cut in, "we may have something of an outlet
for their aggressions."

A couple of the Councilors looked over sharply; Marian was
usually extremely quiet at Council meetings, except when her
defense and shipbuilding specialties came up.

"From the reports," she went on, "Walker is leavin' us no
choice but another war to put him down."

Thank you, Marian, he thought, letting one eyelid droop
slightly. Her imperceptible nod replied, You re welcome.

"Well, perhaps we should move on to item two," he said
neutrally.

"Item two," Martha said dryly, giving him a glance.

All right, all right, so I've learned to be a politician. Someone
has to do it.

"William Walker," she continued.

This time the expressions down the table were unanimous.



Nobody liked the renegade Coast Guard officer, or any of the
twenty-odd other traitors with him. Nantucket had had to fight
an expensive little war to stop him over in Alba—and had ended
up with a sort of quasi protectorate-hegemony-cum-alliance over
most of southern England.

Cofflin cleared his throat and looked at the Councilor for
Foreign Affairs and his Deputy—Ian Arnstein and his wife,
Doreen. They handed around their summary, and Ian began,
sounding much like the history professor he'd once been.

"Our latest intelligence reports indicate he managed to get all
the way from the English Channel to Greece, arriving about three
months after the end of the Alban War, and—"

There were long faces at the table when he finished; many had
hoped they'd seen the last of Walker when he fled Alba years ago.
Someone sighed and said it out loud.

"Wishful thinkin'," Alston snapped. "We should have made
sure of him, no matter what it took. I said so then."

"And the Town Meeting decided otherwise," Cofflin said. The
Republic was very emphatically a democracy. Back then they'd
decided that the margin of survival was too thin to keep
hundreds under arms combing the endless wilderness of Bronze
Age Europe.

And they were right, Cofflin thought. Not much prospect of
catching Walker, and if they'd chased him hard back then he'd
have settled somewhere deep in the continental interior, where
the Islanders couldn't touch him. Leave him alone, and his
arrogance and lust for revenge would make him stop within
reach of salt water—planning to build a navy someday and come
back for a rematch.

Marian had once said she was unsuited to Cofflin's job
because she was a hammer... and saw all problems as nails. But
she's a very good hammer, and some problems are nails, he
mused, and went on aloud: "I think we can prod the Sovereign
People into some action now, though." His statement was only
half ironic. The people were sovereign here, very directly. "The



screaming about how we're spending too much on defense ought
to die down a little, at least. Marian?"

Marian Alston pulled out a sheaf of papers. "Here's what I
propose," she began.

Little of it was a surprise to him. Contingency planning cost
nothing, and he had a limited discretionary fund to work with
for more concrete preparations. At least we could lay the
groundwork, since the Alban War. The new Marine regiment
was coming along fairly well, from the reports—young Hollard
was a doer, and the Republic had grown enormously over the last
eight years, in numbers and capacities.

Cofflin wondered grimly what Walker and his renegades had
been doing in those same years. Walker wasn't the kind to let
grass grow under his feet, damn him. If they didn't do something
about him, eventually he would do something about them.

"Oh, sweet fucking Jesus Christ on a Harley," William Walker
muttered in English, before dropping back into archaic Greek. "
Seventy alternative meanings?"

Thick adobe walls kept the heat at bay, but light lanced in like
spears of white through small, high windows. The room was a
rectangle, whitewashed plaster on the walls and hard-packed
earth covered in gypsum on the floor; it smelled of the damp clay
in a tub, and of clay tablets drying in wicker baskets.

The Achaean scribe sat patiently on his stool. "Yes, lord," he
said, humoring the newly-come stranger the High King had set
him to serve. "There are seven tens of meanings for this sign."

His pen was a reed with a sharp thorn set in the tip, and his
writing surface moist clay pressed on a board. The thorn
scratched a circle divided by two straight lines, like a
four-spoked wheel.

"This is the sign ka," he said. "Also the sign for ga, kha, kat,
kas, kan..."

And you have to figure out which from context, Walker



thought. What an abortion of a writing system.

The real joker was that the script wasn't even well suited to
Greek. The main ancestors of these clowns had arrived in Greece
as illiterate barbarian war bands from the north; they'd picked
up writing from the Minoan Cretans, along with most of what
other feeble claims to civilization they had. The original script
had been designed for a completely different language; all the
signs for sounds ended in a vowel, and there were a whole bunch
of Greek sounds that didn't have a sign at all.

Pathetic. Which was all to the good, of course. Not a day went
by that he didn't bless Whoever or Whatever had caused the
Event.

"Thank you, Enkhelyawon," he said to the scribe. No fucking
wonder nearly everyone's illiterate here. "Now, how have you
progressed with my people's script?”

In the original history, if "original" meant anything here,
Mycenaean civilization was going to go under in another fifty
years or so in a chaos of civil war and barbarian invasion; this
writing system would be completely lost, and when the Greeks
became literate again after their Dark Age it would be by
borrowing the ancestral alphabet from the Phoenicians. The
Romans would get it from the Greeks and then pass their version
down to Western civilization... and here he was, teaching it to
the ancestors of the Greeks. More weird shit.

"Lord, a child could master that script you showed me,"
Enkhelyawon said tolerantly. "Twenty-six signs? That is
nothing."

He picked up another slab of prepared clay and quickly wrote
out the Roman alphabet. "It is interesting, lord—I have yet to
find a word that cannot be written in it."

"You won't," Walker said dryly. "And it can be learned by a
child—that's the whole point."

The scribe was a middle-aged man, which meant mid-thirties
here, with a few streaks of gray in his pointed black beard.



Walker could watch the thought percolating through, and some
of the implications popping up like lightbulbs. It was a look he'd
become deeply familiar with since the Event. The locals weren't
necessarily stupid; show them a concept and they'd often grasp it
PDQ—the smarter and less hidebound ones. Not all of them
thought that So it was in the days of our fathers was the answer
to every problem, when you showed them an alternative. The
trick was finding the right ones.

Enkhelyawon looked down at the clay tablet. "And... ah, I see.
The sounds of the letters seldom change."

"Small need for us scribes, then," the Achaean went on after a
moment, his voice subdued.

"No, more need for scribes," Walker reassured him. "The
more that can be written, the more will be written. And here you
write on skins as well as clay, true?"

"Of course, lord," Enkhelyawon said. "Clay is for rough notes,
for monthly tallies. We transfer to parchment for lasting use;
parchment is costly, of course."

Because it was a by-product of the sheep-and-goat industry,
the hide scraped and pumiced until it was thin and smooth.
Meat was an upper-class luxury here, and leather had a hundred
other uses.

"Here is something we call paper."

"Ahh," the scribe said again, handling the sheet. "Like the
Egyptian papyrus?"

"No. Notice it's more flexible. And it's made out of linen rags;
this sample piece was made here in Mycenae. Nearly as cheap as
clay, and it's much easier to write on."

More lightbulbs went on. Walker nodded and rose; one thing
he'd learned in Alba, before those interfering bastards from
Nantucket upset his applecart, was that power was like an
iceberg—nine-tenths of it was invisible, the unspectacular,
organizational side of things. At least here he didn't have to start



from absolute ground zero with a bunch of savages who didn't
even have the concept of organization beyond family and clan.

"Think about these things, Enkhelyawon," Walker said. "I will
need a man who understands both the new and the old ways of
writing and record keeping. Such a man could rise high, in my
service. You must speak with my vassal Edward son of John."
Who had been a CPA, before the Event. Double-entry
bookkeeping...

He nodded to the Achaean's bow and walked out into the
main hallway of the house Agamemnon had granted him—his
town house; there were also estates in the countryside down by
Tiryns, and the land in the vale not yet called Sparta.

This was a typical nobleman's mansion for this day and age.
The basement storerooms and the lower course of the wall were
made from big blocks of stone, neatly fitted; above that were two
stories of massive adobe walls and a flat roof. The outside was
whitewashed, the walls inside covered in smooth plaster and
then painted with vividly colored frescoes of fabulous beasts,
war, and the hunt; the beams and stucco of the ceilings were
painted too. In the center of the hall was a big circular hearth,
sunken into the floor and stone-lined, surrounded with a
coaming made of hard blue limestone blocks. Even in a summer
a notional fire was kept going, the smoke wafting up to a hole in
the ceiling; four big wooden pillars surrounded it, running
through the second story and up to a little extra roof with a clay
quasi chimney in it. A gallery surrounded the pillars with
balconies from which you could look down into the great hall.

It all sort of reminded him of Southwestern style,
Pueblo-Spanish, like the old Governor's palace in Santa Fe but
gaudier. He'd been raised on a ranch in the Bitterroot country of
Montana, but he'd been down that way competing in junior
rodeos. It was a little gloomy, since most of the light came
through the roof or from the antechamber at one end, but his
followers were already putting up oil lamps. The local
olive-squeezings weren't as bright as whale oil, but the still
should be operational in a couple of days. Alcohol gave a nice
bright light, when you knew enough to use a woven wick and a



glass chimney.

Guards stood by the entranceway of bronze-bound wood, his
own men from Alba. They wore equipment he'd made up there
before the war, iron chain-mail hauberks and conical iron
helmets with nasals; they carried steel-headed spears and round
shields blazoned with his device, a wolfshead.

Another came and bowed his head, his helmet tucked under
one arm. His blond hair was cropped at his ears like Walker's,
and he sported a close-trimmed yellow beard.

"Wehaxpothis," he said—"Lord" in the tongue spoken by the
Iraiina tribe in remote northwestern Europe, or "chief of he
clan."

"The men are settled and we are unpacking the goods. The
rahax here has sent slaves, with many loads of fine things—cloth,
and furniture. The Lady Hong and the Lady Ekhnonpa your
wives are directing them."

"Good, Ohotolarix," Walker said. "That's Wannax
Agamemnon, by the way. You and the others will have to learn
Achaean, and quickly. It is needful."”

It shouldn't be too difficult, either. The proto-whatever that
Ohotolarix's people spoke was only about as different from this
archaic Greek as French was from Italian.

"And your handfast man Bill Cuddy wishes to speak with you
on the setting up of his lathes and of Martins's forge," the young
guard-captain went on.

He managed the English words well; the twenty Americans
among Walker's followers still used the language a fair bit,
though he doubted their grandchildren would. Probably there'll
be a lot of loan words. Even the civilized languages here lacked a
lot of concepts.

"Let's go," Walker said, settling the katana and pistol at this
belt. "We'll put in a forge, but the rest of the machinery's going
down to Sparta. Oh, and get Alice."



Alice Hong was a doctor; he'd need to see to sanitation and
water supply with her, here and at their other locations. Bad
water was dangerous. He'd nearly crapped himself to death
more than once since the Event. And she could get a start on
modernizing the royal textile plant, too. The palace had
hundreds of slave women spinning and weaving, but he had
models and drawings for spinning jennies and kickpedal looms
with flying shuttles; back in Alba they'd gotten them working
well. After a lot of experiment, but it was all basic Early
Industrial stuff, well within the capacities of a local carpenter.
The machines would free up a lot of labor for other work and
make the king properly grateful for all the extra wealth.

Hmmm, he wondered, how long before we give the King of
Men the heave-ho?

Not for quite a while, he decided reluctantly. He'd have to
thoroughly understand the politics here and make some allies
first.

Walker laughed aloud and slapped his henchman on the
shoulder. "Let's get to work," he said. "I want to be ready before
we meet my old skipper again."

Ohotolarix was a hardy man, born to a warrior people.
Nevertheless, he shivered slightly at the sound of his lord's
laughter.

"Got it," Lieutenant Vicki Cofflin said, giving the bolt a final
turn.

The new carburetor stood out against the pre-Event
machining of the aircraft engine. It looked... clunkier, somehow.
Just make it easy to replace, make a couple of dozen, and
switch as they wear out.

She wiped her hands on a rag and then turned to Ronald
Leaton. "You want to do the honors, Ron?"

The tall, lanky engineer shook his head, stepping back. "It's a
Coast Guard project," he said. "Seahaven's just the prime
contractor. All yours, Lieutenant."”



Vicki nodded. "All right, then."

She took a deep breath. The converted hangar near
Nantucket's little airport was always cluttered, with parts and
workbenches and machine tools. Right now it was even more so,
with a big bag of goldbeater's skin—scraped whale
intestine—hanging from the ceiling. A tube ran down from that
to the Cessna engine mounted on a timber framework in the
middle of the concrete floor. The rest of the team gathered
around, in stained blue Coast Guard coveralls or the equally
greasy unbleached gray cotton that Seahaven Engineering
favored. The hangar smelled of hot whale-oil lubricant, and other
things less familiar these days—gasoline fumes and a faint,
nose-rasping hint of ozone.

Another deep breath, and she pushed the ignition button. The
engine coughed, sputtered, blatted... and then settled down to a
steady roar. Some of the watchers covered their ears, unused to
something Nantucket had heard little of since the Event—an
internal combustion engine at full throttle.

"Great!" Vicki shouted. "Let's take her up and down, and vary
the mix. Standby!"

The engine snarled, coughed again as the mixture of hydrogen
from the gasbag and methanol altered. Four hundred fifty
horsepower, or thereabouts. About what it had put out in its
first incarnation as half the engines on a Cessna puddle jumper.

"Get that adjusted!" Vicki said. The tests continued,
sweating-hot work on a summer's day, until at last she tripped
the switch and wiped her hands again, smiling fondly as the
engine sputtered into silence.

"Damn, you know, I think this is going to work," she said.

"No reason why it shouldn't," Leaton said. "Methanol,
hydrogen, gasoline—it's all an inflammable gas by the time it
reaches the piston."

Vicki chuckled indulgently; she was twenty-seven, nearly two
decades younger than Leaton, and she still felt motherly toward



him sometimes. One reason was the otherworldly way he had of
forgetting everything but the task at hand.

"I meant the whole Emancipator program, not just the
engine," she said.

"Oh. Oh, yes, that too. All right, people, break for lunch!"

He and Vicki and a young man in Guard fatigues walked over
to a sloping table by the concrete-block wall. Plans were pinned
to it, showing a tapering teardrop shape five hundred feet long
and a hundred and ten wide at its broadest point, with a
cruciform set of fins at the rear that looked like, and were, wings
from light aircraft. Along the bottom of the forward one-third
was a gondola curving down from the hull, with three engines in
pods mounted along either side of it. Those looked like cut-down
sections of aircraft wing too, and were.

"Never thought I'd be piloting a dirigible, of all things," she
muttered to herself, feeling a rush of excitement. It would be her
first command in the Guard, period, unless you counted a harbor
tug. If I get it, she thought. That hadn't been decided yet.

The younger man—his name was Alex Stoddard, a fourth
cousin once removed of the Chief's wife—looked up from
examining the blueprints.

"If you don't mind me asking, Lieutenant Cofflin, what did
you think you'd be piloting?" he said.

"F-16s," she said. "I was going to go to Colorado Springs, the
year the Event happened." At his blank look, she went on: "The
Air Force Academy, in Colorado. Up in the twentieth."

"Oh," he nodded, polite but somehow... not indifferent. Just
as if I was talking about flying to the moon. Real, but not really
real.

It was amazing what an effect it had—exactly how old you'd
been at the Event. Even a couple of years, and the outlook was
entirely different.



I was on the cusp, she thought. Eighteen. Not quite an adult
but not a kid either. Alex had been sixteen on that memorable
day; not a little kid, she judged, but unambiguously a kid. He
had grown up in a world where steam engines were high tech,
and schooners and flintlocks everyday realities. He probably
didn't get that occasional feeling of alienation, as if a glass wall
had dropped between him and the world.

Vicki ran a hand over her close-cropped reddish-brown hair
and turned her attention back to the drawings. The frame of the
airship was made up of two long strips that curled from bow to
stern, crisscrossing each other in an endless series of elongated
diamonds like a stretched-out geodesic dome. Inside that
framework was a series of strengthening rings, each braced with
spokes reaching in to a central metal hub.

"That wire's the only metal," Leaton said, his finger tapping a
horizontal view of one of the rings. "Everything else is laminated
birch-wood and balsa and wicker." He cleared his throat. "Only
steel, rather. The clamps will have to be aluminum."

Everyone winced slightly. The Republic's new industries, here
on the Island and the mainland and Alba, could turn out steel of
a sort, iron, copper, bronze, and brass, but aluminum had to
come from pre-Event stockpiles. Leaton had a plan for a small
hydropower plant on the mainland to convert Jamaican bauxite;
the only unworkable thing about it was it would take the entire
national labor force ten years to get it going, in which time
they'd all starve to death. Like so much else, it would simply have
to wait a generation, or two or three.

"Good thing we can get the engines burning that liquid
fuel-hydrogen mix," Alex said.

"Ayup," Leaton replied.

Vicki nodded. That way, the reduction in lift would precisely
match the lesser weight as the methanol or gasoline or whatever
burned, meaning you wouldn't have to dump ballast or valve gas,
which extended range. So did the middle cell of the five
cylindrical gasbags inside the hull. The forward and the rear two
would be inflated with hydrogen, cracked out of water with a



portable generator wherever the airship was based, to give the
ship pretty well neutral buoyancy. The middle one was a hot-air
balloon. That would provide the variable lift, again reducing the

need to dump water ballast or release precious hydrogen to rise
or fall.

Leaton rested one hand on Vicki's shoulder and the other on
the younger Guard officer's. "Damned fine piece of work, if I say
so myself—couldn't have done it without you. It's going to work."
He cleared his throat again; it was a gesture of his, like knocking
on wood. "Once we've got the bugs out of it, of course."

"Of course," Vicki said dryly. Then she snorted. "Commodore
Alston was... impressed... too, when she saw the plans on
Monday."

