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Chapter 1

"Whereisthat worthless sniveling pile of bat dung?| swear, thistime hesgonetoo far. I'll rip off hishead
and quff it—"

"We're dmogt there, Captain.”

Jake Borenski heard the commotion in the hal vaguely. He hunched over his computer, watched the
latest rumor swirl onto the display, and nodded. Commaodity markets had topped. Timeto
sHl—everything.

Hisfinger stabbed at the confirm button fedling the tiny prick as the computer sampled his DNA for
identity confirmation.

Are you sure you wish to proceed with this transaction? Since lost prehistory, computers had stupidly
asked this question rather than smply obeying instructions.

Jake glanced to see that he hadn't made any mistakes, bent to send the fina confirmation—and was sent
flying into the corner of hisroom. “Uh—"

"I told you to have the cargo holds ready yesterday.” Captain Trabert's face had turned arather
attractive shade of violet. Jake wondered if there was some way to capture the color and start anew
fashion statement back home.

Hetried to pull hisfull attention from the commodity corner hed discovered and to hisjob. “Uh, I'm
sorry. What did you say?"

"l said you cost me twenty million com-credits worth of silk tapestries. They're ruined because you didn't
do your job.” The captain picked him up and shook him. “ Guesswhat? I'm taking it out of your hide."

Jake's computer beeped, signding that it was gill waiting for confirmation. Uh-oh.

Hetook a deep breath and tuned down the adrendin running through his system. Twenty million would
take abite out of hisprofits, but it would leave plenty more. “ Just let mefinish on the computer and I'll
pay you back, | swear it."

"Ha, ha, ha” Trabert didn't have much of a sense of humor on the best of days. Today was along shot
from Trabert'sbest day. “Y ou'll pay me back with what? Y our salary?’ The older man grasped Jake's
ear and twisted.

"I've made alittle money on commodities on the hyperboards. Let me close out my position and I'll pay
you."

From the darkening shade of Trabert'sface, Jake guessed he hadn't found the right answer. “Y ou let my
rugs rot while you played the commodities boards—on my time. Get out.”

The old man's command didn't make alot of sense on an enclosed space freighter, but now didn't seem
to be the time to point that out. Jake stood, then reached for his computer.

Trabert dapped hishand away. “Leavethat."

Jake barely resisted the ingrained reflex to block the dap and counter. From the look of the ship's guard
glaring a him from behind the captain, that was aquick way to get himsdlf shot. “But it'smine.”



"It'sevidence.” Trabert shoved the computer into an insulating pouch cutting it off from the ship's
network.

Trabert was abully and terrible captain but Jake had never seen him go thisfar. A small bubble of panic
accumulated in his stomach and climbed up histhroat. “I've got to close out my positions, Sir. Y ou know
what the Commodity Police arelike.” Apped to the shared interet, he thought. Once held covered his
shorts, he would have enough to buy this bathtub of a space freighter and put Trabert out to permanent
pasture. Never mind the twenty million.

"Youll dowhat | tell you. And I'mtelling you to get the hell off my ship. If the Commodity Police are
after you, | suggest hiding.”

Jake's panic grew. “Y ou can't dump me off on New Earth #47. It'sa Class 5 restricted. That'stotaly
againd regulations”

"Tdl that to the Traders Board.” Thistime, Trabert'slaugh sounded genuine.

There was no Traders Board on #47 and, scheduled and certified ships barely made it there every year
or 0. If Trabert was serious, and despite his grin he appeared to be, Jake would be marooned. Of
course, being marooned on some god-forsaken planet might be the best place for him if he couldn't undo
hisshortsinahurry.

Jake gave Trabert hismost engaging smile. “I'll admit | got distracted and fell short on my job thisone
time. Over dl, though, I've been getting superior evaluations. I'd reglly appreciate a second chance.” A
chance to jump ship somewhere civilized, that was.

"Shoot him."
IIBlJt_II

Blackness descended.

* * * %

Jake Borenski felt like hed swallowed a mule—amule that insgsted on continuing to kick from theinsde
of hishead.

He groaned, forced his eyes open despite the gluey mess keeping them closed, and looked around. Dirt
floor? Wooden walls? Stench of organics? Where was he?

An ebow smashed into the back of hishead. “ Oi yonnati gornam.”
"Huh?’ Jake turned to look at ahugely overweight man with armsthe size of liquid oxygen cylinders.

The man'swords blurred into something comprehensible as histrandator kicked in. Just aswell Jake had
hisimplant programmed for dl of their stops before he had |eft home. He'd certainly been too busy since.
Not to mention, thiswasthefirgt time held been alowed off the ship.

"Y our friends said you're paying. It's one crown, six shields.”

Jake suspected his friends were Trabert's ship guards. After they'd stunned him, they'd come here for
drinks, dumped him, and |eft him to pay for his own abandonmen.

He pulled up loca currency information and caculated. One crown, six shields was more money than the
average locad would make in amonth. What had they been drinking?



"They weren't my friends.” Hetried to push himsdf to agtting position but failed. Gravity here on #47
was brutdl, especidly after a couple of months on alow gravity cargo ship.

The fat man shrugged with acomplete lack of concern. “ Should have thought of that when you were
offering to pay."

"But | wasunconscious.”
"Enough beer will do that. Now do you have the money or don't you?"

Jake felt through his pouches. A letter from hismother, a Dear John from hisgirlfriend in MBA schoal,
and, at the bottom of thelast pouch, afat roll of ship script.

"What conversion are you running?’ He pulled out the roll and dgpped it on the table.

"Isthat for the John Gault? She'sleft. Left alot of folks holding the bag too. Guess you were one of
them.”

"It'sdl themoney | have."
That rated atruly nasty growl. “ Do you know what happens to men who refuse to pay their debts?"

If he'd been connected to the hypernet, he could have pulled up dl the information on #47 ever
assembled. Asit was, he only had the limited amount held fed into hisimplant. Which wasn't much. He
had the trandation program, of course. That was standard. His comm. Was worthless without FTL. Even
more worthless were acouple of hislast semester'stestbooks, The Catcher in the Rye, and afantasy
novel entitled The Arena of Otranto that used #47 asits supposed |location were amost its entire
contents.

In the fantasy novels he read, castaways aways had more equipment or at least specia knowledge. Why
couldn't he have mgjored in chemistry rather than ancient literature and business?“Y ou don't have a
friendly bankruptcy system, then?"

The bartender just stared at him for amoment, his mouth hafway open. Findly he pulled himsdf together.
“If that'safunny way of saying you've got no cash, I'm not amused. Herein Otranto City we'rered
civilized. We don't execute our debtors the way they do in the provinces. Y ou pay what you owe, or we
sl you into davery and use the proceeds to pay off any debts. A big guy like you should be worth at
least four gold.”

Jake reached into his pouches again and pulled out everything he could find. “How much would you give
mefor thislot?"

The bartender fingered the letter from Jake's mother, then jumped back when histouch activated the
letter and Mary began talking.

"Itisn't magic,” Jake was quick to comfort.

The bartender rolled his eyes. “ Just what | need, ajoker. Magic.” He looked more closely at the | etter.
“Shelsapretty littlething, isn't she?!

His mother? Jake had never thought about her in that way. He wasn't sure he wanted the bartender to
think that way either but that was the only thing hed seemed remotely interested in.

"It last forever,” he wheedled. “How about | giveit to you and we cdl it even.”



The bartender grinned and, for a brief instant, Jake though he wasin the clear.
"l don't suppose the wife would appreciate that much,” the fat man told him.

"How about the uniform?’ Jake suggested. “It's thermdly controlled so you can weer it in virtudly any
wesgther conditions. It should be. HEd bought it himsalf when he redized what junk the John Gault
supplied.

"Y ou think I'd be caught dead in something that makes me look like a spacer? Besides, you've got ten
centimeters on me and I've got agood fifty kilos on you."

"You could sl it. | paid abundlefor thisuniform.”

Thefat man held up ahand. “ Giveit up. Y ou don't have anything | want."

Trabert'sjoke hadn't been very funny in thefirst place. Now it was gppearing completely grim.
"I wouldn't make avery good dave,” Jake suggested.

"Savers have ways of fixing that. Are you agood worker?'

This sounded promising, sort of. “Y ou mean asa hired |aborer?!

"That'sit."

"I pull my weight."

"Y eah, but can you pull my weight?’ Thefat man's laughter sounded alot more genuine than Trabert's
had. Unfortunately, in both cases, the joke was on Jake.

Maybe he could put hisMBA to work.

"How about aded? I'll put together amarketing plan for you. Y ou'll get enough new businessto pay off
my debt innotime.”

"I've got dl the businessthis city can support.”

Jake looked around. He was the only onein the bar. On the other hand, it appeared to befirst thing in
the morning, locdl time. The huge yellow sun gtill hung low to the horizon and, outside, the noise and
stench levelswere till under control. From what he knew about cities on Class 5 worlds, things were
likely to get far worse by the afternoon.

"Uh, do you make your own acoholic beverages, or do you purchase these from a supplier?”

"Sometimesyou talk like apriest, you know. | make most of the beer and mead inthe city. Thetavernis
asort of sddline”

Jake rubbed his hands together. “Great. How about | give you acomplete audit of your operation here.
I'll review the manufacturing process, suggest means for improving the quality of the product, and look
for ways reduce transportation and labor costs.” What a fabulous opportunity. When thiswas over, he
would write abook on how the modern MBA program contributed to business success on #47.

"Areyou saying there's something wrong with my beer?'

"Oh, no. It'sjust that there's dways room for improvement.”



"And some pipsqueek isgoing to comein and tell me how to doit, right? Have you ever brewed even a
liter of beer?’

Jake did aquick search through his textbooks. HEd planned on an eventua career in business consulting
or in commodity trading but he'd taken all the required classesin the more boring aspects of
bus ness—like manufacturing.

"I haven't actualy brewed beer, but | know alot about modern process engineering.”
The big man didn't echo Jake's enthusiastic amile. “ Uh, process engineering refersto—"
"I know what it refersto. It'safancy namefor what | do."

"Great. Wdll, if you don't want mein the operations side, | can take over your accounts. You'd be
surprised how much a good accountant can save in costs and in prevention of bad debt.”

"Bad debt iswhat were talking about, but that's the first thing you've said that made any senseat al.”
Thefat man gragped Jake's arm and lifted him from the table. “I'm going to give you one chance. Y ou do
whatever | tell you to do and I'll apply the standard apprentice pay toward what you owe me."

It didn't sound like agreat dedl but it did sound better than being sold into davery. “What doesa
standard apprentice make around here?"

"Two bitsaday."

At that rate, he would beworking for half ayear before he paid for what the guards had drunk.
"Eight bits, plusroom and board.”

"Three"

"Fiveor I'll take my chance with davery from someone who vaues hisworkforce.”

"Done.” Hisnew boss spat on hishand and stuck it out. “Hardly anybody wants to work any more. I'll
seeif you spacers are any better. My name is Manny Delphonte. Y ou can cal me Sir."

* * * %

"Right, uh, gr. I'm Jake Borinski. Uh, do you know when the next ship will be caling here?” Sittingon a
planet with rampant disease, where the average lifespan was probably less than ahundred, and where
mule-drawn carts congtituted high technology didn't seem like agreat use of histaents. Not to mention
he had about two weeks to close out his positions, even at aloss, or his name would be mud with the
Commaodity Police and he'd never be ableto leave.

Manny laughed again. He seemed to find alot of humor in Jake which didn't fill Jeke with any grest
confidence. “ There won't be any more ships here.”

Up until then, Jake had been doing his best to roll with the punches. Trabert had been ajerk, but there
were aways opportunities for men who were willing to work and didn't ask too many questions. For the
first time, red panic reared up.

"That'simpossible. Y our planet isn't a huge consumer, but those hand-crafted textiles have big marketsin
some of the coreworlds. Most of the ships aren't registered, but 1'd guess you get one or two amonth.”

Manny nodded. “I don't mean that they won't come to the planet. They just won't be coming to Otranto
City.” Heturned and spat on the floor. “Weve been dying for afew hundred years aready; you spacers



just put onemore nall in the coffin lid."

The fantasy novel on#47 actudly did cover this. Jake pulled its contentsinto frontal memory lobes and
scanned the content before responding. If the book was at al accurate, and Jake hadn't seen any
three-headed men yet so he didn't have complete confidencein it, Space trade was about the only thing
propping up ancient Otranto's economy. Without it, it would become just another faded city with
pretensionsto glory. Well, at least that wasn't his problem. * So, exactly where will the next ships be

landing?"

Manny shrugged his massive shoulders. “ Theway our luck is going, probably somewherein the Granger
Khanate. Maybe afew will go to the eastern Barbarians, although what they'd want from that lot, | have
noidea"

"Woolens,” Jaketold him. “The big planets don't have room for animasto run around and grow fur. It's
consdered very exotic and just alittle kinky to wear something that was origindly part of aliving animd.
It'seven kinkier if you can say that human hands actudly created the materid.”

Manny stood and wiped down the table next to where Jake still sat. It was alargely ineffective exercise
since the rag he cleaned with had to be at least as dirty asthe table.

After afull minute of sllence, Manny turned and whirled toward Jake, thrusting ahuge fist under hisnose.
“I've dways said you spacers were strange, but that's the strangest thing yet. The barbarians barely have
working looms. Their product is pathetic. | could make better textilesin my brewery.”

Jake knew better than to argue. He also knew the market for hand-loomed sheep wool back on Vega 2
and Jutland. Twenty thousand kilograms of finished fabric could set aman for life. If he could just go east
and somehow corner the market, he could leverage that into atrip back to civilization. Of course the
Commodity Police would gtill be an issue. “Well, that's what they're looking for."

Manny pulled himself afoaming beer. “ The Eastern Barbarians haven't even figured out how to handle
second fermentation. Pethetic.”

Jake stared at the dark beer so thick with sediment that it looked like a soup rather than the clear brew
he was used to. To his surprise, he was tempted. Going native was considered one of the great sins of
the restored human civilization, but Jake would forgive himsdlf just onedip.

"Mindif | join you with one of those?"

Manny looked at him like hed grown horns. “Why am | |etting you waste my time? Theréswork to do.
Youll est whenit'sdone.”

Jake stood, then collapsed back to his seat. The combination of #47's 138% of Earth-standard gravity
and his being recently stunned conspired againgt him.

"Yousck?'
Jake wasn't about to try to explain differential gravity, nor the aftereffects of a stunner. “No.”

"Youlook sick.” Manny patted him on the back dmaost driving him through the rough boards that formed
the floor under the bar. “ Forget about the hair of the dog trick. Just learn your limit and stop when you
get there. If you can't hold it, no point in putting it in.”

"| didn't drink. | was shot."



"Don't see any bullet holes. No arrows sticking out.”

He'd known better than to explain and he'd tried to do it anyway. Jake pushed his hands againgt the table
and forced himsdlf to hisfest.

His head swam and his kneesfelt like rubber but he didn't immediately collgpse. The longer he could
keep going, the faster he'd get the residual damage from the stunner out of his system.

"So what did you have in mind for meto do today?"

Manny put one of his overs zed paw-like hands on Jake's shoulder and twisted him around until he was
facing the door. The sun's bright glare nearly blinded him.

"Don't even think about running away,” Manny told him, tightening hisgrip.
"Wherewould | run?’ Hewould head out the moment he heard about a ship landing, debt paid or not.

"Actualy run? Nowhere. Y ou could try to run any number of places. The problemis, you'd never get
there and you wouldn't likeit if you did. Trust me, be an apprentice, learn agood trade like brewing, and
the world will beyour oyster.”

Did they even have oysters on #47 or wasthisjust histrandator acting up?
"Lead on, Sir."

"That's the attitude. Let's see how many of these barrelsyou can get clean before noon.”

* k k %

Jake looked at the huge barrdls, each easily two meters deep and nearly that wide. “What the heck are
thos=?"

Manny looked offended. “Beer barrels. Don't tell me you don't even know where beer comes from. Y ou
Spacers are strange people.”

Jake had concentrated on commodity arbitrage, not manufacturing. Still, he knew that beer was brewed
in huge syntho-ceramic tanks that were sedled againgt any atmospheric contamination. “Y ou just put the
beer juiceinthereand let it ferment?”

Manny raised another fist. “Y ou're too old to beat, but too stupid to treat like an adult. Try tolisten. It's
caled wort, not beer juice. And no, we don't just put it in and leave it. What we do with it ismy job.
Y our job isto clean them out. Maybein ayear, you'll know enough to help me with the beer making.”

Jakerolled hiseyes. He didn't intend to spend anything close to ayear being abeer maker'sflunky. Hed
find some way to put his MBA to use and show Manny that he could contribute much more as a partner
than agofer. Then held start figuring out how to amass the credits hed need to pay off the Commodity
Police. A handful of coppersaday would pay off hisfinesin about ten thousand years. Eveniif he
managed to improve his medica implant, Jake didn't figure he had that long.

"Make sure you scrub the entire barrd,” Manny told him, pulling Jake's mind back to the present. “Then
rinseit down with the chemicasfrom the smaler barrel near the spring.”

"Yeah, | know. Y ou're worried about wild yeast contamination, right?"

Manny shook his head. “ Keep things clean to keep flavor good. | never even heard of wild yeast. What
would it do, make the bubbles go sdeways?’



Jake rubbed his eyes. So much for the benefits of aclassical education. Wild yeast had been aproblem
back in ancient Earth. Hed just assumed it would be aproblem in asimilarly primitive planet. But the
ancient terraformers wouldn't have brought in that kind of contaminant.

"With no wild yeast, your beer should last along time.”
"Getsdrunk right away,” Manny confided.

"l see” But Jake's mind was aready boiling with opportunities. If beer didn't spoil, maybe the market
could be bigger than this one city. And maybe Jake could help create #47'slargest beverage enterprise.

"But those barrels still need to be cleaned,” Manny growled. “ And talking isn't getting it done.”
Manny shoved Jake toward thefirst of twenty huge barrelslolling in the sun.

Asachild on poverty-stricken Wayward, Jake had dreamed of being out in the newly discovered planets
where aman could carve out akingdom and marry aprincess. In his dreams, hed aways arrived with a
powerful weapon the locals would mistake for awesome magic. Well, hewas here. So far, the closest
he'd seen to a princess was ahundred and fifty kilogram man with abelly the size of abeachbdl. Of
course the closest thing he had to aweagpon was the scrub brush that Manny thrust into his hands.

Manny took a deep swallow from his beer mug. “ Theréslyein the chemica barrd so be careful "

Thiswhole adventure fdl into the category of being careful what he wished for. Jake surreptitioudy
pinched himsalf to make double-sure he wasn't dreaming. No such luck.

"Right. Twenty barrels. Coming up.”
"Y ou should be able to finish those by noon. Then well carry out last night's s&t.”

If Manny went through that kind of beer in one night, no wonder he wasn't much interested in Jake's
marketing expertise. Otranto might be the largest city on the planet, but it couldn't have over acouple
hundred thousand people. Even if there were only afew brewers, that had to add up to some serious
beer drinking. He pulled up hisimplant and calculated that each barrel had to hold about 4.7 cubic
meters of beer. The twenty barrelstrandated to 94,000 liters. Better than athird of aliter for each
resident every day.

Either Otranto drank alot of beer, Manny was exaggerating his daily volume, or thiswas one of the
biggest operationsin town.

"Uh, how many of usareworking on this?'

Manny grasped for his ear again but Jake had learned that |esson. He ducked away. “Counting you,
zero, o far. I'm starting to think that the dave market was agood idea after all.”

"Never mind, I'm going to work."

Jake walked to thefirst barrel. Every muscle complained at the higher gravity #47 inflicted on him. At
least he hadn't shifted his cabin to zero gravity the way some career spacersdid. Still, he also hadn't
trained for anything likethis.

He sared into thefirst barrd.

A yélow, froglike amphibian stared back. “Reek."



Jake wrinkled hisnose. “Y ou're right about that, fellow. Stinks to the high heavens. Y ou'd better move
out before | start scrubbing.”

"Reek."

#47 had no intelligent native life so he didn't have to worry about training his trandator to understand
frog.

"Let'smove, little guy.” He reached in and grasped the yellow amphibian.

The thing was dippery and cold. It wiggled in his hand and then, with a suddenly exposed set of sharp
teeth, bit through the webbing between Jake's thumb and forefinger.

"Ouch.” Hethrew the frog into the field on the other sSde of the stream and put hisinjured member in his
mouth. The Arena of Otranto hadn't mentioned poisoned amphibians. He wondered whether the author
had ever actually been to the planet.

"That wasn't very smart.”

He whirled around.

A pre-pubescent boy sat on the fence that surrounded the used barrels.
What?"

"L etting the gar-frog bite you."

Hisblood circulation aarm confirmed the kid's message. “ Poisonous, huh?"
"Usually peopledon't die. You'll be sick for aweek, though.”

He scanned hisfunctions, cranked up the toxinsfilter, and toned down thefilter on steroids. If hewas
going to be herefor awhile, held have to build up the musclesto ded with theincreased gravity.

"I'll befine. | just wonder what other surprises are going to be waiting for me."
"More gar-frogs. They like beer. But you should know that.”
"I don't know much about frogs or beer."

The boy stepped down from the fence, approached Jake, and grabbed his hand. “ Should be more
swollen”

"You mean likethis?' Jake let the toxins take full effect for amoment, then clamped back down. The bite
responded ingtantly. Those gar-frogs would make anicelittle surpriseif Captain Tragert ever decided to
vigt.

Thekid wrinkled hisforehead. “ That isn't possible.”

"What the hell isgoing on out here?” Manny's deep voice cut through the youth's chatter.

"Y our new apprentice got bit by agar-frog.”

"l swear, | am going to sell you,” Manny shouted. “Nobody should be stupid enough to get dumped by
his shipmates and bit by agar-frog in the same day. The only way they'll ever biteisif you pick them up.
Even ababy knows enough not to do that.” He grabbed Jake'sinjured hand out of the youth's grasp. “I



see the tooth marks, but you aren't swelling.”
"I'm toning down the toxins,” Jake admitted. “1 guessitstechnology that hasn't reached New Earth #47."
"Our world iscdled Arcadia,” Manny growled.

"You didnt tell me hewas a spacer,” the kid babbled. “How come he'sworking for you? | thought they
weredl rich."

"We got oursalvesacull,” Manny replied. “And saying hesworking for me pushesthe definition of work
along ways. Now don't you have studiesto do?"

"Eric went to the library to get some new scrolls. | decided to stay and check out the new guy.”

"Right. Well, don't distract him. He needs to get those barrel s cleaned or he won't eat tonight and we
won't have any beer for our customersin a couple of weeks."

"That your son?" Jake asked.
"Daughter. And don't you belooking at her that way."

Asif. Theideathat hed ever find awoman from one of the primitive planets attractive was pretty funny,
let done achild that he hadn't even been able to guesswasfemale. “Don't worry about that."

The child under discussion pulled back an arm and swung it in an open-handed dap.

It had been abad day for Jake. If held been on the ball, he would have taken it. How hard could alittle
kid hit anyway. Insteed, his reflexes clicked in. Even dowed by half-again as much gravity ashewas
used to, Jake dipped into afighting stance, blocked the dap, then grasped the girl's arm and twisted.

"Ouch.” Thegirl twisted back, fighting with astrength far beyond what Jake would have guessed
possible. The gravity effect again, he thought. Why wasit that in the fantasy books held enjoyed in his
ancient lit classes, the hero dways ends up on a planet with less gravity than he's used to?

Helet go and stepped back. Not a brilliant idea.

The girl waded in, throwing punches and kicks as fast as he could block, until sheleaned forward half a
step too far and stumbled into him.

Even with the higher gravity, he could have avoided her. A quick glance behind him said that wouldn't be
agood idea. Sending the bosss daughter headfirst into apile of pig dung would not give him high marks.

Instead he caught the child, grasping both arms so she couldn't start swinging elbows and do any redl
damage.

Something yielded under the girl's jacket and he raised his mentd age estimate by five years. She might
be akid, but she wasin the process of turning into awoman. She probably wasn't too much younger
than hewas.

"Interesting,” Manny offered.

Jake was too busy holding onto forty kilograms of fighting femaeto ask just what Manny found so
interesting. If helet her go, sheéd just sart in again. If he held her, Manny would probably have him
arrested for fondling his daughter. It wasinteresting dl right, but not in any useful way.



Findly he shoved the girl away.

She planted her feet at the last minute and he ended up doing most of the moving himself. He had to skip
to missthe pig dung.

Manny grasped his daughter's ear in much the same way he'd held Jake's earlier.

She camed down after aminute. “Let me go. | want to learn to fight like a spacer.”

Jake looked a Manny imploringly. “Can you keep her away from me? I've got barrelsto wash.”
"About time you redlize that. Castile will help you. Looks like you can useit.”

"Dad.” It sounded like Castile wanted to help as much as Jake wanted the assi stance.

"And no morefighting.”



Chapter 2
Jake stared a thelong row of barrels, then glanced at the female who'd been assigned to help him.

"I'll haul them down to the stream and you can scrub,” he offered.

"Y ou must have done something terrible to get dumped here,” Castile observed. “ Should | trust acrimina
likeyou?' Shelowered her eyesdightly. Just enough to leave Jake wondering if she wasflirting with him.

"I'm especialy dangerous to those who don't do their share of thework,” he growled. Hewalked up to
thefirst barrel, grasped it on both sides, and heaved.

The empty barrel had to weigh close to ahundred kilograms. He only managed to pick up one edge of it.
"You're preity weak, aren't you?” Cadtile sounded like she was reconsidering her earlier flirtation.

Jake glared at the heavy barrd. Having Cadtile think he was awimp wouldn't help. “1'm used to low grav.
I'll get over it. In the meantime, do you have a cart you carry these with?"

"My father can lift an empty without any trouble. The full ones are hard, of course.”

Y eah, afew cubic meters of beer could be heavy. “Wdll, I'm not your father. And guess what. Neither
areyou. So what do you suggest?’ It galled him to ask, but Castile had been here longer than he had. His
training didn't et him ignore experienced help.* * * *

"I could lift and you could wash."

He gave Castile a closer look. She wore a shapeess gray tunic that looked like silk, wooden clogs, and a
cap that hid her hair completely. The tunic exposed dender arms and legs that showed hints of muscle.
Not enough, he thought, to pick up thiskind of weight.

"Maybe wed better work together.”
"You don't think | could do it, do you?'

Hedidn't, but arguing about it wouldn't help matters. In one of his summer intern jobs, hed made the
mistake of antagonizing his bosss son. The rest of the summer had been absolute hell. “ It would be easier
if weworked together. Let'sdump it over onthesdeand roll it."

"Dad dways carriesthem.”

"Your dad isn't here.” He grasped the top of the barrel and put hisweight into it. Sowly, the heavy
wooden container shifted.

Then, without warning, it accelerated, crashing to the ground as he barely jumped out of the way.
Cadtile nodded to him. “1 guessthiswill work. ‘ Courseif you break them, they'll come out of your pay."

New planet, same story. Between the fines and outrageous charges for necessitieslike daily showers,
he'd falen into debt on the John Gault. Which was part of the reason held started playing the commodity
boardsin thefirg place.

Heleaned into the barrel and managed to get it swaying back and forth about two centimeters.

"My mother aways says how important it isto exercise,” Cadtile told him as she manhandled the barrel



over the small rock that blocked Jake's path. “I guess your mother forgot to mention that to you.”

Jake could barely remember his mother. Like most women on modern planets, she'd dropped him off at
school when held been five and gotten on with her life. He could have explained why this was proven
better, but he thought he could guess the ook of pity and condemnation held get from Castile. Instead he
smply nodded, then leaned his shoulder into the barrel. Once it was moving, he could keep it
going—until it ran into another rock, at least.

He should have hit the weights more during those long boring stretches between planets.

Jake closed his eyes, gritted histeeth, and shoved, putting all of hisweight behind the blasted barrel. To
his surprise and delight, it started rolling down toward the stream, finaly smashing into the stony
streambed with a satisfying boom.

"Hey, careful,” Cadtile caled. “1 wasn't kidding. Those barrelswill bresk."
He wiped his eyes and examined the massive container. “| don't see how."

Cadtile brushed her hand across the iron bands that held the barrels together. 1t was, Jake thought
incongruoudy, an oddly sensuous gesture. “We could re-use the iron, of course,” shetold him. “Theiron
isthe expengve part.” She offered aspongeto him. “Climb inside. I'll passyou the chemicals.”

Jake thought about arguing but thiswas hisjob. For hisown prideif nothing else, he decided he would
show Manny De phonte that he could put in afair day's work—even if that meant letting Castile boss him
around.

He gripped the iron band that held the barrel stavesin place stepped into the icy water that had flooded
the barrel and took the sponge from Cadtile.

"Hey, thisisone of my hoops.”

Jake concentrated on his scrubbing trying to ignore the way that the beer fumes reacted to the
stunner-induced headache hisimplant hadn't deglt with yet.

"Y ou wouldn' think I'd be strong enough to swing the hammer, would you?” Cadtile went on asif hed
given her some encouragement. “But it'sredly dl about using the weight of the hammer rather than the
strength of the arm. | started with horseshoes, of course. | guess everybody does. But then | moved up
to barrel hoops. Eric says helll et me make amatchlock next. Fun.”

The girl had an odd sense of fun, Jake decided. She aso had a mouth on her that wouldn't stop. At first,
he found that alittle annoying. On the overcrowded surface of Wayward and on the John Gaullt, artificid
privacy barriers kept conversation to awork-related minimum. After afew minutes, though, Jake redlized
that he couldn't shut her up and that he might actualy learn something. While Castile might be achild, she
had lived in Otranto City al her life. Since he was stuck here, he might aswell learn what he could.
Besides, her congtant chatter did seem to make the morning go faster.

Jake suspected that he would smell beer in his dreams—or rather, nightmares. He clambered out of the
last barrdl, threw the sponge on the ground, and collapsed next to it.

"Y ou're getting muddy,” Castile warned him.
"Tough."
"My mother wont likeit."



"Y ou're not the one getting muddy.”

"Y eah. But you're the one who's going to have to show up at dinner looking like that."

A sharp gurglein Jake's ssomach let him know that dinner was one of those magic words. “When?"
Cadtilelooked at the sun. “Uh, now."

Jake was covered with mud, old beer, sweat, and the chemicas hed used to clean the barrdls. Even if
Cadtile's mother wasn't abear for personal hygiene, he wouldn't be a popular seatmate.

Helooked at the stream they'd used to clean the barrdls. “Is that safe?’
"Going to pick up any more gar frogs?"

He shook his head.

"Thenit'ssafe.” She paused. “Can | watch?'

"Sure.” He plunged in fully clothed, sputtered to the surface, and climbed out.
"Isthat it?'

"All clean,” he announced. It was about time he did something right in Castilés mind—eveniif dl hed
done was take advantage of amodern suit'sion-based ability to salf-clean. He shook himsdlf off,
shedding the water that had briefly clung to the parts of hisbody not covered by the suit. “I'm starved.
Let'sea.”

* * % %

Any preconceptions Jake had about Castile's mother were shattered by her appearance. Where he'd
expected an earthy barmaid, he saw afairy princess, blonde to Manny's nearly blue-black hair, dender
to hisbulk, yet with an imperious glance that took in everything and seemed impressed by no one.

Unlike the dirt-floored bar, the meal room was floored with amosaic that would have been in amuseum
on any of the civilized planets, and was spotlessy clean with whitewashed walls.

The woman presided over one long table while Manny crowned the other. All of the other placeswere
taken by boys and men ranging in age from abouit five to fifty-five. In dl, there had to be closeto forty of
them. By pre-industria standards, Manny ran amgjor operation.

"Shelookslike aprincess,” Jake whispered out loud.

"Maybe because sheis,” Castile suggested. “Not that there aren't awhole ot of Otranto princesses these
days”

Manny stood when Castile and Jake tried to dip into the room, mussed Cadtil€'s hair, and clasped Jake
on the shoulder dmost driving him to thefloor in hisenthusiasm.

"Boys, I've hired usaspacer. At least ‘til he pays off his bar debt. This here's Jake something. Can't
remember hisfamily name but guessit doesn't matter since heain't got no family within afew billion
kilometers.” Manny rattled off the names of the gpprentice, journeyman, and master brewershed
gathered, then pushed Jake to the only empty seet, only two spaces down from hiswife. “Eat up. This
time, the beer'son me."

After hours breathing the odor of stale beer, the last thing Jake would have asked for was more beer.



Still, when he sat, one of hisneighborsforced atal tankard on him and he could hardly refuse aswallow.

The souring mash in the barrels he'd been washing couldn't compare to the strong, coal, yet refreshing
sensation. “Good beer.”

"You likeit?’ The man who'd forced it on him looked alittle like Manny in his beer gut and bear-like
ams.

"Likeit?It'sthe best beer I've ever had.” Which it was. Could the civilized world's obsession for the
primitive extend to handcrafted beer? Jake shook his head. Even the jaded tastes of civilization wouldn't
go that far. Carrying heavy loads of beer between planets wasn't going to pay.

The neighbor to Jake'sleft rolled his eyes. “If thisis as good as you've tasted, you must have had some
rea swill.” Thisman was short, but looked like abody builder with no noticeable body fat at dl. “Theo's
got along wait before he gets his mastery. Now thisis somereal beer.” He shoved another stein into
Jake's hand.

Jake took a swallow of the second beer. Thiswas adark beer with ahead so thick it made the legendary
Guinnessfoam seem fragile. “Wow."

"Don't let Angert fool you,” Theo argued. “He makesit strong, but it has no finesse. That'swhy hel's il
working here when he's been amaster for five years. Nobody ese will take him.”

Angert laughed, but even Jake could tell his heart wasn't init. “| suppose the sheep pissyou peddie as
beer isgoing to let you do better. I'm here because Manny pays well and because he has about the only
businessthat's hiring in the whole city. Unlessyou want to be apriest, that is.”

"Sheep piss? Let metdl you—"

Angert casualy pulled aknifefrom hisbelt and cut off acuticle. “If you ever make master, which | doubt
since I've drunk your beer, then you can tell me whatever you want. Until then, talk to the kid."

He had been tossed into the middle of an ongoing rivary, Jeke redlized. Still, one thing Angert had said
stood out. Why was Manny able to thrive when everyone elsein the city, or for that matter the entire
country, suffered a continua decline?

Jake put up ahand. “It lookslike I'm going to be here for awhile so I'll have time to sample everyone's
work.” Which was, he redlized, the point. This dinner meal was dso the time when they compared new
brews, determined new strategies to distribute their massive production, and rewarded anyone who had
made anew discovery.

Jeke ate quietly, drinking from the two mugs that had been shoved at him and listening to the bragging,
shop-tak, and gossip that swirled around him.

Whatever Manny might think now, the fact that his brewery was a mass production business meant that
Jakeé's MBA process training should be able to pay off.

Except, nobody had re-introduced mass production to Arcadia. The Trader's Guild frowned on people
spreading technology without being licensed. So where had Manny come up with thisideaiin thefirgt
place?

* * * %

"My husband tells me you were cast out from your ship. | would loveto hear your story.” The voice was
soft, low, and would have been worth millionsif she ever madeit into thetri-Vs.



Jake redlized he was Htill egting after most of the men had vanished. He looked up into the deepest purple
eyes hed ever seen. Except maybe on Cadtile, which didn't count at al. “I would be honored, of course,
Mrs. Delphonte.”

"We don't stand on formdities here. Y ou may cal me Marie.”

His stored copy of Arenaof Otranto clicked again letting him know how unusua was any type of
informality in the highly structured and socialy conscious Otranto society. “ Thank you.”

"Fallow me, then."

Hefollowed, trying not to notice the gentle sway in her hips as shewaked in front of him. The narrow
glk dress sheworefit her like asecond skin and emphasized rather than diminishing what it covered.
Manny was alucky man.

If the dining room had been medievd-ingtitutiona, Marie's chamber was afantasy. Genuine wood floors
glowed with hand-applied wax. Tapestries, that Jake suspected were genuine hand-made articles,
depicted country scenes with bizarre animals and strange trees.

Marie gestured to a heavy wood chair, took another one herself, then clapped her hands.

One of the servantswho'd carried in the plates and pitchers of beer appeared, put aplate of cheeses and
bread between them, and vanished.

Marie looked around. “I know you're hiding here somewhere, Castile. Come out.”

Jake would have sworn that Castile had gtill been in the dining room when they'd left. He certainly didn't
see her here.

Cadtile scowled at him as she stepped out from a shadow beneath alarge hanging plant. “1'm stuck doing
most of hiswork soit'sonly fair that | hear his story too."

"Would you mind, Jake?'

It didn't take a geniusto know the right answer to that question. Of course held rather sit and lap up the
presence of abeautiful woman alone. He'd a so rather not be snapped in two by the woman's husband: a
man who could pick up hundred kilogram barrels as easily as Jake could pick up acomputer. A
chaperone was an excellent idea.

"I don't have any secrets.”
"Redly.” Mari€seyesdanced. “That isapity. But then again, you haven't been in Otranto very long."

Was sheflirting with him? He supposed spacers did have abit of areputation on some of the more
sedate worlds. After spending afew monthsin aship, crews were wont to get out, get drunk, and find a
willing partner for some desperate lovemaking. Still, dthough Jake was as prone to fantasies as the next
guy, hedidn't think Marie waslooking for that kind of action.

He ran through the story of his brief space trading career, his discoveries of manipulation on the
commodity boards and hisincreasing fascination with the chance to make big bucks, leading up to his
abrupt dismissal from his position. Even to hisown ears, he hardly sounded like a hero.

"You deserved it,” Cadtile told him when held finished. So much for his hope that held sounded lesslike
anidiot to thelocas.



"From what you've said, your colleagues aren't likely to return for you.”

Jake hesitated for just amoment. Was shetrying to find out exactly how vulnerable he was? Then he
took adeep breath. He was donein a huge and dangerous world. He would have to trust someone. So
far, Manny and Marie had been straight with him. “It is possible that the Commodity Police will
eventudly track me down. They don't take kindly to traders who don't close out their short positions.”

"That will bein weeks? Months?"

"Years, if ever.” And probably never. Banishment to a pre-technology world was worse than any
punishment they were alowed to meet out.

Marie nodded. “What about other traders?

"Manny told methat they won't be coming to Otranto City any more. None would go out of their way
just to pick me up, evenif they did know | was here."

"I have heard that you spacers have some way of communicating amongst yourselves, even over long
distances”

He nodded, took a bite of bread and cheese, then asip from the cup Castile had poured him.
He coughed. “ Thisian't beer."

"It'smead. A kind of beer we make from honey,” Marietold him.

Hed heard of it but never tasted it. “It's good."

Cadtile grinned, then clapped her hands. “I told you."

Marie smiled. “1 know. But he's never tried mead before, so he doesn't have a standard for comparison.
Y ou may want to find amore qualified judge before you submit it for your masterwork.”

Cadtile'sjoy faded. “But—"
"Were you going to answer my question, Mr. Boringki?"

Hissomach fell a her use of hisfull name. What had happened to theinformdity of afew moments
before?

Technology isatrade good. The exchange of technology, or even the information that atechnology
exids, iscongdered the property of the Trader's Guild. Individual spacers who exchanged technology
fred ance would face the wrath of the Guild—and they would be willing to track him down if they found
out about it.

On the other hand, the Trader's Guild was along way away and Marie Delphonte was quite close.

"Just about everyone has acomputer implant with comm capabilities. They run off the body's €l ectri—"
he redlized held just jumped out of histrandator into Galactic System. “uh, power. Unfortunately, they
have alimited transmission range.”

"l see.” Marie stood and walked to a bookcase, removing alarge, | eather-bound book. “Do you know
what thisis?” Shehdd it in hisdirection.

Histrandator blurred the unfamiliar characters and then communicated their meaning. It was The Arena



of Otranto.

"I'm vaguely familiar with the novel.” He hesitated, wondering whether he would offend her if hetold her
what he thought. “It's the only book about Arcadial found inthelibrary but it isn't really very good."

Marie's laugh waswarm, dmost fruity, inviting the listener tojoin inits purejoy. “You are certainly the
measter of understatement, aren't you? It is, in fact, the single worst book I've ever read.”

Jake was sure this conversation had a point. He was a so sure he was clueless on what it was. “1t looks
like abeautiful edition, though. | assumeit'salocd trandation.”

She nodded. “We sometimes get spacers who want to hunt. We had one who planned to take trophies
from each of the animals mentioned. He commissioned atrand ation so he could show his guides what
animals he wanted. | was able to secure acopy.” Marie paused a beat. “ At considerable cost.”

"But why? Weve dready agreed that it'saliterary disaster.”

"Ligentothis” Marie carefully opened the tome, dowly paging through before finding the passage.
“Braker grimaced as he quaffed theflat, vinegary brew. Y et with poor sanitation, zero refrigeration, and
no ability to hold pressure, thiswas the best his planet had to offer."

Jake couldn't hold back a chuckle. “Quaffed?| can't believe it made it through even the worst editor in
New New York. | don't suppose you really have people named Braken here, do you?”'

"Not that I've heard of. Look around you, Jake."
Jake checked out the €l egant room. “What?'