"She was?" Leaton said, brightening; Alex looked eager as
well. "What did she say?"

"She said..." Vicki stretched her Yankee vowels to try and
match the sea-island Gullah of the Republic's military leader. "
Do Jesus, ah 'm glaaayd ah ain' goin' up on that-theah!"

They shared a laugh. "Got to go," Leaton said. "Washington
Street Mills is having problems with their new powerloom, and if
they don't get it fixed the Commodore will flay me—they've got a
big sailcloth order in for the new frigates."

The two Guard officers took their boxed lunches and bottles of
sassafras tea to a bench outside. It was a warm day, for
springtime in Nantucket—seventy-two degrees, according to the
thermometer— and the wind in from the south smelled of turned
earth from the spring plowing, a rich, not unpleasant odor of
fertilizer, and a tang of sea salt under that. The airport no longer
looked abandoned, what with the new projects; one huge shed
was going up, the frames like giant croquet hoops spanning a
stretch of unused runway that furnished a ready-made floor.
Besides that, the scout balloon hung high overhead, looking like
a miniature inflated version of the Emancipator’s plans with a
two-person gondola slung underneath, toy-tiny at the top of a
thousand feet of cable.



An ultralight was going up too, wheeled out of a hangar with
ground crew hanging on to the wingtips as they wrestled it
around to face into the wind. The fuselage below was a
one-person plywood teardrop, with a little lawn mower-style
engine and a ducted-fan propeller behind; stubby pylons
extended on either side, bearing a brace of black-powder rockets.

Jesus, I hate those things, Vicki thought. The electric ignition
system for the rockets was... not very sophisticated—that was a
nice, tactful way to put it.

"You know," Alex said meditatively after a while, "I'm a little
surprised that the Emancipator got approved. I mean, it'll be
useful, having something that can scout way around and carry
light cargo— and I'm damned glad I'm getting an opportunity to
fly—but is it cost-effective?"

"Not here," Vicki said gently. "Not on the Island."
"Not—oh."

The younger officer nodded. Vicki Cofflin was the daughter of
one of the Chief's sisters, a much closer connection than his to
the Secretary of the Council.

"Well, let's get back to work," she said. "Don't you love being
on the cutting edge of technical progress?"

"Damned right," Alex said, nodding.

Jesus, Vicki thought, as she followed him back into the
hanger. I thought I was joking.

CHAPTER TWO

April, Year 8 A.E.

Ranger Peter Girenas grunted as he lifted the gutted whitetail
from the packhorse's back and brought it to a nearby cache-tree.
Two other deer hung from the white-oak branch already, and he
quickly ran the dangling leather cord through a slit between the
bone and tendon of this carcass's hind legs.



With one hand braced against the flank, he jerked the
crossbow bolt free. Easier than digging out a bullet, and
cheaper—it was only in the last couple of years that ammunition
had gotten cheap enough to use for hunting.

"Here it is, Pete," Sue Chau said, handing him half the deer
liver, spitted on the green stick she'd used to grill it over the low
coals of the fire.

"Thanks. Perks says thanks, too."

She laughed and nudged the dog with her toe. Perks didn't
normally allow liberties, but right now he was too occupied with
the deer head to resent it. Girenas squatted by the fire to wolf
the meat down; the smell alone was enough to make a man drool
after a day's hard work. It went well with the green smell of
summer forest, the leafy-yeasty odor of the mold on the ground,
and the spicy sassafras tea boiling in the pot. The rich
organ-meat juices filled his mouth and ran down over his chin as
he bit into the liver.

Have to shave soon, he thought, wiping his chin with a palm.
The bristles rasped at his hand. Or mebbe start a real beard.
He'd tried two years ago, but it had grown in patchy, as well as
three shades closer to orange than the ash-blond thatch on his
head. Still, he was twenty-one now, old enough to raise a decent
crop, and it would be a relief to stop scraping his face. Shaving
in the bush was no joke, even with a good Seahaven straightedge.

He was conscious of the girl's eyes on him as he stripped off
his equipment belt and buckskin hunting shirt and went to the
edge of the creek to wash off. Look all you want, he thought,
grinning as the water's pleasant coolness cut through the sweat
and dried blood on his skin. He stood an inch over six feet in his
moccasins, with long legs and arms and shoulders heavy with the
muscle that logging and hunting put on you. His face was broad
in the cheeks, snub-nosed, weathered to a dark tan that made
the pale gray of his eyes all the more vivid. He flung back his
head in a shower of droplets and turned, still grinning. Sue was a
couple of years younger than him, but well past the gawky stage;
a looker, too, with exotic slanted blue eyes, amber skin, and long
black hair, the heritage of a half-Vietnamese father and a French



Canadian mother.

Not that any of that old-timer crap means anything here, he
thought, catching her eye and winking, chuckling when she
blushed and looked away. You were a Nantucketer or not, that
was the important thing here in the Year 8. So far all they'd done
on this hunting trip was hunt, but he had hopes...

She frowned as his expression went cold and his eyes slid past
her. "Pete—"

The man cut her off with a chopping gesture. "What is it,
Perks?" he said.

The beast stayed in his stiff crouch, head pointing northward
and hair bristling along his spine, the beginnings of a battle
rumble trickling out of his deep chest; he was a mastiff-wolf mix
nearly a yard high at the shoulder, and right now he looked to
favor his wild father's side of the cross. Peter's eyes flicked about.
They had camped by a little overhang, where the creek ran down
from a stretch of rocky hills. A couple of elms had fallen here in
some storm, leaving a clearing edged with thick brush. Half a
dozen steps in any direction the woods began, white pine north,
white oak and chestnut and hickory lower down, all tall enough
to shade out most undergrowth. Now that the sun was three
hours past noon, the shadows under the great trees were deep
and soft, hard on eyes half blinded by the light spearing down
into the open space.

Sue had gone silent, her eyes scanning as well. She took three
casual steps sideways and picked up the Seahaven-made rifle
leaning against a shagbark hickory, her thumb going to the
hammer to pull it back to full cock. Pete walked toward his own
bedroll and weapons, equally slowly... no sense in making
whoever or whatever was approaching commit themselves.

A twig snapped, and four men moved through the scrub at the
forest edge. Damn, Peter thought as he halted and stood at his
ease, his face an unreadable mask. Rather have a bear, or a
cougar.

"Heel, Perks," he said. The dog trotted to stand beside him,



hair bristling on its neck and shoulders, teeth showing long and
wet.

The Nantucketer raised his right hand with the palm forward.

"Peace," he said—the gesture was common here, and they
might have that much English.

Although I doubt it, he decided. They weren't any group he
recognized. Stocky, muscular men with bronze-brown skins,
dressed in breechclouts, leggings, and moccasins much like his.
Hide bundles rode their backs; two of them gripped flint-headed
darts set in atlatls, spear-throwing levers; one had a steel-headed
trade hatchet in his hand; another, an elaborately carved
hardwood club. Their bold-featured faces were as impassive as
his; he watched their eyes, hands, feet, all the clues that told of
intentions. Each had the sides of his head shaved and painted
vermilion, with the hair up in a roach above and trailing in a
queue behind; all the tribes on the coasts near Nantucket did.
These had bars of blue pigment across their faces at eyebrow
level as well, and a strip of yellow from brow to chin.

Whatever the hell that means. Maybe from far inland. Or
they might not be from any tribe at all, just homeless wanderers
from bands broken up in the epidemics. One had heavy facial
scarring; he'd seen Indians marked up like that from the
chickenpox in the Year 3. Or maybe measles from the year after

>

"Peace," he said again.

Uh-oh. They weren't looking at him; they were looking at the
camp. It wasn't much, just two bedrolls and traveling gear, but it
would be a fortune in steel weapons and tools to locals. And
attacking strangers wasn't considered wrong by any of the tribes
they'd contacted—not unless oaths had been sworn.

"You're welcome to share our camp," he said. "Hinyep
Zhotopo," he repeated in Lekkansu, the tongue of the seacoast
people that the Nantucketers had most dealings with. Hunters
from one of the bands who traded with the Americans would
have replied in kind; they took hospitality seriously.



Damn. No response at all, except to widen out a little as they
came toward the fire. He was conscious of a cold, sour churning
in the pit of his stomach and a furious annoyance that Sue was
here... and all of it was incredibly distant, like the drumbeat of
blood in his ears.

"Stop!" he said, waving them back, scowling. Can't just...

The spearcast came with blinding speed. Girenas was already
dropping and rolling as the ashwood shaft whickered through
the space he'd been occupying to thud three inches deep into a
beech tree and stand quivering. The second spearman was
aiming more carefully when Sue's rifle went off with a sharp
crack and a long jet of off-white powder smoke. The Indian
folded around himself with a surprised ooof! like a man who'd
been punched in the gut. He wouldn't be getting up again,
though, not with an exit wound the size of a baby's fist blasted
out the other side of him by the hollowpoint.

Girenas flipped himself back to his feet, and the eighteen-inch
bowie strapped along his right calf snapped into his fist, then
into a gutting swing. The hatchet-man jinked in midleap as he
dodged back, his war shriek turning to a yell of alarm. His friend
with the club was using it to fend off Perks, the dog showing an
endless ratcheting snarl and making little rushes whenever he
saw an opening. Ignore it. The world sank down to one man and
a razor-edged piece of steel on a two-foot wooden shaft. They
circled, crouched, their soft moccasins rutching in the fallen
leaves and punk of rotten branches. Five seconds passed, and
then the Indian feinted twice and swung in earnest, a blow that
would have chopped halfway through Girenas's face. He met the
descending arm with a bladed palm, and the hatchet spun away.
The bowie slammed forward, cutting edge up.

The Indian's hand slapped down on his wrist. For an instant
they grappled chest to chest, the heavy smell of sweat and the
bear grease that the man wore on his hair rank in his nostrils;
the warrior's body felt like a bundle of rubber and steel. Then
Girenas hooked a heel behind an ankle and pushed. They went
down; the Nantucketer landed on top of his opponent, one knee
in his stomach. The air wheezed out of him in a choking grunt.



Girenas pinned him with his left hand and ripped the other free
of the weakening grasp, stabbed once, again, again. The body
thrashed under him and blood splashed into his face, but he
ignored it as he rolled erect.

That was just in time to see the third Indian grab Sue's rifle in
both hands, trying to wrestle it away from her. In a less serious
situation, the look on his face as she hopped up, kicked both feet
into her attacker's belly, and fell backward to flip him up and
over would have been comical. She spun around on her backside
like a top, raising both legs and slamming her heels into the
Indian's face as he started to rise—a move from the unmercifully
practical school of unarmed combat that Marian Alston had
made part of Islander schooling. She scrambled to grab the rifle,
came up to both knees and pounded the steel-shod butt into the
Indian's bloodied face again and again, panting with fright and
rage.

The last Indian was writhing under a hundred and twenty
pounds of wolf-dog, trying to hold the fangs away from his face.
Girenas scooped up his crossbow from where it hung on a
branch nub and put the short, thick quarrel through the Indian's
chest a second before the wide-stretched jaws would have closed
on him.

That was a mercy, in its way.

"Reload!" he snapped at Sue. She was pale and her hands
shook. "Reload! Now!" She took a deep breath, let it out, and
obeyed. He nodded satisfaction. "Heel, Perks."

Girenas pumped the iron lever set into the forestock of his
cross-bow six times, and the thick steel bow cut down from a
car's leaf-spring ratcheted back and clicked into place, ready for
the quarrel he slipped into it. The girl pushed up the breech lever
of the rifle, her eyes enormous in a face gone pale, thumbing
home a paper cartridge, closing the action and priming the pan.
They both went to ground behind logs, eyes scanning.

"Perks! Circle!" he snapped.

The dog slipped through the underbrush and made its way



around their campsite. The ranger followed, infinitely cautious.
He found Perks nosing back along a trail and followed it for a few
hundred yards, until he saw a place where all the Indians had
paused in a muddy patch.

"Only the four of them," he said as he stepped back into the
campsite. Relief mingled with sadness as he cleaned the knife
and looked at the dead men. "Damn—"

Sue Chau had been staring at them too. Abruptly she turned
and blundered three yards away before going to her knees and
vomiting up a rush of half-digested deer meat. Girenas nodded,
sighed, and took her a pannikin of water.

"Rinse and spit," he said. "Then have a drink of this."

The silver flask had been his father's; it had Cyrillic lettering
on it. The contents were pure Nantucket barley-malt whiskey,
aged a year in charred oak. The girl obeyed, choking a little, then
went to splash her face.

"Sorry," she began.

"Nope," Girenas said. "You did pretty good." He kept his tone
cool. "Still want to be a Ranger?"

She looked at the dead men. The bowel stink was already
fairly bad, and the flies were arriving in droves. "This sort of
thing, does it happen often?"

"Nope," Girenas said again. "Sometimes, though. Mebbe once
a year."

Sue took a deep breath. "Well, I'm not quitting," she said.

"Good," he said with approval. "Now let's cover them up and
get going." He looked at the sun again. "Might make the base if
we push it."

They broke out the shovels and dug, setting rocks from the
stream on top of the earth; Girenas planted the men's weapons
as markers at their heads. Silence reigned as they broke camp



and headed south toward Providence Base; Sue went in the lead
with her rifle in the crook of her arm, then the three packhorses
with the kills and gear. Girenas brought up the rear, and Perks
went further still, like a hairy gray shadow among the trunks of
the huge trees.

It was hours before they saw sign of their own people. That
was scanty at first, a buried campfire, hoofmarks, a nest of feral
honeybees, clover and bluegrass growing wild from seed dropped
in horse-dung. Then breaks in the forest canopy where loggers
had gone through, clearings scattered with stumps and chips or
already rank with tall grass, brambles, flowers, and saplings.
They stepped onto a rutted drag-trail heading downhill, and then
the hills parted to show Narragansett Bay gleaming out before
them, white-ruffled blue water, banks and islands green to the
water's edge, sky thick with wildfowl. Half a dozen craft were in
sight—a schooner, fishing boats, tugs hauling rafts. Below ran a
road, gravel over dirt, and they could hear the faint shriek of a
steam whistle.

"Home," Sue said.

She opened the breech of her rifle and used the cleaning rod
to tap the paper cartridge out, stowing it in the pouch at her belt
before blowing the priming out of the pan and easing the
hammer forward. Girenas slipped the quarrel from his crossbow
back into its quiver before pulling the trigger with a flat whung
sound.

"Home," he agreed, with a sigh.

"Get sent to the past, spend all your time annotating reports,"
Councilor for Foreign Affairs Ian Arnstein muttered, in the
privacy of his sunroom-office. "What a dashing life we exiled
adventurers lead. Christ, I might as well be back in San Diego
grading history papers."

Well, not exactly, perhaps, he thought, resharpening his
goose-quill pen on the razor built into the inkstand and looking
down at the report. God, but I hate these pens. The last
ballpoints had run out years ago, and nobody had gotten around
to fountain pens yet; it was the usual story—too much else with



higher priorities.
God, but I miss my PC. Oh, God, for a laser printer.

He pushed his glasses back up his beaked nose—and losing
them was something he didn't even want to contemplate, given
what the Island lens grinders were turning out as an
alternative—and read the paper before him again, winding his
fingers absently in his beard. It was a long-standing gesture;
unlike many on the Island, he'd had this back before the Event,
when shaving was easy. It was bushy and curly and a dark russet
brown where it wasn't gray, like what was left of the hair on his
head, almost matching the color of his eyes.

He tugged harder as he read on. The Keyaltwar tribe over in
Alba were building boats... probably war-boats for raiding
abroad. Some bright boy in a leather kilt had figured out that
while under the Treaty of Alliance they couldn't hitch up their
chariots, take down their tomahawks, and hit the neighbors up
for cattle and women in the old style—several punitive
expeditions had driven that lesson home— third parties weren't
covered.

Those people are like the fucking Energizer Bunny. There was
a map of Alba in one corner of the room. A line ran from roughly
what would have become Portsmouth to what would have
become southern Yorkshire. Everything east and south of it was
the various teuatha of the Sun People, the
Indo-European-speaking newcomers William Walker had
enrolled in his attempt at conquest; these days they were
Nantucket allies in theory, a resentful protectorate in fact. West
and north of that were the Fiernan Bohulugi, allies in fact.

Dotted lines marked individual tribes. "Keyaltwar... right,
north bank of the Thames." The Sun People tribes weren't much
for commerce. What they did understand was raiding, rustling,
rape, and slaughter; and now they were playing Viking.

"Blond Proto-Celtic Comanches of the Bronze Age," Ian
muttered, turning pages to look at the sketch of the ship. Up
front was a figurehead that looked for all the world like a
dragon's head. Some passing Islander trader or priest of the



Ecumenical Church might well have told them about the Vikings,
like dropping a catalyst into a saturated solution. As if they
didn't get enough ideas of their own. Have to be careful not to
push 'em too hard, though.

First, radio Commandant Hendriksson to send out more
agents. The treaty forbade hindering traders and missionaries,
which was convenient for espionage. Find out who exactly was
doing this. Note: we might use bribes and economic threats to
lean on the Keyaltwar high chief, if he's not involved. Then see
which of the Keyaltwar's neighbors had the most blood feuds
with them—inevitable that some would. They could complain to
the Alliance Council at Stonehenge, saying that they felt
threatened, and that would put it under the treaty's purview... if
you stretched that deliberately ambiguous document a point or
two.

"Note," he wrote at the bottom. "Consult with Doreen"—his
wife treated Gordian knots the way Alexander had, and that
corrected his tendency to on-the-one-hand-but-on-the-other
himself into paralysis—"then talk it over with Marian, Jared, and
Martha." He brushed the feather tip of the quill over his nose.