"Everything here came from that passage.” She held up ahand to forestall Jake's objection. “Manny
experimented with sanitation, cooling, and pressurization until he was able to brew abeer even spacers
could enjoy."

"l see.” If oneline from a chegp adventure novel could create the biggest businessin the biggest city in
Arcadia, what could the complete knowledge of agdaxy's science do? A man who knew the formulafor
smokeless powder could revolutionize warfare and end up Emperor of an entire world.

Too bad he'd been an Ancient Literature mgor before pursuing business administration. He didn't see
how the works of Shakespeare or Marlow could comein handy here. Maybe Machiavelli.

Marie leaned forward, exposing, either through design or accident, a generous view of her cleavage. “I
know spacers aren't supposed to reved any of their science, but we need it. Otranto has been whittled
away from both west and east. What do you think will happen when wefal? Because we arefaling,
Jake. The spacers decision to abandon us and go directly to the barbarians will hasten the end.”

"Y ou can bet they'll put dad out of businesstoo,” Castile added. She'd sunk into the shadows again and
her sudden re-emergence was almost as big a shock to Jake as her initia appearance had been.

Marie smiled at her daughter but pulled back, eliminating the view sheld just shared with Jake. “ She's
right, Jake. Depending on who gets herefirg, either the Granger will endave usal, or the barbarians will
samply loot and burn. It isn't much of achoice.”

She was playing hardbal, but Jake didn't think she was exaggerating. Not by much, anyway.
He shook hishead dowly. “1 redly can't help you.”



"Y ou mean you won't,” Castile corrected. “Y ou probably think you'll do better when the barbarians get
here"

"Cadtile,” her mother admonished. *Y ou have to respect aman's principles.”

"That'snot it,” Jake corrected. “Most spacers are engineers. They could comein and develop new
weapons and show you brilliant tactics and win the wars. Sort of like the Bossin Connecticut Yankeein
King Arthur's Court."

"Who?' Cadtile wanted to know.

"That's the point. | mgored in Ancient English. | know old books. Mostly books written thousands of
years ago when al humans lived on Earth and the technology level was about what you have now.” He
shrugged his shoulders. “1 don't know any of those things."

"But even something small like that quote on brewing,” Marie objected. “L ook what it did. Y ou may not
redlize what you may know without even thinking about it."

That much wastrue. If scientists knew whereto look, they were morelikdly to find something. “How
long did it take Manny to work out the details after he'd read that section?”

"Maybe twenty years."
"And how long before theinvasons?'

Marie shrugged fetchingly, her breasts moving just dightly to keep pace with her shoulders. “Maybe two
years, if were lucky.”

He put hisfacein hishands. “ Therés no possible way."

* k x %

Jake's body groaned as he stretched out on the thin pad he'd been given. Every muscle ached although
hed put hisimplant to work pumping up the endorphins and accel erating deployment of naturd steroids.

"Get up, you bum. It'slate.” Cadtil€'s voice was joined by her sharp-toed shoe, which jammed himin the
ribs.

It wasn't late. In fact, hisimplant told him it was only fivein the morning, loca time. The sun should bardly
be above the horizon.

"Go away."

"Uh-un. It'sanew day. Y ou've got twenty more barrelsto wash and my tutor isback.” Castile made a
face. “If you want my help, you'd better move."

He thought about telling her he didn't need any help, but then he moved his arms and dmost screamed.
He was sore in muscles he hadn't even known he had.

"Wedidn't start yesterday until after ten."

"That'swhen Eric getshere”

"Oh.” He stood, wondering why he'd drunk so much beer. “ Did you redly make that mead?”’

Cadtile grinned. She had her father's hair and strong jaw, but Jake could see flashes of the pure femininity



that Castile's mother exuded pesking from underneeth that. “Y ou liked it, didn't you?”
"It was good.”

"I've been experimenting with different wine yeasts. That and the flowers the bees used for their honey
are what make for the big taste differences. Y ou can't just use beer yeast."

IINO?I

"Huh-un. ‘ Cause barley makes matos and honey doesn't have that much maltos. I've been experimenting
with different yeasts for the last two years.”

Jake rubbed his eyes, ingructed his medica implant to give him ashot of whatever naturd substitute
existed for caffeine, and stood. “ So you're into this beermaking stuff too, are you?”'

Cadtile put her hands on her hips. “Thisisn't just about beer. We have some of the old books, you know.
Thaose that got copied before the old readerslost their power. Dad's beermaking isthe beginning of
indugtridization. That'swhy I'm studying mead and blackamithing.”

"Always assuming that Otranto istill here by the time you grow up,” Jeke reminded her.

"Likeyou're such an adult,” Castile answered. “ Besides, that'swhy I'm helping you. Y ou're going to
teach me those spacer fighting moves you used yesterday.”

Jake started to shrug, then stopped abruptly as the muscle aches cut in. He cranked up the pain
avoidancein hisimplant athough he knew he would end up more banged up without the warnings that
pain provided.

"Besdes,” Cadtile continued, giggling. “Mead is more fun than beer. Honey has more sugar and so you
get ahigher acohol content. A couple of glasses and ook out world.”

How much had he drunk the previous evening? Jake didn't have a clue but he instructed hisimplant to do
its best with whatever remained of acohol toxins il floating around in his system. As soon as he got off
this planet, Jake promised himself held upgrade to afull pharm kit rather than the basic medica system
he'd bought.

"Wdll, your mead was good,” he said, trying to placate Cadtile. “1 don't suppose there's a chance of
breakfast before we start working."

"How fast can you eat?"
Helooked at her, completely suspicious. “Why."
"Bregkfast is about over. Better move that cute little tush of yours."

Cadtile gave him aswat as he headed past her toward the dining room. He was completely in control of
his reflexes thistime and didn't even come close to breaking her arm. He might be weak by Arcadia
standards, but that didn't mean he was completely helpless.

Breakfast was agrest dedl like dinner except there was less talking. Manny wasfinishing up last minute
ingtructions on the mix of beersthey would start that day, the supplies available for journeyman projects,
and the break they'd require when the teeamsters arrived for their daily loads.

"Do you load those whole barrels on carts?’ Jake asked Angert who had been frowning a him since hedd
sat down.



"Those big barrels are for primary fermentation only. For secondary, we decant to smaler barrels. Those
arethe oneswe ship."

"Why don't you use bottles? That's the way beer is served in the civilized planets.”

"We know that, idiot. Why do you think the boss and the boss's lady wanted your help. If you know
how to make cheap glass, we could double our business.”

Glass was made out of sand. That, unfortunately, summed up everything Jake knew about it. He checked
his computer implant without much hope and came up empty there. “ Sorry."

"Y eah, metoo. Well, at least keep the barrels clean and you've earned your keep."
"For aslong aswe're till here,” Theo added.

"Aren't you finished yet? I've never seen anyone eat as much asyou.” Cadtile had finished and was
obvioudy inahurry.

Jake grabbed half aloaf of bread off the table and followed Cadtile out to the cleaning area. Twenty
barrdls, looking aimost identica to the ones they'd washed the previous day, stood waiting.

A growing redlization that he could bein for along spell hit Jake.
"What?'
"l wasthinking | might spend the rest of my life rolling these barrelsinto the stream.”

"Nah. If you keep eating the way you do, you'll either be able to carry them or you won't be able to
waddle"

He grasped the first barrel and pushed. It moved alittle more than it had the previous day. Progress. “I'm
trying to get used to the higher gravity."

"I've heard about gravity but | don't really understand how it works,” Cadtile told him.

Thiswas another opportunity to look smart. Unfortunatdly, Jake's full understanding of gravity could be
summed up with thefact that it made applesfall on scientists heads. Not particularly useful.



Chapter 3

"Get your lazy butt outside and help me load the wagons.” Manny's sweet had soaked through the hard
leather of hisapron and his gut seemed to have shrunken visibly during the past hours.

"But dad, you know how wesk heis."

With supporterslike Cadtile, Jake would amost rather stick with his detractors. He pulled himself from
the barrdl held been washing. “I'm on my way, boss."

"Y ou may not have noticed, but after amonth of good food, your week little plaything has put on some
muscle,” Manny ingtructed his daughter. “Y ou'd better watch out for him now.” Helaughed loudly,
smashing hisfigt againg histhigh.

During his month on the job, Jake could think of exactly two suggestions hed made that had actualy
helped Manny's business. Hed made no progress at dl on getting off the planet.

Even histwo suggestions—offering some of the master brewers specia blends at a premium price, and
plumbing up a system to speed barrel washing—were hardly world-atering insights. He had toyed with
theidea of alogo and dogan, but Manny had put hisfoot down when Jake had suggested hiring an
atist. They'd drink enough to bankrupt me, had been Manny's exact response.

AsManny said, al Jake had to show for the month was some added muscle and a deeper understanding
of primitive beermaking. Neither made him unique on Arcadianor would they help him if he ever got
back to space. Time was wasting and helping load carts was an even bigger waste.

Four of Manny's beefiest assstants stood around a huge wagon pulled by the six biggest horses Jake had
ever seen. Of course he hadn't ever seen ahorse before coming to Arcadia, but he'd seen plenty since.
The remains of ashattered barrel and an expanding pool of beer lay next to the wagon. One of the
horses sucked at the puddle.

"What's the problem?’ Jake asked.
"Aredl you spacersdow, or isit just you?"
"Probably dl of us,” Jake answered. “'Course I've got it better than most."

"I'll bet.” Manny mopped his swesting forehead with arag that aready dripped, then pointed an accusing
finger at the teamster who seemed to be encouraging his animalsto take advantage of the free treet.

"Arniethere built hiscart just alittle higher than everyonedse.”
"Keegps me away from the mud,” Arnie announced. He spit into the beer pond.

"Right. So loading hisvehicle creates aproblem,” Manny continued. “I thought we'd use some of that
new muscle I've been paying for."

"Y ou want meto pick up athousand kilograms of beer?” He did a quick body scan. Sure enough, he
had increased his body mass and increased his strength by agood thirty percent over the past month.
That didn't make him anything to write home abot.

"Actudly, | thought you'd help the rest of us. Unlessyou've got aspacer trick.” Thislast was somewhere
between a sarcastic comment and a serious question.



Jake decided to take it asaquestion. “We could rig up ablock and tackle.” They still loaded shuttles that
way, dthough no people actualy tugged on ropes back in civilization.

"Y eah, and we could increase the height of the ramp too, if we had time. Any other brilliant ideas?
Jake shook his head. He was still low man on the guild totem pole. He should have kept his mouth shuit.
"Areyou going to help us, Arnie?’ The words were a question, but Manny's tone made it a command.

"Somebody's got to mind the horses. Wouldn't want them to take off next time abeer barrel smashes
next to their faces."

"Great. Cadtile has been looking for something to do.”
Cadtile stepped out of a shadow.

"Oh, dl right. I'm dready late. | don't suppose it would hurt any to give your men ahand.” Arnie'seyes
never left Cadtile, though. Hiswhole body seemed to twitch with each step she took.

"Y our daughter isgrowing up,” he commented. “1've dways liked my women young.”

Arnieswords were followed by complete silence. The whisper of one journeyman talking to another,
Cadtileés small words of comfort to the horse as she dissuaded him from further attempts on the il
expanding lake of beer, even the omnipresent cicadas seemed struck dumb.

Manny's face went from red to white. He opened his mouth, shut it, then opened it again. “Y ou've been
tempting fate for along time, Arnie, but now you've crossed the line. Do you redly think working for the
Granger ambassador gives you that much protection? | probably killed a hundred Granger when | wasa
mercenary. You think I'd be afraid to add another to the list?

In amonth working for the man, Jake thought he'd seen every side of him. Manny'sice-cold voice and
hard stare were something completely new.

Manny was alarge and powerful man. Arniewasamonger.

Moving at aspeed that shouldn't have been possible on ahigh-gravity planet like Arcadia, Arnie whipped
out aknife and closed the distance to the waiting Manny who hadn't even taken his hands from his hips.

It was none of his business, Jake reminded himsdlf. Sure Manny had fed him, but hed dso pad hima
pittance and treated him like he was afoolish child.

By the time held reasoned that through, he'd reached Arni€'s knife arm, grasped it, and swung the
oversized giant over hiship in as sweet athrow as he could remember.

Arnie landed hard but bounced back fast. Thistime he swung hisknife hand in an arch designed to fool
Jake's eyes and nullify hishands. Arnie wasn't just big, and quick. He aso knew something about knife
fighting.

"Meet my pet spacer,” Manny said. *'
handle Arnie”

Course he'sthe runt of the litter. Jake, you back off and let me

Arnie's gaze flickered between the two men. “ Pet spacer? Hmm—I heard you'd taken on anew
apprentice. Y ou know the rules, Delphonte. An apprentice strikes a master, he loses that hand.”

"I didn't seeany driking,” Cadtile caled out. “Looked to melike you were trying to knife my dad and fell



over poor Jake."

"Y eah. Wdll, you're awoman. Otranto may be a pathetic has-been, but at least we don't listen to women
inour courts. So let go of my horses. Delphonte, if you want to load my wagon, you'll do it with no help
fromme"

He jerked the reins suddenly, sending Castile sprawling.
Manny grasped Jake'sarm. “Hewon't hurt her and he has powerful alies."”
"But hewastrying to kill you,” Jake whispered.

Manny shrugged. “When heisn't doing ddliveries, he doesalittlekilling for hisboss. Inthiscase, | don't
know if it's persond or Arnie doing hisjob.

"If Emperor Fernis wasn't such aweakling, he'dd kick the Granger out of Otranto City and send an army
to keep them out."

* k x %

Jake nodded but he understood Fernis's position too. If your army were made up of mercenarieswho
aready knew they werefighting alosing battle, you wouldn't risk it more often than you had to. That
meant taking a certain amount of abuse from more powerful enemies. It made sense that the Granger
would take every opportunity to disrupt any attempt to revive the Otranto economy. Which Manny's
brewery certainly was.

Jake barely controlled himself as Arnie swung afist in Castil€'s direction—ablow she negtly avoided.
"Helooks serious.”

"Injuring up aMaster's daughter would cost him five gold and cause problems for his boss. He might risk
the fine but the ambassador triesto cultivate the Otranto masses.”

Sure enough, Arnieflipped hisknifein theair, caught it by the hilt, and deposited it back to hisbelt.
“Load up the ambassador's beer."

Manny looked at the smashed barrel. “We wouldn't want another terrible accident, would we? Let's
block the whedls so they don't dip.”

From Arnie's scowl, Jake guessed he'd planned to move the cart just as the men lifted the tons of beer
onto it. Even asmdl lurch could result in abig fal—as the now evaporating puddie of beer tetified.

Once the blocks had been set, Manny positioned his men around the next barrel. Together, they lifted the
heavy container. The timbers of Arni€'swagon creaked under the load but held.

"Onemore,” Arnie commanded. “Careful not to strain yoursdlf, boys.”

Jake was shocked at the amount of weight his monitors said he had been able to shoulder. Even when
he'd played shortstop for his college baseball team, held been lucky to deadweight lift eighty kilograms.
Now he wasifting more than twice that.

The second barrel proved no more difficult, athough one of Arnie's horses, the onethat had drunk al the
beer, didn't ook very happy about the load.

"I'll be back with the Metropolis,” Arnie snarled as heleft. “They'll take care of that supposed apprentice
and that perjuring daughter of yours."



Manny's hand clasped Jake's shoulder. “Maybe it'stime we tried out a couple of your marketing idess.
Outsde of town."

* * * %

Jake stared a the mismatched mules pulling hiswagon, one yellow and barely larger than apony, the
other ahuge animal that |ooked like the result of a breeding between a donkey and a Shire. A second
pair followed docilely pulling the second cart in their makeshift caravan.

"I'm hungry.” Sincethey'd left Otranto City, Castile had aternated between sitting next to him on the
wagon bench, driving the second team, and skipping ahead of the mules on the stone-paved road. Now
she swung up onto the seat beside him.

"Wejud ate.”

"I'm hungry again."

Hewastoo and it was a problem. His habits, formed by twenty-one mostly sedentary yearsin much
lower gravity, led him to prepare small medls. His new appetite, created by ahigh-gravity planet and
plenty of exercise, demanded that he more than double hisnormal calorie count. During the two days
they'd been traveling, food had been the most frequent topic of conversation.

"Would the Metropolitan Guard redly have listened to Arnie rather than to you and your dad?’ he asked,
trying to keep his mind off of food for at least aminute. Later, when they stopped, held cook up ahuge
batch of the beans and rice Marie had sent with them. If they stopped now, built afire and cooked, it
would be near dark by the time they were ready to hit the road again. Fast food was a concept Arcadia
had lost. He wondered if held be doing the planet any favorsif he reintroduced that invention.

"Half of the Guard arein the Danid, the Granger Ambassador's pay,” Cadtiletold him. Apparently she'd
made her food protest and was ready to let him distract her.

"Literdly hdf? Or are you exaggerating?’ The only reason for such widespread corruption was that the
Granger were planning on moving soon—jprobably within the yeer.

"At leagt haf. With the Emperor paying them brass washed with slver, Granger gold looks awful
atractive”

Jake shook his head. He till planned on laying low, building up a stock of trading goods thet the civilized
worldswould be interested in, and getting out of here. Increasingly, though, it looked like the tired
remnants of the Otranto Empire wouldn't be around long enough to meet his plans. From what he'd read
about ancient warfare, a start-up merchant wouldn't have much chancein awar zone.

"Maybe your father had an ulterior motive on sending uson thistrip, then,” Jake said.
Cadtile gave him asuspiciouslook. “ Of course he had an ulterior motive. He used to be agenerd.”

"Oh.” Cadtile was definitely not the kind of girl who'd ooh and ah over mae discoveries. “ So you think he
wants us to scout out someplace where he could relocate if Otranto City fallsto the Granger?”

Cadtiles glare spoke of contempt. “He's sending usto scout the territory. Also, if weredly can find some
new markets for our beer and mead, so much the better.”

Jake spotted awooded area a couple of kilometers ahead and shook the mules' reinsto get them moving
alittle faster than the dow trudge. If Castile was right, it was up to him to figure out away to savethe
Ddphonte family, and Manny wasn't going to do anything to help him.



"Thiswasn't thefirst time the Granger tried to shut Dad down.” Castile hopped from the wagon and
walked aongside picking wildflowers and twining them through her hair.

Jake nodded. “ Countries with dynamic economies are alot harder to conquer. But I'd think your father
would be rdatively safe from overt attack. Since he makes most of the beer in Otranto City, the people
would probably riot if the Granger move too obvioudy."

Cadtile'slaugh was bright but had a fruity tone—the laughter of awoman rather than achild. “Dad'sa
barbarian. Asfar asthe mob is concerned, they're as bad as the Granger, no matter that they've been
fighting our warsfor usfor the past two hundred years. Besides, he's put alot of other brewers out of
business. Those who don't work for him hate him."

Jake's sudies of ancient literature should have prepared him for thistype of irrational economics, but he
was still surprised. He was aso surprised that a barbarian like Manny had been able to marry an Otranto
princess. What if Jake could—he cut off that train of thought. He might be a barbarian by Otranto
standards, but Castile had aready told him that Manny had been agenerd. The market for ancient
literature mgjors with newly minted MBA degreeswaslikdly to be alot less attractive.

"How'd your dad become so successful, then?"

Cadtile nodded soberly. “He was a mercenary. Won acouple of battles. So there was nothing they could
do but marry him to aprincess and let him do whatever he wants as long as he stays far away from

politics”

"Staying away from palitics soundslike agood idea.” Offhand, Jake couldn't think of anyone who'd gone
into politics and come out a happier person. Richer, maybe. Happier, no.

"It was agood idea as long as Emperor Julian lived. He was asoldier like dad. Now he's dead and
Emperor Fernisisin charge. HE's only interested in two things. Keeping the mob happy and keeping the
Granger happy. And Dad getsin the way of both of those gods.”

Maybe s0, but Manny was gill in business. “Let me guess. Y our father stays out of palitics, but your
mother keeps her finger in the pot?”

Cadtilegrinned a him asif hewasadightly dow student who'd finaly learned an important lesson. “Right
thefirst time. There's got to be some advantage to being married to an Otranto princess.”

Jake managed not to smile. To Castile, Marie was probably just impossibly old. Jake though, could think
of alot of advantagesto being married to a princess who looked like Marie, even if she didn't dabblein

politics.
"Hey. It lookslike theré's avillage behind those trees,” he said changing the subject to avoid saying
anything redlly stupid.

Cadtile hopped back on the wagon and stretched. “If therésan Inn, | get the bed. Let's seeif we can sl
them some mead at the tavern and make some money on thistrip.”

Jake had no doubt that they'd like Castile's mead: they'd be insane not to. Now that he'd experienced a
couple of days on theroad, he wasn't convinced that even avibrant market could justify the costs of
hauling heavy barrels of beer and mead across the countryside. And from what he could see of the village
they were approaching, the words vibrant market weren't jJumping to hislips.

Asthey crossed the outskirts of the town, Jake realized that it had once been far larger. Sheep stared at
them from the open atriums of abandoned villas. Beautiful mosaic tiles depicted alegorica subjects and



were now overgrown by some of the same nature they'd celebrated.

Closer to the ancient center of the town, maost of the buildings had been pulled down. The building
materid had obvioudy goneinto construction of arough wall that seemed equally composed of dirt and
ancient statues that would fetch tens of thousands of credits back home.

"What happened here?’ Jake whispered.
Cadtile looked around. “What do you mean?"
"I mean, this used to be agood sized town. Now it's awreck.

"Looks pretty norma to me.” She glanced around, indifferent to the gradua decline of a once beautiful
village. “ Come on and let'sfind that tavern before dark.”

The town's gates hung open, with one of them dipped from one hinge and drooping down like an old
man too tired to pick himsdf up yet unable to surrender.

Jake shivered at the image and at Cadtile'sindifference. Otranto seemed caught by awasting disease.
Thisvillage was Smply another example.

Jake pulled their wagons next to atavern marked with alarge sgn proclaiming it to be the Ax and Shoe,
then unloaded asmall flask of Castile's mead.

Cadtile stepped behind him onto the wagon and pulled the canvas covers closed. “I'll only be aminute.”

Whatever ese Castile might be, she was afemae. He would believe she could dressin aminute when he
saw it.

It was, according to hisimplant, exactly sixty-five secondslater when Cadtile emerged. Somehow, during
that period, she had transformed herself from the androgynous child who skipped in front of the wagon to
ayounger verson of aMariein her merchant princess guise.

"Will I do, Sr?” sheasked.

Heredized his eyes must be bugging out. He nodded. “That is an excellent plan. They'll value the mead
moreif it s;emsto come from an aristocrat.”

"Wl that too.” Cadtile giggled, transforming from beautiful woman to child in that moment, then abruptly
transmuting back. “Let'sgo. I'm hungry.”

* * % %

The barkeep reminded Jake of Manny athough, later, when he pointed out the resemblance to Cadtile,
sheld hit him. Unlike Manny, this man was short and scrawny and he squinted when he looked at
anything. Squint or not, helooked around his domain with complete confidence, asif he planned on
taking care of himsdf no matter what €l se happened.

"I'm Lucer, your hot” he said. “I've got lamb stew in the pot and bread in the oven. Arethere others
coming?'

"Uh, no,” Jake started.

"I'll talk to him.” Castile walked imperioudy to the bar.

"Wedon't get alot of aristocratsin here,” Lucer said. He spat into asmall spittoon near the bar. “No



gredt loss.”
"Perhapsthat is because they abhor the taste of your brew."
"Perhaps that's because they won't leave Otranto City when the empireis collgpsing around them.”

"Oh?1 suppose you think you're doing agreet ded for the empire sitting in the middle of adying town
brewing aswill that probably poisons anyone who comesin contact with it."

"l wasasoldier for thirty years. | guess I've done my share. * Course | wouldn't expect either you or your
servant would understand that."

Cadtile might look like a princess but sheld certainly missed something when it came to slestechnique.

"I'msurewe dl do what we can,” Jake remongtrated. “By way of gpology for any insult, why don't we
share adrop of mead?’

"l servedehere” Lucer answered. His eyeswere narrowed and he half-reached for asword that wasn't
there.

"And well have asample of that aswdll."

"If your migtress insults me any more, I'm putting you out on the street, aristocrat or no."
"Cadtilewon't insult you."

"Don't talk about me like I'm not here. And my mead isfor sale, not for free samples.”

"We have to sample before we can sdll,” Jake reminded her. *Y ou have to understand the artistic
temperament,” hetold Lucer.

L ucer's face went through an amazing transformation, from anger, to hostility, to pure disbdief. “ Y ou
want to sell me something and you comein here like you've just come from the capitd itsdlf?*

"We did come from the capitd.”

Lucer shook hishead. “Y ou're expecting meto believe that they make something in Otranto City besides
taxes? | wasn't born yesterday. And even if they did, they'd never send it out to the stickslikethis.
They'd giveit to the barbarians or the infidel s to keep them from attacking for another day.”

"Y ou haven't heard of Manny Del phonte's brewery?'
"Big man. Voicelike an e ephant.”
"That would be Castilesfather.”

Another facia transformation. Lucer spun around, grasped Cagtile by the arms, and pulled her to him,
kissing her on both cheeks. “ So the Generd findly got hiswish. The mother must be aknockout if aman
asugly asManny could giveriseto this"

"My mother isa princess."

"And therefore genetically beautiful, of course” He shook his head. Delphonte was my first Sergeant.
Even then, he was moving up, though. And now he has abrewery?'

"He hasthe largest brewery in Ortranto.”



Lucer dammed afigt into the solid oaken bar. “ Excdlent. | hope he putstheir entire guild out of business.
There has never been such aband of thievesin the world. Soldiers used to fear Ortranto City because of
the price of its beer and becauseit killed as often as did an enemy's sword.”

"Would you liketo try the mead, then?’ Jake asked. He seized the flask from Castile and pulled the cork
dlowing therich aromatofill theair.

"I should have a couple of glasses here somewhere.” Lucer vanished behind his bar and began rattling
deep in acupboard. The ideathat abar might be nearly glass-free surprised Jake. For the second timein
aweek, he cursed the choice of reading materials stored in hisimplant. If he had any clue how to
manufacture glass, he could get rich.

Finally Lucer emerged, triumphantly holding asmall glassthe size of a shot-glass, a cracked earthenware
mug, and what looked like a Ming teacup.

"What isthis?” Jake demanded, gingerly inspecting the paper-thin ceramic.

Lucer shrugged. “One of the villages nearby makes them. Some crazy man from way off in Sharamoved
in, built akiln and started experimenting with glazes and clays. The church burned him at the stake after a
couple of years but some of the villagers kept what he learned and continued his art. According to the
man who sold thisto me, thiscup isan origind. Made by Master Kwong himself.” He amiled. “Not
likely, of course”

"It'sbeautiful,” Castile observed. “But not very practicd.”

It could be practical for aspace trader, Jake redized. Old-Earth Ming porcelain existed only in museums
or inthe homes of afew of thetruly ancient trading families. Although molecular reproductions were
common, handmade new cregtions of quality comparable to the ancient Chinese works could be worth
thousands. A hold full of artworks like this could be the ticket to the upper echelon within the galactic

plutocracy.
"Areyou going to pour, or are you just going to stare at my crockery?’ Lucer demanded.
Jake poured.

Lucer took the shot glass and Castile the Ming teacup leaving Jake the cracked mug. He didn't mind. He
wanted to buy the monopoly on the porcelain, not drink from asingle piece of it.

"Y ou know you're wasting your time here, don't you?’ Lucer demanded, the glass halfway to his mouth.
"Why do you say that?'

"Look at thevillage” Lucer waved hisarm in away to take in the surrounding huts and decaying villas.
“It'sdying. We pay taxesto Otranto, then we pay taxes again to the Granger. We are |eft with too little
for more than lifes necessties.”

"Yet you are dill here” Cadtile remarked. “1 think there must be more to the story than you aretdling.”

"l waswarning you not to expect anything when | try this. Since you won't take my warning, I've certainly
donewhat | could to repay what | owe your father.”

L ucer opened his mouth, poured in the entire contents of the shotglass, and smiled.

"Ah. Quitenice. I'll have another if you don't mind.”



Jake ignored Cadtile's gesture, the universal rubbing together of thumb and forefinger meaning ‘ get the
money.'

"Do the tax collectors come to you, or do you send your taxes to them?” Jake asked as he poured the
refill.

"They come here, of course. Do you think we are mad enough to send money to people without the
swords to back it up?"

"And do they vidt your inn?"
"Sometimes.” He paused. “Well, dways. Not like there's another innin aday'strave.”

That didn't sound encouraging. In the few hours when they'd hastily packed, Manny had told Jeke of
dozens of towns and villages within a couple of days journey from the capitol. From what they'd seen,
Stuations had deteriorated in the years Snce Manny had retired from fighting to become afull-time
brewer.

"Thesetax collectors. Do you serve them what everyone e se edts, at the same price?’
"| try to gougethem alittle.”

Otranto had alot to learn about tourism. “ A little? Y ou've got to do more if you want to get your money
back from them.”

Lucer downed his second glass of mead and held out the shotglass for another sample. “Likewhat?"

"Like cook something special, and offer them something that only they can afford. Something, perhaps,
like Castileé's mead. Y ou could charge perhaps three silver shieldsfor acup like this.” He pointed to
Cadtile's smdl coffee cup.

Lucer looked at him, then began to snicker. “ Three shields. Y ou've spent too long in the capitol. Nobody
here hasthat kind of money."

"Thetax collectors do,” Jake argued. “ Then there must be merchants who come through.”

Lucer shook hishead. “Long ago. | haven't seen a merchant caravan since | returned from the wars
fifteen yearsago.”

"All right, just the tax collectors, then. And perhaps for awedding.” A thought hit him. “Do you have
priests nearby?'

"Everyone has priests nearby. They are like maggotsthat gather on the bodies of the dying.”

Y ou couldn't be an ancient literature mgor without studying history. “The church dways has money. Y ou
could get some back."

Lucer shrugged. “They have their own breweries. The priests are even less anxiousto share their wedlth
with the poor than are the tax collectors. Anirony, isit not."

Jake poured afourth glassfor Lucer and watched him swallow it down. “Between specia occasionsfor
the villagers, the two sets of tax collectors, an occasional merchant, and frequent visits from priests, once
word gets around that you have something specid, 1'd guessthat you'll need about fifty litersayear.”

"Fifty litersayear?’ Both Lucer and Castile gave indignant squawks.



"Y our servant isamadman,” Lucer told Cadtile.
"Fifty litersayear isnearly my entire production,” Castile added. “1 would beinsaneto giveit al to you."
"Your entire production?'

"I haveto search for the right mix of honey, blend it in just the right proportions, siphon it to leave the silt
behind. | couldn't possibly offer you more than, uh, fivelitersayear."

Lucer eased to the seat beside Cadtile. “My son will be wanting to take over thisinn now that he's nearly
grown."

Jake didnt like the sound of that although he couldn't explain why.
llArﬂ?l
"And | have been married to the same woman for twenty years."

Jake was now officialy clueless on where this conversation was headed. Held thought he had Lucer right
where he wanted him. Castile's offer of fivelitersayear had been perfect. Lucer should be arguing for
more, not telling them the story of hislife,

"Tax collectors and priests vist many villages,” Lucer continued.

"Tootrue,” Jake agreed. Tax collectorswere auniversa. Evenif he got off this cesspool of a planet,
found away to lose the Commodity Police, and caught a new attempt to manipulate the commodity
markets, held still end up owing ninety percent of histake to the Revenue Service.

Lucer narrowed hiseyes. “If you are traveling through the countryside, you aren't back in Otranto City
brewing thiswonderful meed.”

Lucer held out hishand again. Thistime, Jakefilled Lucer's glass only hafway. The hook was set. Now
they had to learn what they'd caught.

"Our busnessis certainly expensve,” Jake agreed. “ Still, you will achieve agood margin when you buy
by theliter and sdll by the glass”

"But if atrader could take your mead and share it among the villages and cities of lesser Otranto, you
could stay in the capitol, enjoy the culture of that fine city, and make more mead.”

"Didn't you just tell usthat no such tradersexist?’ Castile asked.

Lucer shrugged. “What would they have to sal when each village works to become sdlf-sufficient?
Already, you have shown metwo thingsthat | could sdll. The mead and the porcelain from Ancor.
Different townswill have their own distinctive commodities. A smart trader could dowell.” Heheld a
finger to hisnose. “A trader who was experienced enough in battle to dissuade the thieves who roam the
roadsin search of easy loot."

"If other villages are as poor as yours, what would you sdll for?” Jake asked.

"Even the poor need some luxuriesin ther lives. Asyou said, there are dways aristocrats, tax collectors,
and priests.” Lucer'sface took on a pathetic look. “I'll probably go bankrupt, of course. The expenses of
merchandisng are high."

"Don't try to bargain too hard. We haven't said we want afactor,” Cadtile said.



"You sdl your mead to me, | sell it to others. We dl benefit.”

Jake had a sneaking suspicion that Lucer might just drink up his profits, but the idea had a distinct appedl.
"My son,” Lucer continued, “will buy threeliters.”

"Thetll hardly—"

Lucer interrupted Jake before he could really get started. “Later | will sell him more, a aprice agreeable
between father and son.”



Chapter 4

Jake looked behind him but the Sight hadn't improved. At least ten riders were bearing down on them.
He toyed with the idea that they were desperate merchants hoping to buy some of Castile's mead before
it was gone. Theideawastoo ridiculousto maintain. Their attire, their riding style, and their wegpons
spoke of bandit.

"Cadtile, goright. I'll taketheleft.” Lucer spurred hismule off the road and into the woods. Castile
dipped off the seat next to Jake and faded into the underbrush.

Jake hadn't liked the odds before. Now, deserted by his supposed friends, he liked them even less.
Could Lucer have set them up?

He briefly considered whipping the mulesinto something like atrot but rejected the idea dmaost as soon
asheld had it. He couldn't outrun the freshly mounted bandits no matter what he did. And killing his
mules, even assuming muleswould run until they died, wouldn't delay the inevitable more than afew
minutes.

He could aso abandon the carts and all of their property like Cagtile and Manny had done. But where
would he go if he did? Returning to Manny without daughter or wagons would ensure that he was sold
into davery—if he waslucky. The bandits couldn't be worse than Manny on arampage. Jake shrugged
his shoulders. Who knew, maybe they'd settle for abeer.

Five minuteslater, the bandits surrounded him, forcing him to pull hismulesto astop.

"Good afternoon,” Jake began. “I hope that you're interested in amug of fine ae from the Delphonte
breweries” Helowered hisvoice asif including the banditsin aconspiracy. | was able to buy severd of
the master brews.”

"I wouldn't mind abrew mysdlf,” the bandit leader said. He was ashort and dender man but his muscles
bulged and his cold gray eyes seemed to cut through Jake like a blade through Castile's mead.

"| can offer you aspecid price, then,” Jake effused. “ Just because | want to lighten my load beforel
climb the Erlang hills, | will sell you an entire cask for two silver shidds. If you're going my way, I'll throw
in another cask when we reach Erlang itself as payment for helping defend the cart againgt bandits.™

"BUE"
The leader held up ahand before his man could pop out with the fact that they were, themsealves, bandits.
"Well take our cask now. If it'sany good, well bodyguard you al right.”

Jake no more believed that than he believed that Trabert would send ashuttle to pick him up. He did
believe the bandits would kegp him dive at least |ong enough to drive the wagons until they'd gotten him
to wherever they were going. They'd probably dit histhroat when they got there, but keeping aive until
then would be worth something. Maybe the time would give him a chance to turn thisto his advantage.

"Wdll,” helooked at the bandits. “Y ou look like astrong group and | have heard about the problems
merchants have been having. | guessthat'safair ded.”

Cadtile had suggested equipping one of the casks with poisoned beer. Jake had refused. In a society
where even the children drink beer, it would be too easy for an innocent accident to lead to desth. Right
now, he wished held been alittle lessnoble.



He reached back for a cask of one of the less spectacular master brews and pulled it out.

The leader watched him carefully, his hand on the hilt of hiswegpon. Three of hisfellow banditswere
archers. All had strung their bows and were now pointing arrows at Jake.

Jake pretended not to see them and knocked out the bung. If he survived this mess, hed deserve an
Oscar.

"Pour methefirst cup,” the leader ordered.
"But | spotted them, Harold,” one of hisflunkieswhined.
Harold silenced hiswhining colleague with aquick glare. “ Pour thefirst beer for me."

Swearing that, from then on, held listen to Castile and carry poisoned beer, Jake nodded. He took out
the pewter mug which Marie had given him and filled it with the foaming brew. Manny had introduced the
idea of pressure and second fermentation so Jake hadn't even been able to suggest that.

"What's that on top?’ the Harold demanded.

"It'sbeer. That'sitshead,” Jake answered. “Trust me, you're going to like this. Del phonte knows how to
brew beer."

Harold took the cup, inspected it, and handed it back. “Now you drink it down."

Jake looked at Harold, then at the beer mug. Maybe poisoned beer wasn't such agreeat idea after all. If
Harold could figure that out, Jake suspected that just about any bandit would.

"Y ou want meto drink my own beer?'
"Why? Thereisn't anything wrong with it, isthere?'

Thanking hisfatesthat there wasn't anything wrong with the beer, Jake shook his head. “Mighty generous
of you, then. Mud in your eye.” He downed the mug with an overly expressive ‘aah,” and much wiping of
the foam from hisface. “Nobody like Del phonte when it comesto superior brews. Mind if | have
another?'

Harold'slip barely turned up. “1 think one was sufficient.” He took the cask from the wagon where Jake
had laid it and sniffed the bunghole.

Harold turned to one of hisarchers. “Did he put anything in there?'
"Just poured it and drank it."
"Right. So | suggest we do the same.”

Two of Harold's men and Harold himsalf had mugs. The rest of the men held out iron caps. Harold
administered the beer generoudy, pouring the dregs of the brew onto the ground and then storing the
empty cask in the wagon.

"Well have another cask when we stop for the night,” he shouted.

That brought more cheers than Jake would have guessed. Apparently this group of bandits had been a
while without adequate beer. Of course this entire planet had been awhile without truly adequate beer.



"But the bargain we made.” Jake felt compelled to protest to keep up any semblance that he didn't know
what was going on. “Y ou said one cask now and another when we reach Erlang. We aren't even close.”

"Don't worry about it, boy-0.” Harold gave Jake a gape-toothed smile. “Well settle up with you once we
reach our destination.”

"Well dl right. But thisis special beer. It coslsmetwo slversacask and | can hardly el it for less” Jake
had once played an obsequious British servant in an ancient play from pre-space days so he felt
comfortablein thisrole. Asone of hismartid artsteachers had instructed him, appear weak so you can
be strong. Hewasn't a al sure about being strong, but he had the appearing weak down to a science.

* k k %

Darknessfdl with athump as drunken thieves dropped from their horses. Unfortunately, Harold hadn't
imbibed with therest, limiting himself to that single mug of de held taken hours before when they'd
waylaid Jeke.

"Y ou know, just last night | prayed for agodsend,” Harold told him as he dragged Jake off the wagon.
“Without drink, thisband of, uh, guardsisn't worth spit.” He spat to show hisemphass. “ Then you came
along. I'd say you were the answer to a poor man's prayers except everyone knows no deity would listen
tome"

Jake could play at stupid and at obsequious, but he had reached the limits of believability. Stupid or not,
it would be easier for Harold to kill him now than it would beto tie him up and risk letting him dit al of
their throats during the night. Jake had been certain he would find an opportunity to escape before now,
but Harold had watched him too carefully.

"| prayed that | would make it through the forest without running into thieves,” Jake admitted. “I guess
only one of usgot our wish."

Harold laughed, then clasped him on the shoulder. “Isn't that the way of the faith. Granting one man's
wish means another does without."

Harold'sarm felt like astedd mace. Jake had noticed the muscles. He hadn't redlized how strong Harold
was. Maybe he should have taken the chance to run when held had it. At least alifetime of davery wasa
lifetime. Getting histhroat dit wasn't anything at all.

"Once, | dreamed of becoming a bandit,” Jake mused aoud. “ Of charging out and stealing from therich,
only to share with the poor. If | return to Otranto without my merchandise and cart, I'll be sold into
davery. Right now, that dream of becoming a bandit sounds good."

Harold laughed, then shouted so his men could hear. “ So you think you could be a bandit, do you? With
the land filled with unpaid soldiers, how could afailed merchant hope to hold his head high?"

Severd of the bandits echoed Harold'slaughter. “Y ou tell him, boss."

"A merchant learnsto defend what is his own. How different isthat from a soldier who attacks to take
what belongsto others?!

"The differenceis that between aman who rides a cart to market and onewho ridesachariot in the
races. Just because both have whed's doesn't make them the same.”

Jake looked around, trying to put contempt in his gaze. “ Thereisn't aman here who I'd be afraid to fight.
Bare handed, or with astick against their sword.”



"Why should we fight you when we could smply kill you?" Harold seemed genuindy interested, willing to
caculate dim probability that this merchant might have something to offer beyond beer and mead.

"If you kill me, you'll never know how much assistance | could offer agroup of banditsliving off the land,
waiting to be hunted down when the emperor finally has enough and decidesto launch astrike.”

That got more laughter from al the men. “When good Emperor Fernis gets around to degling with the
bandits, helll findly haveto pay his mercenariesto doit. So welll go in and clean oursdves out. Then,
when Ferniss gold runs out, we'll be back in the forests.”

Jake could understand the benefits of amercenary army. Until low-cost muskets became available, an
urban civilian drafted into the armed forces could take monthsto train to abarely margind level.
Professiona soldiers, who spent their livestraining, were afar more cost-effective approach to battle.
Unfortunately, they were aterrible choice for the nation asthey aternately bled it dry with their demands
for more money, deserted when the enemy |ooked overwhelming, or smply ravaged the countryside for
anything they might find of use. Thiswasn't their country, after al. What did they care that they were
degtroying it?

Jake laughed loudly dthough he wasn't sure anyone would be convinced by hislaughter. “These men,
mercenaries? Even Fernis has better taste than to hire abedraggled lot like them.”

"He hasn't been too proud yet,” Harold snapped.

"He's not supposed to be too bright. Maybe it took him awhile to see that he was throwing away his

"Bagtard. I'll fight you.” Thelargest of the bandits spat into his huge hand, then clamped it down into a
fist. He repeated the exercise on the other side.

Jake decided jokes about chemica warfare would go over this crowd's head. “ Barehanded, isit?"

"If you beat him, you can use your stick against Cloviswith asword.” Harold gestured to abone-thin
man who towered even over Jake. And Jake wastall for thishigh gravity and nutritionally backward
planet.

"| sad I'd fight either, not both.”
"Don't worry. Therewon't be anything left for Clovisto dice,” hisgiant shouted.

"Form aring,” Harold ordered. “ Archers, keep your arrows pointed for the merchant's gut. If hetriesto
escape, shoot him."

"Any rules?’ Jake asked the giant who wasrapidly closingin on him.

"Yeah, theruleisyou die,” the giant shouted. He shot a heavy but dow fist toward Jake's head.
Jake automatically upped his heartrate and set asurge of adrenain through his system.
Blocking the punch was obvious. It was amost Jake'sfinal decision.

Jake's block was perfectly executed, bringing the hardness of hisforearm againgt the softness of the
giant'smuscle. He planned to follow with an ebow break, then maybe a knee to the midsection.

The giant'sfist kept coming, brushing past Jake's guard asif he'd been ayelow belt who didn't quite have
the technique down yet.



Jake spun out of the way, regling from ablow that just glanced off hisribs—despite his block and
everything he could put into it.

"Pretty little tricks work in the gymnasium, but on the battlefield they are worthless,” Harold intoned,
sounding for al theworld like one of Jake's business strategy instructors.

Pressing his advantage, the giant followed hisfirst punch with asecond and third. Jake was able to avoid
the second and nearly avoided the third, but dodging akilling strikeisalong way from victory.

Jake skipped back, throwing alow snap kick as the giant lumbered into range.

It barely missed the knee, histarget, but amisswas as good as amile. The giant staggered for a moment,
then let out ahorrible roar. “He kicked.”

"You said no rules” Harold didn't seem especialy concerned. He was, however, taking notes on athin
vellum pad using a space-provided balpoint pen. One of the billions manufactured to spread around the
gaaxy like so much popcorn. “The fight goeson.”

"Bah. Only children kick.” To Jake's ears, the giant's voice didn't sound labored at dl. It shouldn't be
possibleto carry that much weight without feding it, especidly in ahigh gravity planet. Apparently his
opponent made ahabit out of the impossible.

"Beat him, Norbert,” the siwordsman Clovis shouted.

"I'll beat him all right.” Norbert glanced down at the ground, then suddenly kicked aclod of dirt at Jake's
heed.

Jake had seen Norbert's glance and was ready for the ploy. He ducked, but then grabbed at hisface
pretending that he'd been blinded.

Norbert charged in, ready to end the fight. He also dropped his guard.

Jake smashed a spinning inside crescent kick into Norbert's throat, followed with an elbow just below
theribs, then danced away with aclearing front kick.

Indl of hisyears of martid artstraining, Jake had never actudly fought against ahuman. Thetraining
robots knew enough to hold their punches when they were at the point of breaking bone. Jake didn't
sugpect that Norbert had any smilar limitations.

"Fancy stuff,” Harold shouted out. “Looks like he has your number, Norbert.”

Norbert laughed. “When | catch him, | hurt him. When he catches me, he can do nothing. | think that
means| win."

Jake thought so too. That kick and elbow combination should have Norbert on the ground puking out his
guts, not exchanging noteswith hisboss.

Norbert dipped into a classic boxing stance, his hands up to protect hisface and his body angled away
from Jake. Obvioudy hed learned alittle caution. Equally obvioudy, he had at least some skill to go with
his huge size and gravity-enhanced strength.

A hundred and fifty kilograms of Norbert danced in, flashing jabs at Jake's head.

Jake ducked one, actually managed to block the second, and spun away from the third. He stopped his
oinjusgt intimeto pileamulekick into Norbert's crotch.



Norbert grasped the damaged area, squeaked the word “foul,” then collapsed.
"Must | kill him?’ Jake asked Harold. He was surprised hisvoice didn't squesk like Norbert's had.
"Let himlive. Heyidds"

"But hefouled me.” Already Norbert had regained some part of his breath and was scrambling to regain
hisfooting aswell.

"Norbert was a prize fighter in the arenas of Otranto for awhile. Heforgets that heisasoldier now, not a
circus performer.”

"| thought you were bandits."
Harold laughed. “Bandits, soldiers. Y ou make it sound like there isa difference.”
"l see” Aslong as Jake was talking, he wasn't dying.

According to Machiavelli, mercenaries are dways bad—if capable, their ambitionswill destroy you; if
incapable, they are worthless. From what Jake could see of Harold and his gang, old Mac had a point.
But Otranto city's overfed bureaucrats and sending them out against desert-hardened Granger warriors
didn't have any gpped either.

A citizen militiacould defend awalled city. Certainly that had to be alarge part of the explanation of why
Otranto had taken so long to fall. The city itsalf wasahard target. But no militia could be effective against
mounted raiders. Otranto needed a professiona army, but its professona army threatened to destroy it.

Jake shook hishead. Otranto's survival had nothing to do with him. He was a spacer with interests that
went far beyond the fate of a single nation on an obscure planet no one had ever heard of .

"That last kick was fairly obvious,” Harold said, breaking into Jake's reverie. He peered at his notes.
“The one where you jumped into the air and kicked Norbert in the throat, can you explain it to me?"

How to explain alifetime of martia arts? Except that Harold had hisown lifetime of training. “If | joined
your group, | could teach all of you afew tricks."

Harold's face darkened. “ Perhaps | was too polite with my question. I'll rephrase. Show me how to do
that kick or I'll kill you now."

Jake nodded. “Help yourself to another keg of ae,” he shouted out to Harold's men. “Well be afew
minutes before | have my chance againgt Clovis.” He paused a Harold's angry stare. “With your
permisson, of course."

Harold wastheir leader, but thiswas amob rather than a chain-of-command military organization. He
could no moretell them to leave the beer done than he could order them to stop breathing.

Jake took Harold through the mechanics of the crescent kick before adding the pivot and jump that made
it such an effective weapon. By the time held finished, the men had broached yet another keg of beer and
were fedling no pain. Even Norbert had joined in the drinking and the three archers had unstrung their
bows and caught up with the rest of the drinkers.

Unfortunately, neither Harold nor Clovis had touched adrop.

"Can | take him now, boss?” Clovis demanded when Harold had successfully completed the spinning
jump crescent kick for the third timein arow.



Harold narrowed hiseyes. “1'd like to see what tricks he has against the sword, yes.”

"Agang my sword, hewon't have anything.” Clovis spoke with the conviction of aman who truly
believesthat heisamaster swordsman. Well, Jake had been defeated before. It was completely possible
that he would be again now.

"I'll need agtick.” If he could sneak away now, he could come back in a couple of hours and steal back
what was |€eft of his cargo.

"Therésapile of wood near thefire.” Harold grinned a him. “Y ou don't serioudy expect that 1'd et you
wander away into the night, do you?'

Harold wasn't the most brilliant soldier Jake had ever met—not acompetitive field. Still, he seemed able
to guess each of Jake's plans before Jake had the chance to execute them. Jake walked to the woodpile
and sdlected astrong straight branch about six feet long.

"Y ou're going to use aquarterstaff against asword?’ Clovisturned to Harold. 1 thought hewas a
merchant, not a peasant.”

"It will be interesting to see how he proposes to defend against your weapon,” Harold admitted. “I have
never seen apeasant with astaff who could stand againgt atrained soldier.”

If he'd been abystander, Jake would have put money on the swordsman too. Still, the tree branch was
close enough to the bo's with which held trained to give him afighting chance. HEd barely begun his
sword training before he'd | eft the dojo and started on his short career as a pace merchant, but heldd
gotten hisfirst bo when held been seven.

Clovis gtared at him, then swept his sword across hisbody in afaint sdute.

Jake bowed, then spun his gtick around and switched hands.

"See, he does know some tricks.” Harold seemed amost ectetic.

"Sodol.” Clovis spoke softly. His calm voice seemed far more threatening than Norbert's bluster.

The man stepped into afencing stance, extended, then lunged with textbook form, except with twicethe
speed that Jake's neuro-training textbooks had indicated was common.

Jake knew enough about the sword to know that premature commitment universally leadsto problems.
Heforced himsdf to wait asthat sword point headed straight for hisright eye.

At thelast fractiona second, Clovisswrist flipped and the sword was pointing for his heart.
Jake parried, then riposted, sending the oppositetip of his staff plunging at Cloviss head.

Clovis shrugged, bringing up the sword to block the aff, then diding the edge of the blade aong the
grain of thewood in an attempt to dice off Jake'sfingers.

"Nice stickwork,” Harold said. “It appears to me that you've met your match, though, friend Jake."

Jake thought so too. Clovis used some fencing techniques, but his zen-like oneness with the sword made
him appear more like the ancient Samurai from earth's past than any collegiate fencing team member.

A few more passages | eft Jake with asomewhat shaved staff and a bleeding dice down hisribs.



"I'll remember that trick with the end of the gtaff,” Clovis promised. “Maybe next time | need to train
some peasantsto diein war, I'll show that to them. Who knows? It may keep one or two of them dive."

It wasn't going to keep Jake alive, though.

Hetried to pressthe attack, but it was instantly clear that thisleft him even more exposed to Cloviss
quick ripostes. Findly, he backed away panting, and ordered hisinterna systemsto flush out the poisons,
close off the bleeding wound, and prepareto die.

As his system obeyed him and shut down the capillaries that supplied hiswound with its blood supply, he
redlized he could try something completely desperate—something that only an implant-equipped spacer
could even congder. He could impa e himself on Cloviss sword, finish the swordsman off while his
weapon was unavailable, and then rely on hisinterna systemsto repair him before he died.

It was aterrible plan, but it was the only one he could think of.
"Wdl if itisnt my old friend, Clovis."

Cloviswhirled around at the sound of an unexpected voice. Jake recognized Lucer'sintonations ingtantly,
and took advantage of Cloviss momentary distraction by clouting the swordsman on the back of the
head.

At least he aimed for the back of Cloviss head. Although Jake moved silently, Clovis must have sensed
his movement and spun around, his sword coming up in aguard.

Ignoring technique, Jake put every ounce of his muscleinto the strike, smashed through Cloviss guard,
and rammed his staff into Cloviss head.

"| thought | saw someone el se on the wagon,” Harold said as L ucer stepped out from behind atree.
“Maybeit will beworth our whileto pay avist to the dave merchantsin Erlang.”

Lucer carried a heavy sword but was otherwise unarmed and unarmored. Harold had his sword, his
men, admittedly mostly drunk, and asmal arsena he carried over achain mail shirt.

"| cameto get my wagon and my partner,” Lucer said. “If you ingst on visiting the dave markets, | guess
wecanoblige.

"It's Sergeant Lucer,” one of the older bandits announced. “ Nobody's ever beaten himin afair fight."

Harold's eyeswidened. “Marc, Brian, circle around behind him. Fred, Cannal, get your bows ready for
god's sake."

One of the men, either Fred or Cannal, reached for his bow, then stopped. An arrow penetrated his
wrigt, pinning it to the tree where he'd leaned his weapon.

"He's got somebody with him,” the bandit who'd recognized L ucer announced. “1'm out of here.” He
turned and crashed through the woodsin the opposite direction from where the arrow had come.

"An arrow can't penetrate armor,” Harold announced. He ignored the crashing sound as severa of the
other bandits followed the deserter who'd first recognized Lucer.

"Tootrue.” Lucer swung hissword dmost asfast as Clovis had sivung his own, then suddenly shifted his
grip and caught Harold with the sword'sflat.

Harold collapsed into a heap.



"The rest of you get out of here. If you stay anywhere around, the posse will hunt you down like dogs.”

"Posse?’ Thiswasthefirst Jake had heard of any civil organization intended to protect innocent
merchants and pilgrims from attack.

"Posse, the fat man ismoving too dowly."
An arrow flashed out, creasing the pantsto Norbert'sleg.
That was enough for al of the bandits except Clovis and Harold. Those two slumbered on.

Lucer looked around, waited until the last sounds of running feet faded away, then called “coast is clesar.
Come on, pose."

Cadtile stepped out from behind atree. A thin bow, set with another arrow ready to launch, wasin her
hands.

"Anybody else?” Jake asked. Maybe Otranto could save hersdlf if people would show thistype of
concern for strangers.

L ucer spit on the ground. “We're it. Now how much of the beer do we have lft?

Lucer may have been asoldier once, but he was a merchant now. Hisfirst concern wasfor the wasted
beer.

They did aquick inventory, learning that they'd only lost the three barrels of de and none of Cadtil€'s
unique meed.

"Well, tie these two up and throw them in one of thewagons,” Lucer ordered. “I'm thinking that we can
find ausefor them.”

Jake complied while Castile covered him with her bow, watching for any evidence that either of the two
men might be conscious.

He heaved Harold's body into the wagon on top of Cloviss, then took thereins.
"| think we should get out of here."
Lucer nodded. “Y our banditswill be back soon. They left too much hereto just walk away."

" Should we burn everything they Ieft, then?” Cadtile asked, her voicefilled with an dmost sensuous
anticipation.

"They'd just rob from poor villagers until they replaceit,” Lucer said.

Lucer had recently been one of those villagers, Jake knew. How often had bandits comeinto hislife,
taken what they wanted, and then ridden away?

"Areweredly going to sdl these two in the dave marketsin Erlang?’ Castile sounded happy about that
ideatoo. Thiswas, Jake reminded himsdlf, a primitive planet.



Chapter 5
Harold sputtered back to consciousness after they'd gone about four miles. “ Aurgh.”

Cadtile dapped alead sgp againgt her pam. “ Should | hit him again?!

The bandit raid had showed Jake another side of Castile—a side rich with practical skillsand just atouch
of sadism. He hadn't even redlized she carried that weagpon. Had she been prepared for bandits?
Perhaps, her mother had armed her against him?

"We can't just go on knocking him unconscious,” Jake answered. It could do permanent brain damage.
"And I'm supposed to care?'

It was alegitimate question. They would have been within their rights as Otranto merchantsto kill Harold
and Cloviswhilethey lay unconscious. They hadn', though, and now Jake couldn't seekilling themin
cold blood after dragging him al thisway.

"Let's seewhat he hasto offer,” Jake temporized. “We can dwayskill him later. Or, we could just sdll
him into the Erlang dave markets.”

That got a shudder. Horrible areputation as the Otranto City dave markets had, Erlang wasworse. The
minesthat supplied the city with so much of its wedth demanded a steady stream of able-bodied daves.
A dtream that was quickly transformed into broken and maimed men set freeto rot on Erlang's Streets.*

* % %

"Are you complete fools?’ Harold demanded. “Cut me loose a once before my men sweep down and
kill dl of you."

"Would they now?’ Lucer asked. “It's my guessthey'd go after easier prey, if they don't fal apart
completely asaband.”

"Ridiculous.” Harold sounded like he needed to convince himsdlf. “ They know they can't live without me.
If they break up, they'll be hunted down like wolves."

Clovisgrinned from the bottom of the wagon where he dlill lay. “ Just like you told them so often.”

Jake had thought Clovis gtill unconscious but he'ld obvioudy been following the conversation for some
time

"Don't you know how they resented that?’ the bandit continued.
IIBth_II

"A clever man like you might just be able to talk himsalf into a better job in the mines,” Lucer interrupted.
“There are worse thingsthan davery. | was adave once mysdf.”

Jake wondered if that wastrue. Lucer seemed to have depths he hadn't guessed at.
"And you survived?’ Harold sounded amazed.
"Not in Erlang, of course."

Harold's face dropped, but only for amoment. “ Perhaps there is some other solution.”



Cadtile tapped her sap sgnificantly. “We could use him for target practice, or just turn himin at the next
village we pass. We wouldn't get the money for salling him, but we wouldn't have to listen to him either.
‘Course some of the villages are pretty poor—they might just eat him."

"A merchant aways needs guards,” Clovisinterrupted. “1 think we proved that. Y ou could hireus as
your guards. That way we live, you have a better chance of living, and nobody hasto get hung.”

Jake looked at Lucer, saw the man was actually considering the idea, and blew up. “ Are you crazy?
They're bandits. They'd sdll usto the next lot of bandits before you could count your missng fingers.”

"That isaconcern,” Lucer agreed. “Y ou do not appear to be men with agreat ded of moral backbone.”

Harold surged up with an angry look in his face, then grasped his head and sank back down. “What did
you hit mewith?'

Lucer grinned at Jake. “ Sometimes | missthe old days of adventuring.”

Cadtile stowed her sap, hopped off the wagon, and ran ahead, laughing as she picked awildflower from
beside the path. Shetucked it into her hair.

Her laugh and her coltlike run reminded Jake again of how young she was. Once she had arranged the
flower in her hair, she stared at him with alook that was as adult as any he could remember.

"Clovis can be aguard. Harold will come back with usto Otranto City.” Her voice sounded asimperious
as her mother's ever had.

"But—" dl four men sarted at the sametime.

"Clovisand Lucer are enough to scare off asmall band. One more man wouldn't help with alarger band.
Besides, we need someone clever back in Otranto City. Someone with the morals of aweasd. Someone
who can tak to the mercenaries as an equd .”

"Hell just fade into the woodwork once werethere,” Jake protested. “We might aswell let him go here.”

Harold brightened for amoment, then shook hishead. “ The only time | wasin Otranto City, | marched in
atriumph. It was beautiful. All the streets decked out in white sk, beautiful women throwing flowers a
usaswe passed.” His eyes misted with the reminiscence.

"What had you done?’ Cadtile demanded.

Harold shrugged. “Not much, really. Wed beaten off a Granger attack on some nameless village, but the
Emperor was there and wanted to take credit for the victory. While we were in Otranto City celebrating
our triumph, the Granger attacked again and the town fell for good."

"So you wouldn't want to go to Otranto City again?’ Jake asked. This sounded hopeful.

"Areyou kidding? It'sthe center of the universe. When | was growing up, my mother used to beat me
with awooden sword if | didn't practice. She'd tell me | could never get to Otranto City if | didn't dways
do my best. I'd kill to go there.”

He probably had killed dozens of times, Jake redlized.

"It's sttled, then,” Castile announced, gill using that voice of her mother's that expected and commanded
obedience. “Well turn around in Erlang, head back to Otranto City, load up Lucer and Cloviswith beer
and meed, then start working on Otranto City."



"What sort of work?” Jake demanded. It hadn't been too many days before when he and Cadtile had
been forced to flee Otranto City and now she was talking like she would come back as some sort of
conqueror. He didn't see himsalf and Harold as any kind of conquering army.

"Weren't you listening to my mother? Don't you redlize that Otranto ison the verge of falling to the
pagans? Weve got to saveit.”

Jaketicked off hisfingers. “Firgt, Otranto has been fighting the pagans, asyou cal them, for over a
thousand years. Second, you said yourself that we'd be arrested if we go back to Otranto City too soon.
And third, look at us. Even assuming that we could trust these two, we'd have two bandits, one barkeep,
agirl, and acomplete foreigner. Besides, are these pagans redly so bad?’ He scanned The Arena of
Otranto quickly for any mention of the western pagans and came up only with referencesto their fierce
pride, their literary tradition, and their arts. Could that be so much worse than adave owning and
decadent culture like Otranto?

Lucer gave him afunny look. “I suggest adight change of plans. First we go to Erlang, then wetake abig
swing through Granger territory. That'll give Otranto City alittle more time to cool down for you two.
WEell till end up back at Otranto City. If young Harold here doesn't behave, we can sdll him into any of
the dave marketsalong theway."

"Not the Grangers.” Harold's face turned a pale green.

"l do hear that castration can cause complications,” Lucer agreed. “ Still, it's up to you to convince usthat
you're worth more to us as a colleague than you are as merchandise.”

If word ever got back to the Trader's Guild that Jake had traded in human daves, he could kisshis
chances for full guild membership goodbye forever. So far, though, held only heard threats. He hadn't
been involved in any transfers. From the Trader's Guild perspective, held just been negotiating. Shrewd
negotiators were alway's respected.

"The Granger are our enemies,” Castile announced.

"Y ou should always know your enemies,” Lucer told her. “Besides, Otranto isn't exactly at war with
them right now.”

Otranto wasn't at war because they'd paid some huge bribe to be left done. Until the bribe money was
spent, they would be at peace. That also meant, Jake redlized, that the Granger Empire was where most
of Otranto's money was. It just might make sense to extend their trade expedition into an areawhere
people had some money.

* * * %

The remaining two days of thetrip to Erlang waslargely uneventful. One group of bandits had spotted
them and charged, but had broken off when Clovis and Cadtile had launched arrows.

Cadtile had let Clovis keep his bow after the attack athough she did insist that he keep it unstrung. Jake
kept the man's sword stored on the bottom of the back wagon. Cloviswas just too skillful to be left
aonewith that weapon.

"Now that'sacity,” Clovisannounced when they rolled over thelast hill and Erlang cameinto sight.

High white sandstone walls surrounded a city that stretched along black beaches on ahuge inland sea.
Much of thetrading from the sk routes to the west arrived a Erlang in huge caravans before being
loaded on ships and sent to Otranto City for eventua distribution to the world. At least they had once.



Like many of the villages they'd passed, Erlang City seemed a shadow of itsalf and the sailing ships
bypassed Otranto City to dock in nearby barbarian-controlled Tantalus.

Asthey came closer, they could see cracks that ran through the once formidable walls surrounding
Erlang. The city gates were guarded, but by men who looked more interested in contraband than in
preventing an invasion.

"They aren't exactly ready for an attack, arethey?’” Jake observed.

Harold gave him ascornful glance. “Who would attack Erlang? What other port would the Grangers use
to convert their merchandise into gold?'

Jake could have cited athousand cities on fifty worldsthat had been smilarly harmless, yet were il
invaded, raped, and destroyed. He decided to hold histongue.

"Maybether taxeswill below,” Lucer grunted, “if they don't have to worry about invasion.”

Jake let Lucer enjoy hisfantasy. In his experience, taxes had little to do with financid need and moreto
do with ability to collect. Erlang knew how to collect.

Thefirst inn they approached claimed atax of agolden crown for aroom on top of an already
outrageous rent. Even the second, which obvioudy appeded more to farmers coming to town with their
merchandise than it did to the mgjor trading houses, demanded five silver shidds. Both taverns blamed
their prices on the Erlang government's incessant demand for more revenue.

Worse, none of the tavern keepers would even taste the mead and de that they carried. “WEell be
executed if they find unlicensed drink in our establishment,” one innkeeper finaly explained. “Without a
tax stamp, | shouldn't even betalking to you.”

By the time they returned to their overpriced rooms, they were hot, hungry, and unhappy.

"Perhaps we should contact the government,” Jake suggested after they'd consumed severd loaves of a
light fluffy bread that could be had, amazingly in this overpriced city, for practicaly nothing. “Even after
we paid the taxes, thered gtill be room for some decent margin. Maybe the government would even take
over thedigtribution for us. That way weld actualy get something for our tax shieds.”

"Something for your tax shields. Areyou crazy?’ Harold demanded.

"Tax crownsismorelikeit,” Lucer grumbled. “ Delphonte makesit, | shipit, and other people drink it.
What possible claim does the government have on our beer?"

"Thiswhole thing doesn't make sense,” Castile complained. “ Erlang is part of Otranto. The government
you're talking about is our government. Since we have vaid Otranto tax seds, we shouldn't have to pay

agan.”
Clovislooked at Castile for amoment, then laughed. “ Erlang part of Otranto? Maybe that's what the
Emperor in Otranto believes. But if he's gotten asingle slver shidd in taxes from them over the past fifty

years, I'd be surprised. The richest Erlang merchant families have ruled the city for generations. Over the
past twenty years, they've paid the Granger for protection.” He spat on the reeds on the floor.

Jake shot Clovisadirty look and was pleased to see Cagtile giving him another. Someone was going to
have to deep on those reeds.

"Wipethat up.” Castile gave orders like she expected to be obeyed and Clovisfollowed her instructions



before he could even think about it. How long Harold and Clovis would continue to obey Cadtile was
another question.

Cadtile nodded briefly, then grasped her loaf of bread and twisted, her face astudy in anger and
frusgtration. Shetook alarge bite, chewed, then swallowed. “How is Otranto supposed to defend itself if
one of our largest citiesignores our laws and relies on our enemy for protection?!

Jake couldn't tell her that Otranto was past protecting. Erlang was just another nail in a coffin dready
more than adequately sedled. If even spacers who touched down every five or ten years could see what
was happening, the Situation was hopeless. “WEell try the government officestomorrow,” he announced.

"Tdl them you brought only a quarter of what you actualy have,” Clovisurged.
IIWW?I

"Becausethey arelikely to sted it from you. Thisway, at least you'll have something to sdl when we
leave Erlang.”

* * % %

The next morning, Jack and Lucer carried two smdll casks of mead from their inn to the kegp in the
middle of thecity.

Its huge black stonewalls glared down at the whitewashed adobe homes that surrounded it.
"Who livesthere now?" Jake asked.

"Lives?’ Lucer seemed surprised by the question. “Nobody livesin the keep. It isthe treasury. It'swhere
wewill need to go to find if we can sdl our goodsin thiscity.”

They were stopped at the gate to the keep. This gate, at least, appeared well oiled and fully operational.
While Erlang might be confident about the externa protection they'd arranged from the Granger, its
government was less confident about its own citizensand its visitors.

Three guardsmen crashed haberds on the floor. Looking at the two men, they evidently decided that
Lucer wasthe man in charge.

One of the men appeared to be their sergeant. He glared at the casks. “Where are your papers?’

"We are merchants from Otranto,” Lucer explained. “We are seeking permission to exchange our mead
and fine defor the goods of Erlang.”

"Trading in alcoholic beveragesis subject to tax and license from the bureau of dcohol,” the sergeant
announced. “Unfortunatdly, their meeting was held last night. They won't meet again for amonth.”

"That'sridiculous,” Jake started. “How can they expect—"

"Forgive my excitable partner,” Lucer interrupted. “We understand that it might be inconvenient for the
bureau to meet outside its usua hours. Still, given the quality of this product, | fed certain that they would
wish to do s0."

The sergeant sneered. “What merchant doesn't claim to offer the best merchandise. Y et few do. Tak is
cheap and, in Erlang, cheap doesn't take you far."

Lucer nodded sagdly. “It isas you say. Too many of my felow merchants are willing to stretch the truth
to the point whereits own father would not recognizeit. Still, in this case, the quality is easy enough to



prove."

He stepped closer to the Sergeant, lowering hisvoicein aconspiratorial fashion. “I assumethat an
important guard like you would have the ear of the gentlemen of the Bureau of Alcohol. With aword
from you, they would meet earlier, isthat not s0?'

"Perhaps,” the sergeant blustered. * But their meetings are expensive. They—"

"Think how pleased their familieswould beif they had the opportunity to receive early samples of the
best mead and dein dl of Otranto.”

Jake had studied negotiating skillsin business school. Now he was getting afirsthand lesson in the fine art
of graft. Neither Lucer nor the Sergeant could come right out and say that the take was on—even Erlang
had some limits on its corruption.

Lucer deftly filled three small pewter glasses with mead, handed one to Jake, the second to the Sergeant,
and spped from the third. Y ou can taste the nectar from the blackberry flowersin this one, Sergeant.
Imaginetaking aviad hometo your wife. At her next dinner party, she would be the envy of the entire
guard corps.” He nudged the burly Sergeant in the ssomach. “ Shouldn't doubt that she'd want to reward
you in important ways, eh, Sergeant?’

Jake wasn't sure he could taste the blackberry nectar himself, but the mead was excellent. The sergeant's
eyes widened as he sipped from his cup, then took another swallow.

"Alas, my wifeinvites dozensto her parties. A single via would make me appear chegp. Sadly, | must do
without."

L ucer snapped the pewter cup back from the Sergeant. “| had thought we were men of discretion here.
At two gold thevid, | assure you, the vial would make you seem rich rather than the contrary.”

He turned on his hedl and stalked away from the dumbfounded sergeant. “ Come, Jake. | told you that
Erlang would be awaste of our time. They have stepped too far from culture here. We must go to the
courts of the Granger to find gentlemen of taste.”

"For two vids of the mead, | would arrange ameeting of the Bureau, say in two weekstime,” the
Sergeant sputtered.

"Today,” Lucer thundered. “ And nothing if the result is not completely favorable.”
"It will haveto betaxed,” the sergeant protested.
"It has been taxed in Otranto City."

The sergeant shook hishead. “Y ou could offer mefifty vidsand | ill couldn't change that. Anything sold
in Erlang istaxed here"

While Lucer and the Sergeant bickered over the exact tax rate, Jake inspected the keep where they were
mesting.

Although the building must be hundreds of years old, the mortar holding together the heavy granite ones
appeared sturdy. The Silk tapestries were much the worse for years or decades of hanging in aroom lit
only by smoky ail lamps, yet even Jake'sreatively untrained eyes could see that they would be worth
thousandsif only they could be cleaned and taken to agaactic trading center.



He narrowed his eyes, taking advantage of the computerized enhancements he'd paid for and rarely used.
Under magnification, the tapestry depicted avictorious nava battle between the forces of Erlang and
Otranto against the Granger. However old the tapestry was, the battle itsalf must have been far older.
From what he'd been ableto learn, Otranto hadn't had a navy in generations. Instead, the eastern
barbarians carried trade from the west, bypassing Otranto but enriching the Granger. Although the
barbarians supposedly shared ardigion with Otranto, their merchants never passed up an opportunity to
weaken the great empire, even ferrying Granger troopsto flank the Otranto lines from timeto time.

He recovered from hisreverie as Lucer completed his transaction.

"I'll expect to hear from you, then. Come, Jake.” Lucer poured three more glasses of mead to celebrate
an agreemen.

* * % %

Thefollowing day, with full government gpprovd, Lucer held atasting and auction in the common room
of theinn. Barnoff, the innkeeper, had contacted the other masters of hisguild to bid onthe de. Lucer's
sergeant, evidently concerned about collecting histwo vids, had mobilized the wine sewards from the
aristocratic homes of Erlang. The mixed crowd muttered, formed into small cliques, and pushed at the
bar where Jake and Castile poured thimble-sized glasses of mead for tasting.

Jake had decided he could trust Clovis and Harold, at least where they could be watched. Those two
were assigned to ensure that no one snuck into theinn looking only for free drink. Only the truly
committed were welcome.

After nearly an hour of sampling, chatting, and catty remarks between innkeepers and wine stewards,
Lucer stepped up on atable. “Y ou have heard of the famous Delphonte desthat al Otranto swears by.
Wdl—"

"Those Delphonte aes put every brewer and most of the innkeepersin Otranto out of business,” aman
shouted. He was wearing the brewers guild key on hissilk shirt.

Lucer held up ahand to quell the angry murmur. “Indeed, and those innkeepersin Erlang who hopeto
keep their custom when the next Del phonte journeyman arrivesin Erlang had best be aware of it. You
have tasted the mead that will et you hold your heads high knowing thet thereisno other placein dl
Arcadiawhere a better drink can be had.”

"Threeslversabarre,” the slk-shirted master shouted. “Let'sget onwithiit."

L ucer shook his head and smiled sadly. “For Erlang, we have dlotted atota of two hundred litersayear.
Shdll we begin the bidding at one gold Crown per half-liter."

From the angry roar that brought up, Jake thought Clovis and Harold would find their hands full.

Lucer held up ahand again for silence. “Mead like this requires a ddlicate touch. | assure you, besides
Otranto City itsdlf, and the Granger capitol Bathsheeba, Erlang isrecelving alarger dlotment than any
other city inthe world. The barbarian cities get nothing, unless, of course, Erlang decidesthey wish to
trade some of their alotment to the east.”

That perked up afew ears.

Thiswas, Jake redized, adifferent type of trading than he was used to. In the galactic commaodity
boards, trading was done through computers with no persona engagement whatsoever. On Arcadia, by
way of contrast, everything was persona and close. Rather than an investigation by the commodity



police, an overly unscrupulous trader could expect aknife in the guit.

He wasn't sure he was up to it. Accomplished traderslike Lucer, for al that he had spent hislifeasa
soldier and innkeeper, could run circles around Jake.

The bidding sarted in earnest then, yet Jake hardly paid attention. The hope essness of his position had
once more been brutaly thrust in hisface. He couldn't outsmart and out-trade the Arcadians. He couldn't
out-muscle them. He might know of large numbers of inventions that had changed galactic society, yet he
knew none of the details necessary to create, say, amodern antigravity tank.

"Drink another cup and don't look so grim,” Cadtile hissed in his ear. * People are arting to look at you."

He pasted on asmile, took another sip of the fine mead, and nodded. What possible difference did it
make that he could never amount to much here? He wasn't anative. Hed make hisway to Bathsheeba
and catch the next flight home,

"Lucer isgood, isn't he,” he observed to Cadtile.
"Hed better be. We dready agreed on aprice. Everything over that price, he keeps.”

As opposed to Jake who was making amost nothing to pay off his debts. He'd been pushed out of
Otranto City so fast he hadn't even thought to renegotiate his apprentice wages. At the rate held been
earning, he might not even have Manny Delphonte paid off when Arcadias bad medica technology
caught up with him and he died of premature old age.

As L ucer auctioned one lot after the next, he stressed that each dlotment would go to the current

bidders. They were not just buying a haf-liter of fine wine. They were buying aunique right—acontinuing
option to buy Erlang's limited annud alotment. It was something that they could sall asan asset if they
ever needed quick cash, or wished to escape the lot as barkeep or wine steward.

Jake saw some raised eyebrows over that. If awine steward purchased ahdf liter of mead for his
madter, the mead itself certainly belonged to the master. But what of the right to receive additiona mead
at the same price? Wouldn't a steward with that right be able to name his priceif ever hetired of his
current master?

Bidding zoomed.

Two hours later, Harold and Clovis heaved out the last drunk barkeep and stared at the table. A
subgtantia pile of golden coins were stacked in neat rows as Lucer scurried to note who had purchased
what and for how much.

Jake's eidetic memory proved to be helpful. Without even needing to pay close attention, he had stored
every detail of the bidding process and could identify who had bid what for each of the numbered lots.

"Well deposit most of the gold at one of the Erlang banks, then head on to Bathsheeba,” Lucer said. He
turned abruptly and kissed Castile on thelips. “Y ou are going to make merich, my sweet. And you,” he
grasped Jake by the hand, pumping it repeatedly. “If it hadn't been for you, | would have sat in my little
villagewith my littleinn and my uh, large wife, and waited to die. | oweit dl to you."

So Jake had been doing some good for someone, at least. He made Lucer rich and held helped Cadtile
get away from her father. Now, if there was only something he could do for himself.

"The Granger are our enemy,” Cadtile stated. “Why would we want to offer them our goods?”



"We are a peace now,” Lucer protested. “ And remember, they have dl the money.”
"Money they've looted from Otranto cities,” Cadtile argued.

A glimmer of anideatried to makeitsway into Jake'sforebrain but, dthough he could tell it wasthere, it
evaded his attemptsto bring it out. It didn't matter. He wanted to go to Bathseeba sooner or later. If they
had an ongoing merchant relationship with the Granger, he would be able to get there more easily when
the next spacer ship landed.

"Soif we gl them your mead, welll be getting some of our own money back,” he argued. “Encouraging
our enemiesto drink and taking their gold has got to be worth something when it comestimeto fight
them.”

Cadtile's face darkened. “ Are you saying there's something wrong with my mead?"
"Nothing that's not wrong with your entire culture,” Harold said.
Four heads whirled to see him as Harold hadn't said anything that entire day. “What?" Castile gasped.

"Y ou are more interested in comfort than in strength. Why do you think that the Granger have defeated
you S0 often? Perhaps, you say, because they are more numerous than you. It istrue now, but it was not
aways 0. Once Otranto spanned the continent. And even putting aside the idolaters, what of the
barbarians to the east. They lack your fine armor and weapons, yet still grasp huge hunks from the once
mighty Otranto empire.”

"It sounds like you've been giving this some thought,” Jake said. Hed been having many of the same
thoughts. Like countless societiesin the Galactic past, Otranto had lost itswill to thrive.

"How could | not when my father chose to become amercenary for Otranto? Each year, my family
moved closer to Otranto City, yet we were dways at the border. Cagtileéswineis sweet, easy onthe
tongue, and provides a pleasant buzz. Y et it weakens rather than strengthens those who drink it.”

Cadtile ssomped her booted foot. “Ridiculous. Look a my father. Thereisno man stronger than himin
Otranto City."

"Heisnot anative of the city, then?"
"Of course not. He was amercenary, like your father, until he helped Julian gain the throne.”

Harold nodded, asif that explained everything. “ Perhaps, when we go to Bathsheeba, you will see why
Otranto islosing itswars. Who knows?Y ou might even learn something that could dow thefal of our
Empire. Give usafew more yearsto live under our own government before we are swept into the arms
of the barbarians or the idolaters.

It was not, Jake thought, a happy note. Of course, he was getting off the planet as soon as he could.
Why should he care?



Chapter 6

The border crossng was ahut onthe sde of asmal river. An aging soldier poked his head out, looked
at Jake's small company, and shook hisheed. “Y ou fleeing from arrest?'

"We're merchants,” Castile explained.

The soldier glared at Castile for amoment, then spat. He deliberately looked away from Castile and
spoke directly to Jake. “ Six slver per Orthodox dave you sdll to the Granger. Is shethe only one you've

got?

Jake was surprised to fed hisnails clamping into his pams as hisfists formed involuntarily. “We don't
trade daves."

The soldier shook his head and spat again. “Thought you said you were traders. That's about the only
merchandise I've seen traded through here. GuessI'll just tax you for the dave girl and you can decide
what to do."

"Omkar, you lazy dug,” Clovis shouted. “ Are you looking to have your head removed and fitted with a
working brain? Just nod your head and let us get on with our business”

The old soldier squinted, then grinned. “Isit redly you, Clovis, lad?1 had heard you fell at the defeet in
Tullock."

"And | heard you died at therout in Bartlett,” Clovisreturned. L ooks like we were both wrong.”

"Bartlett was adamn near thing for me,” Omkar muttered. “Laid me up for months.” He squinted at
Clovis, then glared at Castile again. “ Just because we fought together doesn't mean that you don't have to
pay the taxes Otranto so badly needs.”

Clovislaughed. “Otranto may need them, but they'll never see what you collect, Omkar. These men and
woman saved my life when | was taken by bandits. How could | repay them by letting abandit like you
ged their goods?’

Clovis had, Jake thought, an interesting way of retdlling their story.

"So you'refindly giving up on the Empire and looking for work with the Granger,” the old soldier asked.
“I'd never go that way mysdlf, but | can't say as| blame you. The way Fernis manages to find money for
his concubines but nonefor hisarmy iscrimind. * Course that would bedl right if hed sharethe
concubineswith usbut | haven't seen onelately.”

Clovis shook hishead. “The Granger treat mercenaries like dirt anyway. Y ou of dl people should know
that."

"Y eah. They got some crazy ideathat they should do their own fighting. Makes them real men.” Omkar
shook his head at the foolishness.

"Anyway, I've got anew job asacaravan guard,” Clovis explained.

Omkar laughed again, then lowered his voice to what he probably thought of as a soft whisper. To Jake,
it seemed something of amodulated roar. Digitally enhanced hearing wasn't dways a blessing.

"Didn't tell them that the Granger keep their roads clear of bandits, huh?’ he announced in what might



have passed for awhisper in ahurricane. “Good on you, boy. Make alittle from the rich merchantsismy
motto."

"Touching asthisreunion is, weve got to be getting on,” Jeke said.

Omkar grumbled but let Clovis mollify him with asmall cask of de. “Just ride straight ahead,” Omkar
shouted after him. “ But you know the way, Clovis, lad. We was driven out of that country only afew
years ago. Remember the fight we gave them at Arinapole? We nearly had them that time."