"Note," he went on. "Talk to Prelate Gomez. Missionaries?"

For a moment he chuckled at the thought. A thoroughly
secular Jew, helping to spread religion among the pagans of
Bronze Age Britain. Ecumenical Christianity at that—the
federation of denominations here, something rather like very
High Church Episcopalian with Unitarian overtones. Another
dry chuckle; the snake was biting its own tail with a vengeance,
with Americans bringing the Anglican faith to Alba.

Then he began writing up an appreciation for the Chief;
they'd have to explain things to the Town Meeting. How the
ancient Athenians had gotten anything done with all decisions
made by a committee of thousands baffled him, all the more so
now that he'd seen direct democracy in action.

He sanded and blotted the paper, rose, stretched, and looked
at his watch, Four-thirty, and he'd been working since eight.
"Christa," he said to his second assistant, ambling out into the



sitting room and then down the corridor to her office. "Get fair
copies of these typed up, would you? And run one over to the
Chief's, and one to Commodore Alston-Kurlelo at Guard House."

Almost unfair, he thought, looking around at the filing
cabinets and map boards. Preliterate cultures just didn't
appreciate the advantage that being able to store and collate
information like this gave you. But then again, as Marian
Alston-Kurlelo is wont to say, fair fights are for suckers.

Ian trotted up the first flight of stairs, to one of the converted
bedroom suites that served as Doreen's office. The former
student astronomer looked up; she was sitting across a table
from a short, dark man in a long woolen robe, flowerpot hat, and
curled beard, repeating a sentence in something guttural and
polysyllabic. Papers were scattered on the surface, some covered
with ordinary writing, others with what looked like Art Deco
chicken tracks.

Akkadian, Ian knew, with a shudder—the Semitic language
spoken in Hammurabi's Babylon; he had to learn it too.
Akkadian was the diplomatic language in today's Middle East,
the way French had been in Louix XIV's Europe. At least they'd
been careful with their language teacher this time, after the
nasty experience with Isketerol of Tartessos in the Year 1.
Shamash-nasir-kudduru—the God Shamash is Guardian of the
Boundary Stone, or Sham for short—was a weedy little
Babylonian date merchant whom one of the Islander ships had
picked up in a brief initial survey of the Persian Gulf; he' d been
living on Bahrain (Dilmun to the locals) and not doing very well.
In fact, he looked a lot like Saddam Hussein after a long, strict
diet.

"My lady," he said in a thickly guttural accent, with a sidelong
glance at Ian, "here we have the... it is to say... symbol, meaning
'day.' " He drew one wedge with the broad end upright, and two
more springing off to the left and slanting upward. "It to be is
able also to be the symbol for a sound."

"Which sound?" Doreen asked with a sigh.

"It is sound ud," the Babylonian said. "That is first sound.



Also symbol is for tu or tarn or par or likh or khish . .." He drew
another, with an upright wedge, three horizontal to the side, and
an arrowhead to the left. "It is sound shu, gad, gat. Can mean
quatu, it is meaning in your speech, 'hand.' Also emuqu,
'strength,' or gamalu, 'protection,’ or..."

Ian cleared his throat. "What say we commit some dereliction
of duty?" he said.

"God, yes," she groaned. "Sham, you can knock off too. Same
time tomorrow."

The Babylonian made a bobbing gesture over folded hands
and collected his writing materials. Doreen tidied her own desk;
she was neater than Ian, perhaps because as Doreen Rosenthal
before the Event she'd been a budding astronomer in her late
twenties rather than a bachelor—well, widower—professor of
classical history just past fifty. She also looked extremely good
bending over like that in a light summer dress, with her long
black hair falling down and half hiding a wonderful view of
decolletage. She'd been positively chunky when he'd first seen
her, back the day after the Event. That was when she was
working as an intern at the Maria Mitchell Observatory, where
she'd used the little reflector telescope to pinpoint the real date
from the stars. Of course, we all lost weight those first six
months, and God knows we're not likely to sit around watching
TV anymore. Nowadays she could have modeled for a statue of
Ishtar, one of the sexier kind.

"Let's pick up David and grab something to cook down at the
docks—couple of lobster, we'll boil 'em up and throw together a
salad."”

Their housekeeper-nanny had the boy in the kitchen with her
while she sat with a cookbook, reading slowly, her lips moving.
Back at the end of the Alban War the Islanders had insisted that
the defeated Sun People tribes let all their slaves go free.
Denditwara had been one of many who came to Nantucket, since
she had no surviving family. The gap in living standards was so
enormous that even the most lowly job here was luxury by
Bronze Age standards.



Sort of like Mexico and California, only more so, Ian thought.
"If you haven't started dinner yet, Denditwara, don't bother," he
said. "We'll handle it—Quigley's Baths first, and then the
evening's yours."

"Thank you, boss," she said, dipping her head; she was half
his age and short, a round-faced blonde who looked extremely
English, physical types evidently being much more constant than
culture or language. The Alban gave them a shy smile of
gratitude for the free time; she was seeing a young man who
worked in the whalebone mill.

Ian and Doreen winced slightly. Getting her to use something
else besides the Sun People term for "master" had been difficult.
So had getting across the concept of being an employee and
working for wages.

"Can I see the boats, Daddy?" David asked. He showed signs
of sharing his father's height, but the face had Doreen's oval
shape and olive tone and black ringlets hung around his ears.

"Yes, you can see the boats if you promise to keep close to me
and your mother," Ian said. He could see the six-year-old
considering the bargain.

"Will," he said. "I want to see the boats."

That's a relief, Ian thought, chuckling. Nantucket was a better
place for children than L. A., but there were still street hazards.

"What a zoo," Ian muttered an hour later, as they watched
Denditwara scamper off to meet her bone grinder and David
started to tell them about a game of catch he'd played with one
of the other children in the baths. The roar of traffic nearly
drowned the child's treble piping.

"All right, all right, hold your horses, we'll get out of the way,"
Ian said, as a carter cried for space. He and Doreen were
standing on the broad, flat expanse of the Steamship Dock,
where the ferry from the mainland had tied up to drop off cars
and trucks and tourists, back before the Event.



Arnstein looked up reflexively as he remembered that
never-to-be-forgotten night... God, eight years ago. A little
more, since the Event had been in March and it was into July
now. The crawling dome of fire over the island, and then the
terror next day as the impossible truth sank in. Then the even
worse terror: seventy-five hundred Americans on an island that
produced little besides daffodils and a few gourmet vegetables.
Fear of starvation, food riots, cannibalism... Hell of a thing for a
middle-aged professor of classical history to get himself caught
in. Hell, he'd almost canceled his spring vacation on Nantucket
that year.

"But we made it. Tight at times, but we made it," he
muttered.

He looked over at Doreen as she bent to jerk their son back
from a determined attempt to pet a pony. The shaggy,
stiff-maned animal was sulking in the traces of a cart heaped
high with barrels of maple syrup from Providence Base on the
mainland. It had a look of settled discontent on its face, an
I-am-about-to-bite-you expression. The Bronze Age chariot
ponies they'd brought back from Alba usually did. The first
generation crossbred from the Alban mares and the Island's
quarter horse and Morgan and Thoroughbred stallions were a lot
better, but still expensive.

"What was that, Ian?"

"I said we'd made it." The two of them nodded in silent
agreement.

Fishing boats were unloading amid a raucous swarm of gulls a
little to the southeast, at Straight Wharf and its basin and the
row of long piers constructed over the last few years. That part of
town hadn't been as densely built up before the Event, and the
new waterfront there was full of fish-drying sheds, workshops,
warehouses, and timberyards built since.

Here on Steamship Dock only the respect due Councilors kept
a small bubble of space open. Half a dozen brigs and schooners
were tied up—the classes that Nantucket's new merchant houses
used for long-distance work. The ratcheting of the spindly cranes



and winches that swung heavy loads ashore was loud even
against the clatter of hooves and iron wheels on the pavement.

Factors and dealers and storekeepers dickered and yelled,
customs agents prowled, sailors chanted their rhythmic Heave...
ho! stamp and go, stamp and go, heave... ho! as they hauled to
unload cargo. Indians in blankets jostled kilted Proto-Celtic
warriors and priestesses of the Fiernan Bohulugi cult of Moon
Woman from Alba in poncho and thong skirt, watched by an
Olmec noble wearing a cloak of woven hummingbird feathers
that shimmered in impossible shades of turquoise, scarlet,
purple. A herd of moas—the smaller breed, only four feet at the
shoulder—were being pushed clucking and protesting onto a
barge, headed for Long Island and the farming life. The
spattered by-product of their fright added its aroma to the thick
odors of drying fish and boiling whale blubber, raw leather,
horses and horse dung, sweat and woodsmoke, tarred rope and
wooden hulls.

The fresh sea breeze kept it tolerable even in summer. Mostly
tolerable. One reason the Meeting had authorized steam
dredgers was to dig deep channels southeast up the lagoon, so
some of the more odorous trades could be moved downwind of
town.

They dodged around a cargo from the Caribbean going inland
on steam-haulers—bulk salt from the Islander penal settlement
in the Bahamas, a few precious sacks of coffee from plants set
out on Trinidad the spring after the Event, chunks of raw
asphalt, sulfur for gunpowder.

Plus quetzal feathers, jaguar pelts, chocolate beans, raw
cotton, mahogany and dyewoods from trading along the Main,
he thought. The list sounded more romantic than the hot,
sweaty, dangerous reality; the Indians down there were corn
farmers and therefore more numerous and better organized than
the hunting peoples along the New England coast. There had
been one short, sharp war with the Olmecs already.

Of course, that was that noble savage True Believer idiot
Lisketter's fault. Rousseau, what sins have been committed in
Thy name! Lisketter and her followers had ended up very dead,



along with a few of the Islander military and a whole raftload of
Olmecs. Lisketter's people had been sacrificed to the Jaguar God
and eaten, most of them.

He didn't even like to think about what had happened to
Lisketter before she died.

"And speaking of lobster pots," he said.

They pushed their way to the base of the Steamship Dock,
along a waterside section of Easy Street, then over to the
shallower basin beyond Old North Wharf, which now catered to
the inshore fishery.

"Got 'em right here for you, Mr. Arnstein," the lobsterman
said, hauling up a net dangling overside from his boat.

"Thanks, Jack," he replied, handing over a silver nickel, the
Republic's own coinage, and accepting the change in coppers.

The former software salesman nodded thanks. David prodded
the gently squirming canvas sack with his fingers and giggled at
the sensation. Ian checked his turn at the fisherman's soft
exclamation and looked to his left.

Another ship was being towed south between the breakwaters
and into Nantucket's harbor. The design was American; to be
exact, a scaled-up copy of the Yare, a two-masted topsail
schooner that had carried tourists around the island before the
Event. It wasn't Island-built, though. Countless small details
showed that, starting with the stylized mountain on the flag at
the mainmast top. Six small bronze cannon rested with their
muzzles bowsed up against the bulwarks on each side of the
craft.

One of Isketerol's ships. Ian shook his head; you had to hand
it to the man...

"When you tell it, my sire, it's as if I can see it with my own
eyes," Sarsental said, his eyes glowing.

Isketerol hid a grin. The new king of Tartessos was still in his



thirties, with no silver strands in his bowl-cut black hair and all
his teeth. He could remember what it was like to be a boy of

twelve winters, just coming to a man's estate and wild for great
deeds.

He leaned back in the courtyard lounger, smiling at the
children sitting around his feet. Deck chairs were another
Amurrukan thing. The Eagle People certainly know how to
make themselves comfortable, he thought idly.

"Weren't you frightened?" one of his daughters asked.

Isketerol laughed. "Some of us were like to soil our loincloths,"
he said. "There we were, just two shiploads of us—the old ships,
remember, small and frail—alone among the northern savages on
a trading voyage. That was dangerous enough, they're wild and
uncouth. Then there it was, the Eagle ship itself. Three hundred
feet long and made of iron—"

They gasped.

"—and with masts a hundred and fifty feet tall. Three of them.
Hull shining white as snow, with a red slash of blood-color across
it and the great golden image of their Eagle god beneath the
bows. Many of us wanted to flee right there, I can tell you."

"But you didn't, my sire," his eldest son said.

"No. Let that be a lesson to you." He reached out a hand and
made a snatching motion. "Be cautious, but when the Jester
drops a chance for advantage, take it! The Jester is bald behind,
you can't grab His hair once He's past. I stayed by the side of the
barbarian chief we'd been dealing with, and Arucuttag of the Sea
rewarded me. For when the Amurrukan, the People of the Eagle,
landed... one of them spoke Achaean, and I could act as their
go-between with the natives as they dickered for grain and
beasts."

He fixed an eye on his eldest son. "See what learning foreign
languages can do? I'd have been dumb as a fish but for that. So
study your Achaean and Sudunu and English."



Sarsental nodded, slow and thoughtful. Good! Isketerol
thought. He didn't intend that his heir should fritter away the
mightiness he was building here.

"That's when you met the Medjay chieftainess?" a daughter
chimed in eagerly. "The Nubian warrior?"

Isketerol winced slightly. Have I told it so often that children
correct me? Still, it was important that they all learn; there
would be work enough for all the children of his wives. Little
Mettri didn't look as if she'd settle down to spinning and
overseeing the housemaids, and she loved this part.

"Yes," he said. "A tall woman, black as charcoal, was their
captain. Alston was her name, a fierce warrior, good sailor,
skilled with the sword and very cunning. She's still the
Amurrukan war-leader, under their king, Cofflin."

"A woman," Sarsental said dismissively.

Isketerol reached out a hand and rapped him on the head
with his knuckles. "Their customs are different. Don't
underestimate an enemy! I've made that mistake, to my cost."

"Yes," he went on, "she was the one who invited me to their
homeland across the River Ocean, to teach them the languages of
these lands around the Middle Sea. On the Eagle I met William
Walker"— he pronounced the Amurrukan name carefully—"and
became his blood brother, for he was discontented with the rule
of Cofflin and Alston and wished to find a land where he himself
could be lord. And there I learned much; and from him I learned
much. Together we pirated the Yare and her cargo from
Nantucket, together we conquered and ruled among the Sun
People and the Earth Folk of Alba. When the Amurrukan made
alliance with the Earth Folk and defeated him, it was I who took
him and his band to the Achaean lands, and I received in reward
the great ship Yare and much of her burden of treasures."

"After you stopped here in Tartessos and made yourself king
with his aid!" they chorused.

"Not just made myself king," Isketerol said. "Began to make



Tartessos great—and after the Crone comes for me, you who are
my children must make our city greater still. And to do that you
must learn many things, so—"

They groaned but obeyed as he signaled to the servant to take
them back to their lessons.

Isketerol stretched and sighed. Time to get back to work. He
was a slight, wiry man of medium height such as was common in
southern Iberia, dark of hair and eye and olive of skin, with thin
white scars seaming the brown skin of his forearms and a
mariner's calloused hands.

"Send in the king's chief of makers," he said. The mustketeer
guards by the entrance to the courtyard stood motionless, but a
messenger from the rank standing by the wall hurried out.

Soon the official came, with a slave bearing a long bundle
behind him. Both went down on their faces in prostration, and
Isketerol signed them up.

"Let me see it," he said. Then: "Yes," he went on, pulling back
the hammer of the musket. "You have done well. I will not forget
it."

The musket was solid and deadly feeling in his hands, stocked
in beechwood, the iron blued to an even finish. Its smell of oiled
metal was heavy and masculine amid the scents of flowers and
sun-dried earth. He swung it to his shoulder and took aim at the
figure of a warrior in the mural painted on the whitewashed wall
of adobe brick across the courtyard.

Squeeze the trigger, he remembered. Click-whap! and the
hammer snapped down. Sparks flew as it cracked the
frizzen-cover back. A pouch of cartridges accompanied the
weapon, each with one charge in a cylinder of paper, and a bullet
shaped like a conical helmet with a hollow in the flat base. A
minie ball, the books said—why, he didn't know, for it was not in
the least round.

"Yesss," the king of Tartessos said happily.



His hands caressed the weapon. Much better than the first
crude batches. In a few years they would have breechloaders, but
this was well enough.

"How many?" he asked his Chief of Makers.

"Lord of the city and the Land, Bridegroom of the Corn
Goddess, Favored Son of Arucuttag of the Sea and the Lady of
Tartessos... fifty now, and ten more each seven days, to begin
with. Each with bayonet and ramrod." The man's tongue
stumbled slightly over the English words.

That was not such pleasant hearing. The man hurried on:
"Lord King, if you did not insist on the, the measuring with
screws of each part—"

"Then the guns could not be repaired at need with
ready-made parts," Isketerol snapped.

And if many had to be taught to repair the parts, they would
start making them for themselves. William had left him a set of
duplicate micrometer gauges along with the spare lathe, and he
intended to keep the manufacture of guns his own monopoly just
as long as he could.

"I do not understand this making of each thing so like another
thing," the artisan said.

"It is not necessary that you understand, only that you obey!"
Isketerol shouted in exasperation.

"You are the king, lord," the man said, bowing, turning pale
beneath his natural olive.

Not only the king, but a king more powerful than the one who
had fallen to iron-armored warriors and fire-powder bombs and
William's deadly Garand rifle. The old king had done nothing
without consulting the heads of the great families.

Today many of those heads hung on iron hooks from the walls
of the palace. Now when the king of Tartessos commanded, men
fell on their faces and obeyed—men in the whole southern half of



Iberia, and in the lands south across the Pillars, as well. He and
Will had spoken much, those months in the White Isle, and his
share of the Yare's cargo included books to supplement what
he'd learned in Nantucket itself. The history of the years that
might-have-been was full of hints on the manner of ruling and
how a king might gather all the reins of power to himself, on the
keeping of records and maps and registers, on police and
bu-reau-cra-cy and armies, on the coining of money and the
building of roads. The problem was that he had so few others
who understood. Most of them were young men he'd raised up
from nothing, but that was good too—such men knew that all
they had depended on his favor, not on their birth.

He reined in his temper as the chief of makers trembled
before him; it had taken Isketerol long enough to understand the
Amurrukan words interchangeable parts and mass production
himself.

In that false history the Eagle People recorded, nothing
remained of Tartessos three thousand years from now. No trace
of the city or her people, of her gods or tongue or customs. If he
was to build a house that would last forever, the foundations
must be laid deep. His voice was stern but not angry when he
went on.

"Work harder on the machines for the cutting of metal! Then
you will make many, many more muskets, and everything else
that the kingdom needs."

"Lord King, we hear and we obey," the man said, backing
away.

Isketerol relaxed back onto the lounger and considered the list
written on the paper before him, written in his language but
using the Eagle People's alphabet. He frowned slightly; paper the
Islanders would sell, glassware, tools, luxuries. But not lathes or
milling machines. Well, Tartessians might not have the arts from
out of time, but they were no fools... and he had the drawings,
the books, the men Will had helped train in Alba.

Already they had done much; oddly, the most useful of all had
been the machine with lead seals for the making of books—



moveable type, in the Amurrukan tongue. He intended to see
every free child in Tartessos schooled in it, even the girls.

All the common people of Tartessos called down blessings on
his name; he'd given them wealth, made captains of fishermen
and lords of farmers, brought in foreign slaves to do the rough
work. Even the new customs, the burying-of-excrement and
washing-with-soap rituals, no longer brought complaints. Not
when so few died of fever or flux.

Hmmm. And now that I have an embassy there, we can—
very slowly, very secretly—see if any of the Amurrukan with
useful knowledge can be brought here and join me.

The Eagle People had godlike powers, but they were men with
the needs and weaknesses of men. He could offer land, slaves,
silver, wealth, power as nobles under him. It was a great pity
Will hadn't accepted his offer, but William Walker was not a
man to take second place, no matter how rich the rewards.

Rosita Menendez walked in, her robe of gold-shot crimson silk
brushing the tiled floor. Isketerol winced slightly; silk was
another thing the Islanders would sell in Tartessos, but the price
was enough to draw your testicles up into your gut. And, of
course, what one of his wives had, all the others demanded,
leaving him no peace until he bought it for them.

"Hi," she said in the Amurrukan tongue, sitting on a stool by
his feet. He replied in the same, to keep fluency.

"Hello, Rosita. How does your school go?"
"Fine, Iskie," she said.

Has she been drinking again? he wondered, but then he
relaxed. No, it was just Eagle People gaucherie; they had no
sense of ceremony or manners. Well, she's far from her people,
lonely sometimes. Most of the time being a queen in Tartessos
was enough compensation for her... although to be sure, he
hadn't mentioned his other two wives when he'd courted her
back on Nantucket.



"Actually, Iskie, some of the students could take over more of
the basics, the way they do the ABC stuff now," she said. "Plus
Miskelefol and a couple of others are good enough to do most of
the routine translations of the books, if I help them a little with
the dictionary," she went on.

"Good. You will have more time for teaching the mathematics
and bookkeeping and medicine."

She rolled her eyes but kept her sigh silent. Even a queen
wasn't immune from the knotted cords of her husband's belt.
Especially a foreigner queen with no kindred in the city.

Well, she's pretty enough—and she'd given him one child, a
son— but her knowledge is more important than her loins.
She'd been a healer's helper back on Nantucket, a registered
nurse in Eng-il-ish. Invaluable here.

Walker's woman, Alice Hong, would have been even more
useful. A full doctor, a mistress of some of the Islanders' most
powerful arts.

"Then again, no," Isketerol said to himself, shuddering
slightly. "I am very glad the Lady of Pain is far, far away."

Far enough away that the thought of her was stirring. He
drew aside the loincloth that was his only covering on this warm
day and motioned Rosita closer. She knelt on a pillow beside the
lounger.

"Use some of that Amurrukan knowledge," he said, grinning
and guiding her head with a hand on the back of her neck. This
was another thing he'd learned on the Island, and it was catching
on fast here.

CHAPTER THREE

August, Year 8 A.E.

The scream was high and shrill, a wail of agony and helpless
rage. Marian Alston-Kurlelo sat bolt upright in bed, then turned
to shake the figure beside her gently on the shoulder.



"Wake up," she said firmly. "Wake up, 'dapa."

The Fiernan woman tossed, opened her eyes. They were blank
for a moment, before awareness returned; then she seized Alston
in a grip of bruising strength.

"I was—the Burning Snake had me, the Dream Eater," she
gasped. "I was the Sun People's prisoner again, but you didn't
come..."

Alston returned the embrace, crooning comfort and stroking
the long blond hair. Had my own nightmares about that, she
thought. Presumably in the original history—if "original" meant
anything— Swindapa had died among the Iraiina. Her whole
people had vanished, overrun and swallowed up. And I went on
alone, back up in the twentieth. The room was very dark; an
internal clock developed by a lifetime at sea told her it was the
end of the midnight watch, around three in the morning.

She felt tears dropping on her shoulder and tenderly wiped
them away. "There, there, sugar," she whispered. "I did come."

Rescuing Swindapa had been sort of a side effect; they were
there to trade for stock and seed-grain, that first month after the
Event. She certainly hadn't expected them to end up together. In
fact, 'dapa had to pretty well drag me into bed, after months of
my dithering—all those years in the closet made me timid.
Christ, was I stupid.

The rest of the Guard House was quiet; evidently the children
hadn't woken. Alston waited until her companion's shuddering
died down into quiet sobbing, then turned up the lamp on the
bedside table. The period-piece splendors of the house were a bit
faded now, eight years after the Event, but with a squared-away
neatness that was solely hers.

Swindapa wiped her eyes and blew her nose on a handkerchief
from the dresser. Marian smiled a little, remembering teaching
her to do that with something besides her fingers. The blue eyes
were clear now, with the mercurial mood shifts she'd come to
know since the Event. The only thing reliable about 'dapa is
'dapa, she thought with a rush of tenderness. Odd that they got



on so well.

"What were you thinking?" the Fiernan said. "I could feel your
eyes touch me."

"That you're my other half," Marian said. "And about that
night down in the Olmec country."

She remembered that; one hand went to her left thigh,
touching the dusty-white scar. Remembering the darkness and
the wet heat, mud under her boots, the light of the flares and the
burning temples of San Lorenzo breaking in shatters of
brightness off the obsidian edges of the Olmec warriors' spears
and club-swords. The quetzal feathers of their harnesses, the
paint and precious stones and snarling faces. The cold sting of
the spearhead in her leg; at the time all she felt was an enormous
frustration that her body wouldn't obey her; that they might not
get out with Martha Cofflin after all. And then Swindapa, sword
flashing as she stood screaming over her fallen lover.

The Fiernan nodded. "Moon Woman has woven the light of
our souls together," she said.

"And I was thinking that you're cute as hell," Marian added,
grinning.

That's God's truth as well, the black woman thought.
Swindapa was her own five-foot-nine almost to an inch, slender
and long-limbed. There had still been a bit of adolescent
gangliness when they first met, but it had gone with the years
between. The oval straight-nosed face looked firmer now too,
tanned to a honey color and framed by the long fall of
wheat-colored hair.

"Woof!" Alson said, as the Fiernan's leap and embrace took
the air out of her lungs.

"And you are as beautiful as the night sky with stars,"
Swindapa murmured down at her; that was as strong as
compliments came, in the Fiernan Bohulugi tongue. It sounded
pretty good in English, too. "Let's share pleasure. I want—"



Marian stopped her with another kiss; loving someone didn't
make them more like you, and she was still embarrassed by
Fiernan bluntness at times.

"Thanks," Vicki Cofflin said, taking the thick mug of sassafras
tea. The warmth was welcome in her hands; the early morning
was chill enough to make her wool-and-leather flight uniform
only a little too heavy.

"Well, this is it," Alex Stoddard said, looking up at the huge
structure that creaked above them, secured by a dozen mooring
ropes along either side. Its blunt head was pointed into the
southwest wind, and it surged occasionally against the
restraining lines, as if eager to be gone.

She nodded, feeling the excitement hit her gut with a chill
that counterbalanced the warm, astringent taste of the tea.
Scary, too, she thought. She'd had her share of risky business
over the past eight years, with the expeditionary force in
Alba—she'd carried a crossbow to the Battle of the Downs—and
bad weather at sea. This was a little different. The design studies
said the Emancipator would work; she'd helped crank up one of
the mothballed computer workstations to run the stress
calculations for the frame and worked on the design phase as
well as the construction. She knew it should work, but trusting
yourself to this flying whale made out of birch plywood and cloth
was still a bit nerve-racking.

"Especially when I was going to fly shuttles," she muttered
wryly, then shook her head when Alex looked up from his
checklist. "Let's get on with it," she said aloud.

The Emancipator did look a little like a whale, like an orca;
some wag had wanted her named Free Willy, but the
Commodore had stomped on that good and hard. Vicki did one
more careful walk-around; checking everything one last time was
something that was drilled into you at Fort Brandt OCS very
thoroughly, and even more as a middie on a Guard ship. The
strong smell of the doping compound on the fabric skin filled the
air about her, and the scents of glue and birchwood.

The immense presence of the airship was a bit intimidating



too. She knew objectively that it was light and fragile, but it felt
formidably solid looming above her like this. And it was big,
bigger than the Eagle, which was the largest mobile object in the
world, this Year 8 After the Event.

"I hope you get the command," Alex said behind her. She
concealed a slight start. He was a tall young man—six gangling
feet—but he moved quietly. "You deserve it."

"The Commodore will appoint whoever she thinks can do the
job best," Vicki said, then grinned. "Thanks for the thought,
though, Ensign Stoddard. I'm supposed to have dinner with the
Chief and the Commodore on Harvest Night, so we'll see."

The Emancipator's gondola was a hundred feet long, a narrow
swelling built into the airship's frame. When it was grounded,
the craft rested on outriggers, wooden skis much like a
helicopter's skids. The rear ramp flexed and creased a little
beneath their rubber-soled boots as they walked up; everything
on board was built as light as possible. Beneath their feet were
the tanks for water ballast and liquid fuel and the compartments
for cargo—or, under other circumstances, Leaton's
hundred-pounder cast-iron bombs. Three tall wheels stood along
each side, with a member of the crew at each. Another came
climbing down a ladder that stretched up into the hull above,
access to the gasbags.

"Captain on deck!"
"As you were," she said, feelings spurt of pride.

Captain for at least a day. The crew relaxed and went back to
the preflight checkpoint. The Commodore's idea of discipline
was strictly functional; ceremony had its place, but that wasn't
getting in the way. Another good thing about working for her
was that if she thought you were competent enough to do a job,
she didn't stand over you or joggle your elbow.

Just deal with it competently, quickly and without
unnecessary fuss, Vicki thought. So let's get on with it.

She walked forward, past the engine stations, the folded-up



bunks, the tiny galley with its electric hot plate—no exposed
flames on this craft, by God!—the map boards and the big,
clunky spark-gap radio and smaller, smoother-looking pre-Event
shortwave set. There was a swivel chair at the point where the
decking came to an end, with the sloping windows that filled the
curved nose of the gondola surrounding it on three sides. Low
consoles surrounded it as well, mostly pre-Event instruments
adapted to their new tasks; air speed, pressure, fuel, temperature
gauges. The windows looked down on a shadowed section of the
Nantucket Airport runway, mostly deserted in the predawn light.
The whole project wasn't exactly clandestine, but it had been
kept on the QT.

And I 'm supposed to leave by dawn and come back by
sunset, barring emergencies, she reminded herself, running an
eye over the instruments. Everything still nominal.

"All hands to stations," she said. "Raise the ramp."
"All hands," Alex echoed. "Ramp up!"

Vicki Cofflin turned and looked down the long space. Engine
crew, buoyancy control, ballast control, radio, navigation—that
was Alex's department, as well as being XO; and vertical and
lateral helms just behind her. Good crew, she thought. Fourteen
in all, enough for watch-and-watch. Only the radioman was older
than she, a ham operator back before the Event. Only five
Albans, and they'd all come to the island as teenagers, Alex's age
or younger, enough to get the basic education required.

"All right, people,"” she said. "We've all worked long and hard
getting the boat ready. Now we're going to take her up and see
what she can do."

Nobody on Nantucket had any lighter-than-air experience, if
you discounted people who'd been up on rides in Goodyear
blimps, which included Ian Arnstein, oddly enough. They'd all
read everything they could find, but there was no substitute for
hands-on experience.

She slapped the back of the chair. "Emancipator's going to
give us some surprises, unless she's completely unlike any vehicle



human beings have ever made. So stay alert."
"Aye, aye, ma'am!"
Vicki nodded, took off her peaked cap, and sat. "Let's go."

"Sleepin' like babies," Marian whispered in the predawn
darkness, moving carefully so that the armor wouldn't rattle.

"They are babies," Swindapa answered softly, giving her hand
a squeeze.

The nursery down the corridor from their room held two beds,
each with a girl and a stuffed animal—Lucy had a blue snake,
and Heather a koala bear. The redhead was lying on her back,
snoring almost daintily; the dark girl curled on her side, as if
protecting her goggle-eyed serpent. More stuffed toys stood on
shelves, along with dolls, blocks, puzzles, picture books, a
dollhouse Jared Cofflin had made and Martha painted for a
birthday last year, wooden horses carved in Alba, a fanciful
model ship on wheels from Alston's own hands. The girls were
seven almost to a day; they'd both been newborns, orphaned by
the Alban War.

Well, Lucy's father is probably still alive, Alston thought
meticulously. He'd been the only black with Walker, and they
hadn't found his body. Her mother had died in childbirth and
been left behind when Walker and his gang ran for it. Alive until
I catch him. The big black ex-cadet from Tennessee hadn't gone
over to Walker for wealth or power; it had been his damned
fetish about the imaginary Black Egyptians, and Walker's
promise to send him there with the secret of gunpowder and
whatnot to protect them against the Ice People White Devils.
That didn't make him any less of a traitor in her eyes. It was
actions that mattered, not intentions.

"Let's go," she said quietly.

They padded down the stairs, the wood creaking sometimes,
and into the big kitchen at the back of the house, flanked by the
sunroom that overlooked the rear garden. For a moment they
busied themselves with preparations for tonight's dinner, seeing



that the wood stove was fed and bringing out the suckling pig
from the pantry. Alston chuckled at that; two women in
Samurai-style steel armor with long swords across their backs,
feeding the nineteenth-century wood stove in a house last
remodeled by a California investment banker in the dying years
of the twentieth century.

And those girls upstairs were born three thousand years
before me, but theyre the future.

The breakfast oatmeal was bubbling quietly in an iron pot
atop the stove, but it wouldn't be ready for another hour and a
half. They cut themselves chunks of bread and washed it down
with whole milk from the jug in the icebox, then fastened their
boots and took the wooden practice swords in their hands as
they let themselves out. Nantucket was cool in the predawn
blackness even in late summer, the air damp and smelling of salt,
fish, whale oil from the street-lamps, woodsmoke from early
risers. The two women crossed over to the north side of Main
Street, turned onto Easy Street and then South Beach and began
their run, bodies moving with smooth economy to the rattle and
clank of the armor, hands pumping in rhythm.

"Better you than me!" a wagoneer called to them, yawning at
the reins.

Marian recognized him and gave a wave; he'd been with the
Expeditionary Force in Alba. Odd. So many got killed, and
instead of throwing stuff at me, the survivors like me.

"Easy day," she said to her companion. "Only an
hour"—running out to Jetties Beach, down the sand cliffs, some
kata on the wet sand, then back—"and we'll have to head in to
start dinner."

"It is a holiday," Swindapa answered, then sprinted ahead,
laughing in sheer exuberance at the day and at being alive.

Very much alive, Marian thought. And that makes me feel
like livin' too.

"I never thought I'd be nostalgic about living in fear of



starving to death," Jared Cofflin said.

"You aren't," his wife replied succinctly. "You're just feeling
hard-done-by."

The Chief Executive Officer of the Republic of Nantucket
stared down at the papers on his living-room table; the tall sash
windows of the Chief's House were open to the warm evening air
and the sounds and smells of summer, and roses bloomed
outside in the narrow scrap of garden. It'd been an inn just up
from Broad, originally built as a shipowner's mansion back in
the 1840s. Sort of a running joke between them and Marian and
Swindapa, the Cofflins on Gay Street and the Alston-Kurlelos on
Main.

"Balance of payments? Balance of payments? The whole
damned island is sent back to 1250 B.C.—"

"That's 1242 B.C. now, dear.

"1242 B.C., and I'm supposed to worry about the balance of
payments. Christ, I remember when we were all wondering
about how we'd get through the winter."

"Marian! Get away from that!" Martha called.

A seven-year-old girl with straw-blond pigtails snatched her
hand away from a cut-glass decanter and went back to pulling a
wheeled model ship across the floor. Cofflin's expression relaxed
into a smile. If the island had stayed in the twentieth, he'd never
have met Martha—not beyond nodding as they passed in the
street, at least. No little Marian, then. No Jared Junior or
Jennifer or Sam, either. Two of their own, and two adopted from
the orphans of the war in Alba. He and his first wife bad never
been able to have children and never got around to adopting,
and then Betty had died back half a decade before the Event.
Strenuous, youngsters are, but worth it, he thought. Of course,
ending up with four at his age was more than strenuous.