They splashed across the narrow creek that marked the temporary boundary between the shrinking
Otranto Empire and the expanding Granger. Clovisinssted that they fill their water bottles and empty
casks. The next watering hole was severa daysjourney away.

To Jake's surprise, Clovis seemed to have adopted Cadtile as his persond princess. While he treated
Jake and Lucer with respect, heinssted on instructing Castile on the practical aspects of weapon care
and congtruction and gave her considerable advice on leading mercenary forces. Advice that Jake
eavesdropped on shameessly, committing everything Clovis said to long-term storage. Clovisaso
insgsted on setting aside an hour after they pitched camp to work with Castile on her archery, which
improved dramaticaly.

"Thelassisanaturad,” heinssted each time he put up his bow.

Jake had little experience with subplanetary borders and, at first, it seemed that the Granger countryside
wasidentica to that on the Otranto side of the river. Scrawny peasants scratched narrow furrowsin the
ground and carried water for irrigation. Even their language was much the same, a heavily accented
verson of the tongue spoken in Otranto City.

Asthey traveled farther from the river, Jake noticed tumbled-down constructions that followed the path
of the road and even spanned the dry ravinesthat filled theincreasingly desert landscape.

"What arethese?’ he asked Clovis.

The ex-mercenary shrugged. “Don't guess they've aways been ruins, but they were that by thetimel
fought here. Land was fought over afew times before welost it for good. Funny place to put walls,
though. Out herein the middle of nowhere."

Harold, who had been silent dmost since they announced their decision to venture into Granger lands,
glared a Clovis. “What looks like wallswas part of theirrigation systlem.” He gestured widdly. “This
desert you're looking at was the richest farmland in Otranto for hundreds of years.”

The sheer scae of the congtruction project staggered Jake. Without modern construction equipment, it
would have taken years and thousands of workers to build the aqueducts whose remnants he could see.
If the entire desert had once been irrigated, the project would have been monumental, spanning
generations. “What happened to them?’ he asked.

"Granger are herders, not farmers. They tore them down so they'd have room for their sheep.”

"So where are the shegp?’ They hadn't passed asingle anima since they'd moved beyond the thin layer
of settlement along the boundary creek.

Harold laughed. “ Stupid Granger didn't reglize it took water to grow the grass their sheep need. The
sheep starved. Same asthe farmersthey displaced.” The bleached skeleton of a herbivore on the side of
the road punctuated Harold's commentary.



"So they just pulled back?"

"Not their army. They're here,” Harold warned. * Just because they don't have an old broken-down
soldier on the sSde of the road doesn't mean they aren't watching.”

They may have been watching, but they certainly weren't using the land they'd fought so hard for. On
overcrowded Wayward, any plot of bare land would have been seized and built upon instantly. Viewing
the crumbling cities of Otranto shocked him. Thisvast emptinessthat had once held hundreds of
thousands of soulsfelt like aknifetwigting in hisgut and made him fed more dien and out of place than
he could remember. It was, he decided, a good reminder that he was the aien here, that he needed to
return to the civilized planets.

"Why would they want to displace working farms with sheep?’ Jake demanded. “ Or didn't they havethe
population to support intensive agriculture?’

Harold reached into his hair, scratched vigoroudy and came up with aflea, which he crunched between
two strong nails. “What do you mean, population to farm? Weren't nothing wrong with the farmersthat
lived there a thetime.”

"But they were from Otranto.”

Harold gave him alook that should have been reserved for aparticularly dow second grader. “Who do
you think livesin Granger land? Y ou don't think they farm themsalves? Or raise their own sheep? That
would bealaugh.”

Jake mulled that. Before he could ask anything else, Harold grasped his sword and Castile did her
disappearing trick. Watching carefully, Jake actualy saw her climbing under the wagon where, he
guessed, shewould hold onto the axles until she judged it safe to emerge.

IIWI,.H_II

Lucer shushed him and gestured at adistant dust cloud, acloud that was moving against the wind and
directly toward their wagon.

"Like Harold told you, they watch their borders.”

Clovisremoved the string from his bow and set the wooden device in the wagon. He caught Jake's eyes
watching him and gave Jake agrimace. “Wear asword and that's dl right. They'll stay out of your reach
and maybe you can tak to them. Carry abow and six will get you twelve, they'll split you before you
have achanceto useit.”

The dust cloud separated into a band of about twenty blond warriors who laughed asthey raced their
horses toward Jake's short caravan.

"Not much of aninvasion army,” the youngest one said to a one-armed man who appeared to be the
leader of the band. Jakestrandator clicked in, ingtantly finding areference to the Granger language and
alowing Jake to understand. “ They look little better than peasants.” Hisface brightened. “ Could we use
them for target practice, Alton?"

"They might be spies”
"Not very snesky for spies.”
"We're merchants,” Jake explained, histrandator instantly converting hiswordsto the Granger tongue.



Every one of the warriors pulled back. Two strung short bowsin ajerky motion that looked, for al of its
awkwardness, to be practiced and deadly.

"Y ou know the language of thewarriors?’ Alton demanded, speaking thistimein aroughly accented
Otranto dialect.

Lucer shook hishead in abarely detectable denid.

"Only theword for merchant,” Jake lied, speaking in Otranto. “1 was not aware that you spoke the
language of your enemy.”

"The Granger have no enemies, only daves. All men of the Granger speak the dave tongue. How else
would we communicate our orders?’

That question didn't seem to need an answer.

"Areyou, perhaps, guarding the roads, keeping them free of bandits for merchants such as mysdlf?” Jake
asked.

Alton'sface reddened. “We are warriors, not mule guards. The word of the great Khan is enough to
keep the roads safe. We search for Otranto spieswho, unfortunately, are less wont to follow the orders
of the mighty one."

It was, Jake decided, the most patently foolish thing he'd ever heard. First, from what he'd heard of the
idiot Emperor, Fernis probably didn't have enough in histreasury to hire worthwhile spies. Second, no
spy would be stupid enough to sulk across the border without a proper cover story, especially when
Otranto had alarge embassy in Bathsheeba. And third, he couldn't imagine what Otranto would want to
spy on. From what Marie Del phonte had told him, Otranto hadn't mounted ared offensivefor closeto
two hundred years and any incursion they did make would surely be limited to an area recently controlled
by Otranto and at least as well known to Otranto soldiers as the Granger.

"Fortunately, we are not spies,” Jake told the officer. “Instead, we are merchants |ooking to enrich both
the Granger and oursdves."

"It ismy experience that few spies admit to being spies,” the officer told Jake. “Only aspy would spesk
the language of thewarriors."

Lucer made apoint of dowly drawing his dagger and testing it againgt his thumb. The much-stropped
blade|€eft athin line of blood behind it.

Jake took that asawarning and cranked even more adrendineinto his system. Four men and ayoung
girl againg atrained military squad of twenty seemed like suicide but Sitting till and being daughtered
was an even worse option.

"Show me your merchandise,” Alton ordered suddenly.

"Of course. We are humble merchants of de and mead.” Jake began his pitch as he pulled back the tarp
over the lead wagon exposing the barrels and casks that made up what was | €ft of their cargo. “What
you see here isintended as samples only, of course. We hope to find other merchants or factors who will
purchase enough to let us send caravans.”

"Caravans from Otranto would be filled with spies.”

"l am certain that the great Khan would take steps to control any spies. With the taxes he gained on the



trade, he could increase the number of soldier patrolling the border.”

He amost added the obvious corollary—that any officer already commanding a border unit could expect
to move up in the ranks but decided, at the last possible moment, to let the officer draw hisown
conclusons.

Alton nodded shortly, apparently taking the point. “ Few Granger indulge in the weskness of acohol. Our
daves make dl the beer and mead that we can drink. What possible use do we have for more of this
swill brought al the way from Otranto?"

Jake consulted The Arena of Otranto for just the right analogy and came up with one he felt sure would
apped to the officer. “ Just as aman might receive love from one woman, yet enjoy adding another to his
harem, so might aman who hasthe loca brew enjoy sampling something more refined and e egant from
timetotime”

To Jake's surprise, Alton smiled and two of his men laughed. “Ha, that'swhat | like about you decadent
Otrantos. Y ou'l be bringing dave girlswith your ae, will you?'

Jake shrugged. Perhaps metaphor was a little sophisticated for these Granger soldiers. “First we must see
what the factors and merchants of Spoletawish to buy.” They had agreed on the nearby city asa
compromise when Jake had learned how long the trip to Bathsheebawould take.

"Spoleta?’ The officer looked scornful. “ That handful of mud dwellers offer nothing.”
The Arena of Otranto caled Spoletaagarden city of haf amillion inhabitants. Could Alton be lying?

Jake's doubt must have shown because Alton drew his sword and held the point to Jake's throat. “Y ou
believe | would soil my word for the sake of a mere merchant?!

Alton had moved more quickly than Jake would have believed possible. In hisyears of martia arts
training, he had met and sparred with some of the best black beltsin Wayward but none of them, even
on that low-gravity planet, had moved with such devastating speed. Alton glared at Jake, hiseyesfilled
with the desire and inclination to put a permanent end to the conversation.

"Uh, no,” Jake gasped. A hint of moisture, either sweet or blood, trickled down his neck. “1 had heard of
the beauty and grandeur of Spoleta. If that wealth has passed, our journey must be longer. | am, of
course, grateful for your warning. An unnecessary journey to adying city would hardly add to our
profits

"Bah, that iswhy Otranto will fal to the Granger,” Alton told him. *Y ou think of profits and losses. We
think of armies. Y ou build wedth. We come and takeit."

Jake had heard talk like that on the streets of Wayward growing up. It might work for street gangs, but
no great society could support itself smply by taking from others. There had to be a productive coreto
the Granger Khanate. If there wasn't, he reminded himsdlf, the current trickle of gaactic trading visits
would shrink to an occasional anthropology vessel and one Jake Borinski would be a permanent
Arcadian.

"If Spoledais unworkable, what grest cities are near?” Jake asked.
"Taking is parching work in the desert heat,” Alton said.

"Y ou understand that we carry only samples of our merchandise and afew casksfor our own
consumption?”



Alton nodded greedily. “I am sure that my men would gppreciate acask of ale.”
Jake considered refusing but the sword's point hadn't wavered from his throat.
"We would be happy to share one of our casks with you,” he offered.

"Makeit s0."

Jake gestured for Lucer to breach one of the more mediocre casks of beer and serve Alton's squad.
Even warm, Jake was certain it would be better than anything that could be produced in this desert or,
unless the Granger had somehow discovered refrigeration, in the warmer southern latitudes that made up
the bulk of the Granger Khanate.

"But that's the good stuff,” Lucer whined in avoice that Jake didn't even recognize. “ Surely they'll be just
as happy with the swills”

"Well takethat,” Alton inssted. His blade nicked Jake as he pointed it at the small cask Lucer was
holding.

"We must not hold back from our new friends,” Jake said hoping that he didn't sound completely
condescending. “In the future, we will be sure our caravans bring ample ae for the expanded armies of
Alton the generd.”

Alton puffed up his chest and supervised the pouring even, to Jake's surprise, dlowing Lucer to pour
mugs for himsdlf, Jake, Harold, and Clovis. Castile remained out of sight.

Alton drained his mug, then handed it back for arefill. “ Refreshing, perhaps,” he conceded. 1 have had
better, but of coursel am an officer and anobleman of the Granger court.”

If Alton was anobleman, Jake would eat his boots, but he merely nodded politely. “We hope that many
will find it pleasant, so that we can bring caravans of beer and other goods to your rich lands.”

"So we can tax the Otranto peasantsto buy it. It isamost humorous joke,” Alton insisted.

* * * %
The Granger soldiers passed the heavy cask around asif it was a canteen, and handed it back empty.

"My cousin servesin the garrison at Epheses,” Alton said. “It isnot much farther than Spoletaand has at
least some pretense of culture.” He belched loudly after the word culture athough Jake wasn't certain
whether it was an editoriad comment or smply the beer doing its work.

"Y ou recommend we go to Epheses, then?’ Jake asked.

"l do not recommend.” Alton glared at Jake. “1 order you to proceed to Epheses and report to my
cousin there. If you fail to do so, my band will hunt you down, drink your beer from your skulls, and
enjoy that little girl hiding beneath your wagon."

Alton called for alight and wax and placed his sedl on Jake's wagon. “ Show thisto my cousin Mikadl. It
should keep you dive long enough to get to him."

Laughing, he mounted and rode off. In seconds, only the cloud of dust from histroop remained.
Cadtile climbed from under the wagon. “He saw me."

"Now you begin to seewhy we dwayslose,” Clovissaid. “ They notice everything. When you outnumber



them, they disappear. When they outnumber you, they hunt you down like wolves after an elk.

"They must have seen you before you hid,” Jake comforted Cadtile. “ They were probably watching us
ever since we crossed the border."

"Almost certainly they were watching us before we crossed the border,” Lucer corrected. “Their patrols
have little respect for boundaries.”

"Wonderful. So just how far is Epheses?’

During the next week, the smal band drank asignificant part of their inventory, hunted occasiond edible
lizards and a couple of rabbits, and celebrated with every water hole they found.

Jake caught Harold shaking his head asthey gathered around their evening fire.
What?"

"Have you given any thought to our wood?"

"There seemsto be plenty. We just pick it up aswe go.”

"Thereis plenty. But there aren't any trees. So where did it come from?”

Jake's experience in camping came from a one-week scouting trip more than a decade before. He shook
his head in frugtration over how much he was missng. “Y ou have atheory?'

"I'm thinking we're burning old farmhouses, old orchards.” Harold shrugged, “Hell, I'm no philosopher
but this used to be something and now it's a desert.”

Jake repeated his mantra that this was none of his business—Arcadiawasn't his planet. Alien or not, it
was getting more difficult. Could heredlly stand by and do nothing in the face of the destruction that the
Granger brought? He paused to examine the fragment of wood he had been about to add to thefire. The
wegathered wood still bore the likeness of a beautiful woman carved into the fine-grained materid.

Clovis speared alizard on along stick and held it over thefire. * Otranto has been losing for hundreds of
years. You and | thought we could do something and we joined up.” He turned the lizard and glanced
pensively at Harold. “Look whereit got us. Shorted on our wages when Fernistook over, that's what.”
He gestured so emphaticdly that the lizard fell off hisstick and into thefire. “Damn.”

"But if Otranto had spacer weapons,” Harold argued, “we could march right back through here. Hell, we
could rebuild the Otranto of five hundred years ago.” He waved his hand expansively. “This could be
farmland again.”

" Jake doesn't have spacer weapons,” Castile said. She had developed the habit of fading into the
background even within their smal group and surprised them every time she spoke.

"All right. Well, nobody expected him to bring ‘ em by the ton. But there are abandoned factoriesin
Otranto city where they used to build ships. So why can't we build spacer weapons. They'd comein
handy right there, in fact. We could get rid of Fernisand put in areal fighting Emperor before we attack
the Granger."

"I have no clue how to build any space wegpon,” Jake said firmly. “1 couldn't even tell you how to build
the type of cannonsyou areaedy have.”

"Leavetheman done,” Lucer said. “Your job isto protect the wagon, not to get Jake involved in some



romantic crusade to save adying nation.”

"Not just anation,” Cadtile argued, putting on the full court press. “We're taking about the end of
civilization.” Shewaved her hands at the desert. “ The countryside around Otranto City dependson
irrigation as much asthisland did. The Granger will bring the desert with them.”

Jake stood and stomped away from the fire. These were hisfriends and he could do nothing to help
them. It didn't seem fair. In al of the books he'd read about spacers being set down on de-civilized
worlds, the hero would parlay hisknowledge of smokeless powder, or plastique explosives, or
matter-antimatter energy generation to create powerful wegpons, arm the small but militant armies of the
oppressed kingdom, marry the princess, introduce space flight, and then bring the newly united planet
into the galactic mercantile republic. Unfortunately, none of these novels had ever detailed the technology
involved in making plastique explosives, matter-antimatter energy generators, or even Smokel ess power
30 Jake was stuck with a sense of frustration.

"Maybe you're thinking about thiswrong.” Castile's voice jolted Jake out of his momentary funk.
"Thinking about whet?'

"About Otranto and the Granger. Just because you don't know how to make wegpons doesn't mean you
can't help us. Y ou've been al over the universe. Surely you learned something out there. Something that
no one here knows."

Cadtile might have been asort of princess but Jake certainly wasn't going to marry ateenager. Still, he
wished that he could be alittle more of ahero to her. He decided to abandon that losing battle and shook
his head. “ Arcadiais only the fifth world I've ever been on. My spacer career lasted about six months.
During that time, | updated the computer program that handled the ship's storage optimization and
speculated in the commodity futures market which isbascaly ahuge gambling organization. If you
wanted meto tell you how to pack your closet, or even thewagon, | might be ableto help. | just don't
seethat saving Otranto.”

"I know you'l think of something.” So quickly that he was never certain that it had ever happened,
Cadtile brushed her hand againgt hislips and disappeared.

The pisser was, now that he'd seen what the Granger did to the land they conquered, he actualy wanted
to do something.

* k k %

The following day, they began agradual descent. Almaost imperceptibly, sand and stone were replaced
by tufts of grass and substantial flocks of sheep. Red dirt blew across the old stone Otranto highway that
they followed. Barely curious shepherd boys glared at them as they passed.

To Jake, the looked like neither the blond Granger nor the dark-haired natives of Otranto he'd seen.
“Arethey mixed blood?’ he asked Harold.

Harold laughed. “No such thing as mixed blood to the Granger. Y ou're either Granger or you're dirt.
Doesn't stop them from drafting you into the army if you're not Granger, though. Just kegps you from
ever becoming an officer.”

That confirmed Jake's understanding of the Granger military which seemed based on some combination
of awarrior classand afeudd muster, unlike the wholly professiond force that Otranto fielded, if force
was any word to describe Otranto's troops.



"Well, these boys don't ook like they're Granger.”
Harold shook his head. “They're Ebron. Surely you've heard of them.”

Jake did aquick search of Arenaof Otranto and came up with only acouple of cryptic references.
“Should | have?'

"Héell, yes. They practically destroyed Otranto a couple of centuries ago. Captured the entire southern
half of the Empire iswhat they did. Bunch of pagans, of course. Then they taught the Granger their pagan
religion and that was that for the Ebron. If you think the Granger have been bad for Otranto, they werea
hundred times worse for the Ebron. * Course maybe the Ebron don't mind since they're dl part of the
same pagan faith.”

Jake might not be an expert in psychology, but he thought it would take more than a shared religion to
keep a conquered peopl e happy.

Perhaps the solution the Granger problem could be found in Granger land among the people they had
conquered rather than in the militarily hopeless and non-spacer armed forces of Otranto.

"So they let them servein the Granger military.”

Harold hawked and spat. “ They'll take spearcatchers from anywhere. From the stories I've told, they
were pretty effective soldiers once, but that's been a couple of hundred years.”

Well, it was something to keep in mind, anyway.

Over the next severd days, the landscape transformed gradually to grasdands, then to irrigated farms.
These, Jake noticed, were worked by peasants who spoke the language of Otranto.

"Y ou know thisisn't going to work, don't you,” Castile told him as he perched on the wagon bench
urging the mules on toward what wasfinaly beginning to look like acity.

For once, shedidn't surprise him. Held gotten used to her appearing from nowhere. “What isn't going to
work?'

"Trading beer with the Granger.”

"| don't see why not. It's obvious they don't have anything as good. Besides, it takes cooler climesto
make good beer. That'swhy your dad brews hisin the cellars.”

"I'm sureyou'll get agood price for the beer. Think about the costs, though. One or two wagons could
get through that desert without any problems, but a caravan would have to carry its own forage.
Probably their own water as well. We wouldn't be able to bring enough beer to build brand identity so
each caravan would have to start al over developing the market.”

Jake dmost fell off his seat. He'd discussed brand identity and marketing concepts exactly once snce
he'd been on Arcadia and that, he had been certain, had been when he and Manny had been alone. How
could Cadtile have picked up either the vocabulary or the understanding?

"What are you taking about?’ he demanded.
"I heard you using thosewordsand | did alittle research.”

He toned down the adrendin spurt. “What sort of research.”



"Otranto has alibrary, you know. Mot of it was burned when the barbarians occupied the city a couple
of centuries ago, but it's not completely gone. There were some books on marketing. So | read them. It
seemed to methat | should know what you know so you don't chest us.”

Jake put his head in his hands. The one advantage he'd counted on was hisMBA. If anyonein Otranto
could go to thelibrary and pick up everything hed learned, he might aswell have let Manny sdl himinto
davery that first day and have donewith it.

"So?7" Cadtile demanded.

"So, you'reright.” Beer wasabulky and rdatively low value commodity. Unlike gems, finetextiles, and
spices, which could be transported across or even among worlds, beer tended to be alocal product. In
terms of manpower, it would cost more to bring beer from Otranto to Ephesesthan it would to bring it
from one of the trader worlds.

"All right, then. So why are we here? And don't tell meit'sto keep me safe. There's nothing safe about
being an Otranto princessin the middle of the Granger Khanate."

There wasn't any particularly good answer to Castil€'s questions. They'd entered the Granger Khanate
with the idea of heading for Spoleta. Since Spoleta was on the seacoast, he'd planned on transporting
production quantities of beer to Erlang by wagon, then from Erlang to Spoleta by water. Since they'd
been redirected away from Spoleta, held pretty much been running on autopilot, afraid that if he turned
around, Alton, or another Granger captain, would decide they redlly were spies.

"There's got to be something they need and want to pay for,” he argued. “ Y our father's manufacturing
methods can be gpplied to alot of things other than beer. Well find what they want and ship it to them.”

Cadtile cocked her head as shelooked at him and, for abrief moment, he imagined he saw her mother's
wisdom looking out her eyes rather than ayoung girl. “Maybe you redly are aspy after al.”

He shook his head violently and looked around to seeif sheld been overheard. If Alton wastypical of the
Granger military, it wouldn't take more than Cagtile's hint to send Jake to the headman or whatever other
primitive execution method they used here. Perhaps as a concession to modern sengbilities, Arena of
Otranto had avoided any mention of thelocd judicid system.

"Looking for marketsisn't spying.” Helowered hisvoice until even he could barely heer it.



Chapter 7

A heavy pal of smoke assailed them before they even passed the ancient and disrepaired city walls of
Epheses. Jake pointed the mules toward what remained of a gateway, the actud gate having fallen by the
Sde of theroad.

"Doesn't look likethey fear attack,” he observed. “Mugt have alot of confidencein their military.”

Harold nodded grimly. “Who'd attack them? The real reason they tore down the gateisto prevent
Ephesesfrom rebdling again.”

Thiswasthefirst Jake had heard of any rebellions againgt the Granger overlords. “ Epheses revolted?!

"If you want to call it that. The Granger raised taxes, the local Otrantos refused to pay and took to the
wals.” He spat. “The border was closer then and we were supposed to bring ardief force. A few of us
thought we'd actually recapture a bit of territory."

"So what happened?”

"Our general decided he wanted to be emperor and marched on Otranto City instead. The Epheses
garison pulled themselves together, marched out, and daughtered afew thousand Otrantos. The usud.
Otranto has done a grest job making sure no onelooksto it for help. Speaking of the garrison, lookslike
we have company.”

An armored soldier waved Jake off the stone road and demanded Jake's business.

Hewas, Jake soon redlized, reluctant to alow them to enter Epheses, but his reluctance had nothing to
do with whether they were spies.

"Istheretroublein the city?’ Jake finally demanded. “We are peaceful merchants and a Granger officer
suggested that we trade here.”

Thewords Granger Officer got more attention than had ten minutes of explanations of their busness.
“Whét officer?'

"Hisnamewas Alton. | don't know hisfamily name but he said he had acousn Mikad hereinthe
Ephesisgarrison.”

The Granger guard nodded. “I will summon Mikad. Wait here.”
Heturned and stepped into the city gates.

Jake turned to Harold. * Surely they could have let us water our mules and get abite to est whilewe
waited."

"Granger don't think of their own comfort and they certainly don't care about anyone else's comfort.
Sooner or later, they will come back and let us know what to do."

In the meantime, Jake and Castile unharnessed their mules and let them crop the stunted grassthat grew
around the Epheseswadlls.

It was an hour later when the guard returned, accompanied by ablond giant of aman. The giant wore
dented armor that showed signs of scorching and what looked like anew blood stain.



"Which of you isthe leader here?’ the giant demanded.

Jake stood. “We are merchants from Otranto and the Granger officer Alton suggested that we would find
good trading herein Epheses.”

"What my cousin knows about trading, he could fit between his horse and saddle without fear of
blistering.” The giant looked at the bedraggled party. “Well, since you're here, you might aswell comein
and seeif you can find anything to trade.”

Jake waved his hand in the direction of the billowing smoke. “Isit safe? Do you need help fighting the
fires?'

Mikael shrugged. “ The men setting thefires arelikely to take adim view of such behavior.”
" Setting fires? Who would et fire to their own city?"

Mikad glared at him. “Are you completely ignorant of the world? Men burn their city becauseit isthere,
because they are fools, and because our government protectsitsrule by turning the dave populations
againg each other.” He waved off Jake's attempt to interrupt. “1 believe this current riot was started
when an Otranto lad had the effrontery to send flowersto an Ebron girl. What el se could the Ebron do
but riot, burn, and kill?"

Jake thought that Mikadl spokeironicaly, but he wasn't absolutely certain. “But why?'

"What e se can they do? Otranto and Ebron blame one another for al of their problems. It suitsthe
Granger well enough.”

I it suited the Granger so well, why did Mikadl seem so distressed? Jake tagged that in hismemory as
well. But would areformist movement among the Granger give the locals anything like independence, or
would it merely strengthen the Granger economy?

"Isit safefor usto enter the city?"

Mikael shook hishead dowly. “ The Otranto digtricts are filled with armed mobs. Taking awagon filled
with deinto those narrow streets would be foolhardy at best. Fatd at worst.”

No one had asked Jake what cargo he carried, nor had any of the garrison inspected hiswagon. The
Granger must, Jake redlized, have an effective intelligence and communications system. Perhaps that was
why they were so concerned about Otranto spying. They were doing it themselves.

"What do your recommend?’
"Return to Otranto. Epheses makesits own ale and has no need of anything else.”
"Any other suggestions?'

"Yes. | don't have resourcesto give you an escort so you're on your own. If you go into the Otranto
quarters, you'll dmost certainly lose your wagon and probably your life. If youindgst on goingin, say in
the Ebron districts and make sure everyone knows you are aforeigner.”

Mikael inspected the sedl Alton had left on the barrdl. “ Alton sees spies everywhere but he must have
liked you. For now, that will be good enough for your passport. Welcome to Epheses.” Mikadl turned
before Jake could express his thanks, drew his sword, and headed back toward where the smoke
billowed most aggressively.



"Is he protecting the Otrantos or helping daughter them?” Jake wondered out loud.

"Neither,” Clovissaid. “He'strying to protect Granger property. Neither Otranto nor Ebron lives are
worth saving."

The attitude didn't make economic sense to Jake. People were resources. They paid taxes, supplied
labor, and were consumersfor the wesalth that poured out from galactic trading factories. Letting such

va uable resources smply daughter themsalves made as much sense to Jake as taking adedgehammer to
Manny's beer-making equipment.

"So what do we do?’ He halfway wanted someone to suggest going to the rescue of the Otrantosliving
in Epheses.

"Y ou want to make adifference, just going in and dapping headsisn't going to do it,” Lucer reminded
him. “Therearelots of Otrantos here. Trust me, if they want to fight, they can do afinejob on their own.”

Jake sghed and unclenched the fists he hadn't even redlized held made. “ Right. So let'sfind some
customers. Beforethey dl kill each other.”

* k x %

The fourth bar in the Ebron quarter of Epheses alowed them to enter. The previous three had taken one
look at them and dammed their doors. Jake tried to assimilate the idea of turning away business: tried
andfaled.

They sampled theloca brew, found it severely wanting, and tried to interest the innkeeper in something
of higher qudity.

For their pains, they were tossed from that bar, too.

"We don't need any of your fancy Otranto des,” one of the bar's customers shouted. He hefted aniron
bar and swung it easily. “ Ebronstake care of Ebrons.”

"BlJt—"

"Comeon, Jake. Let'skeep looking.” Lucer patted him on the shoulder. “1 know | thought thiswas a
good idea, but I'm gtarting to believe we're wasting our time.”

When they finally found another inn to let them enter, they faked enjoyment of an even morevile loca
beer and kept their mouths shut about their cargo.

Jake and the men were shunned, |ft in acorner of the bar and grudgingly served when one of the
barkeeps found the time. Jake wasn't surprised when Castile vanished but he was surprised when she
showed up again, dressed in an Ebron boy's tunic, her long hair caught under aleather cap.

She moved among the crowd passing out mugs of de, collecting theloca coins, and generdly fitting into
the bar asif shed lived theredl of her life.

"Y ou've got agood little spy there,” Lucer murmured into Jeke's ear. “ Shelll learn everything that's going
on and whether there are any richer pickingsavailable.”

Jake knew the value of businessintelligence. He aso had a pretty good ideawhat would happen to
Cadtileif any of the Ebron figured out who she was.

After eating, they headed out to the stable, filled with spicy Ebron food that Jake found awelcome relief



after weeks of bland Otranto fare. In contrast, Lucer, Harold, and Clovis looked green around the gills.

Jake leaned againgt a stack of hay, letting his eyes adjust to the dark. He'd amost nodded off when a
sharp tug pulled him off balance sending hisface to a meeting with alarge horse turd.

"Eugh,” he sputtered.

"Quiet.” Cadtilé's voice could be as commanding as her mother's.
Jeke wiped off hisface. “What?"

"Let'sgo.”

"Where?'

But Cadtile hadn't waited for an answer.

Shaking his head, Jake followed her. She was going to get him killed in abattle that wasn't hisand he
wouldn't even know which side got him. It didn't seem fair, but he wouldn't let her go out there alone.
She was, after dl, just akid.

Twenty minutes later, he was prepared to adjust his estimation. Castile might be akid, but she wasn't
just anything. Weeks of hard work on high gravity Arcadia had strengthened him, given him an
endurance that would have been considered freakish back on Wayward. Compared to Cadtile, though,
hewas 4ill aclumsy male, sumbling over upturned cobblestones that she neetly avoided.

Now that the sun had set, Jake could see that the flames of hundreds of fires bathed the city in areddish
glow. Most fireswere confined to asingle house or church, but afew overwhelmed whole city blocks.

From nowhere, a black-clad youth joined them, his face blackened by soat, hisjet-black hair marking
him as an Otranto. He must have said something to Castile because she nodded and changed direction to
follow him.

The youth led them underground into the sawers which might once have flowed with the filth of ahuge
city, but which had been washed clean by decades of disuse. Occasiona oil lamps cast agolden glow
making the limestone wals glisten asif thiswas a pal ace rather than awaste trestment fecility.

Minutes later, they emerged into a huge cathedrd, still majestic despite the holes | eft where mosaics had
been pried from the floors and where statues had been pulled from their ancient niches.

An aged man wearing the gray robe of a priest of the Otranto religion gestured to alow granite bench
that ran near thewall of the church, then nodded to the youth who vanished as completely as Castile so
often did. Although he dressed as a priest, there was nothing holy about the huge sword that hung,
unscabbarded, from awide belt a hiswaist. While his head was bald, his shoulders|ooked broad
enough ill to swing the sword if he needed to. The notch eight inches from the pommel made Jake
suspect held recently done just that.

"Areyou truly from Otranto City?’ the man demanded.
"Weare, your, uh—" how was he supposed to address this man?
"My nameisFather John."

"But only the militant monksfight,” Castile objected. “Not ordinary priests.”



"A shepherd fightsfor hisflock when thewolves attack,” Father John replied. “Y ou saw our city. The
Granger stand over it like vultures while the Ebron wolves do their dirty work."

"l see. Well, to answer your question, we have come from Otranto City as you suspected.”
"And how faresthe mother church?"

Jake nodded to Castile to pick up the conversation. All he knew about the Otranto religion wasthat it
appeared to have arigid hierarchy.

"The Patriarch and the Emperor continue to bicker over taxes, they've begun building anew church
outsde the city wallsto celebrate the breaking of the Siege twenty years ago, and more and more monks
areariving from dl over theworld to retrest to the Ide of Corinth south of the city.”

Father John sighed heavily. “When | was young, | thought | might become amonk and visit that sacred
idand. Instead, the Granger overran my city and | was|eft to keep divethetruefathin aland ruled by

pagans.”

"Y et you stay? Why not flee the Granger and come to Otranto proper?” Jake asked. “Everywhere we
went, there were empty farms just waiting for someone to come and take them over."

Father John grasped his sword, half pulling it from hisbelt. “Thisis our home. Y ou saw the city asyou
came here, filled with flames and murder. While we were ruled by Otranto City, this city was sacked five
times, first by Ebron armies and then by Granger until Otranto abandoned usto our fate. That doesn't
count the time unpaid Imperia soldiersrioted.” He gestured to the bare walls. “1t was Otranto soldiers
who looted this church, not the Granger."

"But you are Otranto.” Castile spoke softly, but Jake could hear the hint of her mother's passion in her
voice. “ Surely you dream of the day when you can be reunited with the great empire.”

"I dream of many things.” Father John laughed harshly. “ None of my dreams have ever cometrue. That
onewill be no different."

"Then why did you summon us?’ Castile demanded. “ Or did you smply want to enter an early bid for
our merchandise.”

"I wanted to look at the people who wanted to recreate the days of the Otranto merchant princes. |
would rather see Otranto merchants getting rich under Granger rule than free Otranto cities being ravaged
by whatever pagans happen to invade."

llBlJt_ll

"Otranto isadream now. A logt dream of the holy nation. Those who follow the true faith do better to
remember it for what it was, not for what it has become. When the city and the last of the empirefal at
last, perhaps ayear from now, perhaps a decade, it will not matter to those of the faith because the redl
Otranto livesin our hearts."

"You still haven't told us why you wanted to meet with us,” Jake said. “Or are we supposed to be your
prophets, taking your message of despair back to the people of Otranto.”

Father John laughed again. “ Despair reached Otranto City long before | did. When | was younger than
you, even younger than the girl, | traveled to Otranto City and found that despair already had made its
home there. Thereis no hope for that city. No hope for the ancient and dying empire of Otranto. Thereis
only thetrue faith and hope for an eternd empire that cannot fdl to foreign inveders.”



The man was obvioudy ether areligious nut or asaint. Jake didn't think he would make much of a
business partner in either case. “Wed better get back to the men,” hetold Castile. “I didn't like the way
that Innkeeper kept looking at our wagons.

Father John put hisfinger to the Sde of hisnose. “Forget about the wagons. The Granger will take them
and cal it taxes. Or the Ebron will take it and not bother with any excuse at dl. What isimportant isthat

you ecgpethiscity dive.”
"But not so we can tell the rest of Otranto to give up,” Jake added.
"Actualy, | had afavor to ask."

After hearing what Father John had to say about Otranto, Jake wasn't particularly in the mood for
granting favors. Still, the handful of monksin the decaying sanctuary looked tough enough that Jeke
decided to hear the priest out. “What favor?'

"A friend of mine needsto escape from thiscity. He dreams of returning to his studiesin Otranto City. |
had hoped that you would et him join you.”

"Why should we?'

Father John shrugged and smiled. “1t iswritten that man is blessed by what he doesfor others. Who
among usis so fortunate that he could not use divine blessings?'

Jake couldn't argue with that. “Is he here with your priests?'

Father John shook his head. “It would be dangerous for him to come here now. He will join you outside
the gates of the city when you leave.”

"Why not bring him to us?'

Father John shook his head. “1 am busy. Tonight, the Ebron attack reachesits climax and by tomorrow,

it will seem like ahangover, except that haf the Otranto in the city will be homeless and the other half
daughtered in the streets. I'm needed to save those whom | can and perhapsto strike ablow to make the
Ebron alittle more cautious next time they decide to take their failure out on the hel pless Otranto.”

He drew his sword and marched out the church door followed by the other monks.

The youth who'd led them through the sewers regppeared wiping atear from hiseyes. “I'm supposed to
guideyou again. It'sredly atrick to keep me out of thefight, but I'vegot todo it."

"Do you need help?’ Jake couldn't stop himsalf from asking.

"Do you have an army handy? Perhaps three or four thousand heavily armed cavalry could scatter the
Ebron."

"Wedon't havean army."

"Well then, just stay out of the way."

* * * %

Father John's warning was fully borne out when they returned to the Ebron inn. Clovislay nursng alump
on his head. From his uneven pupils, Jake guessed held suffered a concussion. Harold had managed to
bandage up hisleft arm, but blood still seeped from a dozen smaller wounds on his chest and legs. Lucer
looked uninjured, but even more green around the gills.



"They brought us some Otranto food and we were hungry,” Lucer explained. “I1t must have been
drugged. | was unconscious when they came.”

"Who?’ Jakefelt himsdf sinking into depression. He should have stopped Castile, not followed her likea
puppy. Could the whole meeting with Father John have been a setup to get him away from the wagons?

"Some of the sarvants from theinn,” Lucer answered.

"Therewere alot of Ebron when they came, not just from the inn. They knew what they were doing too.
They rolled the barrels off and wheeled the wagons out in no time. I'd say some of them were brewers
the way they handled those big barrels.”

The big barrels Lucer was taking about were much smaler than the huge vats Manny used to brew his
beer, but even they must have been fairly large for theloca brewing industry.

"What about the mules,” he asked. With mounts, they could ride home and at least claim that they'd
found Lucer asafactor for their wares.

"Gone,” Harold admitted. “ They didn't hitch them up to the wagon, though. They rode them out.”

Then they weretruly gone. The men might have abandoned the wagons once they'd finished the beer but
they wouldn't leave mules behind.

Jake sank to the floor of the stable, put his hand in another horse turd, and bounded to hisfeet. “Weve
got to do something?’

"l don't seeany army.” Clovis spoke for the first time and he sounded like even those few words took all
the energy he could spare.

"BU—"
"The beer will be gone by now,” Lucer told him. * Every drop.”

"Not quite every drop.” Harold dug through the mound of stinking straw that had served asfodder for
their muleswhen they'd gill had mules. With atriumphant laugh, he pulled out two smdl casksand a

chinking bag.
"| thought they looked suspicious when they brought the food so | decided to hide alittle something.”
Jake'sfingers were trembling when he reached out to touch the purse. “How much?’

" left about athird of the money on the wagon. | thought it would be too obviousif we didn't have
anything."

"Smart thinking.” He couldn't help wondering if Harold had origindly intended to keep the gold himsdlf.
Still, the mercenary had come clean. Right now that wasalot.

"What are we going to do, then,” Cadtile asked. “ Are you ready to decide we can't trade with the
Granger cities? Because if we can't, we are in trouble. Otranto needs money coming in, not just money
moving around.”

Jake was pretty sure his economics texts would disagree with Castile'slogic. Of course, the economics
texts hadn't been written to deal with an economy whose main function seemed to be generating enough
cash flow to bribe the Granger and pay for mercenaries.



So much for hisfantasy about returning to Otranto with an outpouring of wedlth reflecting his brilliant
trading—although the Erlang sdes represented a significant potentid. “Well, we don't have anything left
to sl. | think we should head for home."

"What about us?’ Harold asked. He still hald the two casks of beer or mead.

Jake rubbed his eyes and instructed his medical system to increase his endorphin count. “What about
you?"

"I mean, you hired usto guard the wagons. We obvioudy didn't do such ahot job guarding them. So, are
you going to leave us here?"

And head back across ahundred miles of unfriendly territory alonewith an old man and anubile girl?
Jake hardly thought so.

Timeto do alittle cheerleading. “ There will be other wagons. We're going to figure away to make
Otranto atrading power.” He paused for amoment caling up Father John's exact words. Were there
redly Otranto merchant princesin the old days?'

Clovis shrugged. “ The old stories say that we were all spacers once, two or five thousand years ago.
Maybe there were Otranto merchant princes then too. Who knows? But if you think Emperor Fernisis
going to let any merchant get power in Otranto, you've got another think coming.”

Becoming amerchant prince had been aridiculous notion anyway. Jake needed to get off-planet. Maybe
he could throw himsdf on the mercy of the commodity police and get out of jail in acouple of decades. If
he listened to Castile and Marie, he would get sucked into a battle where his so-caled dlieswere his
biggest problems. Besides, from what he'd shown so far, Jake was a pretty weak reed on which to build
anew Otranto.

"Anyway, we're al going back together and you and Clovis are going to get paid. Now, who has any
brilliant ideas about getting out of here?

Clovislooked at Harold, who looked at Lucer, who looked at Castile. Cadtile looked at him. “Whatever
itis, wed better do it soon.”



Chapter 8
Two hours before dawn, Jake and his companions crept out of the stable and headed out of town.

After his meeting with Father John, Jake was uncertain whether he could trust any Otranto they ran into
and he was absolutely certain he couldn't trust the Ebron. Where the Granger fit into the equation, he was
cludess

The city glowed adusky red from the flamesthat burned both in the Otranto quarters, but aso scattered
through the rest of the town.