"And then this bunch want to start a new settlement down in
Argentina," he went on. "As if we weren't spread out enough
already."



"Dear, there's no law against emigrating. We can scarcely
send Marian out after them for leaving without permission."

"Speaking of which," he said, tossing down the papers.
"There's young Pete Girenas and his group of
let's-get-ourselves-killed enthusiasts. Christ. Should I have sat on
them? They might have given up—"

"What's their average age, Jared?"
"He's the oldest, and he's all of twenty-one."
"Well, then."

Cofflin sighed. "Let's get going. I'll think about that later.
Marian's expecting us for the anniversary party." His daughter
looked up at the sound of her name. "No, sweetling, Aunt
Marian."

Young Marian's middle name was Deer Dancer; that was
what "Swindapa" meant, in English. Damn, but I'm glad the
Eagle was close enough to get caught up in the Event. God
knows how I'd have pulled us through without Marian. Or
without Martha, or Ian, or Doreen, Angelica Brand, Ron Leaton,
or Sam Macy, or... well, particularly without Marian.

He looked at his watch. "Speaking of which, Where's—"

"Hi, Unc, Martha." Vicki Cofflin came through the door with a
bound and scooped up the child. "How's it going, midget?"

Cofflin smiled as his niece tussled with his daughter and
Martha rounded up the rest of the offspring. Vicki didn't have
the Cofflin looks, but then, her mother had married someone
from away, as Nantucketers said—from Texas, at that. He'd
been off-island when the Event happened, a particularly final
form of divorce.

Vicki was stocky rather than lanky, with a snub-nosed
freckled face and green-gray eyes. She wasn't in uniform, this
being a family-and-friends evening—he tried to keep some
distinctions between that and government work. The jeans were



pre-Event, her shirt was Murray's Mills product, Olmec cotton
spun and dyed with wild indigo here on Island, the shoes
hand-cobbled from Alban leather.

Our successors, he thought. Vicki's generation, who'd come of
age after the Event. To them the twentieth was fading memory;
to their younger siblings, hardly that. To Cofflin's own children it
would be history learned from books and stories.

"Evening, Vicki. How's your mother?"
"Ummmumn, fine, Unc. You know how it is."

He nodded; Vicki didn't get along all that well with her
stepfather, and her mother had started a new family—one of her
own, plus three Alban adoptees. Well, you pick your friends, but
you're stuck with family, he thought. Though it was natural
enough, seeing as how Mary had lost her elder two boys to the
Event as well as her husband. Although presumably they were
still—the word made no sense, but English grammar wasn't well
adapted to time travel—all right, up in the twentieth.

He pushed down a crawling horror that they all felt now and
then. What if we destroyed the world, by being here? We could
have. They could have all gone out like a match in the wind as
soon as we changed something back here—all dead or not even
that, all of them never existing, a might-have-been. The
Arnsteins thought that the Event would produce a branching,
two trunks on the tree of time, but nobody could know for sure.
Come to that, nobody knew anything about the Event except
what it had done.

He shook his head and kneaded the back of his neck against
the sudden chill. Martha touched him briefly on the arm, a firm,
warm pressure; the equivalent of a hug to them, and he felt the
tension slacken as he smiled back at her.

It was a warm late-August evening as they stepped out,
shepherding the children before them; the big American elms
lining the brick sidewalks were still in full leaf, and the whale-oil
lamps on their cast-iron stands were being lit by a Town worker
with a long pole topped by a torch. The tower of the old



Unitarian church stood black against the red sky ahead, still
showing a little gold at its top in the long summer twilight.

"Ummm, Unc," Vicki dropped back a little to walk beside
him, lowering her voice. "I'm a bit nervous. Having dinner with
the Commodore."

He raised a brow. "Thought you did that as a middie," he
said.

"Well, yeah, but that was... structured. Commodore Alston
made a point of inviting groups of officer-candidates to dinner
now and then."

"She doesn't bite," Cofflin said. "I read your report on the
Emancipator's trials, too. Looked good."

"We did have that problem with longitudinal stability."

"Ayup. That's why they call it a test flight, girl," he replied,
hiding a smile. "And she's going to give you good news, next time
you see her in her official capacity," Cofflin went on. "You can
take the second off the lieutenant—but you didn't hear it from

"

me.

"Yes!" Vicki whopped, pumping a fist, then self-consciously
calming when Martha looked back over her shoulder with a
raised brow. Cofflin had noted that the younger generation were
a bit more spontaneous than his; probably influence from all the
Albans around nowadays.

"I was a little afraid somebody else would be put in to
command the Emancipator when it was finished," she said,
burbling a bit.

"Doubt keeps' you on your toes," Jared said, and then,
"Evening, Ian, Doreen," when they met the Arnsteins outside the
John Cofflin House.

"Evening all—hi, Vicki. Got the whole tribe with you, I see,"
Ian said. David was waving to the Cofflins' four from his father's
shoulders, prompting a chorus of "Give me a ride. Daddy! "



"Ayup," Cofflin said. Then, "all right, Jenny, up you go."

He hoisted his adopted daughter to his shoulders; she
wrapped her arms around his forehead and crowed gleefully.
Cofflin gripped her feet, partly for stability and partly to keep her
sharp little heels from drumming on his ribs. Marian went up on
Vicki's shoulders, and Jared Junior on Doreen's; somehow, it
didn't occur to anyone to ask Martha. She took a small hand in
each of hers instead, smiling at the children's giggling and the
mock horse noises coming from the other adults.

The bank and some of the shops were closing down, but the
restaurants and bars on Main were full, spilling cheerful lantern
light and noise and cooking smells onto the cobbles. He could see
right through the Cappuccino Cafe to its little garden plaza
beyond, hear the fiddle and guitar and flute from the trio
performing there and the voices of the customers singing along,
clapping and tapping their boots to the tune.

"That's a new one," he said.

We just lost sight of the Brandt Point light

Down lies the bay before us

And the wind has blown some cold today

With just a wee touch of snow.

Along the shore from Eel Point Head, hard a-beam Muskeget
Tonight we let the anchors go, down in Fogarty's Cove!

It had a nice swinging lilt to it. "Sounds different now, that
sort of song," he said. One of the many small compensations of
the Event was that with electricity a strictly rationed rarity, most
of the types of music he hated with a passion were impossible.
He wasn't alone in that, either. Marian had told him once that to
get rid of gangsta rap she'd have been willing to be stranded in
the Jurassic with a pack of velociraptors in white sheets.

My Sal has hair like a raven's wing,



But her tongue is like her mother's

With hands that make quick work of a chore
And eyes like the top of a stove

Come suppertime she'll walk the beach,
Wrapped in my old duffle

With her eyes upon the masthead reach
Down in Fogarty's Cove!

A girl was up on a table, dancing to the tune, but he'd give
odds she wasn't American-born. Fiernan, from the wild,
patterned grace of the movements—dancing was a big thing in
their religion and they got a lot of practice.

She will walk the sandy shores so plain,
Watch the combers roll in

"Till I come to Wild Rose Chance again
Down in Fogarty's Cove!

"Certainly does have a different ring," Martha replied. "For
one thing, half the people singing it really do make their living at

"

sea.

Jared nodded a little wistfully. His job kept him ashore and
pinned to his desk much of the time—although he did insist on
getting away at this time of year, usually to harpoon bluefin
tuna. He could easily afford to pay the Town tax straight up in
money, but there was a satisfaction to doing something useful
with your hands. Not to mention doing a hard, dangerous job
well enough to gain the respect of youngsters.

He worked his big fisherman's hands. It got harder every year,
and sometime he'd have to let nature take its course. There was
always the Boojum, his little twenty-footer. Someday he'd teach
his kids how to single-hand a ketch.



"Folkie stuff was always popular here," Ian said. "Like you
said, it has more of a, hmmm, resonance now. I understood a lot
more about Homer once I'd seen a real battle with chariots and
spears... although that's something I could have lived with not
knowing."

"Let 'em sing," Cofflin sighed. "Got a difficult couple of years
coming, unless I miss my guess. They've all worked hard, they
deserve a party."

It was the last evening of what some bureaucrat at the Town
Building had named, with stunning originality, the Civic Harvest
Festival. They still celebrated Thanksgiving in November, of
course, but this marked that first harvest of rye and wheat and
barley, the year of the Event.

The Councilors nodded and waved to friends and
acquaintances as they turned south up Main; Jared returned a
mounted policewoman's salute as she rode by with her
double-barreled flintlock shotgun on one hip; the horseshoes
beat a slow iron clangor on the stones with an occasional bright
spark.

Have to think about putting down asphalt here, some
note-taking mechanism in the back of his mind prompted. The
tourists had liked authentic Ye Olde cobblestones, but they were
as inconvenient as hell now, unlike the other features—lots of
fireplaces, for instance—of Nantucket's mainly
early-nineteenth-century downtown. The noise when a lot of
iron-shod wagon wheels hit them had to be heard to be believed,
for starters.

"I'll be damned," Ian said suddenly, craning his neck around
so fast that his son whooped and buried his hands in the hair
over Arnstein's ears.

"What?" Doreen said.
"I SaW—"

"Saw what! Your jaw's dropping, Ian."



"I saw a tattooed Indian with a harpoon walking down toward
the docks."

"Why not?" Cofflin asked. "There are a few of them working
the tuna boats, they're good hands with a—"

Then he wheeled about himself. A barbed steel point glittered
for a moment in the light from the streetlamp beside the Hub,
but the bearer was quickly lost in the crowd.

"Gave me a bit of a chill," Ian said. Doreen nodded, and
Martha gave a slight dry chuckle.

"Problem is," she said, "we've all had our sense of the
impossible wrenched about, badly."

Cofflin nodded. He still woke up some days with that sense of
dislocation, a feeling that the solid, tangible world he saw and
smelled and tasted around him was just a veneer over chaos.
Something that might spin away, dissolve like a mist at sea and
leave... nothing? Or another exile beyond the world he knew. If
once, why not again?

"What's wrong, Daddy?" Jenny said anxiously, feeling the
moment of shivering tension in his shoulders.

"Nothing's wrong, Jenny," he said, reaching up with a
reassuring pat and putting the same into his voice. Jenny'll
grow up with that, he thought. The Event would seem quite
reasonable, if you grew up with it. In a couple of generations
they'd probably think of it as a myth, and 'way down the road
some professorial pain in the ass would "prove" that it was a
metaphor and hadn't happened at all.

They quieted the children and walked further up Main, past
the Pacific Bank. Coast Guard House had been known as the
East Brick back before the Event. A whaling skipper had built it
and the two others beside it in the 1830s, red foursquare
four-story mansions in the sober Federal style that rich Quakers
had favored back then. All three and the Two Greeks, their
neoclassical rivals across the street, had been owned by coofs,
rich mainlanders who were not on the Island at the time of the



Event.

Vicki swallowed and ran her hands over her hair—probably
had memories of being called on the carpet here, since it was
Guard HQ.

Jared Cofflin grinned; he'd turned the East Brick over to
Marian Alston for residence and headquarters when the Eagle
returned from its first trading voyage to Alba, that spring right
after the Event, and he'd done it with glee.

Part of his pleasure in that was the thought of the California
financier who'd paid three-point-seven million dollars for it just
six months before and God knew how much in renovations and
furnishings. One very irate moneyman, wandering through the
primeval Indian-haunted oak woods of the Bronze Age island
that the twentieth century had presumably gotten in exchange,
looking for his missing investment. Maybe Jesus could love an
investment broker, but Jared Cofflin didn't intend to even try.

He gave another spare chuckle as they walked up the brick
sidewalk, careful of the roots of the elms that bulged the surface.

"What's the joke?" Ian asked.

"Thinking of the fuss back up in the twentieth, when they
woke up and found us gone and nothing but trees and Indians on
the Nantucket they got," he said. "Christ, can you imagine what
the National Enquirer crowd must have done?"

It was an old joke, but they were all laughing when
Cridzywelfa opened the door.

"The ladies are in the kitchen, Chief, working all day after the
morning," she said with a quick, choppy Sun People tang to her
English. "They said to park yourself, and I'll take the children on
to the back yard through."

Cofflin nodded, chuckling again at the way New England
vowels went with the Bronze Ager's accent. Paak the caa in
Haav'd yaad 'n go to the paaty. With no TV or recorded sound
to sustain General American, it sounded like the native



Nantucketers' clipped nasal twang was gradually coming out on
top in the Island's linguistic stew. Revenge of the Yankees.

"My ladies, they're here at the door," Cridzywelfa said.

"And we're ready, by God," Alston said, looking at the clock.
Half-past seven p.m. exactly. Good. She'd always hated
unpunctuality.

The cream for the bisque was just right, very hot but not
boiling. She used a potholder to lift the heavy crock from the
stovetop and pour it into the soup pot while Swindapa stirred it
in with a long wooden spoon.

Thank you, Momma, she thought. Her mother had gotten her
started as a cook, back on Prince Island off the South Carolina
coast. And it had been on a cast-iron monster much like this;
their little truck farm hadn't run to luxuries. Though how she
managed with six of us, I'll never understand.

"Heather! Lucy!"

That last out the window to the gardens, whence came a clack
of wood on wood and shrill imitations of a kia.

"Mom, we were just playing at bokken," Heather wheedled.
"You and Momma Swindapa play at swords all the time. Even
with real swords, sharp ones."

"That's not playing, it's training, and you'll hurt each other
with those sticks," Alston said, forcing sternness into her voice.
"When you're old enough, you'll get real bokken to train with.
Now come in and wash your hands and faces. You can play with
David and the other kids until dinner."

"Oh, David's just a baby," Lucy said, with the lordly advantage
of two years extra age.

The children dashed up the steps and through the sunroom.

"That all smells good, Mom," Heather said expectantly.
"Really, really..."



Alston hugged the small form to her, meeting Swindapa's eyes
over her shoulder. All right, you were right, she thought. The
kids were a good idea—better than good. Alston had lost her
own children in the divorce after John found out about Jolene...
God, was that fifteen years ago? Or whatever; up in the
twentieth, at least. No solitary chance of getting custody, not
when he could have destroyed her career in the Guard with one
short sentence and ruined her chances of being awarded the
children in front of a South Carolina court. And Swindapa
couldn't have any children of her own. Pelvic inflammation, from
the way the Iraiina had treated her.

Alston cut two slices from a loaf and spread them with
wild-blueberry jam; the bread was fresh enough to steam
slightly. "That ought to hold you two for the long half hour until
dinner's on the table."

"Run along," Swindapa said gently, bending to kiss the small
faces. "Get those hands clean."

"Ann," Jared Cofflin said, pushing the empty bowl away.
"Now that's how to treat a lobster soup."

"Lobster bisque, dear," Martha corrected, helping herself to
one of the broiled clams with herbed-crumb crust.

"Ayup. "

The dining room had changed a little since this became
Guard House. The burgundy wallpaper was the same, with the
brilliant gold foliage around the top; so were the Waterford
chandelier, the Philadelphia-Federal sideboard and the long
mahogany table, but the rugs on the floor were from Dilmun at
the entrance to the Persian Gulf. A pair of crossed tomahawks
over the fireplace had bronze heads shaped like the bills of
falcons, lovely and deadly. Those were from the Iraiina, a tribe
settled in what would have become Hampshire— plunder of the
Alban War.

Elsewhere were mementos of the Eagle's swift survey around
the globe in the Year 2 A.E. and voyages since: a Shang robe of
crimson and gold silk made in Anyang; a square-section bronze



sacrificial ax covered in ancestral Chinese ideographs; a blazing
indigo-and-red-green tapestry of dyed cotton from coastal Peru,
covered in smiling gods and geometric shapes.

Cofflin helped collect the soup plates and take them out to the
kitchen to soak; off that, in the sunroom, the children were
eating, with just as much noise and chaos as you would expect
from ten healthy youngsters between three and seven, plus the
housekeeper's two teenagers and the Colemans' youngest, who
was still in a high chair. Cridzywelfa was presiding, with a smile
that seemed genuine. He'd noticed that the locals just weren't as
fastidious about mess and confusion as those born in the
twentieth.

God knows I love 'em, but it's nice to eat without the kids
now and then, he thought. At least his were all past the
dump-your-porridge-over-your-head stage. Most of the time.
The way Marian's redhead was squealing and waving her fork
looked like danger to life and limb.

"Why did you name her Heather?" Cofflin asked idly, as
everyone came back in with fresh dishes and exclaimed over the
suckling pig borne aloft in glory with an apple in its mouth.
Swindapa began handing around plates. He picked an olive from
a bowl and ate it.

"Why do you think, Jared?" Marian replied, carving with
quick, skilled strokes.

The savory meat curled away from her blade, and she looked
down the table, visibly estimating portions; the Cofflins, the
Arnsteins, Starbuck, Captain Sandy Rapczewicz and Doc
Coleman—Sandy had been Executive Officer on the Eagle when
all this started, and she'd kept her maiden name when she
married the Island's senior medico. Victor Ortiz, who'd been a
lieutenant back then; his wife was a relative of Swindapa's
named Jairwen, hugely pregnant now, and the two were
chattering away in the soft glug-glug sound of Fiernan, the tang
and lilt of a language that had died a thousand years before
Christ.

"Wouldn't have asked if I knew," Cofflin said, smothering a



mild annoyance when most of the rest of the table got the
allusion and he didn't. Martha was chuckling into her wineglass.
Only Vicki looked as baffled as he was.

"Heather Has Two Mommies, dear," his wife said. "Don't you
remember?"

"Well, of course she has two—oh." He thumped the heel of his
hand on his forehead.

"It's a perfectly good name," Alston said. " 'dapa, this load is
for the other table. One of my grandmothers was named
Heather." A slight quirk of the lips. "Doubt she expected to have
any red-haired great-grandchildren, though."

Steaming layers of sliced pork lay on the edge of the platter,
cut with a surgeon's neatness. Of course, doing that Japanese
sword stuff was her hobby, Cofflin thought, passing the
applesauce. Other hobby, besides cooking, that is.

"Say," he went on—it was all old friends here—"do Heather
and Lucy ever have much in the way of, ah, problems about that?
Now that they've started school?"

"About their parents?" Marian gave a slight cold smile, and
Swindapa looked briefly furious. "Yes, sometimes. A few times."

"Sorry about that," Cofflin said, flushing with embarrassment.

"Oh, no problem. They're very athletic little girls, for their
ages."

The smile went slightly wider at his look of incomprehension.
"I gave them some pointers and told them to ambush whoever
gave them serious trouble about their mothers, two on one, and
beat the living shit out of them. And if the parents
complained—well, they could come complain to me."

He looked into the dark eyes of the person who he knew was,
after Martha, his best friend in this post-Event world. And the
embarrassment turned, just for a second, to a jolt of pure, cold
fear.



Shit, but I'm glad Marian never had any political ambitions.
"Barbarians," Swindapa muttered under her breath.
"What was that?" Martha said.

"Nothin' much," Marian said, smiling slightly. "Swindapa has
a low opinion of some Eagle People attitudes, is all.”

"Fully justified, in some cases," Martha said dryly.

People started passing things; gravy, bowls of scalloped
potatoes, roast garlic, cauliflower au gratin, sliced onions and
tomatoes in oil and vinegar, steamed peas, butternut squash,
wilted spinach with shallot dressing, lentils with thyme,
potato-and-lobster-claw salad, green salad, bread.

"Oh, Mother of God, but I got so sick of edible seaweed," Ortiz
said, biting into a piece of tomato with an expression of nearly
religious ecstasy.

"Saved us from scurvy the winter of '01," Martha observed,
slightly defensive. "My Girl Scouts did a good job there, finding
wild greens."

"Oh, they did," Ortiz agreed. "No dispute there. I'm just so
glad to see vegetables again."

Murmurs of agreement interrupted the chomping of jaws.

"The economy's doing reasonably well," Starbuck conceded,
grudgingly. Christ, and they think I'm stingy, Cofflin thought.
The ex-banker went on, "Despite the lavish use of public funds
on projects such as yours, young lady."

Vicki looked down at her plate for a second. "Defense takes
precedence over affluence, sir," she replied.

Starbuck's shaggy white brows went up. "Nice to hear one of
the younger generation quoting Adam Smith at me," he said
grudgingly. "Well, I suppose it won't bankrupt us. Not quite yet."

Things had improved. Cofflin spread butter on a piece of the



chewy, crusty whole-wheat bread. Butter, for instance. There
hadn't been more than two dozen cows on the whole island, at
first. The breeding program was going well, though.

"You Eagle People complain about the oddest things,"
Jairwen said, tossing back her long brown hair. "You've ways to
have got vegetables in the middle of winter, and then complain
you that they aren't fresh picked as were."

"You've got a point," Doc Coleman said. "This diet is actually
healthier than what we had before the Event; a little heavier on
salt than I'd like, especially in the winter with all the dried fish,
but plenty of fiber and roughage, not much sugar and less
fat—look how lean this pork is, even. Plus, I doubt there are fifty
people on the Island who don't do more physical exercise than
they used to, just getting around." Luxury transport these days
was a bicycle. "And no tobacco or recreational drugs, thank God.
Pass the gravy."

"It's back to dried dulse for some of us," Alston sighed.

"You're ready so soon?" Cofflin blurted. Hell, I thought I was
following things closely!

"Oh, not for the real push," Alston said. "We need more ships,
more—sorry, 'dapa, just a little business—but it occurs to me
that we just can't wait until we've got enough ships and people to
do it directly, so we'd better start laying the groundwork through
the back door. Lieutenant Cofflin—sorry, Vicki—has her pet
coming along right nice. We can run the tests on her, and then
start taking it apart again."

The younger Cofflin glanced between her uncle and the black
woman, suddenly alert. Alston smiled slightly and nodded. "Time
you were brought into the loop. Everybody here's cleared."

She sketched out a plan, and a little way down the table, Ian
Arnstein sighed and rolled his eyes.

"Oh, God," he said. "Another two languages to learn."

He couldn't quite conceal the grin that broke through. His



wife hit him with her napkin and groaned.

"The first part, that'll be more in the nature of a long trip than
a military expedition," Marian said. "Then..."

"Enough business," Swindapa said firmly. "I will work
tomorrow. Today is for play. Dessert, and then we dance."

"All right," Jared Cofflin said, chuckling and leaning back
with a cup in his hand. "You know, one of the few good things
about this job is that it lets you meet every nutcase in the
Republic, and just yesterday I met one even crazier than the
gang around this table. Let me tell you about a young man
named Girenas over at Providence Base and his weird idea."

Peter Girenas looked at himself anxiously in the small mirror
by the washstand, checking his chin and his mottled-leather
Ranger uniform. Then, swallowing, he glanced around the room.
It wasn't home, just the place he lived when he was in town; the
owner of the Laughing Loon was glad to let him have it in return
for a deer every week or two. Bed and floor were mostly covered
in skins of his own hunting, bear and wolf and wolverine; there
was a Lekkansu spirit-mask on one squared-log wall, a coverlet
of ermine pelts, a shelf of books, his rifle and crossbow, some
keepsakes and a photograph of his mother. And on a table beside
the bed was a sheaf of papers.

"Stay, Perks. Guard."

The dog curled up on his favorite bearskin and settled his
head on his paws, watchful and alert. Girenas picked up the
papers and took a deep breath, then carefully closed the door
behind him and trotted down to the taproom of the inn.

It was quiet now, on a weekday afternoon, spears of sunlight
through the windows catching drifting flecks of dust, sand
rutching under his boots against the flagstone floor. Sally
Randon was idly polishing the single-plank bar at one end with
its ranks of bottles and big barrels with taps, and the chairs were
empty around the long tables. Except for one. Girenas scowled at
the sight of the three seated there.



He recognized them all. Emma Carson and her husband, Dick;
they were big in the Indian trade. And Hardcase. He was a big
man among the Lekkansu, one of the first traders with the
Americans—and he'd been pulling together the shattered clans
after the epidemics, trying to get them back on their feet after
the chaos and despair of losing more than half their numbers for
two years running. The Ranger didn't particularly like him, not
like some of the Lekkansu warriors he'd hunted with or the girls
he'd known, but Hardcase was an important man.

Or would be, if he could stay off the booze. The Carsons had
no business encouraging him like this.

"I greet you, elder brother," he said in the Lekkansu tongue,
walking over to them. "Have you come to trade?"

"Trade pretty good," the Indian said, in fair if accented
English. "Lots of deer hides, maple sugar, hickory nuts, ginseng."

The two Nantucketer traders were glaring at the ranger, and
the man made a motion as if to hide the bottle of white lightning
the three were sharing. Dick Carson didn't bother Girenas, a
beefy blowhard. But Emma... heard a snake bit her once. The
snake died.

"Emma, Dick," he said, nodding. Then in the other tongue:
"Will you get many knives, hatchets, fishhooks, fire-makers,
blankets?"

"Hardcase trades smart," the Indian said, his grin a bit slack.
"Other families will pay well for break-the-head water. Easier to
carry than lots of heavy things."

"But when the water is gone, you will have nothing—not tools,
or weapons, or blankets."

Hardcase's eyes narrowed. "Rifles even better than
break-the-head water," he said. "You're such a friend to us, why
don't you get us some rifles? Friends do that."

Dick Carson's eyes were flickering back and forth between the
Indian and the Ranger in frustrated anger. Emma's were cold; he



suspected that she talked more of the local tongue than she let
on.

Girenas' eyes were equally chill, and his lips showed teeth in
what was only technically a smile.

"You know, Ms. Carson," he said softly, "there are fines for
exceeding quota on distilled liquor sales to the locals. And, of
course, selling firearms is treason." Or the ratchet-cocked steel
crossbows that Seahaven had turned out for the Nantucketers'
armed forces before gunpowder production got under way.

"Hardcase must go. His brothers are always welcome in his
camp," the Indian said abruptly, staggering a little as he
collected his bundles and headed for the door.

"Goddammit, you punk bastard!" Dick Carson hissed.
"What'd you have to go and queer our deal for?"

"After you've given him the third drink it isn't dealing,
Carson. It's stealing, and that isn't the sort of reputation we need
with the locals. I'm a Ranger, I'm supposed to keep the peace...
and it works both ways."

"You'd better remember who you're working for, boy," Emma
Carson said. There was no theatrical menace in her voice, not
even a conspicuous flatness. She pulled a worn, greasy-looking
pack out of a pocket in her khaki bush jacket and began to flip
cards onto the board for a solitaire game. "Or the Town Meeting
might remind you."

"Let's leave that to the Meeting, shall we?" he said pleasantly.
"Have a nice day."

He forced his fists to unknot as he walked out onto the stone
sidewalk of Providence Base, blinking in the bright gold sunlight.
You couldn't cure everything in life, and that was a fact. All you
could do was your best.

He was on First Street. The name was not a number. It was
literally the first the Nantucketers had built when they made this
their initial outpost on the mainland, not long after the Event. A



street broad enough for two wagons sloped down the hill, bound
in asphalt at enormous expense and trouble, lined on either side
with buildings of huge squared logs. Down by the water and the
wharves were warehouses, plank over timber frames; off to the
northeast a little was the water-furrow and a row of the sawmills
it powered.

The tall wheels turned, water splashed bright; steam chuffed
and a whistle blew from others, for the need had outgrown the
first creek that the Nantucketers dammed. Men and women
skipped over the bloating tree trunks with hooked poles, steering
a steady train of them to the ramps where chains hauled them
upward. Vertical saws went through wood with a rhythmic
ruhhh... ruhhh, while newer circular ones whirred with
earsplitting howls—errrrraaaaah, over and over. The air was full
of woodsmoke, the scent of fresh-cut wood, horses, and whale-oil
grease, and the overwhelming smell of the sea.

Little of the surrounding woods had been logged off. The
Meeting had decreed that, saying that only mature timber might
be harvested and only a portion of that in any square mile. Even
in town enough had been left to give welcome shade; the leaves
were beginning to turn, but the afternoon was hot enough to
bring a prickle of sweat. He walked uphill, past wagons and folk
and a shouting crowd of children just out of school.

The public buildings of the little town stood around a green
with a bandstand in the center; school, church, meetinghouse,
and a three-story blockhouse of oak logs with the Republic's
Stars and Stripes flying from its peak.

Peter Girenas took a deep breath, nodded to the guard—the
town's main arsenal was inside—and walked in. The first floor
was racked rifles, crates of gear, barrels of powder in a special
room with a thick, all-wood door. It was also dim and shady,
smelling faintly of brimstone. He trotted up the ladder-staircase,
through to the third story. Broad windows there let in enough
light to make him squint. It wasn't until he stood to attention
that he saw who waited.

Not just Ranger Captain Bickford behind the table. Chief
Cofflin, and Martha Cofflin, the Secretary of the Council. His eyes



flicked back to his own commander. Bickford was smiling, so
things couldn't be too bad.

"No, son," Cofflin said. "You're not in trouble over that fight.
As a matter of fact..."

Martha Cofflin slid a paper out of a folder. "Had Judge
Gardner expedite the papers a bit. On the deposition of Sue
Chau and your own statement, there's no grounds for any
proceedings. Self-defense."

"And why don't you sit down, Ranger?" Cofflin said.

Girenas juggled the sheaf of papers awkwardly for a second,
then brought up a chair and sat with them in his lap.

Older than I thought, he decided, meeting Cofflin's level gaze;
he'd never happened to see the Chief at close range before. The
long, lumpy Yankee face had deep wrinkles around the eyes, and
there was a lot of gray in the thinning sandy hair.

"How did you feel about it?" Cofflin asked.

Surprised, Girenas paused for a minute to marshal his
thoughts. "Well, at the time, there wasn't time to feel much of
anything, sir," he said. "They started it, so I'm not tearing myself
up over it. But I'm sorry it happened. Usually I like the locals, get
on well with 'em."

Bickford nodded. "Speaks Lekkansu like a tribesman," he said.
"Lived in one of their camps for six months a couple of years
back, done useful go-between work. Trade supervision, that sort
of thing. About my best scout, and I'm grooming him for a
lieutenant."

"Sir?" Cofflin looked up. "Speaking of trade, I saw something
today you'd better know about."

Cofflin's face took on a frown as Girenas described what he'd
seen in the taproom of the Loon, and Bickford's fist clenched on
the table before he spoke.



"Chief, we need some sort of an executive order about this
sort of thing. Better still, we need a law rammed through the
Town Meeting."

Cofflin leaned back. "That's one opinion. What's yours, son?"

Girenas said, "The Captain's right, Chief. The Carsons are the
worst, but not the only ones. The locals, they just can't handle
hard liquor, even worse than Albans that way. But they know
right from wrong well enough, when they sober up and realize
they've been diddled. Just wrong one, and see what happens! We
could stumble into a war if we're not careful. Already would
have, I think, if it weren't for the plagues. A lot of them, they
don't like us Nantucketers much, sir."

"Ayup. Can't say as I blame 'em."

Martha Cofflin spoke. "Problem, though. First—are we
entitled to tell the Indians they can't buy liquor? They're adults,
and not citizens of the Republic, either. Second, could we enforce
a law like that if we did pass it?"

Cofflin smiled; Girenas had rarely seen a more bleak
expression. "There was a little thing called Prohibition. Before
your time, Ranger; even before mine. Disaster. Showed the costs
of passing a law just to make yourself feel righteous.

Girenas frowned. "Is that a fancy way of saying we can't do
anything, sir?"

The Cofflins smiled dryly, an eerily similar expression. The
man spoke. "Not at all, son. We might have trouble enforcing a
law; the Carsons or someone like 'em would find a way to wiggle
around it. I can lean on them, though, until they cry uncle.
Nobody can get much done businesswise if the Town's
hostile—and that sort of thing operates by more... flexible rules."

His wife nodded. "We do need to establish a tradition of
dealing decently with the locals. It's going to be more and more
of a problem, anyway. Looks like our numbers are going to
double every fifteen or twenty years, probably for the next
century or two at least, between immigration and this



enthusiasm for reproduction that everyone's showing."
Girenas nodded slowly. "Thank you, sir, ma'am," he said.

Bickford cleared his throat. Cofflin lifted one knobby paw
slightly. "Ayup," he said. "Time to get to the main business we
came for."

Martha Cofflin produced a sheaf of papers from a knit carryall
lying on the table. Girenas swallowed; it was a copy of the
document resting on his knee.

"I, ah, hadn't expected it to go so high so fast, Captain.”

Bickford shrugged. "Advantage of having a small government,
Ranger."

Chief Cofflin tapped the papers. "Had a tirade all set up," he
said, his mouth quirking slightly. "About reckless young fools,
and how we can't afford to divert effort, and how anyone
hankering after adventure—which Marian rightly says is
somebody else in deep shit far away—can ship out on a trader or
join the Expeditionary Force. Then I realized I was starting to
sound like the old farts I hated when I was twenty-one, and I
took another look. Ayup, it is about time we got at least a survey
knowledge of what's going on in the interiors of the continents,
something like what the Eagle did for the coastlands in '02. And
it is logical to start with this continent here."

Girenas felt a wave run through him, like a wash of warm
water from his chest down to knees grown weak. Glad I'm sitting
down, he thought.

"Two problems," Martha Cofflin's dry, precise voice went on.
"First, are you the man to lead it? No offense, Ranger Girenas,
but you're extremely young. Second, costs."

"He may be young, but he's not reckless," Bickford said. "Got
as much experience as any of us post-Event, too; been in the
Rangers since we branched off from the Eagle Scouts. If I were
putting together an expedition like this, I'd pick him."



Cofflin was glancing through another file, as if to remind
himself. "Hmmm. Your family's working in the mills here...
immigrants before the Event, eh?"

Girenas nodded. "Three years before, Chief, from Riga."

"Let's see, a brother and sister, and your parents adopted two.
Too young to go with the expeditionary force to Alba, but plenty
of time in the woods here. Looks like you prefer camping out,
mebbe?"

Girenas answered slowly, cautiously. "Yes sir. I... I'm good at
it. Like to stick with what I'm good at, seems more... efficient
that way."

"No argument. You've done a good proposal here, too, well
organized, everything justified and costed out. I've talked with
people who know, and they think you've got some chance of
pulling it off. Let's see... six of you in all."

Suddenly he grinned. "Christ, I'd like to go with you myself, if
I were twenty and single."

"Costs, Jared," the Secretary of the Council said.

\ "
Ayup.
"I included an itemized list of necessities, sir," Girenas said.

Cofflin chuckled. "Son, they say I'm cheap. And I am, with the
Republic's money. I could pay for this out of the discretionary
funds, but I won't." He held up a hand. "Yes, it'll be useful, if you
pull it off. Not essential, though, and certainly not an emergency.
Remember, every penny I give you comes out of someone's
pocket, will they-nill they."

"Sir, this expedition will pay for itself and more, and not just
with information. The gold—"

"Would be mighty useful. If you survive. Meantime you're
asking for horses, weapons, trade goods, the services of six
strong young people, even a radio. And yes, we do have ships in



the Pacific now and then"—trading for cotton textiles with the
Chavin peoples of Peru— "but running up to the California coast
to pick you up is still a big risk. So, son," he went on, "it's up to

"

you.
The ranger gaped at him. "Sir?"