"Were there Otranto shops scattered through the city?” he asked L ucer.
Lucer gave him agrin showing a hole where one of histeeth had been. “ They don't mix much.”
"“Then—"

"Ourswasn't the only beer they found, lad. Some of the fires are probably where afoolish innkeeper
tried to protect his property. Others may be where drunks got careless.”

"And some,” Cadtile added, “are where the Otranto are fighting back."
Clovis spat. “Everyone knows the Otranto can't fight. That's why they hire mercenariesin thefirst place.”

"Otranto soldiers created the greatest empire thisworld has ever known,” Castile argued. “What other
kingdom has lasted more than afew generations? Otranto has survived for over athousand years.”

"Yeah. Andif it'slucky, it'll stand for another ten.”

"I'm sorry | asked.” Jake honed in on the GPS navigationd satdllites|eft behind by the spacers. His
implant couldn't transmit far but it could at least pick up the sgnds. “Turn right here.”

"Thisisn't theway we came,” Cadtiletold him.

"Shh. Don't you hear it?"

Shewrinkled her nose. “What?"

He yanked her arm, pulling her out into the narrow aleyway held selected. “People. Ebron.”

Clovisand Harold had reacted as soon as held spoken, ducking into the alley and vanishing as quickly as
if they'd been taking lessons from Cadtile. Lucer tried, but he had lost some of his soldier's quickness
during hisyears as an innkeep.

"Theré's someone down there.” The shout was followed by an angry growl.

Jake opened his mouth to shout something about just being fellow Ebron, but Harold's hand clamped
over hismouth. “Youd just give away our position, lad,” the bandit hissed in hisear.

Unfortunately, their position was no great secret. A dozen torchesflared in the street they'd just stepped
off.

Jake swallowed the bile that rose in histhroat. He couldn't panic. Not with dl of their lives depending on
what hedid. “What are we going to do?"



"Have any ideawhere your dley isgoing?’ Harold asked. He was limping. Why hadn't Jake noticed that
ealier?

"It runs pardléd to that next street. Don't know how far it goes."
"Wel then you'd better hopeit's not adead end. Let'sgo.”

Limping or not, Harold set agood pace once he got going and Castile, Jake, Clovisand Lucer hurried
after him.

A smadl group moves faster than a crowd and they soon widened the distance between themsalves and
the torches.

Harold fell back beside him and grasped hisarms. “Wed better prepare alittle lesson.”

"But we're moving faster than the mob. We're getting away.” The dley had bent dightly and the torches
were completdly out of sight now.

"Don't you think they know that? Even adrunk mob is smart enough to send fast runners ahead. Well
need to blunt their interest.”

Harold drew his sword, then glared at the unarmed Jake. “If you want to be a merchant, you'd better
learnto useasword.”

Jake had spent some time in aweapons dojo, so he wasn't completdly unfamiliar with the art. There was
acondderable difference, though, between the skills he'd acquired as a sport and the effortless
competence aman like Harold showed.

"I'll do my share.

"Throw rocks at them and distract them while | dice them. They won't be carrying more than knives and
daves”

Jake wasn't very encouraged. Both knives or clubs could be thoroughly fatal on a backward planet like
Arcadia

Harold brought hisblade to hislips, kissed it, then nodded. “Now."

Helaunched himsdf into the panting Ebron, his sword flickering as he batted away a club, diced avay a
hand that had held aknife, and lunged, piercing the largest of the young men now screaming for their
blood.

Jake's panic grew when he saw Harold try to tug the sword from the Ebron's body. The blade snapped
off at the hilt leaving Harold with little more than a set of brass knuckles. Harold threw the hilt at one of
the Ebron, but the man ducked.

Harold pulled hisfigtsinto a defensive posture and spun to face the remaining sSix opponents with hisbare
hands. His limp was obvious now and he was dowing down.

Jake threw one of the grapefruit-sized paving stones he'd gathered at the man nearest Harold, but the
rock panged off hishelmet. Curaing furioudy, Jake threw his second rock, damming it into the back of
the man's neck. Thistime hefell like arock.

"Only fiveleft,” Harold laughed. “They shouldn't have sent girlsto do aman'swork."



All of their assailants were mae, but Harold's taunt had its effect. The five remaining Ebron tensed, their
figtstightening around staves, knives and, despite Harold's assurances, one long curved sword.

Jake scooped up the long stave Harold had knocked |oose, then stepped from his hiding place, joining
Harold.

"| thought | told you to throw rocks."
"l ranout.”
"Well you should have run away. | can hold them off for long enough to let you get alead.”

That abandit and mercenary soldier like Harold would willingly offer to sacrifice hislifeto help others
should have given Jake agrest indght into human nature. Apparently, though, held dready drained his
day's worth of insights so Jake decided he'd have to keep Harold alive instead.

"Why don't we just finish these five off and well both catch up.”
Harold laughed shortly. “ Because there are five of them and | don't have aweapon.”

The Ebron circled around them, still tense from Harold's taunt, but cautious after the quick loss of three
of their comrads and Jake's sudden appearance.

Jake caught the eye of the swordsman and winked. “Well let you go as specid thanksto your mother,”
he said in Ebron. “ She was S0, uh, accommodating.”

"Bagtard.” The swordsman launched himsdlf at Jake in afegble imitation of Harold's origind attack.

Jake deflected the sword's single edge, then spun the weapon out of the man's hands, tossing it toward
Harold who was aready beset with two more Ebron. “Catch.”

IIYOLI Ca’]'t—"

What the Ebron ex-swordsman intended to tell Jake he couldn't do, Jake would never know. He brought
the point of his staff into the Ebron's ssomach, then reversed it, smashing it down on his head.

The Ebron dropped like felled tree.

Jake whirled around, caught aknife on his staff just before it diced into his back, then landed a crescent
kick on the man's ear.

"Wl that'sthat,” Harold said. “ Keep that stick away from me."

The Ebron lay in mounds, one or two moaning, one still holding the ssump which had once been his hand.
Theremainder were perfectly Hill.

"Arethey dead?’ Jakefdt sick again, thistime not in panic but in pure guilt. Desth had always been an
abstract concept to him, not something he would actively participatein.

Harold spat on one of the writhing bodies. “ Some. But none of them are likely to do any more chasing
today. Let'srejoin the others.”

Harold took off at asfast ajog as hisinjury alowed and Jake followed him.
"What about the rest of the mob?’ he asked after they'd been running for afew minutes. “Won't they



send out more runners?”

Harold's grin showed strong, even tegth. “If they were an army, they would. | think amob will havea
hard time finding volunteers. Likely they'll take the easy way and go burn someone who doesn't fight
back too hard."

Jakeranin sllence for afew more minutes trying to understand what had happened.

Findly he exploded. “None of this makes sense. The Granger conquered both Ebron and Otranto
natives. Y ou'd think they would join together. Y ou know, the enemy of my enemy ismy friend."

Harold shook hishead. “I don't know where you heard that, but it isn't the way life works. The Granger
arelike aforce of nature. Neither the Ebron nor the loca Otranto can imagine fighting them successfully.
Y et they have to fight someone. Blaming the other isthe easiest way out.”

So much for any fantasies about uniting the conquered people to rise up. Not that anyone here would
trust the Otranto government to actualy march to their assistance even if the Ebron and Otranto natives
did somehow manage to patch up their differences.

They emerged from the end of the dley into an open courtyard. Fountains depicted winged angels
battling diminutive demons and bearded prophets holding stone tablets. The fountains' water reflected
dying flickers of fire. Of living humans, he and Harold were the only representatives.

"Whereiseveryone?’ Jake was gasping athough they'd only run for about ten minutes. He had findly
adjusted to the high gravity but even so he couldn't do what he could do back home on Wayward.
Partidly, too, his sensors assured him, what he was feding was the sensation of adrenain being washed
from hissystem.

"We're here.” Cadtile did her normal appear-from-nowhere act. Lucer and Clovis stepped out from a
roofless building—abuilding that didn't look like it had been rebuilt snce the last time Epheses had
convulsed into riot and fire.

"| thought you'd be out of the city by now.” Harold grasped Clovis by the collar and yanked him close
until the two men stood chest-to-chest. “What were you thinking?'

Despite Harold's gruffness, the mercenary had apoint. The man had willingly gone to sacrifice hislifeto
let the rest of them escape and they hadn't bothered to do so.

"They've reinforced the city guard.” Clovissvoice was alittle strained from Harold's choke, but he was
trying to give hisreport. “We're close enough to the Granger guard that we figured we'd be safe from the
mob. Castile wouldn't let us give up on you. Besides, if weleft without you and then you showed up, the
Granger would think al of uswere spies.”

It made alot of senseto Jake and hetold Harold that.

"Pah. Clovisthinks heismy mother,” Harold said. “ Still, we are all together now. Perhapswe can findly
leave this god-forsaken city.”

* k k %

Getting out of Epheses was far more difficult than getting in had been. One of the officers had wanted to
execute them on the spot for being Otranto spies.

After spending more than half their remaining money in bribes, Jake and his crew were literdly shoved
out of the city.



The road back looked far worse on foot than it had on muleback or on wagon.

Jake led them to a clearing about amile from town and collgpsed. “I'm going to deep until | wake up,” he
declared.

"Y ou haveto take your turn at sentry,” Castile reminded him.

Cadtile came and talked to him when he was on sentry duty as none of the ex-soldierstrusted Cagtile to
watch over them by hersdlf. Hetried to be polite, but had ahard time withiit.

"Let him go, darling.” Harold grasped Cadtile by the arm, holding her effortlesdy despite her attempt to
ecape. “Hekilled hisfirst man tonight. Hell need to be donefor awhile. It isn't an easy thing."

"Did heredlly kill someone?’ Cadtile asked. Her brown eyeswidened.
"For sure the man he beaned with arock? Crushed his spine.”
"Oh.” Cadtilesmiled & him.

Jake fdt even worse.

* k k %

"Weve got company.” Jake's ribs hurt and he guessed he'd been awakened by a swift kick.
"Ugh.” None of hisquestions madeit out past the hand pressed over his mouth.
"Ebron. I've only spotted one so far, but if they've followed, therell be more.”

Jake scrambled to hisfeet, his hand reaching for the staff he'd taken the previous night. It made anice
weapon while gppearing to be nothing more than awalking stick. Besides, hed trained more with the bo
than with any edged wesgpon.

"Whereishe?" Jake kept his voice awhisper.
"On theroad coming thisway."

Harold was right. One Ebron, by himsdlf, walking down the middie of the road, didn't make sense no
matter how he looked at it.

"I'll stop him,” Jake decided. “Y ou and Clovisfan out and see who eseis planning to join the party.
Cadtile and L ucer, you're our reserve. Help out with whoever calsfor help.

Cadtile made aface but, for once, didn't argue. Harold and Clovis vanished into the trees at the edge of
the clearing. Lucer held his ancient short sword and nodded grimly. “1 thought we had gotten away too
emdly.”

Since Lucer'sdefinition of too easily consisted of losng amost everything they owned, Jake didn't
completely agree. Now wasn't the time for quibbling, though.

"Say dert”

Hetried to stay dert himself, wiping the deep from his eyes and turning up his hearing sengitivity to detect
possible footsteps following the lone Ebron.

"So you escaped Epheses. My congratulations.” The Ebron squatted in the middle of the road looking



directly at Jake athough he would have sworn that held approached in dead silence. Oddly, he spokein
Otranto.

"And you thought that wasn't good enough?’ Jake asked. If this Ebron led alarge party, hewasin
trouble but at least the others might be able to get away. That notion wasn't as reassuring as he'd hoped it
would be. Hero materid, he was not.

The Ebron stayed squatting, afaint smile playing across hiswhite tegth. “It tells me that you are more than
you appear to be."

Which wouldn't be hard. They appeared to be asmall group of penniless and horseless men fleeing from
anunfriendly city.

Jake walked closer, his gaff resting gently in both hands. “ Everyone seems to think we are spying for
Otranto. It happens not to be the case."

The Ebron shook his head. “The Granger worry about Otranto spies. | don't know why. Otranto isthick
with both Granger and Ebron who have falen out of favor with the Khan and who would willingly supply
al theinformation Otranto needs for afew piecesof gold.”

"There's no one dse with him.” Harold's voice sounded hoarse, unnaturd.
Jake responded automaticaly, stepping back and whipping his staff into ready position.
"Doesit frighten you that | came done?’

Jake dowly relaxed. Harold's odd tone of voice had been intended to confuse direction and not, as he'd
first guessed, been asign of compulson.

"I am dways concerned when men act irrationa ly. What possible reason would an Ebron have for
confronting an armed band by himsdlf?"

"The most obvious. Y ou are going to Otranto. | wish to go to Otranto. | propose joining your party, at
least until we reach the border."

"Why should we take you?’ Castile demanded.

The Ebron shrugged. “I can use awespon. Perhaps that would help. Then again, Father John said he
would ask it asafavor.”

"Y ou're the one Father John asked usto take?” Jake hadn't imagined it would be an Ebron.

"The priest likes to be seen as asmple man of faith, but he is something of a philosopher. He and | spent
many evenings together discussng the writings of the ancients and the meaning of theworld.”

Castile nodded. “1t would be bad luck to refuse Father John's request. We've got to take him.”

* * % %

Clovis stepped behind the Ebron's shoulder, his sword naked and glistening asthe first light stole over the
horizon. “Wdll, | don't trust him."

The Ebron stood. He easily towered over Jake and dwarfed the other men of his party. “If | meant to kill
you, | would have come with agroup of warriors. Instead, | came adone.”

"And you're delaying us enough so any Ebron gang from the city will be ableto catch us,” Jake added.



“You may aswell join us, at least asfar asthe border.” At the border, they could easily turn him over to
the Otranto military who would, as the Ebron himsdf had suggested, be overjoyed to have a native of the
Granger landsto ply with their questions.

The Ebron looked at the dawning sky, then bent and picked a small pack from the side of the road
whereit had laid, invisble even to Jake's augmented vision. “ Unless they come after you with horses, |
think you arewdl avay."

"And will they come on horseback?” Jake couldn't help from asking.

The Ebron laughed. “My fellow Ebron? If they had horses, they would have better thingsto do than
attack Otranto people. The Granger keep amonopoly on horses. Ebron and Otranto are alowed mules,
donkeys, and oxen."

"They stole our mules. They could probably stedl horsestoo.”

"Perhaps. Y et how many and how would they get them through the city gates? The Granger guards will
let men through for abribe, but they would never let an armed Ebron out on horseback.”

"They let usinto the city and we aren't Granger.”

The Ebron nodded. “Inisnot out, and mules are hardly awarlike steed.”

Asthey'd talked, they had aso walked. After afew moments, Lucer, and findly Harold joined them.
"What isyour name, Ebron?’ Castile demanded.

"Youmay cal meMark,” the Ebron answered.

"Do you have atrue name?'

"Of course” Mark showed histeeth. “Y ou know that thereis only one time when an Ebron may offer his
true name to awoman. Are you asking meto marry you?"'

Clovis brought the pommel of his sword against Mark's back, shoving the Ebron to astumble. Jake
noticed that Mark recovered after only one misstep. “ Show some respect, Ebron.”

"l answered the questions | was asked,” Mark replied.
Clovis had his sword out of his sheath before Jake could do more than gape.

Mark fell back, laughing. “What, are you asking for my secret name aswell? What an amorous group
you are.”

"Holdit.” Jakeraised hisvoice, roaring like awounded e ephant. “Clovis, you're being an idiot. Mark
wasn't one of the ones who attacked us and you shouldn't take out your anger on him. And Mark, you're
not going to Say if you cause dissention.”

Mark looked like hewastrying to stifleagrin. Trying unsuccessfully. “ That iswhat the Granger say as
wdl."

"Wha?'

"That | am atroublemaker, dways stirring up dissension and argument. The captain of the Epheses guard
told methat my health might be improved by achange of clime. Since guard captainsin three cities had



aready expressed asmilar sentiment, | decided to move beyond Granger territory."

Wonderful. All they needed was atroublemaker to make their journey even more painful. All Otranto
needed was more dissent.

""S0 you cause problems? Do you have any useful skillsfor theroad, or do you expect usto merely form
the butt of your jokes and trouble making?'

"Skills? | have camped out at night, but am happier in the cities. | speak Ebron aswell as Otranto, but |
know that you do the same."

A twinge of suspicion coursed down Jake's spine. “Y ou know that how?"

"Because we have been dipping from Ebron to Otranto since this conversation began, of course.
Although anyone who heard you were Otranto merchants would suspect you were spies.”

"Because the Granger Khanate is at war with the Otranto?"

Mark laughed. “Hardly. Trade does not depend on the winds of palitics. It issmply that there haven't
been real Otranto merchants for hundreds of years. Not since the Emperor Hadrian sold the trading
concessionsto the barbariansin exchange for an army or anavy or some such. Thearmy islong gone,
but the concessionsremain.”

Tak about jumping out of thefrying pan into afire. “'Y ou mean we're violating an Otranto law by
trading?’

"Of course.” Mark waved ahand. “ That is the secret to Otranto, however. Everything is forbidden and
everyone does that which is outlawed. When the Emperor wishesto rid himself of atroublesome subject,
thereisno end of crimesto belisted.”

A rich Otranto prince might be able to flout the law. Jake didn't think that he and Manny would be able
to do s0. At least not enough to create the huge trading caravansit would take to make ared difference
in the Otranto economy. For that matter, between losing everything on thisjourney and the law against
Otranto merchants, Jake was more likdly to find himself sold into davery than welcomed as amerchant
prince.

"Y ou seem to know alot about Otranto.” Clovissvoice hadn't lost abit of suspicion.

"Once, when the Ebron ruled the west, we sent vast caravans of sk and spicesinto Otranto City,” Mark
answered. “My family ran such a caravan and has passed the stories down from generation to generation.
Thentoo, | had the opportunity to study in the school of philasophy in Otranto City itsef.”

Jake couldn't put any of thisin the context of what little he knew of Arcadias history. “ Are you saying
that the Ebron and Otranto lived in peace?!

Mark shook his head dowly. “Hardly. We were dways at war until the Otranto paid the Granger to raid
south from their icy wilderness and destroy the Ebron civilization.”

If that wastrue, it had been an act which, if it wasremembered at al by the Otranto, had probably been
seen asabrilliant stroke for ageneration, and as ahorrible blunder by every generation since.

"Let'sget thisstraight,” Harold cut in. “Weve picked up this Ebron who has no practica skills, and who
wantsto cut in and share what little food we were able to rescue from the disaster in Epheses?”



Mark nodded, then swallowed. “Y ou have food? | haven't eaten for two days.”

* k% k %

Mark ate enough for two men, depleting most of the thin stack of travel bread that Harold had hidden
from the Ebron thieves.

Jakeingsted that they keep moving, just in case Mark had lied about them being followed and because
they had suffered one disaster after another since entering Granger territory. The sooner they |eft, the
happier hewould be.

After findly filling the pit he called astomach, Mark stepped closer to Jake and pulled asmall harmonica
from his pocket. He blew tentatively at firgt, then siwung into a samba besat that had Castil€'s feet dancing
as she walked.

"Stop that,” Jake commanded.
Mark frowned. “It makes the miles go more quickly."
Even Castile looked disappointed.

"It tellsthe world were here,” Jake answered. “ Don't you see? We're in danger. With your
noise-making, bandits could be upon us before we heard them.”

"Bandits? There are no banditsin the Granger Khanate. None, that is, except the Granger themselves. |
aready told you that they don't alow the native peoples here to practice weapons or riding. Do you fear
an untrained man on an ox?"

"What about Granger bandits, then? Even assuming that you're telling the truth.”

"All Granger are bandits.” Mark clenched hisfists until his knuckles turned white. “But those who want to
survive within the Khanate do their banditry for the army. Or leave to become mercenaries. Granger
mercenaries make up much of the Otranto cavalry, you know."

Mark might not have many useful skillsbut he did seem to have abig picture view of the world Jeke
found himsdlf in. He wasn't sure how he could use any of this, but surely knowing more about the
geopolitica redlities could be helpful.

"And what were the Ebron before they were conquered?’ he asked.

Mark waved his hands at the desert that surrounded him. “The storieswe tell are numbered as grains of
sand in the desert. In dl of them, the Ebron are the great heroes. The prophet himself was an Ebron.
Ebron merchants carried silks from Otranto and spices and jewel s from the mythical west. Our armies
besieged Otranto City at least three times. The legend says twenty, but you know how legends go."

"And dl of that was eliminated by Granger conquest?'

Mark shrugged. “A few Ebron il trade. Although we are not allowed horses, we have camel s that
travel the vast desertsto the south and shipsthat travel the oceans. Y et, a successful trader faces taxes
that destroy much of his profit. Generation by generation, the great trading families face bankruptcy and
ruin."

Everything Jake heard about the Granger made them sound insane, yet he suspected that was far from
the case. Sill, if he could do anything to help Castile's family, he owned that to them. * Surely the Ebron
resent the Granger for their part in this™



Mark nodded. “ Although the Granger have adopted the words of the prophet, they do not follow the
true teachings. Few indeed would shed tearsif the Granger were struck by a plague and vanished from
human history."

"But would they rebel? Take an active role in throwing off the Granger?'

Mark shook his heed. “For fifty years after the Granger attacked, the Ebron fought. Hundreds of our
citieswere burned to the ground, the men daughtered and the women and children sold into davery. That
was atime when the Ebron had armies, men trained in the ways of war and weapons, and when the
Granger gtill held the lands weakly, with numberstoo few to garrison each city. Then we had horses and
powerful cavary units so numerousthat their dust darkened the sun. Now, we have mobswith sticks and
knifesand rusty swords. To rebel isto die.”

For an ingtant, Jake felt an intense disappointment. Hetried to analyze hisfedings but couldn't
understand. Sure the Otranto and Ebron had atough time of it. But al through the galaxy, some
civilizationsrose while othersfell. Why wasthis his business?

"And if the Otranto rebdled?’

"Then the Ebron would gather their sticks and knivesand kill dl of the Otranto they could. Do you know
what would happen to them if the Otranto Empire returned? They would al be killed to make way for
Otranto farmers. The Granger don't want the land, they only want what it makes. The Otranto and the
Ebron vauethe land itsdf. Both would rather have the Granger in control than risk losing everything.”

Jake felt aheadache coming on and nothing in hisimplant's bag of tricks seemed to do any good stopping
it.



Chapter 9
They'd been on the road for three days when Clovis pointed out the distant pillar of dust. “Horsemen."”

"Odd,” Mark said. “Normally they stop parties who try to enter their country, not those leaving.
Especidly those who havelogt everything.”

Jake gathered his small band around him. “In the desert, we bought them off with ale. To escape
Epheses, we bought them off with gold. Here we have neither."

"I wonder if they are after me,” Mark continued. “While | am hardly amgor annoyance, the Granger
sometimes prefer to keep their enemies under their thumbs. It might be better for you if you left me.”

Jake was momentarily tempted. After dl, he didn't owe Mark anything. The man had been foisted on him
by acrazy priest whose only favor to Jake wasto distract him when the Ebron stole hiswagons.

He shook his head firmly, ressting that temptation. “We are ateam. We stick together. Besides, they are
aslikely to be after the rest of us."

"Sowefight,” Clovissaid. Heloosened his sword in his scabbard and gave Cadtile an evil grin. “Pay
themin ged.”

"You'rebeing anidiot again,” Castiletold him. Her voice sounded fond, dmost asif shewere awoman
gpesking to amuch younger brother, rather than agirl speaking to agrown man.

Harold nodded. “ Cadtileisright. We can't fight them. They'd ride in, launch afew flights of arrows, and
then circle around looking for another shot. Now if they would only attack head-on."

"Which they won't do,” Lucer said.

Jake's common sense warred with his hormones until he used hisimplant to crank down the testosterone.
“Well wait and see what they want. They havelittleto gain by killing us, after all.”

"They're dways|ooking for target practice,” Clovisargued. He didn't, however, argue too hard. Even he
could seethefutility in fighting.

Asthe horsemen approached, Jake was surprised to see that it was Alton's troop. The gods of
coincidence might be riding high. There might be precious few Granger troops patrolling the frontier. Or
maybe Alton had taken a specid interest in his group. Possibly al of the above.

Alton led haf his horsemen directly toward the wakers while the remainder deployed around them bows
drawn and arrows ready.

"Traders?’ Alton's voice was soft but didn't hide an angry edge. “Where are your wagons now?"

Jake couldn't see anything to gain by lying. “Following your advice, we traveled to Epheses where,
unfortunately, our wagons and mules were stolen.”

"Stolen? More likely unloaded and turned into caissons. Epheses had been pacified for years. When you
arrived, it broke out into rebellion. Do you serioudy expect meto believe that thisis coincidence?’

"It was no rebellion,” Jake explained. “It was arace riot between the Ebron and Otranto. The Granger,
including your cousin, did nothing but stland by and watch the daughter.”



Alton narrowed his eyes. “No more of your lies. | know who you are. Marie Delphonteisawell known
member of thewar party and you work for her.” He jabbed Jake in the chest with hisfigt. “First you
attempted to start afight with the Granger Ambassador's servant. Now you arrive to start arebellionin
Epheses. | wasright to think you aspy."”

Jake shook hishead. “We are smple merchants."

Alton pulled along knife from a sheath at his sde and polished it with the deeve from hissilk robe. “No
matter how good your ae, it could never pay to caravan it across this desert. Besides, you didn't even try
to sl it to the Granger.”

Jake had asked himsalf some of the same questions. Now that he thought about it, he redlized that this
trip into the Granger territories had less to do with making money for Manny Delphonte and more to do
with Jake's wish to escape Arcadiaand return to civilization. Explaining that to Alton wasn't going to be

€asy.
"I guess|'m not avery good merchant.” Short, succinct, and unfortunately true.

"Perhaps.” Alton glanced at the knifein hishand asif seeing it for the first time. He pushed it halfway
down his shegth, then yanked it out again and pointed a Mark. “ And perhaps this Ebron isn't the one the
soldiersin Epheses have been looking for. Y ou are playing me for afool, Spacer .

Obvioudy Granger spieswere efficient. Alton knew about both Jake and Mark athough Jake suspected
that the Otranto government knew about neither.

Jake bit histongue to hold back any comment about what it would take to make afool of Alton. He
wanted to talk hisway out of trouble, not to talk himself into more.

Instead, he forced alaugh. It sounded completely unconvincing to him but he hoped Alton wasn't as
discerning. “Mark isjust ascholar returning to the Univergity at Otranto City."

Alton tugged on hislong blond ponytail, then dammed his dagger back into its sheath.

"Shall wekill them?” one of histroopers shouted in Granger. Alton's group, Jake noticed, hadn't unstrung
their bows when Alton had sheathed hisknife.

Alton shook his head. “I'm going to send you to the spymasters in Bathsheeba. Y ou and the Ebron you
cal Mark. Asfor therest, the girl may have her uses. The others may live aslong asyou give me no
reason to kill them.

With ten bows pointed a him and twenty enemy swords hanging within reach, Jake wasin no position to
argue. Still, hedidn't like the leer that Alton sent Cadtiles way.

"Bring up Six of the mount changes,” Alton ordered.

"But gr. They are not—"

"Are you the new captain here?’ Alton's eyesflashed adeadly shade of blue.
"No captain. Of course. Six spare mounts.”

Before held arrived on Arcadia, everything Jake had known about horses, held learned from the ancient
literature he'd studied. HE'd seen the way Clovis and Harold had admired the Granger horses without
redlly understanding. Now, as Alton handed him the reins to a huge white anima marked with large black



gpots, hefound himsalf somewhere between panic and dation.
"I can'tride,” he admitted. Were there even horses on Wayward? He didn't think so.
Alton's smilewas anything but friendly. “Then you will learn, my friend. And you will learn quickly.”

Cadtile, Clovis, Harold, and even Lucer mounted their horses with both confidence and some semblance
of joy to be off their feet. Mark and Jake looked at each other, whether for reassurance or for direction,
Jake never knew.

"I sugpect that if we don't get up on these animals, welll beleft behind,” Jake said.

Alton laughed again. “ All but your heads. I'll take those to the Great Khan so he can add them to the
pyramid of hisenemies™

Jake scrambled aboard. Fortunately, one of the Granger had saddled the horse and he was able to grasp
the saddle horn before falling off the other side.

Mark followed his example, looking dmost as unsteady on hisanima as Jake felt on his.

"Thereisonething you can leave behind,” Alton added when Jake's party had findly climbed onto their
overszed animals.

Thisdidn't sound good.
"What?' Jake demanded.

"A couple of you seem to have swords. He—" pointing a Clovis, “carries abow. Why don't you throw
al of these wegpons onto the ground so you won't be foolishly tempted to use them?"

Reluctantly, Jake nodded at his men. “Leave your wespons.” He watched to make sure no onetried
anything stupid but held onto his own staff. He was quite certain that Lucer, Clovis, and Harold had
knives and other weapons hidden about their persons. Unfortunately, the weaponsthey Ieft on the Side of
the ancient Otranto road were the largest and the most effective against alarge number of attackers—like
Alton's Granger troop.

* * * %
Alton set what, to Jake, was akilling pace, yet the Granger didn't even seem to notice.

After an absolutely miserable five minutes bounding up and down on the horse, Jake finaly caught onto
how the Granger rode, using their legs to support some of their weight and to serve as shock protectors.
He remembered reading some novel about atime traveler who'd changed hisworld when he introduced
dtirrups. Unfortunately for Jake'sinvention career if luckily for his more sensitive areas, the Arcadians
hadn't logt that innovetion.

The sun was setting as Alton findly led them into atumbled down fortress set on ahill that overlooked a
huge expanse of the desert. His soldiers had surrounded Jake and the others the entire ride, eliminating
any chance for escape.

Now that they'd apparently ended their journey, Jake didn't think their captorslooked a great deal less
way.

"Dismount and care for your horses,” Alton growled.

When Jake stood, holding his horsgsreins, his legs quivering from using some of the few muscles his



weeks on this heavy-gravity planet hadn't hardened, Alton glared at him. “ That horse bore you. So care
for her. Remove the saddle, rub her down, give her water."

The horse nudged Jake with her huge head. Only hismartid artstraining kept him from losing hisbaance
and collgpsing to the ground.

"Of course,” he said. While held never ridden before, he had helped take care of their mules during their
journey to Epheses.

The saddle confounded him completely. The leather straps wrapped through brass rings, looped around
themsalves, and seemed to vanish into the saddle itsalf without leaving any free ends.

Finaly Jake conceded defeat. All of hismen had long before completed their work and had led their
horses to the sone well from which Alton had promised to draw water untainted by the desert's usua
minerd tastes. Only Castile remained and Jake was reluctant to confess hisignorance to her.

"You redly don't know how that saddle works?’ Pity seemed prominent in Cagtilésvoice. “Y ou spacers
don't know much, do you?"

"Can you just hdp mewithout caling meanidiot?"
She smiled but shook her head. “ The oneisthe price for the other.”
"Jugt show me how thisthing attaches, will you?'

Cadtile flipped up alesther flap that Jake had thought was part of the saddle, and unveiled the end to the
leather girth that had €luded Jake. “It isn't very tricky."

"Now that | know whereto look.” He started to tug on the hard leather, loosening the strap.
Cadtile put one of her smal hands over his. “1 am concerned about this Granger."

Jake was concerned about more than one Granger but he tried to keep his voice neutrd. “What do you
mean?'

"Why do you think he brought us here, so far from the road? | have seen maps. Thisis not the way to
Bathshecba"

Jake nodded dowly. “They've decided we're spies. | suspect Alton will get more credit for bringing usin
with confessions than just sending usin as sugpects. And he probably wantsto get away from any
superior officers who might be tempted to take the credit.” From Alton's hungry gazein Cadtile's
direction, Jeke wasfairly certain that wasn't theend of it.

"So welve got to escape, right? Maybe late tonight when they're all adeep.”

Jake shook his head. He and the others could never escape on foot. Stealing Granger horses and trying
to makeit out before the Granger discovered their loss was an even dumber idea. “It'll never work."

"Maybe | could distract them while the rest of you escaped.”

He had to give her credit, Castile had avivid imagination. Next time a ship reached Arcadia, Jake just
might seeif he could find her ajob creating stories for the Smu-nets. Perhaps this one would be
Beautiful Princess sacrifices her innocence to help her friends escape. At any rate, it wouldn't work.
No matter how good adistraction Castile could be, and Jake redlly didn't want to think about asixteen
year-old girl distracting anyone, they would be caught before they'd even left the camp.



"Wereateam,” hereminded her. “Well dl |eave together."
"All together dead,” she fired back.

Jake led his horse over to alarge bucket filled with weter, let the animal drink her fill, and rubbed her
down with sometufts of dry grass he found near the well. The anima was sweety, but solid muscleslined
her body. Now that Jake got a closer look, she didn't seem quite the giant he'd thought her at first. In
fact, she would probably have been only an average sized horse back on ancient Earth. Arcadia's greater
gravity had conspired to produce arace of stronger but stockier equines.

"Don't let her drink too much,” Alton advised. “Horses are stupid that way."

Unlike people who were stupid in so many unique ways, Jake thought. Instead of commenting, he
nodded and yanked the poor anima away from the water pail.

His horse gave an annoyed snort, jerked the reins from Jake's hands, spun around to face away from
him, and kicked at Jake with both rear feet.

Jake doveto the ground, turning hisdiveinto arall to increase the distance from the angry animdl.

The ground hit him hard, not at dl like the padded matsin low-gravity Wayward. Still, he was on hisfeet
again, hisbody reflexively turning in acombat stance.

"Interesting,” Alton observed. “Y ou say you are a merchant.”

"What d=?'

"Youmovelikeawarior."

Jake laughed. “ Put asword in my hands. Y ou definitely wouldn't think so then.”

"Perhaps.” Alton reached in and snatched the horse's reins without the dightest hesitation. When the
horsetried to kick a him, Alton kneed the poor anima in the ssomach. The fight went out of the horsein
ahurry.

"Any merchant who expectsto stay aive hasto learn sometricks,” Jake observed, trying for some
semblance of credibility. “Even abad merchant like mysdlf.”

"Perhaps.” Alton led Jake's horse away, removing her bridle before loosening her in amakeshift stable
that had once, Jake could see, been some sort of ahuman dwelling place with an open atrium. Now the
roof had collapsed but much of the outer walls remained with makeshift barriers where doors and
windows had once opened the hometo air and light. So many windows that Jake had to believe that the
home had once been located hundreds of miles from the borders, safe in the very heart of the Otranto
Empire. Over the years, the border had come to this home, then passed it.

He couldn't hold back a shiver when he wondered what had happened to the family that had once called
thisareahome. Had they fled to Otranto City, or had they, like the peasants who'd farmed so much of
what was now desert, smply been killed or starved when the Granger came?

His horse kicked away a steaming new turd |eft by one of her fellow equines and exposed a fraction of
an ornate mosaic built into the floor of what had once been ahouse.

Jake had fought against any sense of belonging, any excuseto take sidesin thislost battle, but now he felt
aterrible sense of loss. Once, Otranto Civilization had been strong. More to the point for a merchant,



once Otranto had created great works of art—art so plentiful that it could spare an artist's work to be the
floor in amerely well-to-do landowner's home. Whether through internd rot or Ebron and Granger
attacks, it had lost some of that. Perhaps, if the Ebron had been allowed to conquer the Otranto without
disturbance, they would have been able to preserve the best of Otranto culture and given it anew, hybrid
life. Certainly what Mark had told him showed that the Ebron shared an artistic and literary sensibility that
the Granger lacked.

Theintroduction of the Granger into the equation had destroyed that possibility. Alton'sindifferenceto
the beautiful mosaic wastypica of what he had seen and |learned about the Granger insengtivity to art. It
was on alevel with their insengtivity to the thousands of peasantsthey let starve asthey transformed
farmlandsinto desert.

* k k %

Two hours later, the sun had set and the Granger had embarked on amgjor drinking bout. Significantly,
Jake thought, Castile was the only one of their prisonersthey attempted to persuade to join them.

"Your cousin seemed well,” Jake remarked to Alton. He felt the need to reestablish the human
connection between the two of them.

"Yeah? Wel, he should. HE's got it easy Sitting in Epheses where there are girls running around
everywhere you look. Out here you know what we get? A couple of scrawny Otranto peasant women
every few weeks. Mostly they run away when we come.” He paused, took a deep swalow from his beer
mug, then thrust it toward Cadtile. “ Drink, little wench."

Cadtile choked on the hitter brew and Jake found himself at her Side, patting her on the back.

"Move away from thegirl.” Alton's voice wasice-cold and sober. “Y ou've had your chance with her on
the road and now it'sours."

"Youll hardly get rich caravans coming through if you waylay them like bandits,” Jake reminded Alton.
“Let usgo and well send you acouple of barrels of Otranto's best ales and a cask of Castilesfamous

"Rich caravans? Such ajoke.” Alton swallowed deeply from his mug, his Adam's apple bobbing up and
down. “Y ou came here with two wagons and now have none. Do | look dumb enough to believe that
these profitswill lead to whole caravans?'

"A temporary setback.” Jake waved the objection away. “ The Granger Khanate is rich with trading
opportunities.” Which ought to have been the case. Mark had told Jake about caravans of thousands of
camd-like animals, loaded with spices, sk, and fine weapons crossing the deserts between the ancient
citiesin the Ebron oases, Erlang, on the coast of the inner sea, and the fabled lands of Sharain the distant
west. Granger indifference and shortsighted unwillingnessto invest, and lack of Granger laws protecting
merchant property had al but diminated thistrade.

"I believed your story once,” Alton said, “and look whereit got me."
"It got you acask of the best deyou've ever tasted.”
"It nearly got me executed. Now be quiet before | have you gagged.”

Alton took another drink from his mug, then cast the lesther mug into the fire. “ Enough of this. Timeto
determinethetruth.”

His hand hardly seemed to move. One moment it rested by his side, afraction of asecond later, it had



caught Cadtiles dark hair.
"Such apretty little thing. It'sapity that you chose to consort with spies.”
"Save somefor us,” one of Alton's soldiers urged.

"That isup to our friends. If they tell usthetruth quickly enough, thegirl will live. If not.” Hedrew along
knifefrom hisbdt. “Wel, if not, well haveto make do."

Alton brought his knife to Castil€'s neck. The blade seemed merely to brush against her skin, but a
black-red line of blood trickled from the hollow of her neck down her chest.

"Why did you come here?” Alton demanded.
"| told you, we were looking for trading opportunities,” Jake answered.

"That isyour lagt lie. The next time you answer untruthfully, your little friend loses afinger.” Alton reached
for Cadtilés hand.

Jake fought panic. He could admit to being a spy, but even that wouldn't keep Castile safe. Telling the
truth was even lesslikely to result in anything postive.

Cadtilejerked away from Alton's grasp, tearing her top and exposing a shoulder and a portion of a
breast. For afraction of asecond, Alton's attention, and the attention of al of his men, focused on the

agirl.
There wasn't going to be a better opportunity to fight.
Jake ddliberately toned down his adrendin and forced himsdlf to rdax into amartid artstrance.

Before Alton could react, Jake dapped the knife away with a crescent kick, then followed up with aside
thrust kick to Alton'sribs.

Arcadia-hardened muscles gave Jake added strength and Alton'srib bones cracked as Jake connected.
Cadtile sprawled to the ground and scrambled away from the Granger captain.

Jake sensed rather than saw the Granger soldier behind him and rolled away, grasping a sharp-edged
rock as he hit the ground and ending hisroll by shoving the rock between the eyes of the Granger who'd
asked Alton to save apiece of Cadtile for him.

The Granger behind him bulled forward and Jake connected with aback kick to the groin.

The man fdl heavily to the ground before Jake could follow up and Jake spun around to seewhy. His
kick hadn't been that deadly.

Cadtilegrinned a him, Alton'sknife shining redly in her hand. Sheld neatly hamstrung the Granger when
he'd rebounded from Jake's kick.

The sound of weapon againgt wegpon indicated that Clovis, Harold, Lucer, and even Mark had gotten
into thefight.

"Stay closeto me,” Jaketold Castile. He swept up his aff and went hunting Granger.
"Men,” Cadtile sighed. “Y ou can be such idiots."



Jake ducked a Granger's sword swing, rapped the swordsman'sfingers, then drove the tip of his staff
into the man's sternum, then followed with an ax kick to the top of the Granger's rapidly descending
head. Another one down. That left how many? Maybe fifteen againgt the five men in Jake's band.

Cadtile scooped up the falen man's sword. “ See you,” she called over her shoulder as she headed away
from the campfire.

He started to follow, but was interrupted by three Granger intent on carving new orificesinto his body.

They were clumsier than Jake would have imagined, and seemed to wield their weapons awkwardly.
Jake wasn't impressed. Then he remembered that they were horse archerswith limited experience
fighting with swords and less with fighting on foot. His dojo training on Wayward had prepared him for
thistype of combat even more than their vastly longer but much more specidized military experience.

Although they seemed awkward, the Granger were obviousy used to working together. They spread out
inabroad triangle, ensuring that Jake could only face one of them at atime.