"You're a free citizen of the Republic of Nantucket. Circulate a
petition, then get up on your hind legs at the Town Meeting and
persuade the other citizens. I'll even say I'm in favor... personally,
not officially."”

"Sir?" Girenas felt his voice rise almost to a humiliating
squeak. "I'm no... no speechmaker!"

Martha Cofflin's expression mingled sympathy and unyielding
resolution. "Then learn. You've got until spring." Then, kindly:
"Your age ought to help. Lot of younger people will be glad to see
one of theirs proposing something."

"Lord," Girenas muttered.

He scarcely noticed his dismissal until he was out in the street
again. Hell, I haven't been in Nantucket more 'n once a year, he
thought. Then: They didn't tell me to forget it, either. Resolution
firmed. "I can do it, by God!"

He turned west. Hills rose on the edge of sight, blue and
dreaming. Hills and mountains, the rivers like inland seas and
the plains full of buffalo, Alder Gulch and its gold... grizzlies and
Indians and wolves, oh, my!

CHAPTER FOUR

September, Year 8 A.E.
(March, Year 3 A.E.)
(June, Year 4 A.E.)
(July, Year 4 A.E.)

September, Year 8 A.E.



Reveille, Marian Alston-Kurlelo thought as her eyes opened,
waiting for the pitch and roll of a bunk at sea, the creak of
cordage and lap of the waves and the way a ship's timbers spoke
as they moved.

But it wasn't a noncom bellowing, "lash and stow"; it was
roosters, and someone beating on a triangle. "Rise and shine,
sugar," she whispered.

"I will rise, but I refuse to shine," Swindapa said,
mock-grumpy, yawning and stretching; the corn shucks in the
mattress beneath them rustled as she moved to give Alston an
embrace and then swing out of the bed.

The ferry had brought them in late last night; it was a chilly
fall morning, and the water in the jug and basin beside the
window raised goose bumps on the black woman's skin as she
washed and pulled on her clothes. The coarse blue wool of the
uniform was clean by the standards of Year 8—it didn't have
visible dirt and it didn't smell. Considering something
unwearable after one use had gone the way of electric
washer-dryer combos.

Fogarty's Cove was already bustling. Only an archaeologist
would be able to find any trace of the Indians, less than a decade
after the Event had crashed into their world; the stones of a
heath, a scatter of chipped flint, a tumbled drying rack, gourds
gone wild. The Islanders had done considerably more. Steel
screeched on wood in the sawmills, while hammers and adzes
rang in the boatyard down by the wharves, where a big fishing
smack was taking shape. Faint and far in the distance came a
soft heavy thudump... thudump as stumps were blasted out of
newly cleared fields with gunpowder. The streets were full of
wagons bringing in grain and meat, raw wool, eggs, pumpkins
and apples, peaches and potatoes, wine and butter and
cheese—all from the new farms stretching westward from this
outpost. Storekeepers and craftsfolk were opening their shutters
and doors; livery stable, blacksmith and farrier, doctor,
haberdasher.

The air was full of the strong smells of horses and cattle,
wood-smoke, drying fish. Over the rooftops she could see the



bright yellows and crimson of autumn trees in woodlots and field
verge, the old gold of tasseled corn, copper leaves in a vineyard, a
wide-horned bull drowsing beneath an oak as mist drifted over
the dew-wet pasture's faded green.

Lively, Alston smiled to herself. Crude enough by the
standards of the twentieth, but those weren't the standards
anyone with sense used anymore. A lively little kid, growing fast

Swindapa came up behind her and wrapped arms around her,
resting chin on shoulder. Alston sighed, a sound that mixed a
vast content and an anticipation of the day. Words ran through
her mind:

I rose from dreamless hours and sought the morn
That beat upon my window: from the sill

I watched sweet lands, where Autumn light newborn
Swayed through the trees and lingered on the hill.
If things so lovely are, why labor still

to dream of something more titan this I see?

Do 1 remember tales of Galilee,

I who have slain my faith and freed my will?

Let me forget dead faith, dead mystery

Dead thoughts of things I cannot comprehend.
Enough the light mysterious in the tree.

Enough the friendship of my chosen friend.

They buckled on their webbing; knife, pouches, binoculars,
and double-barreled flintlock pistols at their belts, katanas over
their backs with the hilt jutting up behind the left ear.
Saddlebags held their traveling kit; they carried those



downstairs in their arms, slinging them over the benches beside
them as they sat at the long trestle tables in the tavern's
taproom.

Wild Rose Chance was an example of what "log cabin" could
mean when the logs were a hundred feet long and a yard thick.
The big room was already fairly warm with the fire in the long
iron-backed field-stone hearth and busy—a score or more sitting
down to a hearty breakfast. Alston nodded to friends and
acquaintances as she loaded her own plate and sank her teeth
into a slab of hot, coarse wholewheat bread with butter melting
on its steaming surface.

At least I don't have to worry about my weight, she thought.
Not when things like traveling fifteen miles to Camp Grant
meant half a day in the saddle, not fifteen minutes in a car.

"Hey, there anyone here who speaks Fiernan?" a voice called
from the open street door.

Alston and her partner looked up sharply. A woman stood
there, in ordinary bib overalls, but with a shotgun over her back
and a star pinned to one strap. Behind her were a young couple,
dressed Islander-style except for their near-naked toddler, but
obvious immigrants. Behind them was a clamoring pack—she
thought she recognized several farmers, a straw boss from one of
the timber mills, and the owner of the boatyard among them.

Swindapa began to rise, then sank back as the proprietor of
the inn went over, drying his hands on a corner of his apron.

"Thought you did, Sarah," he said.
"Thought I did too, Ted."

Swindapa did rise then, smiling, when mutual bewilderment
became too obvious. She returned chuckling.

"They speak Goldenhill dialect," she said. "Thicker than
honey— I'm not surprised the sheriff couldn't make hoof or horn
of it and the poor couple were frightened out of the seven words
of English they had between them. The sheriff will put them up



in the Town Hall tonight and find someone to explain about
contracts."

Alston nodded approval and threw down her napkin. Everyone
was short of labor, but that was no excuse for taking advantage
of ignorance. Her inner smile grew to a slight curve of full lips.
Jared's seen to that. By the time the immigrant couple had put
in five years they'd speak the language and be eligible for
citizenship; a few years more, and they'd probably have a farm or
boat or shop of their own, and be down at the docks clamoring
for a chance at a hired hand themselves. And their kids would be
in school.

There had been times in the Coast Guard when she'd
wondered what the hell she was doing—on the Haitian refugee
patrol, for instance.

Or "cooperating" with those cowboy assholes in the DEA and
BATF, she thought. If you had to be hired muscle, it was nice to
work for an outfit run by actual human beings.

They took their saddlebags out; the inn's groom had horses
waiting, four-year-old Alba/Morgan crosses. Alston swung into
the saddle, heeling her mount out into the road.

"Worth fighting for," Swindapa said, indicating the town with
an odd circling motion of her head.

"Let's go tell it to the Marines, love," Alston replied.

* % %

"Yeah, it's coming along okay, man," the blacksmith said, his
long, sheeplike face neutral.

William Walker was always a little careful around John
Martins. For one thing, the Californian ironworker hadn't come
along to Alba willingly, like the rest of his American supporters.
That had taken a knife to the throat of his woman, Barbara. For
another, Walker suspected that under his vaguely Buddhisty
hippy-dippy exterior, Martins was capable of a really serious
dislike.



"Well, should we go for a converter, or should we do the
finery-chafery method?"

He looked around the raw little settlement. Walker had been
to Greece a couple of times up in the Twentieth, once on Coast
Guard business and once on holiday. This looked very different
from what he remembered. The plain of the Eurotas River
stretched away on either hand, about forty miles of it from where
it left the northern mountains to where it reached the sea. More
mountains lined it on either side, and they weren't the bare
limestone crags of the twentieth century, either. There hadn't
been nearly as much time for the goats and axes of men to do
their work; these uplands were densely forested, pine on the
higher elevations, mixed with evergreen oak and chestnut and
ilex further down. The glade in which they stood was waist-high
grass; the wind down from the heights smelled of fir sap. Not
quite like Montana—for a bitter moment he remembered the
snow peaks of the Rockies and the wild, clean smell—it was
warmer, somehow, in a way that had nothing to do with the air
temperature. Spicier, with scents like thyme and lavender.

"Hey, I'm just a blacksmith, man," Martins said, hefting the
sledge in his hand. "You get me iron, and I can work it."

Walker pushed his face closer to Martins's. The Californian
was a tall man, as tall as himself, and ropily muscular. Older, of
course—in his late forties now—with a ponytail more gray than
brown at the rear of a head mostly bald, and absurd small lens
glasses always falling toward the end of his nose.

"Don't try to bullshit me, Martins," Walker said. "I know
exactly what you can and can't do, family man. Now, I think I
asked you a question?"

The sad russet eyes turned away slightly. Besides Barbara,
there was an infant now, and Martins knew exactly what Walker
was capable of, too.

"Converter will take six months, maybe a year, if we can do it
at all, man—have to, like, talk to Cuddy too. Finery I can do right
away, no shit, and blister steel."



"Then get started on it. We'll work on the converter later."

Walker turned away and surveyed the work site. Trimmed
timbers were piling up fast, with teams of near-naked peasants
and yoked oxen hauling them out of the woods. The Achaean
architect Augewas and Enkhelyawon the scribe were standing
near the stream, drawing with sticks in the dirt. Walker paced
over, still feeling a little odd in the Mycenaean tunic and kilt. It
was comfortable clothing for this climate, however, at least in
the warmer seasons.

"Gwasileus," the two Greeks said, bowing. "Lord."

In classical Greek that would come to be basileus and mean
king, but here and now it was simply the word for chieftain,
overlord, boss man.

"How do things go?" Walker said.

"Lord," the architect said, "there is good building stone near
here—limestone, hard and dense, a blue stone. And I can build a
wall across this stream."

He nodded. The creek was about chest deep in the middle and
twenty feet across. By southern Greek standards it was a major
river; according to the locals, it shrank by about half in
summertime. Flow was seasonal here, but not nearly as much as
it would be up in the twentieth. The greater forest cover held
water longer, and so runoff was slower. There were more springs,
too; he wasn't sure if the actual rainfall was greater, but it
certainly felt as if it was.

"But, Lord, why do you wish it to be built this way?" Augewas
said, indicating the ground. He'd sketched the slight narrowing a
hundred yards east, where they were putting in the dam, and a
curved line across it with the convex end upstream.

Ah, that's right, they don't have the arch or true dome,
Walker thought. He drew his sword and used the tip as a
pointer.

"The weight of the water pushes on the dam," he said. "If the



wall is straight, only the strength of the wall holds it back. If it is
curved, the water pushes the earth and rock into the sides."

"Lord?" the architect said, baffled.

Walker sheathed his sword and looked around. Don't
underestimate them, he reminded himself. They built good
roads for this era, and aqueducts, bridges, towers of great
cyclopean blocks; they knew how to handle stone, in a solid
rule-of-thumb, brute-force-and-massive-ignorance fashion.

The problem is that they've got a set of rote answers to
known problems but no concept of calculating stresses and
forces.

Ah, he thought after a moment, and cut a branch. "Here," he
said, holding it straight between his palms. "Push downward."

Augewas did, and the green stick curved under his finger.
"Now," Walker went on, "I will bend it upward like a bow." He
did so. "Push again. See how it resists the push? Now put it
between your own palms and I will push. Held straight, only the
strength of the stick opposes my finger. Now bend it into an
upward arch. Feel how the push goes against your hands when it
is bent?"

"So... so the force of the water will push against the sides of
the embankment, where it butts into those ledges of rock!"
Augewas said, pointing. Another thought struck him. "And we
will not need to build it so thick, to be just as strong!"

"Exactly. That will flood all this land here."

Augewas, a dark grizzled man, nodded brusquely.
Enkhelyawon looked slightly shocked at the lack of formality, but
Walker let it slide. He recognized the attitude; it was a
professional focusing on his work, not somebody dissing the
boss.

"That, yes," he said. "That will give you a head of water. But
where do you wish to take it, lord?"



He waved toward the valley of the Eurotas. Clustered,
flat-topped peasant huts of mud brick showed here and there
amid grainfields and olive groves, occasionally the larger house
of a telestai, a baron. On the edge of vision was the
megaron-palace near the site of classical Sparta. Like that later
city, it was unwalled, but for a different reason—the High King of
Mycenae forbade stone defenses, as he did at Pylos and a few
other places directly under his gaze.

"We might use some of it for irrigation, eventually," Walker
said. "But come, I will show you what the first use will be."

He led them over to a trestle table of logs. On it stood a model
three feet high. "These are my handfast men Cuddy and
Bierman," he went on. "And this is a... replica in small... of what
we will build below the dam."

It showed a wheel of timbers forty feet across, with a chute to
bring the water to its top and spill onto the curved blades within.
At Walker's nod, Bill Cuddy poured a small bucket of water into
the pan at the top of the model, letting it run down a wooden
chute. The wheel turned on its axle, and the cams on the shaft
moved hammers, pumped a piston bellows, turned a small round
grindstone.

Augewas looked on in fascination as Cuddy explained the
operation of the machine with patient repetition, turning
frequently to look at the dam site, visibly struggling to turn the
model into an image in his mind.

"The first thing the water mill does," Walker went on,
backtracking occasionally to explain when he had to use an
English word with no Achaean equivalent, "will be to drive the
bellows for the blast furnace."

"For the iron, lord?" Augewas said eagerly. He'd seen samples
from the tons the Yare had carried, and these people knew about
iron in the abstract—they bought small quantities through the
Hittites for ornament or special uses. They just didn't know how
to smelt it or work it properly yet. "There is ore, near here?"

Bierman put a sack of cracked rocks down on the table and



spoke in slow, careful Achaean: "About sixty-five percent... that's
six parts in ten, I mean... iron. Hematite ore—real nice, except I
think there may be traces of nickel, maybe a little chrome."

"Besides the ore of iron," Walker said, "we need charcoal in
large amounts and very pure, soft limestone for flux. We will
need many hundreds of laborers, to bring those and all the other
necessary things together. Metalworkers must be trained; I have
a master ironsmith and a dozen men who have been learning
from him. Then when we have the iron from the blast furnace, it
must be further worked with heat and hammers—very heavy
hammers..."

Enkhelyawon tossed his head in a purely Greek gesture. "The
wannax has decreed that this must be so. Spend and spare not
what is needed; I heard him say so, the royal word from the
King's own lips."

Augewas nodded himself, more slowly, a beatific smile
spreading over his lined face at the prospect of an unlimited
cost-plus contract, or the Bronze Age equivalent. "That is a
command worthy of a king indeed. One seldom heard in these
sad times, when great lords clutch their bronze and silver hard
and trade is so troubled. Then besides the dam, we must build
channels for the water," he went on. "This furnace itself..."

"It will be of stone, shaped like a tower that tapers from the
base to the top, but it must be lined with a special type of brick,"
Walker said. "My men are looking for it—fireclay, we call it.
There must be ramps to the lip of the stack." He went on,
pointing out details.

Augewas stood silent for a moment after he finished. "I see,
lord," he said at last. "Then there are these buildings. And we
must have roads, roads in the hill country here, to fetch the
materials. Barracks and storehouses of food and other goods, for
the workers. Houses for the masters and overseers. A great
project, lord, one worthy of my skill. Here I will learn much, as
well as do much."

Walker smiled. Great, he thought. An enthusiast. Now he
could get back to Mycenae for a while and do some intensive



politicking.
"Everything's a trade-off," Jared Cofflin said.

Martha made a noncommittal noise from behind him. "This
one is an expensive trade-off," she noted.

Cofflin grunted in his turn and pushed harder on the pedals.
The two-person tricycles were the transportation of choice for
those who could get them, and he didn't feel easy
commandeering a horse carriage now that Martha wasn't
lugging around a nursing infant anymore.

Maybe they'd buy one in a year or two, when horses were
cheaper. Of course, then I'd have to rent space in a stable, and
it'd take forever to get the damned thing ready. Animals
couldn't just be parked until you needed them.

They were moving out Hummock Pond Road, south and west
of town. It was a bit eerie, having so many different landscapes
in your mind's eye. The thick, tangled scrub that had covered the
Island since long before he was born, then the frantic chopping
and burning, and there were fields of grain and potatoes
fertilized with ash and fish offal... and now changing again, to
pasture and orchard.

Now and then they passed people at work, a farmer on a
sulky-plow turning furrows as he rode behind two horses,
wagons scattering fertilizer or pulverized oyster shells, long rows
of harvest workers gathering late vegetables, a herd of
close-sheared sheep flowing around the bicycle like lumpy white
water as it was driven by two teenagers and an extremely happy
collie. A wagon driven by a policeman went by with a dozen
resentful-looking, hungover men in it; drunk-and-disorderly
convictions, he thought, going out to work off a couple of days
helping to mine Madaket Mall—the old landfill dump, which was
full of irreplaceable stuff. He nodded and smiled to the peace
officer. That was lousy work, worse than shoveling garbage in its
way.

"Getting old for this," Cofflin puffed, glad of the excuse to stop
when a hauler did, dropping off bales of coarse salt-marsh hay



from the mainland.

"Not as old as you were the first year," Martha said, and he
chuckled.

True enough. God, the way my thighs ached! He felt stronger
now than he had the day of the Event, and he'd certainly lost the
small pot that had been marring his lean frame.

Farm wagons loaded with milk tins, vegetables, and crates of
gobbling turkeys passed them on their way into town. He felt a
little glow of satisfaction every time one went by, nodding and
waving to the drivers. That was life itself, for his people and his
family. Hard-won life; none of them except Angelica and a few
others had known a damned thing about farming.

They came to a new turnoff, marked Bessemer casting plant
#1. "Well, here's Starbuck's Nightmare," Martha said, as they
wheezed up a slight rise.

Cofflin chuckled breathlessly as they coasted down the
new-laid asphalt and braked to a halt. This thing had swallowed
a lot of money— since the Event he'd gained a new appreciation
of the way money represented crystallized sweat. And using it for
one thing meant not using it for another.

Ronald Leaton was waiting for them in front of the office
shack, wiping his hands on the inevitable greasy rag.

"'lo, Chief, Martha," he said.

"Morning, Ron. Well, I'm glad we persuaded you to put this
out of town, at least," Jared Cofflin said, dismounting and
peering around with his hands on his hips.

The complex itself was built on cleared scrubland, the
buildings constructed of oak-timber beams and brick beside new
asphalt roadways, with a tall wooden windmill creaking beside
an earthen water reservoir. Smoke smut and charcoal dust

coated everything, making even the fresh-cut wood look a little
shabby.



"It ain't pretty, but it works," Leaton said. The engineer was
grinning, the way he usually did when showing off a new toy.
"This is the smelting stack of the furnace," he said, pointing to a
squat chimney-like affair of red brick fifteen feet high with a
movable top like a giant metal witch's hat.

"So that's a blast furnace? Cofflin asked. It looked formidably
solid.

"Cupola furnace, if you want to get technical, since it's for
remelting metal, not for refining ore. That's where we melt down
the ingots. Now, we could just melt down scrap and cast it
straight—I've been doing that for a couple of years, on a much
smaller scale—but we don't have an infinite supply of scrap. And
we are getting cast iron in some quantity from Alba. Pretty
damned good iron, too; those little charcoal blast furnaces can
give you excellent quality and Irondale is doing very well."

Jared found himself giving the riveted boilers an occasional
uneasy glance. There had been some nasty accidents with those
in the beginning.

"That's for blowing the blast into the stack," Leaton said,
pointing to the larger engine.

Along chuff came from the little donkey engine, and the
tender threw a lever. The wooden links of the endless belt rattled,
and the ingots began to lift toward the top of the furnace stack.
When they reached it, they fell against the side of the conical
plug with a loud, dull clanging and down into the furnace.
Another wagon brought up big wicker tubs of charcoal, and they
went up the conveyor likewise.

"So once we've tapped the molten iron from the furnace... over
here, Chief—"

They walked around the massive construction.

"We take it in the holding car here and bring it over to the
converter."

That was the second structure, twenty yards away. The core of



it was a tubby egg-shaped construction of riveted steel plates
twelve feet long; it was rather like a fat cannon pointing at the
sky. Beneath it was more rail, and men and women in stained
coveralls were unbolting the bottom with wrenches a yard long
and lowering it onto a waiting cart with jacks and levers.

"You can see where they've got it open, the inside is firebrick
and calcinated limestone... We really should have two, one up
and one being relined. Anyway, we pour the molten iron in the
top and blow air in through that removable bottom—it's called a
tuyere, the long pipe thingie over there swings in and we get the
blast from a blowing engine, two double-acting steam pistons."

"That what created that almighty racket last night? Had a
couple of people riding into town hell-bent-for-leather,
screeching that the Event had happened again."

"Ayup. Better than fireworks—exothermic reaction, great big
plume of colored lights, flame... that's why we've got tile on all
these roofs. Oxygen in the air hits the carbon in the iron and it
burns. Took a while to get from theory to practice, but we're
getting usable batches now. And heck, even the slag from a
basic-process converter is useful, ground up fine for fertilizer. It's
all phosphate and calcium."

Leaton's slim, middle-aged features took on a look of ecstasy;
he'd run a computer store back before the Event for most of his
living, but the little engineering shop in his basement had been
his real love. He'd done nonstandard parts for antique
automobiles, prototypes for inventors, some miniature steam
engines for collectors. And he'd had a big collection of technical
books; one of the most useful had been a World War 11
government handbook on how to do unorthodox things in small
machine shops.

Seahaven was the island's biggest single employer now, if you
didn't count fishing, and it had spawned dozens of smaller
enterprises.

"And here's where the steel goes," Leaton went on. "We're
using graded scrap in the smelter to alloy it. Hard to be precise
with this Bessemer process, but it works in a sort of more-or-less



fashion. Eventually we'll have to get manganese and alloying
materials of our own, but for now... anyway, the converter pours
the steel into this crucible, the insulation keeps the steel molten
while we put a couple of batches in, we close it up and rotate it
to mix 'em up and get a homogeneous product, and then we
pour that into the mold."

The shape being swung up out of the timber-lined casting pit
on an A-frame crane was nearly as long as the converter itself
but much thinner, still radiating heat as it lay on its cradle with
bits and pieces of sand and clay sticking to its rough-cast
exterior.

"That's no steam engine cylinder," Cofflin said grimly.

"Nope," Leaton said regretfully. "Eight-inch Dahlgren gun.
Still have to turn the exterior and bore it out, of course. The
boring mill's going in over there." He pointed to a set of stone
foundations and a pile of timber. His expression clouded slightly.
"Marian did say her project had priority?"

"Ayup," Cofflin nodded grimly. "The Meeting agreed. Right
now, that's the form progress takes. First priority, now that the
Emancipator is off on its trials."

"You can see this is a lot of work, hard-sweat work, though,"
Leaton went on. "About that immigration quota—"

"Goddammit, Ron, save it for the Council meetings!"

The furnace belched smoke and sparks into a sky thick with
geese heading southward. Their honking sounded forlorn
through the rumble of burning iron.

Odikweos of the Western Isles heard the flat cracking sound of
metal on hard leather and then the unmusical crash of blade on
blade. He flung up a hand to halt his followers—right now, only a
boy with a torch and a single spearman—and listened.

"Nothing so dark as a city at night," he murmured.

Not even a forest before the rising of the moon. Nothing that



stank quite so bad, either. Sometimes he was glad his own rocky
fiefdom was too poor to support such a warren.

The narrow alleyway where they walked twisted so that the
light of the burning pine knot didn't travel far. High mud-brick
walls rose on either side; this late at night few of the small
windows set under flat roofs showed lamplight behind them.
Only a scattering of stars glittered overhead, hidden by the high
roofs—many of the buildings were enormous, three, even four
stories tall, looming like black cliffs.

Voices now, men shouting in rage, and one shrilling scream of
agony. He rubbed his beard. It 's the High King's business, to
keep order in his stronghold, he thought, looking up to the
citadel of Mycenae on its hill above. Plenty of lamps glowing
there, even at this hour.

"But perhaps we should take a look," he said. "Follow me, and
be careful."

He drew the sword hung on a baldric across his body and
shifted forward the round shield slung over his back, taking a
firm grip on its central handhold. The sword glinted cold
blue-gray in the torchlight; it was the new type, steel as it was
called, straight and double-edged and nearly three feet long. The
hilt was bound with silver wire and the ring-and-bar guard
inlaid with gold, as befitted a royal man's weapon—it had come
as a gift from Agamemnon, part of the new wealth he'd found.
Harder to put an edge on than a bronze sword, but sharper once
you did, and much more durable.

The spearman closed up on his left, and the torchbearer fell a
little behind, holding up the burning wood until their shadows
passed huge and grotesque before them.

The alleyway gave onto an irregular open space perhaps two
or three spear lengths in any direction, covered with worn
cobbles; thuds and groans and clatterings echoed off the mud
brick. The light here was a little better, and the torch had room
to spread its flickering glow. Against the wall opposite two men
fought four; the two had an injured friend down at their feet,
and the four had a fifth man sitting on the ground behind them



moaning and clutching his belly. The attackers all had shields;
three fought with spears, the fourth with a nobleman's bronze
sword. The defenders... Odikweos's brows rose under his
headband. One of them was helmeted, dressed in a tunic of some
strange rippling dark-gray stuff that reached to his knees, and
carried a round shield marked with a wolfshead. A short,
leaf-shaped sword flickered around the edge of it. His companion
was in cloth, but he bore a sword that curved, long as a man's
leg, and he wielded it two-handed.

Rumors clicked together in the Achaean's mind. Here was a
chance to see all that his curiosity had desired.

"Gods condemn you, bastards!" he roared, running forward.
"See how you like an even fight!"

The retainer beside him also called on the gods, although in a
rather different tone. Odikweos met the attack of one dim figure
head-on, ducking under a spearthrust, levering the other man's
shield aside with the edge of his own. That took a grunting twist
of effort, but it left the man staggering and open. He ran the long
steel sword through his opponent's body, careful to strike below
the ribs. There was a soft, clinging resistance, a bubbling scream
as he wrenched the blade back and brought the shield up with
desperate quickness.

His alertness was unnecessary for once. His retainer had
taken the wounded attacker, a short underarm thrust through
the gut. Now he braced one sandal on the sprattling form and
stabbed downward with a force that crunched his spearpoint
through the dying man's neck and into the cobbles beneath. The
strangers had moved forward promptly, blades flickering. The
attacker with the bronze sword took to his heels while they were
dealing with the last of his followers. The curved sword bit low
and hamstrung that lone and luckless one, and the odd short
sword rammed forward into his gut in an economical underarm
stroke.

Odikweos lowered his own sword and waited, panting slightly.
The dead added their bit to the sewer stink of the town. Pity, he
thought, as the stomach-wounded attacker jerked and went still.
We might have made him talk.



"Odikweos son of Laertes, wannax of Ithaka among the
Western Isles," he said.

"Walker son of Edward, hekwetos to Agamemnon King of
Men." the other man said. He looked as if he recognized the
underking's name, somehow, even panting with effort and the
pain of his wound. Odikweos swelled slightly with pride at that.

"My thanks," he went on; not an Achaean phrasing, but the
western lord caught the meaning.

Walkeearh, he thought, shaping the word silently with his
lips. This close, Odikweos could see more of the man, the one of
whom he'd heard so much. His missing left eye was covered by a
black leather patch and his brown hair held back with a strap of
gold-chased doeskin; a very tall man, six feet or more, well built
and strong-looking, and quick as well, from the way he stood...
except that he kept a hand to his side, where a spreading stain
darkened the fabric of his tunic.

"Since we've fought shield-locked, shall I bind your wound?"
Odikweos asked.

Walkeearh shook his head. "We're not far from my home, and
it isn't serious. Come and take hospitality of me, if you may." He
looked around. "We'll have to get my man here back as well, he's
got a spearthrust through the leg." Walkeearh's hale retainer was
binding it with a strip torn from a cloak.

"Indeed," Odikweos nodded in approval. A lord must look to
the needs of his men. "That's not a matter of difficulty."

He turned to the nearest door and slammed the pommel of his
sword against the beechwood panels. "Open!" he roared. "Open,
commoner—a kingly man commands you!" It was a large house;
there would be a door or bedstead within, and men enough to
carry it. "Open!"

There were. The Achaean walked beside Walkeearh up the
hillside road and through the massive gate with its twin lions
rearing above the lintel stone. Their bronze fangs shone above
him, for there were many torches and numerous guards there.



They exclaimed at Walkeearh's wound, but passed him through
at his bitten-off command. The house he led them to was a fine
one, a hall and outbuildings; Odikweos's own palace in the west
was no better. He accepted that with only a slight pang of envy.
Mycenae was rich in gold and power, Ithaka wealthy only in
honor and the strength of her men.

He looked about keenly as they walked into the antechamber.
It was brighter than he'd thought an inside room could be.
Lamps were fixed to the walls, with mirrors of unbelievable
brightness behind them— far brighter than burnished bronze, or
even silver. The lamps were strange as well, with tops of some
clear crystallike substance above them and wicks that burned
with an odd bluish color and a fruity smell. The light made it
easy to see the gear of the men who crowded around; their armor
was tunics of small metal rings joined together. Odikweos smiled
at the cleverness of it.

Although—hmmm-—those rings look good to ward a stab or
cut, but they wouldn't be much protection from a crushing
blow.

They were hustled into the main megaron-hall, which made
his eyes widen. A great hood of sheet copper stood over the
central hearth, with a pipe of copper running up the full two
stories to the terra-cotta smoke-pipe in the ceiling... and he'd
thought smoke-pipes were the last word in elegance. There was a
cheery blaze on the big round hearth, but despite that, little or
no smoke drifted up to haze under the painted rafters. More of
the wonderful lamps were being turned on by the servants,
giving fine light throughout the great room, shining on weapons
racked around the pillars and doorways. There were chairs in
plenty, more than you'd expect even in a great noble's home, and
fine hangings over them. Skilled slaves took his weapons and
cloak and brought him heated wine with honey and a footstool.
Another undid his sandal straps and wiped his feet clean.

Walkeearh swore as they lifted the tunic over his head, leaving
him dressed only in his kilt. Odikweos looked at the wound with
an experienced eye. Not too bad. A clean-edged gouge where the
spearhead had plowed his side, perhaps touching a rib a little. It



bled more freely without the wool of the tunic packing it, but it
should heal if it didn't mortify, which was always a risk even if
you washed the cut with wine as he did—an old Shore Folk
woman had taught him that trick. His earlier impression was
confirmed as he watched muscles moving beneath Walkeearh's
skin; this was a fighting-man you'd be cautious of offending.
From the scars, he'd lived through many a battle.

Two women with a flutter of attendants came down the
staircase from the upper story of the house, straightening their
indoor gowns. One was tall and blond with braids down her sides
to her waist, well shaped but only passable of face. The other
was...

Odikweos fought not to gasp in astonishment at the exotic
loveliness. The other was short, with skin the color of fine amber
and hair raven-dark. Above a tiny nose and impossibly high
cheekbones her eyes slanted, with a fold at their outer tips. Who
had ever seen the like?

And a wisewoman as well. She washed her hands in water and
some sharp-smelling liquid that her attendants brought,
examined the wound, then spoke in a sharp, nasal-sounding
foreign language.

"Speak Achaean, Alice," Walkeearh said. "We have a guest."

"That needs some stitches," she said, then bent to examine
the warrior with the wounded leg. "I'll have to debride
this—that'll take a while. Kylefra, Missora"—that to two young
woman who looked alike enough to be sisters—"get him to the
infirmary, and prep him, stat.”

Walkeearh stifled a gasp when she swabbed out his wound,
then set his teeth and ignored it as she brought out a curved
needle and thread and began sewing the wound together, as if it
were cloth.

"Sit, be at ease," he said tightly. "This is my captain of guards,
Ohotolarix son of Telenthaur." A big yellow-haired man, young
but tough-looking. "And my wives Ekhnonpa"—the fair
woman—"and Alice Hong. Ladies, here's Odikweos son of



Laertes, who probably saved my life tonight."

Odikweos bowed his head politely. Ekhnonpa spoke to
Ohotolarix in a strange, almost-familiar language, then thanked
him in slow, accented Achaean.

Hong kept at her work. Strange name, he thought. Is she
human? Perhaps she was a dryad, something of that
sort—certainly this Walkeearh was otherwordly enough to wed
an Otherworlder. When the wound was closed, she painted more
of the clear liquid on it and then bandaged it, securing the pad
with a roll of linen around her man's chest and over a shoulder.

"Don't strain it," she said. "I'll go look at Velararax now, after
I touch up that ear of your friend's."

Odikweos made himself sit still as she came up beside him.
"This is going to hurt a little," she said. No, human enough, he
thought; she smelled like a well-washed woman roused from her
bed. The fingers touched his ear, and then something stung like
liquid fire.

"Here, Lord Odikweos," she said. "That will heal cleanly."

When the women had left, a grave housekeeper brought
basins of water to wash their hands and trays of food, bread and
sliced meats, olives and dried figs. While she mixed the wine
half-and-half with water and poured it into fine gold cups,
Walkeearh shrugged into another tunic, moving cautiously.

"My thanks again," he said. "The gods witness"—

He poured a libation, but—curiously—not on the floor. Instead
he used a pottery bowl with a rush mat inside it. Courteous,
Odikweos did the same; it was always best to honor a man's
household customs.

—"that I and mine are in your debt."

"May we fight again side by side someday," Odikweos said.
That wasn't unlikely, given the coming war. "Who were your
foes? Men sent by some rival?"



Walker smiled. "I have enough of those," he said.

"True, you've risen far among us in only one winter," he
replied. "Far and fast, for an outland man." He looked around
the curiously altered hall.

"And where one man rises, other men envy and hate,"
Walkeearh said. Odikweos nodded; that went without saying.
"You're in Mycenae for the muster against Sicily?"

He tossed his head in affirmation. "My men and horses are
camped outside the city," he said. "We came by sea to Tiryns.
I've a guest-friend here and sought his dwelling, but he has
blood-kin sleeping like the ribs of a sheep on the floor of his hall,
and I was leaving again to seek my tent."

"Stay here," Walkeearh said. "There's room in plenty, despite
the war."

Odikweos nodded, smiling. That was just what he'd hoped. "I
will take the hospitality you offer gratefully," he said. Curious to
see how this Walkeearh would react, he went on, "Although I'd
be even gladder to be sleeping beside my own wife, at home. If
this was a war against other Achaeans, I would have found some
way to refuse the summons."

Walkeearh smiled, an odd lopsided expression. "Pretending to
be mad, perhaps?"

Odikweos laughed. "You have a godlike wit. Perhaps so,
perhaps so. Well, there may be plunder in this war, at least."

You had to be more careful when the hegemon called his
vassals for aid against a foe or rebel, of course; dodging that call
looked too much like rebellion itself