"Told you they were spies,” the man at the center of the triangle told the others, speaking in Granger.
“Otranto merchants couldn't fight like this. Besides, they wouldn't have picked up an Ebron, ether.”

"Yesh, sowhat?'

"So, when | say three, you feint and Enry can throw aknifein hisback. I'll finish him off."
"l guessthat'saplan.”

"Darnright. Three"

Jake pretended to be drawn into the feint then spun and spanked Enry's dagger from the air, aiming it
toward the point man.

His college scholarship in basebal camein as handy as hismartia artstraining for once. The knife sailed
neatly into the point man'swaiting throat.

"Wl that didn't work too well,” Enry said, reaching for another knife.

Jake laughed. “ That's what your mother said when she had you.” He spoke in the Granger warrior
language.

Enry froze, obvioudy confused to hear their secret |language coming from aforeigner. Jake took
advantage of the moment, landing asolid staff-strike on Enry's helmetless head.

Thethird Granger camein more cautioudy, but he did come forward despite the loss of histwo
colleagues.

"So you understood poor Enry,” he said. He held his sword before him in arelaxed guard. Thisman,
Jake redlized, knew what he was doing.

"Hewasanidiot,” Jake replied.

"Of course.” The soldier beat at Jake's staff, then lunged, feinting first at Jake's eyes, then hisgroin, then
findly trying for ahisheart.

Jake barely besat the sword away. A staff can be afine weapon, but atrained swordsman has the
advantage. Of the Granger held faced so far, only this man could truly claim to be atrained swordsman.



Jake's carefully controlled pulses of adrendin had et him ignore Arcadias strong gravity. Now, ashe
redized he wasin afight with a superior opponent armed with a superior wegpon, the gravity, hours of
riding an unfamiliar animal, and pure exhaustion from being too long on the road, and too long running
from onetrouble to the next, crashed down on him.

"With Alton dead, you don't need to worry about your little girl,” the soldier told him. “ Surrender and I'll
send her back to Otranto territory."

"What about my men? They're just caravan guards and merchants| hired.”
The soldier shrugged. “I can't do anything for them.”

He was honest. He could have promised to set the men free aswell. It made Jake think he might mean to
keep hisword about Cadtile.

From the crash of metal againgt metd, it sounded like Harold and the others had run out of momentum.
The soldier might have been reading Jake's mind. “Y our men aretiring and still outnumbered.”
"Better to diein battle than in torture,” Clovis shouted at Jake.
Better for himsalf and his men, but not better for Cadtile.
|—
A scream interrupted him.
As hewatched, Clovis sank to the ground, a Granger sword emerging from his back.
"Better thisway,” Clovissad, biting off his scream.

The Granger soldier took advantage of Jake's momentary distraction to pressin, launching a series of
attacks that Jake barely managed to block. Jake wastiring fast while the soldier appeared asfresh as
when the battle had begun.

"The gtaff isapeasant wegpon,” the soldier observed, “but my first sergeant told me wed often fight
peasants. He made sure | learned how to handle them.”

He attacked again, findly binding Jake's Saff.
That had to be amistake asit pitted his one hand against both of Jake's.
Jake threw himself forward, wrenching at the soldier's balance and sword.

For an ingtant, it appeared that he would win, then the soldier twisted his body and both weapons sailed
into the darkness,

The soldier unmasked adagger he held in hisleft hand. “ Goodbye, spy."

A dtricken look came over hisface, then blood gushed from his mouth and he fell forward at Jake's feet,
an arrow protruding from his back.



Chapter 10

With Cadtile shooting at them with her bow and Jake charging at them with his recovered s&ff, the
remaining Granger scattered into the darkness.

"Good hunting, Cadtile,” Clovis groaned.

L ucer whooped, then threw astone to catch the last Granger on the back. The man fell, but scrambled
into the darkness before Castile could get off another shot.

"Weve got to head out of here before they return,” Jake said. He hated to break the moment of
celebration, but once the Granger found their horses and their bows, they would hunt down Jake and his
party without alot of problem. Castile had already depleted the quiver of arrows she'd found somewhere
S0 they wouldn't be able to fight back.

"If were leaving, wed better stedl the horses,” Harold observed. “We can put some distance between us
and make sure they don't have a chance to warn any other Granger units before we cross the border."

Clovis moaned softly. He lay in apool of hisown blood, the Granger sword till protruding from his
body. “I can't make it. One of you needsto finish me off."

Jake shook hishead in denid. “Hang in there, Clovis. I've seen men with worse wounds recover.”

"Spacers, maybe,” Clovis spat, black in the darkness. “ A mercenary learnsto recognize desth. It's
coming for me now."

Jakefet acold hand gripping his heart. He wasn't playing commodity boards any more. Here, his
decisons could kill real people. People who, like Clovis, had become hisfriends. Hed never had many
friends on Wayward and never made any on the John Gaullt, so he couldn't afford to lose any, especidly
through his mistakes. “ Come on, Clovis. Were amost home.”

Clovis shook hishead, afaint smile playing on hislips. “I'm amost home. Therest of you still havealong
trip and you'd better get sarted while you still can.”

"WEelII get you mounted and find you some heders.”

Clovis started to talk, then coughed out another dark spurt of blood. He closed his eyes and hisface
camed. For amoment, Jake feared that he had died. Finaly, though, he gasped for another bresth.
“Take good care of little Castile, now, friend,” he whispered.

Jake took the dying man in hisarms. “Come on, Clovis. Weve been through too much together.”

Clovissamiledidn't even reach hislips. “Y ou're going to have to do the rest without me, Jake. | surely
wish | could be there to see it when you whip the Granger back to the deserts they came from.”

He looked so confident, certain that Jake would succeed in thisimpossible task that Jake was
momentarily struck speechless. What possible response could he offer? A promise would be trite, not to
mention vainglorious and lying. Y et could heredly look Clovisin the eye and tell him that he was planning
on getting off thiswretched planet as soon as he could?

Lucer took Jake by the elbow. “Weve got to get out of here, Jake. If you try to take Clovis with us,
none of uswill makeit."



Jake hated the burning in his eyes, but he couldn't help it. He wasn't a soldier. He wasn't supposed to
have to make thiskind of decison.

"Get meone of their bows,” Clovissaid. “With any luck, | might get acouple of them when they come
back."

"Takethisone,” Cadtile said handing him her bow and the half dozen arrows sheld scavenged. She bent
and pressed her lipsto his. “Well remember you, Clovis."

Clovis opened his mouth to answer, but only blood came ouit.

"He won't be stopping any more Granger tonight,” Harold observed. “He stopped plenty in histime. He
was agood man.”

He couldn't be dead. Jake knelt and felt for Clovis's pulse. Nothing.

Hefought down anirrationa danger to hunt down the Grangers who had run. Clovis deserved afunera
entourage. The urgewas naturd, but it was sdfish. Killing afew more Granger wouldn't bring Clovis
back. Trying would, as Harold had indicated, get the rest of hisfriendskilled.

"Let'sgo,” Castile urged. “It'swhat Cloviswanted and he wasright."

Next timethey got in afight, Jake decided he'd take advice from Cadtile rather than giving it to her. Of al
of them, she had been the one to make the decisive blow.

"All right. Gather up those miserable horses and let's get out of here,” he said.

Harold grasped hisarm. “We need to dit their throatsfirg.”

"Well tekedl the horses.”

"I meant the Grangers, not the animas. The oneslying around unconscious after the fight.”

Jake looked at the scattered bodies, then at Clovis. They were soldiers and Jake could sort of justify
violencein abattle for survivad. Killing in cold blood was something else. “I couldn't do that.”

"Then I'll do it. We don't want them coming after us."

Harold wasright. The Granger had kidnapped them and threatened them with torture and rape. He had
noillusonsasto their fate should the Granger recapture them. Sparing afew Granger liveswasn't going
to make any difference. Besides, the Granger had killed Clovis. It didn't matter, though.

"If we do that, we'll be asbad asthey are” he said. “Leave them. Without horses, they won't be ableto
do anything."

"Thistrip,” Lucer said.
"Somehow, | don't see the Granger letting us back into their Khanate without an army at our backs."
"But—" Harold caught Jake's glare and subsided. “ All right, then we'd better hurry."

Harold trussed up the Granger bodies with bowstrings but, asfar as Jake could tell, he didn't dit any
throats.

Hurrying was easier said than done. The Granger saddles used different sets of rings and ties than L ucer



and Castile were used to and they had trouble figuring them out in the darkness. Jake and Mark were
completely hopeless and Castile findly ordered them to just hold the horses' reins and keep their mouths
shut.

Dawn was breaking by the time they finally headed out, each armed with abow and leading a string of
eight horses.

"With dl of these spare horses, welll be able to make good time,” Lucer observed. “Even if those
Granger who got away last night raise an darm, we should be able to outrun it.”

Jake nodded glumly. Hislegs still ached from the ride the previous day and it looked like thingswere
going to get alot worse. Theidea of riding faster, switching from horse to horse when the animals
fatigued, was about as tempting as waking back home to Wayward without a vacuum suit.

"Somehow | doubt that well outrun that warning,” Harold observed, gesturing back to the hillsthey'd
come out of. A couple of milesback, near the Granger campsite, athick cloud of smoke rose to the sky.

Jake pressed his hedlsinto his horse's side and rode up level with Harold. “How much information can
that 9gnd contain?'

Harold looked at him asif he'd been spesking Greek. “Huh?'

"Y ou know, can they tell which direction we're heading, or whether we're asmall band or ahuge war
party?

"How could they signa any of that?It'sjust awarning.”

Therewere alot of waysto sgna more than that. The Granger weren't anaval power, however, and
maybe they'd never devel oped the sophisticated long-distance signaling that every navy in the galaxy had
independently come up with.

"If dl they haveisawarning, we may gtill have achance. They'll be expecting usto head straight for
Otranto. So where el se can we go to get away from them?"

"We could go to Erlang again,” Harold said. “Except | don't think that would surprise anyone.”

"Erlang would turn us over to the Granger before we could get off our horses,” Lucer said. “ They know
how fragile their independenceis.”

"How about if we head due north,” Mark suggested. “Nobody would expect that."

Jake's mind-battered copy of Arenaof Otranto explained why that was. “Nobody lives there but nomads
and wild beasts,” he said. “ At least that'swhat I've heard. And the nomads are Granger relatives.”

"The Tiflismay berelated, but they're not Granger,” Mark said. “When Otranto hired the Granger to
destroy us Ebron, they picked the biggest tribe but ignored the rest. Those who il livein the desert
don't have much reason to love the Granger who got dl the loot and have settled down in cities rather
than staying on the steppes.”

"How do they fed about Otranto?"

Mark laughed. “How does anyone fedl about Otranto. Five hundred years ago, maybe even two hundred
years ago, people worshiped Otranto and feared it. Now, everyone knowsit's just arich prize waiting to
be plundered.”



All indl, that wasn't avery strong recommendation. Not to mention, Jake had little interest in mingling
with people even more barbaric than the Granger. Unfortunately, no one came up with acredible
dternative,

Jake swung his horse's head to the north.

* * % %

They had ridden for several hours when they reached a small stream. Jake stepped off hishorse and
promptly collgpsed when hislegsfailed to hold him up.

"Let'swater the horses and let them graze for alittle while,” Jake said. “We aren't going to make it
anywhereif wekill theanimas™

"That islogicd,” Harold said. Histone madeit clear that there was another shoe about to drop.
What?"

"Remember how we saw the Granger dust cloud before they reached us?'

"Yesh?'

"Well, now we're the ones leaving the dust cloud. Between the fire and the dust, any Granger units out
herewill be able to figure out what's going on.”

"So turning north was a mistake?”

Harold shrugged. “I never thought I'd trust an Ebron, but in this case, | don't think Mark wastrying to
trick us. Wed be leaving a cloud no matter what direction we went. But were not going to get away if
we don't figure out away to disappear.”

Jake stared at the turquoise-blue sky. Their own dust trail, only partialy dissipated dthough it had been
ten minutes since they'd stepped onto the riverbank and stopped kicking up new dust, stood out clearly
agang it. “Thereisone good thing,” he said.

"We need some good news."

"Well be able to see them too. Right now, | don't see any other dust clouds out there.” Although, even
with the extra horses, Jake didn't count on outrunning Granger warriors once they did comeinto sight.

"So maybe wed better keep moving,” Harold said.
Jake nodded. “That and one other thing."
"Spread out and make more dust?’ Castile guessed.

"That'sit. If they know were out here and they know where we are, we might as well make them believe
therearealot of us"

"Well bejust as dead when they catch us,” Harold argued.

Jake shook hishead. “If they think werre alarger group, they'll need to concentrate their forces. That'll
make them dower and keep them from sending out areal dragnet. Also, it could keep any small group
who might be ahead of usfrom getting too close without reinforcements. If welook like an army, they

may stay clear until they have an army too. By that time, with awholelot of luck, well be outside their
borders.” And hopping from the frying pan onto the fire, most likely.



"Doesn't seemright,” Harold argued. “ Sneaky tactics are for Granger, not for Otranto.”

Jake didn't figure that the Otranto Empire was built on that theory, but it just might befaling by it.
Growing empires tended to be practica. And snesky.

"Of thefive of us, exactly oneis native Otranto, and even Cadtile is haf-barbarian. So let's be sneaky and
not worry about it."

Harold grumbled back to his horses, but when he mounted, he moved to be afew metersto the right of
Lucer and adozen meters behind hislast horse.

Jake sgnaled for Mark to go next, then Lucer and Castile. He brought up the rear despite a sudden fear
that this would be the perfect way to get left behind.

* * % %
An hour before noon the following day, Castile reined in next to Jake. “ Over there.”

On the eastern horizon, in the direction of Otranto, adust cloud smilar to their own smudged the solid
blue of the desert sky.

"Good thing we didn't keep going that way,” Jake said.

Therewas no way to tell whether the Granger party was converging, or smply running pardldl.
Jake spurred up to Mark, letting Castile take over the rear guard position.

"l seeit,” Mark told him.

"I'm not that worried about one group, especialy not one coming from the east. They won't have had a
chanceto learn anything from Alton's survivors. What | am worried about is running into an ambush party
and getting held up with that bunch coming in behind us.”

Mark nodded. “ Sounds like something we should al worry about.”
"Hey,” Harold said. “Heading north was your idea. So what do you suggest we do next?'

Mark frowned. “I've never been thisfar north. Ebron aren't encouraged to move around alot in the
Granger Khanate. It just seemed to me that we were dead if wetried to head straight east and the further
south we went, the less likely we'd ever be able to turn around and makeit to Otranto.”

"Cool down, Harold,” Jake said.

For amoment, Harold looked like he was fighting back tears. He swallowed hard. “ Sorry. I'm not
mysdf.”

Jake thought he knew where thiswas coming from. “ Cloviss death has hit usdl hard."

"Y eah, except you've known him for a couple of weeks. | wastheidiot who persuaded him to become a
soldier. | trained him from afarm boy who didn't know how to walk in aline, let done hold asword. |
should have been able to do something.”

Harold's words echoed the feding Jake had been wrestling with that entire day but knowing that didn't
help. “You're asoldier, Harold. Haven't you lost dozens of friends over the years?'

Harold baled hisfigts. “Y ou think that makesit easer? For me, it'sworse. Thefirst timel lost afriend, |



told myself | could make more. That | had lots of friendsin the regiment and that Farrel was old
anyway.” Heforced his hands open, then shrugged his shoulders. “He was younger when he died than |
am now. That'swhy men like Lucer quit. Y ou don't think there are ahundred regiments who would take
him, asis, if they had haf achance? But, now, every death isworse because I'm afraid to make new
friends. Y ou gart to redlize that your friendship isacurse, for you and your friends."

Jake nodded. “1 told mysdlf that | would toughen up, that this one would be the worst but | suspected
that wasalie."

"Y eah. But sometimeslying to yoursdf isthe only way to stay sane.”

They rodein slencefor awhile, watching the smudge of dust on the horizon, wondering if it was getting
closer.

Cadtilerode up in aswirl of horses and dirt. “We're too bunched up. If you two are done crying in your
beer, why doesn't Harold ride on ahead and give Lucer abreak? And Mark, head off about kilometer
ead. Don't go too far, but seeif they head toward us or away when they see you heading that direction.”

Cadtile wasright, but Jake shouldn't have had to wait for her suggestionsto act. Clovis had given hislife
for the others. They owed it to him to Say dive.

"Right,” he said. He widened the distance between himsdf and Harold and signaled to the othersto
Spread out.

Cadtile gazed at the widening dust cloud, then nodded. “ Some day, when dl of thisisover, the bards will
say that thisisthefirg time you made an army from nothing.”

Anicy chill descended on Jake. “What are you talking about?'

"Cloviswasright,” Castile answered. “ The Granger are killing machines. They've got to be stopped.
Otranto can't do it with the armies that we have now. So it's up to you to figure out how we're going to
doit. Maybe thisis the beginning. The moment when history changes and when Otranto's fortunes

change”

"Do you redly think Otranto can be saved?’ Jake demanded. “It's been failing for centuries. Nobody can
remember the last time they actually won ared battle. Hell, nobody can remember thelast time they
fielded an army that had more than asmattering of Otranto soldiers. From what Harold tells me, haf of
their army is disaffected Granger and the other half is barbarians from the east.”

Cadtile raised an eyebrow. “ So?"
"S0? A country can't surviveif it doesn't defend itself.”

"Otranto doesn't make good soldiers,” Cadtile agreed. “But there are more books in my mother'slibrary
than in the entire Granger Khanate. How many Granger can even read? There are ten thousand priests
alonein Otranto City who can read at least three languages. Besides,” she rode closer, putting her hand
on his bare arm for emphasis, “what do you think will happen to my mother if Otranto City fals? What
will happen to my father? What will happen to me? Do you know what they did when Spoletafell? Ask
Harold about that sometime.”

He wanted to push her away, to run into the desert in some direction where no one could follow, but he
couldn't. Cadtile wasright. Harold was right. Mot of dl, Clovis had been right. He had made friends and
now he was stuck. Although he couldn't think of anything he could do that would make a nickd'sworth
of difference when war next came between Granger and Otranto, he could no longer smply walk away.



"Damn."

"Tell meabout it,” Cadtile said. “ And the Granger would be idiots not to attack Otranto soon. Weve got
to hope that the city is till there when we get back."

If they got back.

Jake hadn't seen any signs of mobilization on their trip through the eastern-most section of the Granger
Khanate, but he realized he wouldn't. The Granger army was primarily filled with true Grangers with only
skirmishers and support troops from their subject populations. The entire Granger population could have
mobilized and it would make preciouslittle difference to the way the average subject's day-to-day
businesswas carried on.

"Why do you think it will be soon?"
"Because they'll never face an emperor less competent than Fernis.”

He nodded. It made sense, of course. And if held had a degree in weapons technology and had a
reference library of great military strategiesin his adjunct, maybe he could make a difference.

The sound of horses' hooves pounding the ground broke into Jake's reverie.

"That cloud of dust to the east—it's getting closer.” Sweat streamed off of Mark's face and he looked
about astired as Jake fdt. It had been agood thirty-eight hours since any of them had dept and the only
way that would change soon would beto join Clovis. Jake was depressed, but he wasn't ready for that
option.

"Head toward them,” hesad. “All of us"

"Areyouinahurry to die? We should run.” Castile argued. “Why don't you leave me hereto fill them full
of arrows?"

"Because | don't want to tell your mother how | got you killed,” Jake answered. It wasn't his most
diplomatic answer, but he didn't have timeto play games.

Cadtile pushed out her lower lip. She still was a child despite moments when she seemed far more mature
than Jake did. “Come on, Castile. We dl need to work on our dust cloud.”

They swung toward the east. It seemed to Jake that their group raised more dust than the Granger unit
they were approaching, but that could have been aresult of distance. Thiswasn't anything hed
experimented with before. A long-buried formulafor atrigonometric calculation for the size of the cloud
popped into his brain from god-knew what stale memory circuit in his adjunct. He made anote to
reformat the thing next time he had the chance.

"I'd say they're within eight kilometers” Harold shouted at him. They had changed horses and were
moving at higher speed now. “Are you sure we don't want to run?”

Jake looked at the sun but no miracle had occurred. They till had hours before sunset when they had a
vague chance to move across the desert without being detected. Of course they'd have adramaticaly
lessvague chanceto fdl into one of the narrow ravinesthat cut through the desert floor if they blundered
around the desert by starlight.

"Thisisour only chance"



"| don't think they're going to run.”
"Then we have to make them change their minds."

He held up his hand to signal ahalt and had them switch horses again athough they'd ridden barely ten
kilometers on this change.

"Any hafway decent genera would send out a scouting party before he ran headlong into an enemy unit
of undetermined size” he said. “Wouldn't they?"

"I would,” Harold answered. “But I'm no generd and I'm not a Granger either.”

"But you've fought them before. They couldn't have conquered walled citiesif they didn't have competent
generds”

"All right, let's say they send out a scouting party,” Lucer agreed. “How doesthat help us?'

"And if we were aunit aslarge as our dust cloud indicated we are, we'd do the same thing. Fedl out the
enemy and make sure heisn't sandbagging.”

Heredlized hed trand ated the standard expression literaly and got a confused look from Castile, but the
others seemed to follow.

"Soif we send out abig group, they'll assume that we have abigger group behind,” Mark guessed. “We
make abig show and they decide we weren't kidding so thistimethey redly run."

Put that bluntly, it sounded like the dumbest thing Jake could imagine. He nodded. “Y eah.”

When no one responded, he added “| was hoping that they would have turned around and run before

"WelIl need to shoot them up alittle,” Castile said. “A scouting party that turned around and ran away
wouldn't be that scary no matter how big it was, and the biggest we can beisthefive of us."

"Four,” Jake said. “Y ou're going to stay here with the rest of the horses and stir up dust to indicate the
rest of thearmy iscoming.”

Cadtile shook her head. “With Clovis gone, I'm the best archer here. They'll need me. Besides, if anything
happens to the scouting party, do you think | have achance on my own? The only person who doesn't
have to be on the scouting party isyou.”

* * % %

Jake spotted the stalion and four mares making abreak for it and rode at them whooping and shouting at
the top of hisrather tired lungs. Tying dl of the animastogether in along line hadn't worked. He smply
couldn't get them to walk that way. Finally, he'd remembered memories of ancient 2-D filmshe'd seenin
one of hishistory classes and decided to do aroundup. After dll, if afew horses got away, it wouldn't be
the end of the world. On the other hand, if he couldn't continue looking like asmall army, Castile, Mark,
Lucer, and Harold would be ground up like so much hamburger.

He was heading north again. He'd hoped the Granger force would see histurn as aflanking move and
adopt a defensive posture. Instead, they'd adjusted, aiming for an interception that would take placein a
couple of hours.

Increasingly, it looked like he would have been better off continuing north, or even running to the west,



when hed first seen the enemy's dust cloud.
Now, though, he was committed, or at least he would beif he could just get those horses moving.

Heflapped a spare shirt he'd pulled from a Granger saddlebag, trying to coerce some cooperation when
the stdlion turned, rearing up on hishind legs.

Jake's gelding froze, obvioudy terrified by the larger animd.
Hedug hishedsintoitsside. “Come on, you miserable animd.."
Senaing hisanima's fear, the stalion closed the distance, running straight at Jake.

Jake jerked hard on hisreins. If hishorse bolted, there was no way he was going to be able to hold on.
And that galion looked angry enough, and intelligent enough, to run him down if Jeke fell from hishorse.

His horse's breath foamed and the poor animal trembled like someone was waking on hisgrave, but it
remained frozen in place.

Jake drew on hismartid artstraining, stretching time, trying to make every moment seem an eternity,
each fractional second enough to accomplish anything.

At what he judged to be the last possible moment, he brought his staff around, lowering it on the
attacking stallion's head like a crane dumping aload in a spaceship.

Theweight of the gaff, enhanced by Arcadias strong gravity, smacked into the stallion with more force
than Jake had planned—more than he would have dlowed himsdlf despite the danger hewasin.

The gtdlion stopped in histracks, glared at Jake, then turned and headed away toward the north.
"Well that went well,” Jake muttered to himself.

He dug hishedsinto hisgelding, but the animal remained frozen.

"Or maybe not."

Two minutes of cgjoling and screaming at the paranoid anima did nothing but frighten away the rest of
their horses.

Drawing on his memory banksfor every swear word in every language he knew, Jake dismounted,
removed the saddle, and headed after hisrapidly vanishing herd. At least they were heading toward the
north.

The bad news was, they were heading that way faster than he could walk.

If he got lucky, held be stranded out in the desert, separated from hisfriends, and in the middle of hostile
territory. If he wasn't extremely lucky, things would be much worse.

The Granger dust cloud was now much closer to his horses.

Hed lost track of hisfriends when they'd headed out. To maximize Jake's deception, they hadn't taken
any spare mounts. Shortly after they'd left him, the Granger cloud had budded, cregting its own scouting

group.
He'd watched the clouds converge. Looking now, there hadn't been any separation. Could hisfriends



have been taken captive? At any rate, the single scouting cloud that remained was converging with the
Granger cloud.

Jake looked at the distant horses, then shrugged and turned back toward the east. If Castile or any of the
men had survived, they would eventualy make their way toward Otranto. If they'd been captured, he
could at least tell Manny to start raising money for aransom. At any rate, following his horseswould only
lead him toward the enemy. His chances of fighting it out alone were not good.

Hereached a dry streambed and clambered down.

Some memory of the moisture that had once flowed through the channdl kept it cooler than the
superheated desert air and sustained a deep mass of golden grass.

He pulled his hat over his eyes, leaned againgt the tree, and sank to the ground surrounding himsdf by the
grass.

Alone and on foot, the only chance he had of heading for Otranto wasto travel at night. The best thing he
could do now as deep.

He had nearly dozed off when ahum, sounding like an angry bee, interrupted him.

An arrow trembled in the tree trunk less than afoot above his head.



Chapter 11

Jake stared at the arrow. It still vibrated, stuck perhaps three inches deep into the more or less solid
wood of the aging tree trunk where he had, inadequately, hidden.

He hadn't pissed himsdlf yet, but the evening was il early. Fight or flight went right out the window. He
put his hands up, over his head.

"Ha. | told you hewould be surprised.” It was Harold's whisper.

"Can you believe hisface?’” Castile was trying to whisper but not being very successful. “| sweer it'sas
white as my mother's petticoat.”

Jake lowered his hand and stood. His panic was fading into plain old anger. “Y ou shot at me? Y ou could
havekilled me."

"Oh, giveit arest,” Cadtile answered. “1 don't misswhat | shoot at from that distance.”

Onceinawhile, hell, most of thetime, Castile talked and acted so incredibly adult that Jake would forget
shewas dill akid. Then something like thiswould come aong and shoveit back into hisface. “| takeit
you defeated the Granger scouts.”

"That group, yes,” Lucer answered. “There were only five of them and we saw them first. None made it
back to warn the rest of the Granger. So then we checked up on the remainder of their army. Anditisan
army. There haveto befive hundred men there."

"Five hundred. Why would they have that kind of force out here?’ In Arcadia, logistics would be ahuge
problem, especialy out herein the middle of the desert. Five hundred men, with athousand mounts or
more, would require tons of water, food, and forage every day. Y et they had come from the direction of
Otranto.

"Beforeyou ask,” Lucer said, “they are definitely Granger. Probably araiding party out to round up a
few daves, but possbly the beginning of the next invasion Cadtile was taking about. It has been seven
years sincethelast mgor Otranto defest. It'stime.”

"So we may have pulled the teeth out of a Granger invason? | wonder what kind of reward that will be
worth if we ever make it back to Otranto.” There had to be some way to make some money out of this
and, with the complete loss of their trading goods, Jake needed to come up with something before
Manny sold him to debt servitude.

"It would probably earn us our heads cut off,” Harold said. “ Y ou don't redlly think Emperor Fernisis
going to thank anyonefor telling him that he'sin trouble, do you?'

"Besides,” Lucer added, “weak as Otranto is, the Granger aren't going to invade with only five hundred
men. If they're not just raiding for daves, this group hasto be part of alarger army. An army we haven't
found yet and that we may be about to walk into."

"Not to mention, our chances of making it back to Otranto aren't especidly good right now,” Cadtile
added. “Soif you'l just pass me my arrow, we need to get back on the road.”

Jake yanked on Cagtilés arrow. It stuck at first, then came out so abruptly he almost fell over. He
handed the shaft to Castile. The point remained deeply stuck in the tree trunk.



"Just what | wanted."

"Hey, you asked for it."

"That was before | knew you were going to break it.” Castile shoved the offending object in hisface.
"Sorry."

"Yeah, metoo. If that lot isonly apart of the Granger force, we'll need every arrow we can get.”

Asif it was hisfault sheld shot into histree. It didn't seem to matter whether he was on a poverty-stricken
world with apopulation of haf atrillion like Wayward, a sophisticated planet like Eon, where held gone
to college, or someplace as backward as Arcadia. Women remained a perpetud mystery, even juvenile
women like Castile whom he should have been able to think circles around.

He wondered briefly if women found men as mysterious as men found women, then dismissed the
guestion asridiculous. Men might beirrationa from timeto time, but they certainly weren't mysterious.

"Wel comeon,” Cadtile urged. “It's dark enough that they won't be able to see our dust trail. So get on
your horseand let'sgo."

"l lost my horse,” he admitted.

Cadtile rubbed her eyes. “It figures. What €l se can go wrong?"

Jakewinced. “1 lost the herd too. | think the Granger army's found them by now."
"Forget | asked. | don't want to hear anything else.”

"We picked up a couple of extra horses from the Granger we ambushed,” Lucer said. “ So let's mount up
and get going.”

Jake's thighs burned when he stepped into the stirrup, then burned hotter when he pulled himself onto the
anima's back.

"Which way, boss?’” Mark asked.

Jake glared at the Ebron. He didn't want to be the boss. He wasn't trained to be the boss. Back in the
civilized galaxy, he had probably a hundred years more training before held be ready to be boss of
anything more serious than a couple of |oading robots. So how come he was the one who had to make
the decisons?

"North,” he said.

"We'realot closer to Otranto now,” Cadtile argued. “If we ride through the night, well be so far ahead
of the Granger army that welll be able to outrun them to the border.”

Jake shook hishead. He pointed one finger into the air. “Firgt of al, | don't think welll be able to outrun
them. And the dust trail seven or eight horses lay down isn't going to frighten them much.” He added a
second finger. “ Second, if Lucer isright, thisisjust apart of the Granger army. Where do you think the
rest is? My bet isthat they're somewhere between this group and the Otranto border. So, well get
chased right into the welcoming arms of thousands of Granger.”

"When you put it that way, it doesn't sound especidly brilliant,” Castile admitted. “Northitis”

* k% k %



They had barely moved twenty-five kilometers when the sky began to gray and the stars started winking
out. Their horses were sumbling and Jake fdlt asif he was going to collapse. HeEd thought he had been
deepy before, but thiswas an entirdly different experience. It had to be even worse for hisfriendswho
couldn't use their implantsto clean up the worst of the poisons deeplessness generated.

"We haveto stop.” His voice sounded like an old machine with its solenoids worn out and clicking.

"Good idea.” Jake could see Lucer'sface now as he nodded grimly. “Weve made it far enough that they
aren't likely to ssumble across us and if we stop now, our dust will have settled before the sun actualy
comesup.”

If only Jeke had planned it that way rather than smply collgpsing under hisfatigue.

Hedid off hishorse, felt hislegs buckle underneath him, and sank to the desert sand, suddenly unableto
stand, move about, or do anything but fight to keep hiseyesfrom closing right there.

"| don't see any shelter,” Cadtile objected. “Well cook if we just stand out, especialy once the sun gets
highand hot."

Jake looked around. From his vantage point, he saw mostly horses' rear ends, but what wasn't
obstructed by the equines was more of the same. Flat sandy desert, the odd desert shrub, and an
occasional remnant of astone wall that had once, Jake guessed, marked the boundary between one farm
and the next. Back in the days when Otranto farmers actually scratched out aliving in what was now a
killer desert.

"Over there,” Mark said. He pointed toward one of the ssone walls.

"Wallslike that have snakes” Harold warned. Even without seeing him rub histhigh, Jeke could tell he
spoke from persona experience.

"Perhaps. But itisabit of shelter and shade.” Mark seemed unconcerned with the idea of snakes.

Jake did aquick search on his Arena of Otranto text and came up with anumber of referencesto
snakes, some of them measuring amost eight metersin length. Interestingly, al of the references made
note of their deadly poisons. On Arcadia, it seemed that every snake was deadly.

Asthey approached the stack of stones, Jake saw that Mark was leading them to the remains not awall
but what had once been some sort of hunting blind or possibly a shelter where shepherds could rest and
watch their flocks. The roof had tumbled years before, but there was ill abit of an overhang.

"Horsesfirgt,” Mark urged.

Sharing athree by four meter room with five other people didn't attract Jake much, especialy since none
of them had bathed in days and the Arcadians didn't have the benefit of the medica implant that
controlled body odor. Sharing that same space with five people and six horses sounded even less
attractive.

"WEell deep until it gets dark and we can move again,” Mark said. “We're getting used to riding in the
dark and we'll be rested. We should be able to make better time tomorrow night.”

Harold laughed. “WEell be lucky if we make any time at al tomorrow. Take alook at these horses.
They're not going to survive the night if we don't get them something to drink. And even if we keep them
aive, they won't be worth much if we can't feed them. | think we're shafted.”



It wasn't an attitude Jake would want to encourage but he could certainly understand it—and had ahard
time not sharing it. Adding to his discouragement, the odor in their shelter was aready completely
ripe—even with the outside air blowing in from the open roof.

"I'll go out and seeif | can find some water,” Jake offered.
"I'll comewith you,” Cadtile said.

"Areyou sureyou'll know awater holeif it bitesyou?’ Harold asked. His voice sounded more curious
than criticdl.

Jake shrugged. “If | don't find anything, I'll let you come out show me how."

"Well find something,” Cadtile said. “ Remember, my mother told your fortune. Y ou're supposed to do
something important, which you certainly haven't done yet. That must mean you're going to survivethis
mess."

Although the men looked alittle reassured, Jake wasn't. He didn't subscribe to fortune-telling
mumbo-jumbo and Clovis had been fatal proof that, even if Jake lived, nobody with him was safe. Of
course he wasn't especialy happy with Castile's bland assurance he hadn't done anything significant with
hislife. He had, briefly, cornered the market on lessen hides and made a short-lived theoretical fortune on
the galactic commodity markets. Wasn't that something?

From the look on Castile'sface, he decided not to push the point. If he had aready accomplished
something, then maybe they were dl doomed.

"There are some shrubs over there,” Cadtile said when they emerged from the shed. “1 think we should
check them out."

Like the men, Castilewas dirty. Thetrickle of blood that had dried on her face must have come from a
bowstring striking her ear. Black soot smudges showed on the thighs of her pants from where Alton had
tried to burn her. Still, she seemed to have more energy than the rest of them put together.

She wasn't that much younger than he was, he reminded himsdlf. In asociety where spacerstypicdly live
to be three or even four hundred, what the gap between her sixteen and his twenty-one seemed
inggnificant. He should gtill havethat kind of energy.

Hetried to put alittle more pep into his step and promptly tripped over alarge stone.
"Find any water?’ Cadtile asked.

Heredized hed stayed down, hismind so duggish from lack of deep that he had smply failed to get
back up. “Uh, no. Sorry."

"Thencomeon.”
He struggled back to hisfeet mentally cursing Arcadias excessive gravity. No wonder hewas so tired.

He tightened hisfocus on the tall weeds that Castile had spotted. Could that be abit of an ancient well
hanging off of a couple of stones?

He took a step forward, then stopped and narrowed his focus even moretightly.

"Turn and walk back to the shelter,” he hissed under hisbregth. “Try to makeit look like you forgot
something. When you get back, break out the bows and arrows.”



He glanced again at the unmoving bit of desert. The camouflage was dmost perfect. Almogt, except the
desert wasn't made of athin cotton weave. “1 may have spotted the missing Granger army.”

Hetried to whistle as he neared the camouflage, but his lips were too dry and the faint wheezing that
came out wouldn't have convinced a sophisticated two-year old.

Instead, he muttered something to himsdf about finding gold. Who knew? On aworld where even basic
line of sight wavelength communications were unknown, whatever Granger units were here might just
think they were aband of prospectors.

The Granger strike force blended amost perfectly with the desert but now that he knew what to look for,
he was able to spot them. One by one, they came into focus. Herevised hisretina programming, using
false color identification to keep each man he spotted in view.

He reached the remnants of the wdll and looked down.

The hole seemed to drop straight down into the center of the earth. He couldn't see any water, but that
didn't mean anything with this degp awell.

He bent, picked up arock, and dropped it into the well. Dropped and waited.

And waited. For three seconds, he heard nothing, then afaint thud sounded. It might be mud. It certainly
wasn't water.

So, they were surrounded by Granger, had found adry well that wastoo deep to use eveniif it did have
water, and were stuck in the middle of adesert. Things were not going well.

Hewasfeding so sorry for himsalf heamost didn't hear the faint whisk of human flesh against
camouflage.

Almos.

Reacting indtinctively, he spun, leading with his staff, and knocked the glittering long knife from his
assallant'sfid.

The hooded man redled back, grasping his sorewrist in hisleft hand.

Jake kept his staff between them, watching shivers of movement under the camouflage that surrounded
them.

"You aren't aGranger.” The man's Otranto was strangely accented, but understandable.
"I'm amerchant.”

The man waved his good hand, dropping hisinjured arm to do 0. “I see no caravans, nor isthisthe
usud route.”

"Welost our goods and were heading back to Otranto to get more.”
"And yet you march due north al night long while Otranto isto the east.”

From the corner of his eyes, Jake watched the other desert warriors emerge from their camouflage. They
seemed wary of him, asif they really thought he and his staff actually had a chance against adozen or



twenty armed men.
The odds weren't good, even if Castile had made it back to the shelter.
"l guesswegot logt."

The man shook hishead angrily. “Impossible. Why would you run from the Granger army if you are
amply treders?'

The man knew more than he should. Jeke toyed with the idea of taking his chances, killing this man and
maybe one or two more before they shot him down. It wasn't the dumbest ideaheld ever had; after dl, it
would improve the odds for friends. But not enough to make any red difference. When dl sefails, he
reminded himsdlf, tdl the truth. “We were running from the Granger.”

"Enough.” Thewarrior pulled back his hood showing the typica blond Granger braid and piercing blue
eyes. “Tdl your friendsto come out of that shelter and have them lower their bows."

"Y ou think you left the Granger behind, but you are badly mistaken. They can follow your tracksin the
desert aseasily asyou can follow your nose to an dehouse. It took them afew hoursto determine what
happened to their scouting party, but they're on your trail now. Do you redly want to St here and wait for
them?'

From theway he'd used the word Granger, it sounded like he didn't think of himsdlf as one of that nomad
race. So who was he? Jake decided he had to take that chance.

"I'm open to suggestions.”

"Wise. Tdl your friendsthey have five seconds to come out with their bows unstrung. Otherwise we
samply leave you for the Granger.”

Jake hesitated. The man could be lying and Castile and the others might have a chance against twenty
warriorsif there were no others. Except these men looked at homein the desert. They would know the
water situation and could afford to wait for the desert to do itswork.

"Unstring your bows,” he shouted. “These men are going to help us.”

"Help?’ The man laughed. “We help our friends, not strangersin the desert. But bring your horses out. |
can hear their suffering.”

Jake hadn't heard anything and his cybernetically enhanced ears should be better than anything the natives
could field, but he didn't doubt this man'sword.

"I'm Jake Borinski,” hetold the other.
"Y ou may cal me Njia. These are my cousin-band.”

Jake's quick search of Arena of Otranto didn't turn up any mention of cousin-bands, but hed been on
Arcadialong enough to know that Arena of Otranto wasn't acomprehensive reference.

"My felow merchants Lucer, Mark, Harold, and Cadtile.” Jake completed the introductions, pointing to
each one. “Njiatdls methat the Granger are on our hegls."

"I've got to deep,” Mark said. “Weve been on the go for two days now."



"An Ebron traveling with the Otranto.” Njias brow furrowed. “We live in astrange world.”

"Y ou think abunch of sort-of-Granger who want to help us get away from the Granger army isn't
strange?’ Jake raised one eyebrow.

"Once we make our escape, perhapswe can dl st around afire and share each others' stories,” Njia
observed. “Now, unless you have aspecia wishto die, | suggest you gather your packsfrom that ruin
and let's st of f."

While Mark and Lucer brought out their few belongings, Njiastarted sgnaing with his hands. Jake could
practicaly fed histrandator grind into action but there wasn't enough context for him to pick up the
meaning. It could be that they had the Otranto where they wanted them and attack now, or it could be
something completely different.

It was something completely different. Another twenty of the sort-of-Granger appeared from
nowhere—Jake's camouflage detecting program had missed alot. Within minutes, they were surrounded
by mounted warriorsincluding severd with heavy looking breech-loading pistals.

"We worked our horsestoo hard last night,” Harold said. “ The Granger will catch us before the hour is
up. He pointed at the sky where the Granger dust cloud cut adirty streak through the sky. They couldn't
have been more than a couple of kilometers behind.”

"Fortunately, we have more horses,” Njiasaid.

In minutes, Jake and his party were mounted on hairy horses so short that Jake's feet trailed on the
ground.

"WeTiflisvaue our horses. Treet them gently,” Njiaadvised.

Tiflis? Wéll, that explained things. According to Mark, the Tiflis were the nomadswho lived just north of
the Granger Khanate. They were dso, quite obvioudy, ethnically identica to the Granger and spoke the
Granger language amongst themsdlves.

Jake looked at his horses. They swedt in the dready brutal morning sunshine, salt crusting to their flanks
and nodtrils.

"You can't just leave our animds,” Jake said. While he would never be anaturd rider, it ssemed to him
that he owed something to the poor things.

"Leave them for the Granger? Hardly.” Njiagave afew more hand signas and three of hismen circled
around the seven horses Jake had brought, leading them off to the west. “Well lead them on achasg,
then lose them.”

Jake nodded. Thiswhole thing seemed |ess than half-cocked, but then that could very well describe
everything hed done since landing in Otranto.

TheTiflis ponies picked their way across the desert with a pace even dower than Jake and his party had
traveled the previous night. Njiaglanced a him from timeto time, but spent most of histime signaling
other riders, sending out one party or another, and integrating new groupsinto his band.

Gradually, Jake's trandator picked up enough data and the hand signals started to make sense.

"Why don't the Granger just follow us?’ Jake asked. “We're the biggest party out here.” Yet the
evidence of the dust indicated that the Granger had veered off in the direction Njia had sent their horses.



Njiatook along drink from his canteen, then handed it to Jake.

He hadn't redlized how thirsty he was until hefdlt the water on hislips. Suddenly, he started swalowing
gulp after overflowing gulp, unable to get enough water to replace what he had logt. Castile and the
others sipped at their own water bottles.

"If you don't stop, you will besick,” Njiasaid calmly.
Jake monitored hisinterna systems. “I'll befine."
"Then you are different from any other man | know."
"He'saspacer,” Cadtile said.

Njiareined in, grasped Jake's chin in his strong hand, and glared into hiseyes. “Ishe? | wonder if |
would have bothered rescuing himif 1 had known.”

* * % %

Jake shuddered as Njiadropped his hand from Jake's chin, then rode to the front of the single line of
warriors heled to the north.

He shook hisreins, following closely behind. “1 am aspacer, but | have nothing to do with whatever you
find s0 hateful. Can you tell mewhat it is?'

At fird it appeared that Njiawould ignore his plea. The man looked straight ahead, his eyes focused on
the horizon. Then he nodded.

"Not al who appear to be Granger are. Perhaps not all who are spacers are also evil.”

"Evil? Were traders. In every exchange, everyone wins. Otherwise thereis no exchange.” That wasthe
firgt axiom of the trader civilization that had reclaimed the stars from the millenniaof chaos. Jake might
have problemswith some of the rules, but he believed in the theory implicitly.

"Isthat s0? For centuries, the Tiflis have traded iron to Erlang and Otranto. Then the spacers come.
Otranto can buy what they need from the spacers and Tiflis gets nothing.”

llBlJt_ll

"Then the spacers trade with the Granger. Where do you think the Granger got those huge horses? They
roll over our little ponies like awave crushing achild's sand castle.”

So much for any fantasy about mohilizing the Tiflisto help in any war against the Granger.
"But—"

"But perhaps you, yourself, did not do these things. Perhaps you, yoursdlf, are not responsible for my
father's desth, my mother's capture into davery.”

Jake shook his head. The textbook answer was that improving the local breeding stock would benefit the
entire planet over time. Some cities, some countries, might benefit first, but the benefits would spread. On
Arcadia, a first gppeared to be lasting for centuries.

"So the Granger are doing to you what they are doing to the Otranto?"

Njialaughed. “Thereis no comparison. The Otranto scrabble for the gold to hire othersto battle for



them. The Tiflisbattle for their own homes. The Otranto hold wedlth that drives the Granger mad with
desire. The Tiflis have nothing but some flocks of sheep, women, and asingle small city. Anyone would
want to have what the Otranto hold but cannot use. The Granger attack the Tiflis because they scorn the
ideaof anyone but themsdves having anything.”

Jake shook hishead again. Their circumstances varied as Njiahad said, yet Otranto and the Tifliswere
both on the verge of defeat to acommon enemy. Still, since the Granger were dready on the attack
againg both, how could either offer any help to the other?

Helooked at the sky. Already the sun was hafway to the western horizon athough he had no sense of
time passing. Perhaps he had smply entered into a zone, resting his brain while not fully adeep.

He stared around. Surely, dow asthey had traveled, the Granger should be on top of them by now.
Instead, the Granger dust cloud rose a good twenty kilometersto the west. Or rather, the peak of the
cloud stood there. The base had vanished.

"They have stopped. That iswhy you don't see any more dust,” Njiaexplaned.

"Great. Except where isthe cloud left by our horses and the men you sent out with them? Don't tell me
they got caught.”

Ngialaughed. “Y ou yoursdlf caught aband of Granger scouts.”
He spoke the last word with so much contempt, Jake looked at him in surprise.

"My men track the Granger armies. Even if they appear to be aimed for Otranto, many Granger generds
have headed north to bloody their troops and give them ataste of red fighting.” Njiaflashed abroad
amile, histeeth gartlingly white againgt the dark tan of hisface. “We dwaysoblige.”

Raiding their northern cousins for female daves had probably hel ped account for the high percentage of
Granger who retained that blond blue-eyed |ook despite ruling anation of dark-haired Ebron and
Otranto, Jake redized. Or perhaps their bastard sons and daughters smply faded into the mass of the
subject people. When he had time, he'd ask Mark.

"How could you have gotten so closein this?’ Jake waved his hand at the desert sand. “They would have
seen your dust cloud and investigated you too."

"Do you see any dust clouds?'

Jake looked around. Njiamust have sent out ten scouting parties over the course of the day, yet only the
Granger amy left any mark acrossthe sky.

"Our ponies move dowly, but they are desert animals. How long do you think a desert anima would
surviveif it marked itstrail in the sky?"

That explained why the the Tiflis had survived aslong asthey had againgt the overwhemingly powerful
Granger. Aslong asthey could keep to the desert, the Tifliswould have an advantage, at least when they
were running. Of course, that aso meant that the Tiflis were a aterrible disadvantage anywhere beyond
the desert, or when they stopped to fight.

"Will the Granger catch up with the men who went with our horses?!

Njiafrowned. “ Among the Tiflis, horse thieves are honored. The three men | sent off with your horses
have stolen hundreds from the Granger. | haveto believe that they were not caught. After leading the



Granger away from us, they will erase any trail that the Granger could follow, then vanishinto a
streambed or rocky areawhere the dust does not billow. One group would have gone on the origina
route, dragging branches to make it look like the horses had continued. After several miles, they pick up
the branchesand,” Njiamade an explosive gesture, “then they are gone, vanished into the desert. It is
maogt anusing.”

"So the Tiflis are horse thieves, shepherds, and scouts,” Jake said. It didn't sound much like avictorious
amy.

Njiaspat into the ground. “We are wesk, | cannot deny that. The Granger stedl what they can from us
and burn what they cannot stedl. Y et we are warriors. Once, the Granger were aTiflis clan. One clan,
among many, athough, they were the largest. They conquered the Ebron and the Otranto using only their
little ponies.” He shook his head dowly. “ There were more of usin those days.”

Jake knew from history that people and even whole societies could survive in desert climes, but how
could they do so when under constant attack? He couldn't imagine, so he asked.

"Also, we are merchants,” Njiatold him. “ Just asyou claim to be. We trade for what we cannot grow
ourselves™

That stunned Jake. “I've never heard of anomadic tribe being merchants. It takes financia strength,
education, access to marketsin order to succeed.”

Njianodded. “It isdifficult. As| said, we have only asingle smal city. Y et, with our little ponies, we
range al theway to Shara. Our little boats travel to Erlang each spring. Being nomadic, asyou say,
prepares usto travel long distances and to judge our routes by the stars whether we travel the seas or the
steppes wherethe wild Krang live.

Jake knew he should be thinking of armies, of military technologies and spacer wegpons. Of tactics and
drategies. He should be, but he knew virtudly nothing about any of those things. What he did know was
business. “ So, are you interested in adding to your trading portfolio?'

Njianodded dowly. “I thought you would never ask."



Chapter 12

"Y ou want usto be beer merchants?’ Njiahimself looked uncomprehending, but one of hislieutenants
had to run from Njias tent when the bitter desert teathe nomads favored threatened to come up his
nose,

"It'sredly excdlent beer,” Jake answered.

They sat in alarge cotton tent, avoiding the heat of the day asthey trekked toward Umbar, the only
Tiflis-controlled city on Arcadia Thick carpets protected their bodies from the searing sand of the desert.
Njiaand the other Tiflis drank copious quantities of their sleaming hot, strong black teaingsting that the
drink's temperature protected them from the desert heat.

Cadtile had tried the tea, made aface, and added amost as much honey asteato her cup. Lucer, Mark,
and Harold didn't even try, contenting themsdlves with the warm water the Tiflis carried in shegpskin
flasks. Jake drank the teastraight. It wasn't any more bitter than coffee and held been missing that since
hed left the John Gault. The caffeine gave hisinterna systems something to work with.

Njiaworked through hisinitid puzzlement. He was better at restraining his humor than his lieutenant had
been, but his smile was too broad to be mistaken for anything else. “The Tiflisdon't drink beer so our
credibility as merchants might be questioned. | suspect that iswhy Bart found your idea so outlandish.
But that isn't theworst of it. Y ou have seen our caravans. No matter what the quality of your product,
beer istoo heavy and bulky for usto ship a aprofit.”

Jake nodded. Back in civilization, planetary transportation costs were insignificant, but the costs of space
travel were dill so high that intergaactic trade was limited largely to luxury goods, artwork, intellectua
property, biologicas, and the few trace e ements that could not economically be created in the vast fusion
reactorsthat circled every civilized star.

"Otranto beer isaluxury good. It will be sought after by the richest customers.” A vague memory
reminded him that wine, at least, had been amgjor trade good even in the near-mythica days of medieva
Europe, back when al humanity lived on asingle world and transportation costs would have been as
outlandish asthey were now on Arcadia. Although even then, they had used ships, hadn't they?

At any rate, Njiasmply shrugged. “ Perhapsit isas you say. Perhaps we, arace of abstainers, could
even convince foreign merchants that we have identified a specid and wonderful brew. Even so, afew
dozen casks ayear would hardly be worth our while and certainly not make a difference to Otranto.”

Jake'sideas of atrading empire popped like a soap bubble hung out too long to dry.
"There must be something we can trade,” Cadtile said.

Njianodded. “ That was my thought. A spacer like yourself has traveled among the stars and has learned
many lessonsthat our people have forgotten in the thousand years since we were spacers ourselves.
Surdly there must be something.”

Jake scratched his head. It seemed to keep coming back to his unique experiences as a spacer. In away,
that made sense. What else would he have to offer? Most of the time, though, this was sheer frustration.
He'd spent his youth as astudent, but nothing he'd learned seemed relevant. He could program a
compuiter, set up accounts, navigate a starship, troubleshoot the ship's environmenta system, or calculate
cargo stress oads with the best of them, and it meant nothing here.



"All right,” Jake said, backing away from his suggestion that the Tiflis engage in the beer business. “Let's
assume we find something to trade. How do we get it to you? Could you send your pony caravansall the
way to Otranto?"'

Njiashook his head. “We can snesk across the border and steal horses. But the Granger till have some
memories of the desert and are not completely stupid. Too, many of our young men go to join them
seeking their fortunes. One caravan, perhaps, might make it through. Establishing a permanent trade
route,” he pursed hislipstogether, “that would be impossible.”

"But you have aplan.” At least Jake hoped he did.

"Of course. We may have but one city, Umbar. But it isanatura seaport and on the coast of the Tiflis
Sea”

Jake's confusion must have been painfully evident.
"Y ou may know thisasthe Erlang Sea,” Njiaadded.

"Ah.” Hismental map snagpped into place, now with amark for Umbar vaguely situated on the large
Erlang Seathat formed Otranto's northern border.

"A few daysof sail would put usin Erlang. Perhaps aweek longer would put usin Otranto City itself.
Since the Granger have no shipsto speak of, they wouldn't threaten us.”

"Interesting.” Jake's mind started to sort through the possibilities.
"The barbarians, of course, are a problem.”

"And thereis one additional problem,” Castile observed.
"Exactly,” Njiasaid.

"Do you want to share it with me, or isit a secret?'

"The Granger aren't the only oneswith no ships. The Tiflis boats are smdl and carry little cargo. And
Otranto logt itslast merchant shipsin the Battle of Ringos a hundred and fifty years ago.”

Jake did a hopeless search of his databanks for information on primitive shipbuilding. As he'd expected,
no miracles occurred. No plansfor sophigticated sailing ships or Smple steam engines turned up. “What
about the Ebron?’ he asked. “Mark, didn't you say something about being great sailors?’

Mark shrugged. “Before the Granger. The Granger don't like our caravans but they allow them aslong as
we use donkeys or mules. Ships are forbidden.”

"So what doesthis leave us? Somebody hasto have ships.” Although, now that he thought about it, he
hadn't seen anything larger than afishing boat in Otranto's wonderful harbor.

Lucer took asip of water from the sheepskin watersack and shuddered. The man lived on beer. Without
it, hewas dowly deteriorating. “ The barbarians won the trading monopoly from the Otranto over a
century ago. They guard it jealoudly. If you had the money, you could hire them to transport your beer, or
whatever goods you wish, between Otranto City and Umbar. If you tried to sail your own ships, they
would stop you, sink you."

"It isworsethan that,” Njiasaid. “ The barbarians do business with the Granger. They havelittle interest
inworking with us, or in changing their relationship with Otranto.



"All of this opens up one huge question,” Jake said.
"Only one?’ Harold barked the question out in laughter.

"Only one.” Jake didn't amile. “How are we going to get home?"

* k x %

The long dugout canoe barely had room for Jake's party and the two merchants Njiahad sent. Dusting
off childhood memories he didn't know he still possessed, Jake had managed to rig apair of lee-boards,
arudder, and asingletriangular sail. The canoe sailed like acamd, barely able to point into thewind and
gplashed full of water in even the smallest swells. At Ssx metersiong by lessthan ameter wide, it wasthe
largest vessdl the Tiflis possessed. Until Jake's retrofit, it had been propelled by paddies.

The Tifliswho'd traveled with them had insisted on being shown how to sail. Jake had tried to reconstruct
his limited sailing experience and explained the principles of tacking to thewind, aswell asthe practica
gpplications of trimming the sail, coming about, and bailing. Bailing was something that dl of them got to
practice.

Every evening, and whenever the winds picked up above about twelve kilometers per hour, Jake would
head his unfortunate ship to shore and the entire crew would climb out and fee human for thefirst time
that day. Each morning, they would reluctantly put out their fires, swallow their last cup of hot tea, and
sall back to the monotony of the Erlang Sea.

"| thought it was only supposed to take three daysto reach Erlang,” Harold complained early on the sixth
day of their journey. “Thisis dower than riding ahorse.”

Jake tried again to explain the vaue of water transport. The ability to haul huge weights with rdatively
little effort, the ability to sail dl night without having to rest animals, and the power that control of the sea
gave any nation that possessed it. No matter what words he used, Harold didn't get it. He kept trying to
apply Jake's wordsto this pathetic canoe. What he saw was an unstable conveyance with no more cargo
gpace than areputable wagon, no ability to sail a night, and certainly no ability to rule the waves.

"I'm trying to take your word for it, but I'm getting less confident instead of more,” Harold admitted.

Ancient wind-powered ships blurred together in Jake's mind but he had spent sometime on asailing
crew when held been working on hisMBA and findly living on aworld that was sparsdly enough
populated that it could actudly use its oceans for something other than planetary-scae waste trestment
plants. The twenty-meter ship held crewed would have been completely impractica for merchant use, but
evenit could carry tons of suppliesand sail for weeks out of sight of land. Although now that he thought
of it, they had used satellites for both communications and navigation. Once he managed to make aship,
hed either haveto sall it himsdlf, or rediscover ancient navigationd skills.

"A red ship would run circlesaround this sow,” Jake said confidently. “It could carry enough wegponsto
defend itself from pirates, tens of tons of cargo, and eadily travel the distance we've gonein six days
during asingle twenty-four hour period.

"A redl ship likethat one.” Harold pointed at a distant white spot on the horizon.

Jaketried to remember everything held heard of the eastern barbarians. Even dismissing the obvioudy
biased accounts that they smashed babies headsinto their shields and had al sold their soulsto the devil,
Jake had heard enough to worry him.

"Put in toward land, Bart."



"I'mWart,” the man at thetiller said.

"Y ou're going to be dead if you don't move.” In the few seconds of their discussion, the distant white blur
had gotten appreciably larger.

Jake zoomed his eyesight to try for amore detailed look at the approaching ship.

Although the ship's hull was still beneath the horizon, Jeke made out anumber of figures swarming over
the masts and yards. As he watched, another set of sails exploded, gathering wind and accelerating the
ships path toward their canoe.

"| don't suppose there's any chance of fighting,” he asked Harold.

Harold stared. “I'll fight before | surrender. Those barbarians like to convert you. If you don't resist for a
while, they assume you don't mean it and ingst on converting you longer.”

That didn't sound so bad to Jake. Held dealt with door to door and 3-D prosdytizersdl hislife.

Harold must have seen Jake's obvious unconcern. “ They convert you with heated iron rods that they put
into parts of your body where you redly don't want any hot iron. I've never heard of anyone who got
converted without losing at least a couple of toes and fingers. Trust me, you don't want to get converted.”

"They daughter any Ebron they capture,” Mark added. “ Their religion requiresit.”
"So sail toward the shore,” Jake bellowed. “ Come on, Wart."

Wart put afinger to the wind, then shifted the bow of their canoe dightly. “Maybe we shouldn't have tried
this shortcut,” he said. * But we're about eight kilometers from shore. It's odd that they happened to catch
uswhen we were farthest from land.”

Jake suspected there had been no luck at dl involved there. The barbarians probably had some sort of
ded going with theloca inhabitants and had worked out asignd. A slver mirror or even apolished
copper disk could send amessage beyond the horizon if the weather conditions wereright.

The boom of a cannon started Jake. He knew Arcadia hadn't lost gunpowder but he hadn't had any real
experience with it snce arriving. Evidently the barbarians were going to cure that deficiency for him too.

"Arethey shooting at us or demanding that we heave to?’ he asked.
"Do spacers shoot their guns when they don't want to hit?’ Castile asked. “ The barbarians don't.”
"But what could they possibly want with us? We aren't pirate bait."

"I'm sure they'll be disappointed to find that out after they kill al of us,” Harold said. He dug around in his
pack and pulled out a short compound reflex bow he'd gotten from the Tiflis. “Y ou do know how to use
this?'

Mark nodded grimly. “If they comewithin range.”
Thewind gave asgh, then petered out, their sngle large sal flopping without much determination.

The barbarian ship didn't seem affected. If itslower sails had lost wind, the upper sails continued to draw
strongly. The barbarians crept closer.

A second ranging shot rang out. Thistime, the sound was aretort rather than adistant rumble. And this



time, Jake had been watching. The cannon ball splashed down about two kilometers short, skipped three
times across the ill waters of the Erlang Sea, then sank.

"They must have powder to burn,” Harold sighed. “If we'd had enough powder in the last battle against
the Granger, it might have made adifference. * Course it might not have elther. Once your men start to
run, no amount of gunpowder isgoing to help you."

"It takesthem awhileto load,” Jake said. He didn't have time to consider Harold's comment now.
Maybe later, if he ever madeit back to Otranto, hed worry about whether there was a cheaper way to
manufacture gunpowder. Saltpeter, carbon, and sulfer, right. But even that knowledge wasfar from
unique here. Before then, he needed to figure away to stay dive.

Nonewas coming to himin any greet hurry.
"If we lower the sail, welll be aless obvioustarget,” Cadtile suggested. “It isn't helping us anyway."

It was agood idea. They stepped the mast, Jake dmost tumbling into the water. Findly, thought, they
had the mast and sail neatly packed into its case a the side of the canoe.

"Now what?’ Mark demanded.

"Now werow."

* * * %

They rowed directly into what little wind they could detect. Although this meant they were taking an
indirect route toward the shoreline, Jake was counting on the square-rigged barbarian ship having
difficulties pointing to the wind and hoping for something nasty to happen when they tacked.

So far, his plan hadn't been working very well.

The barbarian ship had finaly lost more of itswind and was barely moving, but even abreath of air could
move them faster than the crude paddles could move Jake's canoe. If they survived this, Jake decided
he'd have oarlocks and sweeps put in. Their crude paddlesjust didn't give them the speed they needed to
outrange their pursuer.

After afew more shots, the barbarians had stopped shooting. Possibly they'd blown abombard. Thelast
miss had angled off into nowhere. Still, the ship wasfull of barbarians and it was till overhauling them.

"Can everyone swim?’ Jake asked.

"Not faster than | can row,” Lucer answered. Harold only grunted, but Mark, Wart, and Bart shook their
heads despondently.

"We are people of the desert,” Bart said. “ Although our great skill with this ship may have confused you,
we are not accustomed to open water. If we swim, we drown.”

Swimming for shore wasn't much of an ideaanyway. As Lucer had pointed out, sSwimming was s ower
than paddling and the barbarians could run them down just as easily in the water asin the canoe.

"Any other good ideas?’ he asked.
"Isthe man standing near that large wooden whedl their steersman?’ Mark asked.

Jake zoomed in. It never pays to make assumptions but, in this case at least, the normal assumptions
werevdid. “Lookslikeit."



"And if something happened to him?"
"They will have plenty of replacement helmsmen. It isn't that hard to learn. But it couldn't hurt.”

"I would liketo learn to steer aship likethat,” Wart commented. “ It makesthis canoelook likeapig a a
dance."

Cadtile perked up. “ Do the Tiflis dance?'
"Later,” Jakeinssted. Helooked to Mark. “ See what you can do about the helmsman.”
Mark nodded, then notched an arrow to hisbowstring. “Y ou'll have to stop rowing for amoment.”

Jake signaled the othersto lay off and Mark stood, balancing perfectly in the narrow canoe. He might not
be used to the water, but he'd learned to shoot on something moving. If they managed to survivethis,
Jake intended to have a detailed conversation with Mark. Hadn't he claimed that he was a poor student?
Standing on their little boat's gunnels, he looked more like a Zen-Samurai warrior from old Earth's past.

Mark's muscles rippled as he drew the bowstring al the way back to his ear, pushing on the bow to
extend it rather than pulling on the string. He muttered calculations to himself, adjusted the angle of his
am, and loosed.

Severd of the barbarians had been watching, laughing as Mark lined up hisshot. A few had shot back
but the arrows had falen short and the musket balls had splashed aimlesdy until one of the barbarian
captains had told his men to stop wasting powder.

Mark's arrow flashed through the air in ahuge arc, descending to split the hemsman inthe middle of his
chest.

Asthe manfdl, he hed onto the heavy whed and the barbarian ship svung away from the wind.
"Shel'sgoing to jibe.” Jake could hardly make himsdlf breath.
"What's that mean?’ Bart demanded.

Before Jake could answer, the barbarian ship did the job for him. Its sails billowed away from the ship,
then its booms swung wildly across the ship smashing anything that got in the way. With aloud snap, one
of the stays parted and the foremast sagged dightly.

"| guessthat answers my question.” Bart's voice was solemn.

"It'saperfectly legitimate sailing maneuver,” Jake explained, “but you have to be prepared. An accidenta
jibe can be very bad news."

"Not bad enough,” Lucer said.

Barbarian sailors swarmed to the injured foremast stripping off salsto relieve the mast's pressure but
they were dready rigging anew stay. Mark's arrow had merely bought them afew minutes.

"So let's stop resting and see how far we can get before they come after usagain,” Jake demanded. “I
have afeding they aren't going to be very happy with us."

A puff of wind signified that their troubles might just be getting worse. “ Steep the mast, again” Jeke
urged. “Hurry."



The mast was half-again aslong astheir canoe. Because the Tiflis deserts lacked anything resembling a
tall pine, Jake had settled for a composite construction similar to that of the bow that Mark had used to
shoot the barbarian helmsman. Jake wasn't sure exactly how much the mast weighed, but it was massive.

Mark, Jake, and Harold grunted to lift the heavy mast from itsrack down the middle of the craft and
butted it into the well used to hold it in place while Bart and Wart tightened stays, trying to keep the mast
balanced despite the increasing chop on theinland sea.

Cadtile, Stting at the back, held onto thetiller for dear life athough their canoe had largely lost steerage
way. They had drilled on this exercise and it was important to keep the canoe heading directly into the
wind.

A cannon shot skipped adong the surface of the seauntil it plunged into alarger wave only adozen meters
from their canoe.

Whether it was the surprise of the cannon shot or the wave, Jake would never know. Whichever it was,
either Wart or Bart panicked, letting go of his stay to grasp both hands for the canoe.

Thewavetilted the mast just dightly but it was enough. With dl their sraining, Mark, Jake, and Harold
could do nothing to stop the mast's collapse.

It fell, ripping the mast well from the canoe's thwart and, in the process, tearing a huge hole in the bottom.
Black water poured into the canoe and al forward motion ingtantly stopped.

Wart and Bart looked at Jake for sailing advice. Jake merely shrugged his shoulders. “ Grab what you
absolutdly need and hold onto something that will float. We're going to have to swim for it."

They were closer to the shore than Jake had thought but the kilometer or so remaining would give the
barbarian ship plenty of time to hunt them down, assuming that they were il interested now that they
had sunk the canoe. He grasped his pack and jumped into the water.

Cadtile hesitated for amoment, then took one of their empty water casks and joined him in the water.
"Cold."

He agreed, but didn't do so out loud. None of the men looked like they were interested in going
anywhere.

"You'l be harder to shoot if you'reinthewater,” he urged. “ Come on, they're getting close.”

The next cannon shot barely missed, its splash hafway swamping the sinking canoe. That, far more than
Jake's words, convinced the men to hit the water.

Bart and Wart had ignored Jake's order to grab something and now floundered in the water in convincing
portrayd of drowning.

"Head for shore,” hetold Castile and the others. “I'll work with these two. And try not to splash.”

That was easier said than done. Mark had grabbed his bow, which provided a bare minimum of flotation.
He hardly looked like he had much confidence in it to keep him afloat, or in himsalf to keep on kicking
toward the shore. Jake didn't think the bow would do them any good even if they made it to shore.
Unlike even the most ancient synthetic materials, with al of that water the laminated wood and bone
would warp and, unlessthey were very lucky, split into its congtituent pieces.



"Cadtile, show them how,” he urged. Wart was going down and Jake didn't think he'd be coming back
up unless Jake did something about it.

He shucked off the heavy jacket hed need if they made it to shore and dove after Wart.

The man might be drowning, but he was fighting for al he was worth. When Jake reached him, Wart
grabbed him in adeath grasp, his hands groping around Jake's neck.

Thiswasn't good. Jake could swim but he didn't think any human learned lifeguard skills any more. That
was what robots were for. Unfortunately, there were no robots within afew million kilometers.

Hefdt for Wart'sthumb, clamped down on the pressure point, and twisted.

Twisting without something to stand on didn't work very well. It did, at least, get Wart'sfingers off his
throat.

Hetook hold of Wart'slong blond hair and dragged him to the surface.
Wart was climbing up hisown hair by the time they surfaced.

Jake took aquick breath and looked around for some kind of flotation device just as Wart reached him
and pressed his head under water.

Wart was, Jake knew, smply trying to keep himself afl oat. It was an understandable reaction, but a
reaction that was going to get both of them killed.

He reached for Wart's groin and twisted again.
Thistimethe twisting worked better. Wart let goinahurry.

Jake siwam under water until he was a couple of meters away from Wart, then surfaced under a broken
section of the boom. Holding onto one end, he thrust the other at Wart. “Takeit."

Wart grabbed it, pulling himsdf halfway out of the water. He was coughing and vomiting which Jake
decided to take asagood sign. He wouldn't be doing that if he wasn't breathing.

"Where's your brother?’ Jake demanded.
"Huh?" Wart looked around asif seeing the Erlang Seafor thefirst time. “ Bart?'

Jake's sharper eyes had dready ingpected the surface. Castile and the other men were moving nicely
toward the distant shore. The barbarian ship was only a couple of hundred meters away. Bart was
nowhere to be seen.

"Damn.” Jake dove, deeper than he'd gone when he'd gone after Wart. His enhanced sight adjusted to
the underwater view, partialy compensating for the effect of water but doing nothing to penetrate the
darkness.

He swam deeper, driving himself toward the distant bottom of the sea. Bart had to be down here
somewhere. The unaided human brain could survive for ten minutes without oxygen. Bart wouldn't be
completely dead yet. Not if Jake could find him at once.

The sense of failure that had come over him when held lost Clovis was back now, pushing him toward
depression.



Heressted it. HE'd been happy to save afew thousand credits by neglecting the psych pack when held
had himself medically enhanced. Well, Arcadiawasfull of people with more reason to be depressed than
he—and they didn't have even the implants that he did. He could conquer alittle depression—and make
the barbarianskill him rather than doing it to himsdif.

Jake'slungs ached. His gravity-strengthened muscles burned more oxygen than he was used to. Already,
his body was scavenging for more.

Hewas at the verge of giving up when he caught afaint glimpse of movement.

Bart wasn't moving himself. He looked dead, eyes open at the bottom of the sea. Hislong hair swayed
with the smal movements of the sea.

Jake grabbed Bart's body under the armpits and pushed off hard from the bottom of the sea.
Hadfway to the surface, adark shape cut off the growing sunlight.
He looked up. He was directly under the barbarian ship.

He kicked hard. If they were like most people, their attention would be centered on the swimmers
heading for shore. They might just be blind if he emerged on the other side of their ship, the Sdefacing
the open sea. What he'd do if he got there, hed haveto play by ear.

He broke the surface, gasping for air despite the need for quiet.

Bart hung loosaly in hisarms. Open air wasn't enough for him. He was going to need help.
Fortunately, every spacer istrained in basic first ad.

A section of the ruined canoe floated by and Jake dragged Bart up onit.

Hefdt for apulse. Nothing.

"Bat?

How long had it been? He had to get oxygen back into Bart's system quickly.

"Forget him, lad. HEsgone.” The Otranto sounded strange. A different accent.

Jake stoleaquick look. A huge red-haired man stood on alarge rowboat obvioudy launched from the
barbarian ship. Eight rowers glared at Jake, knives either in their belts or between their teeth.

"I'mgoingto save him.”
"His heart has stopped. He has crossed theriver.”
Jake shook his head and forced back the tears that wanted to come.

"I can do this.” He pushed hard on Bart's chest, then released, his CPR training coming back to him ashe
went through the steps.

Thered haired man grasped him, but let him go when Jeke ignored him.
"He can't hurt the dead man so let him work hismagic.”

"It's blagphemous,” one of the rowers said.



"They'red| hereticsanyway.”

Jake pressed again fegling one of Bart'sribs give way. That was one of the consequences of CPR.
Could that have been the hint of a pulsein the big artery on Bart's neck?

Heput hislipsto Bart's, exhding into the Tiflisslungs.

Nothing.

Agan.

In the background, distantly, he heard retching noises. What he was doing was clearly aliento the
barbarian mores. Well tough. It worked.

Bart coughed, then vomited al over Jake.
Jake had never felt better in hislife.



Chapter 13

Jake felt the hard press of wood against his back and smelled the strong odor of tar and human swest.
Arcadias sun glared in hiseyes until heincreased his polarization to the maximum. Carefully he glanced
around the ship.

"What arethese?’ The red-haired barbarian captain glared at Jake and Bart. His unfastened vest barely
covered ahuge barrel of achest that sat over acomfortably large ssomach. His sword dragged rather
than smply hanging from his back-mounted scabbard. The thing had to be five feet long. Jewels hung
from his ears and decorated the sword's hilt.

The barbarians who had fished Jake and Bart out shuffled their feet, eyes downcast.
Bart, who was naturaly pale, looked atad green, but he was bregthing.

"Sit their throats and toss them overboard,” the captain announced into the silence. “1 haven't got timeto
waste with schismatic Otranto scum who can't even honor their treaty obligations.”

"But Pierre, thisonelooks like a Granger.” The speaker, ayounger version of the huge captain, aso
wore atwo-handed sword, but lacked the jeweled splendor of the other.

The captain threw a casud backfist at hislieutenant. The man, obvioudy used to that kind of behavior,
ducked out of theway.

"Probably Granger by-blow,” Captain Pierre said. “No concern of ours.”

The only thing Jake had to go on was Njia's mention that the barbarians dealt with the Granger directly
and the lieutenant's comment about Granger. He decided to run with that.

"Our little canoe was no merchant ship,” heintoned in avoice he hoped would be appropriate for a
Granger dave. “My master and his party were Smply traveling aong the coadt.”

Perreglared a him. “Y ou spesk Anglic. How?"

Once again, Jakestrandator had gotten himin trouble. Wl thistime held brazen it out. Pierre had
aready decided to have Jake's throat be cut so how much more trouble could he get into?

"| travel widely on my master's business.”

"Indeed?’ Pierre looked doubtful. “ Or perhaps you are a deserter from an Anglic ship.”

Jakelaughed. “If | wasasailor, would | travel on apiece of junk like that canoe?"

Pierre scowled. “ A davetravels where hismaster wills. If you areadave and if heisyour master.”
Pierre might not look like a genius but Jake certainly wasn't running away with this conversation. “1—"

Bart interrupted, in Otranto, before Jake could make acomplete fool of himsdf. “By what right do you
threaten the life of aprince of the Granger people? Those of my servants who escaped your unprovoked
attack will, even now, be reporting your description to the loca emir.” He made adicing motion at his
throat. “Do you believe you can run far enough to escape the reach of the Lassas?"

Pierre and the crew members holding Jake recoiled. Although Jake didn't know who or what alassa
might be, the captain and his crew certainly did.



Pierre recovered quickly, smiling broadly if unconvincingly. Shifting to Otranto himsdlf, he gave Bart a
shallow bow and proceeded to ignore Jake completely, which was just fine to Jake's way of thinking.

"Asit happens,” Pierre said with asmirk, “we are sailing now for the Granger city of Spoleta. Y ou shal
be our guest until we arrive. If you are a Granger prince, you shal be released and given giftsto
compensate for any harm to your servants. If you arelying, | shall enjoy tearing out your tongue and
edingit raw."

Bart drew himsdlf up. “1 suggest that you save your threets. Truly, they shall come back and haunt you.
Asfor your offer of Danegeld, one of my travel-mates was a Granger nobleman, something of adistant
coudin. | doubt al the barbariansin the world could raise his price.”

The captain glared at Bart, trying to persuade himsdlf that thiswas ahoax. Still, Bart sounded arrogant
enough, and the blond hair hanging nearly to hiswaist made him appear the perfect Granger. “1 do not
believe any aboard your canoe werekilled."

Bart nodded. Jake thought he could detect more than ahint of relief.

"Sail on, then, Captain. We have ajourney to complete.” Bart stood, then walked over to the side of the
boat and signaed Jake to follow him.

"Don't try to escape,” the captain growled.

Bart wrinkled hisnose asif smelling something unpleasant. “ Escape. Why should we wish to escape
when you are taking ustoward our destination?’

"Nicework,” Jaketold him, spesking in the accented Granger that the Tiflis used.

Bart nodded. “ Among the Tiflis, to be called a prince of the Granger isan insult. The Granger are alazy
and degenerate clan who have abandoned all that isgood of our society. Alas, | have often been caled a
prince of the Granger."

Jake nodded. “But what are we going to do when we reach Spoleta?'

Bart shrugged. “It shdl be asthe great one wishes. If we are till on board when this ship reaches
Spoleta, there will be a battle between our captain here and the Granger garrison to determine who can
execute usfirgt. | predict that they will quarter our bodies and divide the quarters between the two
forces.

"So we had better not make it to Spoleta.”

Bart gave Jake agrin so wideit nearly blinded him. “ Amazing. Even aspacer can learn.” He clasped
Jake on the shoulder and lowered his voice adthough they were still speaking in Granger. “ So, how are
you going to get usout of here?’

For just amoment, Jake had been ableto relax, to trust that Bart had a clue what he was up to. Now
Jake was being forced into the role of leader again.

He cast his gaze around looking for anything to give him an idea. The barbarian ship was kilometers from
land, traveling in water far deeper and rougher than they had dared attempt in the canoe. If they jumped
overboard, they would be riddled with arrows before they could make it twenty meters.

Jake looked over their captors. Even more than the Granger, the barbarians stank of stale swest, rotting
mest, and the sweet smdl| of partialy digtilled alcohol. Ashe watched, ayoung Anglic sailor passed



among the crew, sharing from aleather cask. From the smell, Jake guessed it was a sort of whiskey or
even rum. Compared to what he smelled, Manny's beers would be ambrosia of the gods.

"It won't work,” Bart said.
"What?"'

"Promising them better beer if they take you to Otranto. They drink their rotgut because their water is so
bad thet it'll makethem sick."

Tiflisand high-caste Granger did not drink acohol and Jake needed to get closer to shore. It wasn't
much of aplan, but Jake hadn't had much of aplan since the John Gault had orbited Arcadia

"Hey, Piare”

Pierre somped over, hishand on his sword hilt ready to draw. “On my ship, you will addressme as

Captan.”

"Y ou know Granger don't drink distilled acohol. Do you have any water that the prince can drink?!
"I've drunk my share of Granger under thetable,” the captain replied.

"Granger scum, perhaps,” Jake admitted supercilioudy. He was trying to appear like acomplete wimp.
“True Granger keep the customs of their fathers of the desert.”

"Isthistrue?’ Pierre demanded of Bart.
"It iseven asmy servant says.”

"Water.” Pierre used the word with disgust. “Andre, bring the Granger adipper of water.” He ssomped
away leaving Jake and Bart done.

The young sailor who'd been passing the beer cask nodded, then ran into the ship's hold. He returned
moments later carrying a moss-covered wooden dipper dripping apositively green liquid.

"Itswater,” Andre said. “ Although | don't know why anyone would want to drink it."
Bart took the dipper, stared into it, then poured it onto the deck. “Do you dare poison me?'
"Y ou mix it with whiskey,” Andre explained. “The acohal killsthe demonsthét livein the water."

Jake nodded. Like everyone, hed studied civilization regression. The introduction of supergtition to
explain scientific fact was completely typica of thefield. “ As| have dready told you, the prince cannot
drink acohol. And your water would poison him.

"But...” Andre wavered between trying to swagger hisway out of the dilemmaand escaating it to his
captain. Caution won for once. From the little Jake had seen of the barbarians, they were lucky they'd
run into ayoung one.

"Drink water or drink whiskey,” Pierre said when held been summoned. “I am not an inn that catersto
the tastes of itsguests.”

Jake frowned. “For mysdlf, | would like nothing better than to share your whiskey.” Could he remember
enough to didtill aqudity product? Whiskey, at least, travels better than beer. Unfortunately, al he could
remember about the whiskey business was that the whiskey needed to age for yearsin oak barrels. Or



wasit elm barrels? At any rate, he didn't have years and didn't think he would recognize oak if it reached
over and bit himin theleg. He needed to do something now, and keep on doing thingsif he was going to
keep himsdf and hisfriendsdive.

The notion that Harold, Lucer, Cagtile, and Mark were friends penetrated his mind with a pent-up force
like ahurricane. Before Arcadia, Jake had never had timefor friends. Oddly enough, even though having
friends meant that he couldn't Smply run for the nearest barbarian city and wait for the spacersto findly
return, he wouldn't have traded it for the world.

"So thereis no problem,” Pierre shouted. “ Drink the whiskey, drink the water. It isgood.” He supported
his proposition by pouring agenerous hit of whiskey into the water and swallowing the entire mix in one

huge draught.

"Truly the prophet warns againgt the consumption of alcohal,” Bart said. “It iswritten that the drunkard
may never achieve hisplacein heaven."

"Pagan savage,” Pierre muttered in his own language.

"If you could put into shore, | am sure we could find aspring with pure water for the prince to drink. The
prince could make sure none of the local Granger bothered us,” Jake said. “ Perhaps your men would be
happy with fresh water aswell."

"And perhapsthey wouldn't,” Pierre shouted. “Do you think | am stupid enough to land you on shore?”

"Y ou could send men with usto make sure we return quickly,” Jake suggested. If the ship got close
enough to shore, maybe they could dip off the sde and he could tow Bartin.

"Wasthat your whole plan?’ Bart emphasi zed his accent making it impossible for anyone but anative
speaker, or someone with trandator enhancements, to follow.

"What ishe saying?’ Pierre demanded.

"Hetelsmethat he fedsfaint from thirst. When | rescued him from your attack, he lost agreat deal of
liquid."

Pierre glared at them. “Tel him to spesk Otranto or Anglic.”

"Ashe growsweaker, | fear heislosing hisskill inlanguages,” Jake answered. “ Are you certain that you
could not put in to shore? From the shape of that foliage, there must be aspring nearby.” Jake pointed at
the distant shoreline.

"Perhgps.” Pierre scratched his head and pulled on one of hisjeweled earrings. “If you try to escape, |
will kill you mysdlf, prince or no prince.”

"Of course.”

Pierre ssomped away. Moments | ater, the ship turned, heading for the distant shordline.
"I can't believe that poor excuse for a plan worked,” Bart whispered.

"Thanks, | guess.”

"Now what?'

Jake didn't have a clue and said as much.



"Youll think of something.” Bart found a shady spot on the deck of their ship, kicked Andre out of the
way, and laid down, closing his eyes. Moments|ater, a gentle snoring sound emerged from his body.

Bart's confidence made Jake fed worse instead of better. None of his plans had worked since held come
to this backwater hellhole of a planet and this didn't look to be the exception. Now that he thought about
it, not many of his plans had worked back on Wayward either.

Jake gritted histeeth. HEd come up with something.

"Excuseme, dr.” Andre pressed aknuckle to his cap in adistant reflection of asaute.

"Yes boy."

Andre grimaced at the word boy, but didn't react as strongly as Jake had hoped he would. Now that
they were close to shore, they needed some sort of distraction.

"Isit true that Bathsheeba isthe richest city in the universe? That rivers of molten gold flow through the
city sawersto burn away thefilth?1sit true that every man can have five women who live only to serve
him?'

Maybe Andre wasn't such achild after dl. Just talking about five women was getting him excited.

Jake nodded. “ The Granger have looted a thousand cities and brought back the treasure to their capitol.
It isnot true that Bathsheeba runs with rivers of molten gold, but it istruethat it isfabuloudy rich. | am
surprised that amerchant like your Captain Pierre has not traveled there. Compared to it, the wedlth of
the other cities of the Granger Khanate are like fleas surrounding astag.”

"Bathsheebaisinland so our ship does not reach it,” Andre murmured. “Y et | would dearly loveto see
it"

Jake smiled at hisnew friend. “ Therejust might be away."

* k% k %

"Y ou will go aong with the shore party. The Granger Prince will stay on the ship.” Pierretwirled a curved
dagger with what looked like agold nugget serving asthe pommel. “If you do not return with the water
party, | will remove your magter's right hand.”

Bart paed noticeably and licked hislips. The Anglics might believe Jake was the servant here, but Bart
knew better. Jake could smply walk away and leave Bart to hisfate.

The barbarian ship dropped anchor afew hundred meters from the rocky shoreline and Anglic sailors
began the hurried unloading of haf-a-dozen empty water barrelsinto a ship's launch.

"I'm sure your men can find water without my help,” Jake said. In the distraction of men leaving the ship,
it would be relatively easy to escape.

Pierrelaughed. “1 waswise to your games before your mother sold her body to your father. Y ouwill go
because you can swim. The Granger will stay because heisa Granger.”

Jake nodded grimly. At least it was getting late in the day. Perhaps they would till be closeto shore
when evening fdl. In the dark, he might be able to drag Bart to shore without being impaled by barbarian
arrows.

"Tiethe dippery oneshands,” Pierre shouted.



Andre stepped in with arope, but Pierre paddied him out of the way. “ Someone who knows true knots.”

The man who tied Jake's hands definitely knew knots. He used Jake's neck as acledt, tying hisarms
behind his back with his shoulders bound so he couldn't step out of the tight knots.

Pierrelooked at the sun, ill high in the sky but noticeably heading toward the horizon. “Y ou have four
hours. Any later and | leave without you."

The four sailors detailed to the water party took that threat serioudy, hustling Jake into the launch, then
rowing toward shorewith al their strength.

* * * %

Jake's nonexistent tracking skills soon became the butt of jokes for the swesting sailors. They detached
one of their own to look ahead for fresh water and put Jake to work hauling the barrel cart.

Although empty, the heavy oak barrelswith iron bands weighed alot. Jake was only dightly surprised
that he was able to manage one. His body had responded to the high-gravity chalenge and he was now
stronger than he had ever beenin hislife. Maybe next time Manny wanted to play games with the beer
barrels, Jake could play back. All of which assumed, of course, that he would make it back to Otranto

City.
The scout shouted something that Jake didn't catch and the sailors hustled Jake toward alow hill.
The glade could have been one of the ancient masterpieces of 2-D painting. Earth-descended trees

formed a perfect circle around a bubbling spring. White marble pillars, some till sanding and others
tumbled over, graced the western side, the sun's reddening rays giving the marble thelook of life.

He supposed that the small building that remained could have been ahome or even a shop, but Jake
couldn't help believing that it had once formed atemple.

"Who built this?’ he asked one of the sailors.

The sailor shrugged his shoulders, then spat on one of the pillars. “Who knows? Y ou can seeit's pagan,
though.”

Following the sailor's gesture, Jake noticed the carved frieze that surrounded the temple's eves.
Depictions of centaurs, nymphs, and half-man-half-fish creatures cavorted among streams that were
carved so skillfully that the water seemed frozen, ready to move the moment he looked away.

Under the frieze, aline of Otranto script proclaimed the area one of peace and sanctuary.

Another of the sail ors shouted something and Jake heard the thrum of abow and the waosh of an arrow,
then the thin scream of arabbit. Peace and sanctuary the temple may have served once. Today, it was
part of the violence and squalor that had overtaken Arcadiain the millennia since the collapse of early
human colonization.

"Enough talking,” Jake's sailor said. “Fill your barres. We need to get back to the ship before dark.”

The barrels were large enough to crawl into and coated with green dime that stank so badly he
wondered how anyone could survive along distance trip on this primitive planet. From what he'd seen of
the Anglian sallors, they must be incredibly brave to travel thousands of kilometersin their smdl vessels.

Jake had spent the past weeks cursing hislack of spacer skills. One skill that he had honed to afair
degree of expertise, however, was barrel cleaning. And if he was going to have to drink water from these



barrels, they desperately needed to be cleaned.

Jake shrugged his shoulders and gathered a handful of soft white sand from the banks of the spring. HEd
use the sand as an abrasive to clean the worst of the dime from the barrels.

"Anyone going to help me?’ he asked. “Y ou're going to benefit from fresh water too, you know."
The laughter that met his question died quickly when another bowstring twanged.

"Thought | saw something.”

"Something like another rabbit?’ one of the men asked.

"Something like aperson,” the scout replied. “ Come on. Three of you come with me and the rest watch
this Otranto heretic work."

* * * %

Thiswould have been agood time to escape. The pirates had untied his hands and seemed more intent
on deep than on watching him.

A menta picture of Pierrelopping off Bart's hand stopped any such ideasin their tracks. Jake might not
have a plan but he wasn't going to leave Bart behind him.

He kndt and crawled into the first of the barrels.

Theinsdeswere every hit as disgusting as he had thought they would be. His hands skidded acrossthe
dime-covered planks that made up the barrdl and the coarse sand barely scratched the surface of this
living substance,

It took fifteen minutes before Jake thought the first barrel was even closeto ready. He climbed out, rolled
it over to the spring, and swished out the remains of sand and dime.

"You'd better hurry,” one of his captors advised. “1 don't plan on being left behind. If you're not ready, I'll
pay the Granger bloodprice mysaf on your worthless Otranto hide.

Which said something about both Granger and barbarian societies, Jake redlized. Neither seemed to put
much value on human life. Otranto was only dightly better, of course. But when it came to basic human
dignity, even small differences can beimportant.

"I've got one barrel done,” he answered. “If one of you would help me, | could get this clean more
quickly."

His guards laughed.

Jake poured the rinse water out of the clean barrdl, then filled it, resting the lid againgt its Side. He'd sedl
al of them together.

Cleaning and sedling barrdswas askill hed never imagined would come in handy when held been a
space.

Jake paused in mid-scrub as his mind dedt with the words held just selected. When he'd been a spacer .
Did that mean that he wasn't a spacer any more?

He scrubbed harder. Spending therest of hislifein thiskind of backbresking and positively smelly
surroundings was insane. Of course he would go back to space. First, though, he had to rescue his



friends.

He rinsed out the second barrel. This one hadn't taken aslong. Of course it wasn't as clean either. Jake
figured that he and Bart would drink from thefirst barrel.

The remaining two barrels, Jake paid only cursory attention to. He rolled them around, kicked the
ground, and tried to sound busy while looking for something he could use as aweapon later. Pierre didn't
trust them and would certainly tie them or lock them up for the night. With aknife he could cut the rope.
With apiece of thin sted, he could pick any of the smple mechanica locks the Arcadians used to protect
their properties or their prisoners.

Jake turned up neither.

"Timeto go,” hisguard snapped when Jake rolled the last barrel under the trickle of water from the
spring that flowed like afountain over asharp drop and made it possible to fill the barrels without endless
stooping and filling with a bucket.

The three guards who had run after whatever ghost the scout had seen straggled back into the clearing.
"They got away,” the scout said. “I think | stuck one, though.”

"Yeah. If hewasatreel'd say you got him,” one of the others said. “ That's about all what were in danger
from you. Not that there was nobody out there no-how."

"I tdl you, | saw someone move.”

"Maybeit was one of the spirits of this spring,” Jake offered. If he could apped to the superdtitions and
paranoia of these men, something good might come of it. If he could take Andres words as the truth, the
barbarians believed in demons and spirits.

"Y eah, and maybe a prisoner should keep his heretic mouth shut,” the scout fired back. “ Are you ready
to go, or should we just dit your throat and tell the captain that you ran?”

A snappy answer jumped to Jake's lips but he cut it off there. The scout looked pissed enough to take it
out on Jake. “Let me seal these barrelsand I'll be ready.”

He moved quickly, fastening one after another until he got to the last barrdl.

Thetop of the barrel rested in place, ready for him to sedl it. But he could swear held | eft the top leaning
againgt the barrel, not on top of it.

Unlikely though it seemed, maybe one of the sailors had decided to help after al. Not that this had been
much help. He would have rather have the cleansing light of the sun shine on the dgae for awhile.

He grasped the cover and tried to moveit but it resisted his efforts.

"What the—"

Even on Arcadia, barrels didn't talk. Besides, he recognized that voice.
"Whét are you doing here?’ he whispered back. “Y ou'll get yoursdlf killed."

"I snuck in while the others distracted the sailors,” Castile answered from inside the barrd.



"What's the holdup?’ one of the guards demanded.

"Coming.” Jake toyed with the idea of dumping the barrel but he couldn't think of anything he could do
that wouldn't increase the risk to Castile. He nailed the top shut.

The sailors hel ped Jake with the barrels on the way back to the launch. Castile hadn't emptied much of
the water from hers and he hoped sheld left enough air in the barrel and that the water would cushion the
sdlor'srough handling.

* * * %

The sun had set into a purple twilight by the time they made it back to the ship.

Pierre cursed fluently in Otranto, Ebron, and Anglic as he had his men swing out tackle to raise the
barrels from the launch and then lower them into the hold.

"I'm quite thirsty, Captain,” Bart observed. “Do you think you could lower one of the barrelsinto my
cabin?'

His cabin? It sounded like the captain was ready for Jake's escape attempt.

"Youll haveit until I hear oneword of complaint,” Pierre answered. “ Just one word and the water goes
into the hold and you can either drink whiskey with therest of us, or diefor dl | care.”

"l antruly grateful.” Bart gave agraceful bow.

"Weigh anchor and let's get out of here,” Pierre shouted. “ Granger and Otranto, get below where you'll
be out of theway.” He tasked two of his sailorsto stand guard.

In every 3-D Jake had ever seen, the guards would wait peacefully outside of the prisoners room. Pierre
had evidently not seen the 3-D's and instructed his sailorsto tie up Jake and Bart and to keep an eyeon
them thewholetime.

Jake stared at the barrel in the corner of their room astheir guards tightened the ropes that would keep
him from freeing Cadtile. The air in the barrdl would not |ast for long.

"Would you get us some water?’ he asked when the barbarian had tightened the rope that fastened his
wriststo an eyelet spike setinto the wall.

The sailor muttered to himself, but knocked out the bung and filled alarge mug which Jeke swallowed
with relish. HEd heard the gurgle of air entering the cask when they'd drawn the bung. If it wasn't dready
too late, that would give Castile afew more moments.

Bart needed little urging from Jake to follow his example and demand some water. Unlike Jake, who had
been surrounded by water for hours, Bart was genuindly thirgty. Still, he gave Jake araised eyebrow at
hisingstence, then alow nod. Hed figured something out, dthough what, Jake couldn't tell.

"| learned agame of dicewhen | traveled to Shara,” Bart told the sailors. “If you'd reach into my pouch,
you'l find the eight pair of dice you need to play it. Since we're going to be together for hours, we may as
well enjoy ourselves.”

The sailorslooked at Bart, uncertain how to take this sudden move toward fraternization.
"Of coursg, if you don't gamble, I'd quite understand.”

"We only have ship script,” one of their guards grunted. “We exchange it for gold when we leave the



ship."

That was probably alie, Jake knew. A ship this size would have its own underground economy like those
on the massive gdactic trading ships held interned on before held made the biggest mistake of hislife and
sgned on with the John Gaullt.

"It hardly matters” Bart said. “1 am so poor at the gamethat 1'd probably lose dl of my gold if we
played. | play only to escape the boredom.”

The guards looked at one another, greed transparent on their faces. “ On the other hand, you'll be leaving
the ship shortly. You'll be able to exchange your winnings for gold when we reach Spoleta.”

"So | will.” Bart seemed overjoyed at the idea. “Then we must play. WEIl play only low stakes, of
course. Shall we say agold piece aroll? I've got to make my gold last.” He brought his bound elbow
againg his pouch diciting ametdlic clink. The gold Bart carried, Jeke redlized hitterly, had probably
dragged him into the Erlang Seaiin thefird place.

The guards opened Bart's purse, exclaimed over the beauty of hisdice, and tried not to gloat over the
smadl hoard of gold coins he carried.

Bart was atrader, Jake reminded himsalf. That waswhy the Tiflis had sent him. Of course he would
carry money. Still, Jake couldn't see how losing asmall fortune was going to help them escape. Let done
escapein timeto free Cadtile before she suffocated.

Bart launched into acomplicated explanation of the game. The sallors, following Bart'singtructions, each
rolled two pair of dice and Bart cursed, then told them that each had won two gold coins.

"Bah. Y ou could have won twice as much if you'd been more careful,” Bart exclaimed. “When you reach
Spoleta, you'll find that this game has swept the entire Granger Khanate. Skillful players can makea
fortune. Most of my fellow Granger are too impatient to learn the finer points. Unfortunately, my Otranto
istoo poor for meto explain it to you. If only there was some way | could smply demongtrateit..."

The guards huddled briefly, then untied one of Bart's hands. “No funny business,” thetdler said. “Well
haveto kill youif you try anything."

Bart seemed overjoyed. He picked up the dice, then proceeded to explain a poker-like game to the two
men. The sailors got closer and closer to the floor where Bart rolled the dice, piles of gold coins mounting
infront of each.

"Ah, no, my cursed luck,” Bart exclaimed when he rolled what looked like afairly normal pair of sixes.

"What?" thetaler guard wanted to know. Both guards knelt over the dice, staring a them asif they held
the secretsto the universe—or at least eternal wedlth.

"This” Bart grasped the man by the hair and smacked his head againgt the other. Both men fell
UNCoNScious.

Bart turned to face Jake. “ So, who'sin the barrel 7"



Chapter 14
With Bart's hand unfastened, it took Jake and Bart only afew momentsto untie themselves.

Jake stumbled to the barrel, awkward in his hurry and from the circulation rushing back to hislegs.
"Taketimeto get thistop off,” Bart observed.

"So start now.” His hands shaking with hurry and concern, Jake yanked the stopper from the bunghole,
The water seemed to gurgle out in dow moation.

Hefdt sck. Manny would probably kill him if Jake returned without his daughter, but that wasn't the
worst of it. Castile was one of his comrades and he felt a sense of responsibility for her—arespongbility
he'd failed a. Increasingly, the carefree and irresponsible life held enjoyed as a student and junior trader
seemed dien, asif it had belonged to someone e se—someone the new Jake might not even like.

"Got it,” Bart growled. He threw the barrd lid to the ground and reached into the barrel dragging Castile
out.

Shewaslimp, wet and unmoving.
Despair settled over him likeanight fog. “Too late.
"Better work your magic on her,” Bart told him.

He glanced at Bart trying to make sense of the man'swords, then remembered that basic resuscitation
was one of the many skillsthat Arcadiahad lost when early Terran civilization had collgpsed.

Bart laid Castile out on the low cot and Jake hunted for her pulse.
For along moment, he found nothing, then apainfully dow best filled him with ation.

He pressed hislipsto hers, exhding and filling her lungs. If her heart was beeting, shewould live. She had
to.

He kept up the pace for agood five minutes, taking short breaks to keep from hyperventilating but
otherwise working steadily when Cadtil€'s eyesflickered open.

"| dreamed you were kissng me,” shetold him.

U

"It was s0 totaly gross.”

Just aswell. The last thing he needed was some schoolgirl with acrush.

Rdief warred with anger now that he knew shewasdl right. “What were you thinking? Do you have any
idea how close you wereto dying? And now there are three of uslocked up on this ship instead of just
two. | have no idea—"

Cadtile pushed her fingers over hislips. “Do you want to yell a me or do you want to escape?’
"Hey, she'sgot knivesin here,” Bart said. “ And some sort of bags.”
"Pig bladders” Castile announced. “ Some local villagers said they could be used for flotation.”



At least they'd put some thought into this crazy escapade although Jake ill didn't likeit. “Y ou could have
just put those in the barrel, and not come yoursdlf,” he said.

"Right. And you would have known to get access to the barrels or guessed there was something indde?”
Jake capitulated. “ Anyway, you're here. So how are we going to escape?’
Cadtile smiled at him, her dark eyes completely trusting. “Y ou'll figure something out.”

Even though they'd been tied up and guarded, Captain Pierre had been suspicious enough to have their
cabin door solidly locked and barred from the outside. The porthole might be large enough for arat to
dide through but not even Castile could wiggle her dender frameintoit. A quick examination of the floor
and celling was no more successful. Both appeared to be mgjor structural eements built of what looked
like severa inches of solid oak.

"They're going to have to change the guards sometime,” Jake said. We can pretend to betied up and
capture the new guards when they arrive before they have a chance to close the door."

"That could work,” Bart agreed.

"Except well be hours farther from the spring where the others are waiting,” Castile observed. “Do you
redly think we can swim that far? This ship movesfast.”

Shewasright. They had to do something soon.

"Comeon, Jake.” Cadtilelooked at him with both encouragement and what appeared to be abit of
skepticiam. “You're agpacer. Think of something clever.”

She wasright. Shipsare ships and he had spent alot more time on them than either Bart or Cadtile.

For lack of abetter idea, Jake called up the schematic for the John Gault. For a disorienting moment, he
felt overwhelmed by nogtagiafor the place he had sometimes called home and often called the biggest pit
in the explored Gaaxy. Hisimplant manipulating hisvision to make the schemétic of the space merchant
ship appear to be hanging in midair before him. For long seconds, nothing dawned on him. A vague
fedling of panic started deep in his stomach, trying to forceitsalf up his spineto hisbrain.

He brutally forced it down, then zoomed into the schemeatic. Why were some of the bulkheads solid while
otherswere dotted lines? All of the extruded auminum plates had looked the sameto him.

Then abruptly, he knew what to do.

"Check thewadlls,” hetold Bart.

Bart obliged. “ Can't find any extradoors or anything."

"How do they feel? Not the one to the gangway, but the ones to the cabins on either side.
"Likewood. A little shaky, maybe, but that's all."

"That'swhat | thought.” Jake looked at Castile who till huddled in the cot where Bart had laid her. “ Are
you reedy to go?"

"Don' tel me you figured something out.”

Jake shrugged. “Do you redlly want to St here and wait for the sailorsto find you?” Hefelt likeahed but



he didn't want to have to carry Cadtileif he didn't have to. They were going to have enough trouble asit
was.

"I'm coming.” She struggled to her feet. She looked woozy and the wet fabric of her smock clung to her
dender body like a second skin.

Hetook one of the knives Bart had fished out from the barrel, grabbed the blanket from the cot, dit a
hole down its center, and tossed it to Cadtile. “Pull thison. Y ou'll freeze."

"l cant svimwith this™
He rubbed hishand over hisface. “Just do what | tell you. Please.”

"Oh, dl right.” She did the impromptu poncho over her head and settled it on her shoulders. “1 ook like
something out of ahorror story.”

"Bart, would you fill two of those bladders with water?”
Bart nodded.
"They'refor flotation,” Cadtile argued.

Heignored her and checked both side wallsfor latches. Thiswas a merchant ship aswell asapirate
vessd. Jake couldn't imagine any merchant ship designed with bulkheads that weren't collgpsible to alow
introduction of different cargos and different passenger configurations.

The Anglic ship was no exception to Jake'srule. Eydetsin the floor and celling showed wherethe
bulkhead could be fastened in place. Except the eyelets were empty. Once again Pierre had foreseen the
possibility of escape and taken stepsto cut them off.

Jake was beginning to get very tired of Captain Pierre.

"I'm not seeing any great progress,” Cadtile said.

Jake centered himsdlf, gathering his chi, then launched aside kick againgt the nearer wall.
Hisfoot met the wooden wall with acrash, but he, rather than the wall, bounced back.
He rubbed hisfoot. That hurt.

"Lookslikeyou budged it,” Bart admitted. “ Sort of put a crack down the middle too."
Jake nodded. “All right. A couple more kicks, then.”

Which waswhét it took.

The bulkhead crashed down under Jake's third kick and he stumbled in after. The scent of tar, paint, and
turpentine hung heavy inthe sdeair that invaded their cabin.

"Could start anicefire here,” Bart said. “Be adistraction for our escape.”

Jake started to nod, then remembered the guards they'd left unconsciousin their cabin. They werejust
men doing their jobs and hadn't seemed like bad people. Setting a fire down here would belittle short of
murder.

He shook his head. “Too dangerous.”



Bart gave him alook, then shook his head. “If you say s0."
"l do. Solet'sget out of here."

Like dl the doors on the ship, the storage room door was latched from the outside. Unlike their cabin
door, which had been secured by a heavy bolt and awooden dat across the entire doorway, this lock
was asmple hook. Jake's kick yanked the brass screws from the oak walls and the door flew open with
acrash.

"Might want to be alittle quieter,” Castile whispered.
Had heredlly been happy to see her afew minutes before? Jake growled at her. “Just follow me.”
He led the way into the gangway.

Wood, paint, and gunpower make for adeadly fire danger. The Anglics minimized their risk by avoiding
use of lamps below deck. The gangway was amost completely dark.

Jake headed toward the bow rather than toward the stern using the mental map hisimplant had
congtructed out of the portion of the ship he had seen. Surely aship thislarge would have multiple
hatches to access the deck, and the crew would probably be thickest near the ship'swhed!.

Unfortunately, what little light there was faded as they proceeded until they were sumbling in complete
darkness.

He shook hishead at his stupidity and enhanced hisinfrared vison.

Just intime. They were surrounded by segping crew members, each hanging in ahammock that draped
down from eydetsin the ship'sceiling.

He wanted to shush his comrades but even that noise would be too much. Instead, he grasped Cadtil€'s
belt and signaled that she do the same for Bart, then inched hisway among the deeping forms.

There had to be at least twenty sailors, hung out in two long rows.

When he passed the lagt sailor, he couldn't hold back the faint sgh of relief.

Too soon. Cadtile's dender grace maneuvered past the last sailor, but Bart blundered into the hammock.
Thesailor Sartled.

Go back to sleep. Jake willed the words with dl the force of hissoul.

"Who'sthere?’ The words were soft but suspicious. The sailor's eyes opened wide and he reached for a
long-bladed knife on his belt.

Jake reacted without thinking. He threw a hand over the sailor's mouth beat his hand to the knife, and did
the dagger between hisribs.

The sailor thrashed, then stilled. The steady drip of blood joined the faint sounds of snoring and deep
bresthing from the remaining sallors.

Jake grasped Cadtile's belt again and tugged trying to fight down the tremble in his hands.
The man hadn't done anything to him, might not have even known him, yet Jake had killed him.



It wasterrible, But he would haveto be sick later.

* k% k %

Twenty steps further, he saw what he'd been looking for. A narrow ladder leading up to a closed hatch.
"I'll gofirgt,” he whigpered to the others. “ Give me thirty seconds, then follow."

"Right,” Bart breathed. Helooked grim.

The hatch opened soundlessy on well-greased hinges.

To Jake's dark-acclimated sight, the ship seemed to glow with light from the small moon overheed, the
glittering swath of the Milky Way across the southern sky, and the faint luminescence of the water below.

A single sailor dithered down the mast and stepped toward Jake.

"Whét are you doing here?’ the man demanded.

Jake whipped the dagger, underhanded, at the sailor, catching him in the throat.
The man fell, his eyes darkening and Jake moved to catch him.

One of the ship's boats was mounted over the side of the ship.

Jake weighted the risk of stealing the boat againgt those of swimming. They would be morevisblein the
boat and itsloss would be noticed more quickly. If they swam, Captain Pierre would probably spend
some time searching the ship before he assumed that they had |&ft. If Bart could swim, he would have
taken the chance. Asit was, the boat seemed the more reasonable risk.

Cadtile appeared by hisside. “ Just the one?"

Sheld seen the body and thiswas her only reaction? What kind of planet had he ended up on where
human lifewas such atrivid commodity?

"Sofar,” he answered. “Help me unlash thisboat."
"| thought we were going to svim.”
"Just hdpme”

Without his night vision, Jake wouldn't have been able to see anything. Cadtile, however, managed to find
thelinesthat held the dingy to the ship and went to work with both fingers and her dagger.

Bart emerged from the hatch seconds after Cadtile, tripped over the body, and fell with a significant
thump.

Jake grabbed him, meaning to help Bart to hisfeet and found himsdf confronting a gleaming dagger.
"It'sme, you idiot,” he hissed.

"Oh, sorry.” Bart climbed back to hisfeet, then hauled up the bladdersfilled with fresh water. “Wher€'s
Cadile?!

Jake looked around to make sure that Bart's stumble hadn't attracted any unwanted attention. If it had,
evidently the sailors had assumed it was just another of the creaks and groans that made up the norma
cacophony of asailing ship.



"I'veamodt got it.” Castileswhisper wasimmediately followed by the groan of wood diding againgt
wood and atremendous splash as the boat fell into the water. “ Oops.”

No sailor could ignore that sort of noise and they didn't. Shouts were quickly followed by the sounds of
running feet and the clash of sted being drawn.

"Into the water, quick,” Jake shouted.

Cadtile dipped, otter-like, into the dark sea beneath them, not even making a splash. Bart, however,
clenched agtay, his knuckles white even in the near-compl ete darkness.

"Come on, Bart. We've got to get off."

"Il drown."

"l won't let you drown. Come on, they'll kill you."

"l can't."

"It'snot just you. They'll murder ustoo. Do you redly want to be responsible for getting Castile killed?!

"Go without me. I'll hold them off while you get away.” He waved his dagger inthear nearly dicing
Jake'sthroat.

Jake ducked under the dagger, grasped Bart in the neck, and squeezed his carotid artery.

Bart struggled briefly, then collgpsed in Jakesarms.

Jake heaved the deadweight over his shoulder and jumped.

Unlike Cadtile, Jake splashed hard and sank like a stone with Bart's bulk weighing him down.
Helet himsdf sink in the cool water, kicking away from the ship rather than toward the surface.

A popping noise and the near missfrom azinging musket ball cutting through the water near him let him
know held made the right decision. Or at least he had if he could find Cadtile, their dinghy, and somehow
manage to keep Bart from drowning.

Why wasit that hislife on Arcadia seemed to consst of jumping from one frying pan into the next?

When he could hold his breath no longer, he kicked to the surface. The ship was a couple of hundred
meters away, but it yawed wildly. In minutes, Jake knew, the ship would turn back and start quartering
this section of the sealooking for him, Cagtile, and most important, their boat.

There was gtill ample shouting coming from the ship and he decided to risk acall to Cadtile.
"Over here,” she called back.

Jake tucked the still unconscious Bart under his arm making sure his mouth and nose were above the
water level and sidestroked toward Castil€s voice, dragging the unconscious Tifliswith him.

"What's his problem?’ she asked when Jake paddied up.

"Which problem do you mean? Bart's, or Pierre's? Bart didn't want to come with us so | had to persuade
him. Pierre's problem is spotting usin the dark. Unfortunately, it's a problem hell figure out the answer to.



Jake heard adistant splash and turned to look at the ship. It had dropped abarrel holding some sort of
lamp that crested alittle poal of light.

"Enough of those and they'll find us,” Jake said. “It seems odd that they are bothering."
Cadtile nodded. “Y ou'd think they had something to hide."

"Speaking of hiding, you don't think that dingy sank after you dropped it off, do you?'
"Oh. Sorry about the splash.”

Wi, Jake's fantasy had been of lowering the boat gently so as not to disturb anything. That sort of
fantasy had been backfiring for him lately.

"Forget about that. But do you know whereit is?'

Another splash indicated that another barrel with alight had been dropped.

"Uh, no."

Wonderful. “Can you hold Bart for aminute? Just try to keep hisface above the water.”

Cadtile took the Tiflis, dmost sinking under the weight of his muscular body while Jake enhanced his night
vision, then kicked himsdlf up at the peak of awave and tried to look around.

It took a couple of waves but finally he saw the boat, mostly submerged, only about a hundred meters
away.

Hetook Bart back and started the haul.
"Look at thewater.” Cadtile's voice wasfilled with awe.

A faint glow of luminescence accompanied every movement they made, creating a ghostlike shimmer
around them.

"It'sbeautiful,” Castile said running her hands through the plankton-rich water to create new eddies of
light.

"It'sgoing to get uskilled,” Jake answered. “Come on.”
The boat wasn't much of arefuge, but it wasdl he could think of.

Bart struggled dightly in hisgrasp, indicating that he was on the way toward regaining consciousness.
Mostly that was good news. Except if Jake didn't have things under control by the time Bart rgjoined
them, they were going to have another panic attack on their hands.

The boat, when they finally reached it, was equipped with oars, a short mast and sail bags, but no water
or food. It was agood thing he'd brought those bladders of water.

"Doweget in?’ Cadtile asked.

He was tempted. They could row &t least three times asfast asthey could swim pulling Bart; every nerve
in his body wanted to put as much distance as he could from the searching ship.

A larger wave picked up the dingy, its decking and cockpit gleaming white over its blackened bottom.



"I think | may have a better idea.”
"Good, because the ship is coming thisway."

Herisked alook and wished he hadn't. The ship seemed to be pointing directly at them and it launched
another light barrel as he watched.

"Help meflip the boat over,” Hesad.

Cadtile looked like she wanted to argue but, for once, she smply did what he asked, adding her small
weight to his as he rocked the boat, filling it with water.

When the boat was dmost entirely under water, he shoved down hard, putting al of hisweight on the
gunwale and motioned for Castile to do the same.

The boat teetered, then dowly flipped, its heavy wooden frame crashing down on the water nearly taking
Jake's head off.

A surge of luminescence exploded out from the boat but there was nothing Jake could do about that.

"Now what?’" Castile asked. The ship was getting closer but Jake could now seethat it was going to miss
them.

But not by much.

"Go under the boet, inside of it."

Cadtile looked at him like he was crazy. “Maybe a spacer can breath under water but | can't.”
Hesghed. “Pleasejust doiit.”

She nodded, then vanished.

Jake covered Bart's nose and mouth with his hand and followed Castile.

The boat held alarge bubble of air asit floated low in the water.

Even without his night-enhanced vison, the plankton provided enough light to see. Jake saw Cadtile
looking a him like he was some sort of miracle worker.

"How did you know thisair would be here?"
"Help me drape Bart'sarms over the thwart,” Jake said.
"Thwart?'

"Oh.” Jake held Bart up and dung hisarms over the thwart while Cadtile tried to arrange them to hold
him on without their constant attention. Finally she cut abit of rope and tied his hands together.

"Won't they see us?’ she asked.

Jake wondered if Castile could possibly go more than two minutes without asking aquestion. Then he
remembered how long sheld laid, completely silent, in that water barrel. For that, he was prepared to cut
her as much dack as she needed.



"Maybe they will. But the bottom of the boat is black while the top iswhite. We have a better chancethis
way."

"But we won't be able to seethem.”

He hated that too. Even though he knew there was nothing to do, the idea of sitting there helplessy made
him fed uncomfortable.

"If they're smart, they'll quarter the areg, sailing back and forth over where they saw uslast, cutting larger
and larger search areas. If they miss us on this sweep, we can hope that they don't come back thisway."

"But they'll see uswhenit getslight out.”
"So wed better be long gone before then.”

Bart chose that moment to regain consciousness, cursing the barbarians, the Granger, and Jake at
consderable length and in painful detail.

"Quiet. The Anglicswill hear us,” Jaketold him.

Bart laughed. “Do you have any ideahow Tiflisimagine Hell? It'sthis. Being stuck with your head bardly
above water, your handstied and hel pless. So do you redly think I'm afraid of the barbarians?’

"Wel weare,” Jaketold him. “Youretied so youwon't sink.”
"Where are we?"

Jake explained quickly, then, once Bart assured him that he wouldn't do anything crazy, borrowed
Cadtiles dagger and cut the rope that bound Bart to the thwart.

"I'm going to seeif they're still out there” hetold them.
He emerged as dowly as he could to minimize any extra plankton glow.

The barbarian ship had wandered off and was now a couple of kilometersaway. A nearby light barrel
sputtered, then went out.

Hewaited long enough to make sure that the ship was still heading away, then swum under and regjoined
hisfriends.

The carbon dioxide leve insdethe air bubble had significantly increased in the few momentsthat hed
been on the surface. It was il safe enough, but Bart's eyes were beginning to show thefirst signsof a
renewd of hispanic. High carbon dioxide levels could make him fed like he was suffocating even if he
wasnt.

"Let'sflipit back over,” Jake said.

The boat was heavy, but it was built to float right-side up so they didn't have much problem turning it
over. They had more problems with Bart who accidentally went underwater when the boat flipped and
came up shouting.

Jake had to threaten to knock him out again before he camed down.

They managed to clamber into the boat.



It was, Jake saw, alittle larger than held first imagined. Possibly five meterslong, it had ahaf ked but
had logt its centerboard during one of theflips. It would sail like atank.

"Cadlile, you start bailing and Bart and | will row,” Jeke said.
"Bail withwhat?'

When they'd flipped the boat, they'd lost everything that hadn't been tied down and thisincluded
whatever had been intended asabailer.

"Just use your hands,” he suggested. “It's going to be hard enough for Bart and | to move thisthing even
if itisnt full of water."

The oars had been tied down, so he unshipped the two oars, settled them into their oarlocks, and
sgnaled to Bart that he was ready for his help.

Bart stood, nearly swamped the boat, and collapsed onto the deck.

"Comeon,” Jake urged. “Y ou spent the past week on a canoe. Surdly you know how to move around
onasmdl craft."

"l swear I'll never ignore my religious leadersagain,” Bart moaned. “If only | survivethisterrible day.”

"If we don't get along ways from here by daylight, you won't have to worry about surviving,” Jeketold
him. “Now get your butt up here and start rowing.”

Bart glared a him, then laughed again. “ Even if you are the devil, you areright.”
Each of them took an oar and they started rowing.

After twenty minutes of bailing, Castile alowed as how she had done al she could and shipped the
rudder.

"Do you think we're going to get away?’ she asked. They hadn't seen the ship in some time now.

Jake shrugged. “Who knows? | don't know how fast the ship was going, or how far we are from land.
No matter what we do, they'll be faster than us so they'll find us eventually unlesswe makeit to shore
firg."

"Will we?'
Jake consulted the faint pulses from the GPS satdllites that orbited Arcadia. “ Probably not."



Chapter 15

For once, Captain Pierre seemed to have outsmarted himsalf. Having backtracked toward the spring
where Jake had gathered water and, not so incidentally, Cadtile, it seemed to Jake that Pierre must have
now determined that Jake and crew had headed out to sea. Although held come within a couple of
kilometers of their boat during the night, the Anglic lookouts missed Jake's smdl boat in the dark.

When the sun rosg, it rose to an empty sea. Neither land, nor the Anglic ship could be seen.

Once the pirate ship had passed out of sight, Jake had steeped the short mast and hoisted the two small
sailsthat had been stored beneath one of the thwarts.

With the morning sun came asudden shift in thewind. Thejib shivered, then flopped madly. Jake sheeted
itin, but the wind shift wastoo dramétic.

"WEell haveto tack,” he said.
Cadtile and Bart both looked a him asif he had been spesking in aforeign language.

He checked his memory but no, he'd been speaking in Otranto. “Tack,” he explained. “We can't sail
directly into thewind so we zig-zag acrossit.” Evidently neither had paid much attention to the reasoning
behind his navigation on the canoe. Of course when they'd still had the canoe his navigation had been a
matter of convenience and speed. Now it could spell their survival.

"If wedon't sail directly toward the shore, the barbarians will catch us,” Bart argued.

"They can't sall directly into thewind either,” Jake answered. Not that Bart didn't have apoint. Thelarger
ship would have alot more speed than their little boat and it'sfull ked would let it claw far closer tothe
wind than would their boat's little half-ked.

The boom swung around abruptly. Both Jake and Castile ducked, but it thumped Bart in the head.
Bart collapsed to the bottom of their boat clutching hishead. “I want to get back to my ponies.”

If they were successful in setting up atrade route between Otranto and the Tiflis, Bart would spend most
of therest of hislife on asailing ship. Jake decided that now wasn't the time to remind him of that.

"Thewindislike asteep mountain,” Jake explained. “Y ou can't climb straight up, S0 you use switchbacks
to navigateit. Well have to use the switchbacks and Captain Pierre will too.”

"Except he'sfaster than us,” Castile added.
"But we're ahead,” Jakereplied. “Let's hope that he doesn't turn around in ahurry.”

An hour later, Jake spotted aline of clouds on the horizon. Half an hour after that, he saw the points of
three masts and the upper sails of alarge ship behind them. Pierre had redized his mistake and was after
them.

The race was on.
"If we were on horses, | would drop catropsto dow them,” Bart said.

Some sort of mine would be handy, but their boat didn't turn up anything more than it had the last time
he'd searched it.



"If we makeit to land, well probably be able to outrun them,” Jake told him. “We haveto makeit to
land firgt."

Thelarger ship closed the distance fast. With every wave, Jake could see more of the huge array of sail
that the ship mounted.

"Do you have any idea about their range?’ Castile asked Bart. “Y ou saw their cannons, didn't you?"
Bart shrugged. “ They looked big. They were shooting at us from along way away yesterday."

Wasit only the previous day when they'd been swamped by the barbarian ship? It seemed to Jake that
haf of hislife had passed since then.

"| think we can get to shore before them,” Cadtile said. “But that'll till give them along time to shoot at
lﬁ"

"l suggest you Sart bailing,” Jaketold Bart. “I'll trim the sails. Cadtile, try to sail alittle closer to the wind.
We don't want to have to tack again.” If they tacked, they would expose themsalves to the barbarian
broadside. Jake thought they might be able to avoid the larger ship's chasers sSince ancient-style sailing
shipslike this couldn't mount much weagponry on their bows. They wouldn't have a chance against even
mediocre shooting from the ship's main guns. And he didn't think Captain Pierre would put up with
merely mediocre.

Thefamiliar sound of the ship's ranging shot rang out afew minuteslater. The shoreline was getting
close—adready Jake could make out the individud treesrather than the green massthat they'd originaly
seen. The barbarian ship, though, had closed much of the gap.

"We could jJumpin and swim,” Castile suggested as a cannon bal | skipped closer to their boat. “Wed be
harder to hit that way. Besides, it worked last time."

It had worked for Castile and the others, not for himself and Bart.

"Y ou two save yoursdlf,” Bart said. “I'll sail oninthe boat. That way, they might not even seeyou.”
If they lived through this, Jake was going to teach Bart how to swvim.

"We aren't going to abandon you,” hetold Bart. “Besides, we need thisboat.”

"Well never get the boat away,” Cadtile argued. “When we reach the shore, they'll either blast it or come
after it. Either way, weloseit."

"Without the boat, we've got a couple of hundred kilometer wak through Granger territory. With it, we
sail acouple of days. Keeping it could save our lives.”

Without conscious thought, he grasped thetiller from Castile and sivung it hard to theright.

The cannon ball splashed only afew metersto the right of their boat, exactly where they would have
been if he hadn't reacted.

A hugewadll of water splashed over the gunnels and halfway swamped their boat.

"Ball,” hetold both Cagtile and Bart. “All that water is going to dow us down and make the helm
duggish.

His enhanced eyesight could actually pick out the trgjectory of the cannon shot giving them a couple of



secondsto react. For now, that was enough. He veered to avoid another shot.

Again, the splash came close. And with every meter of distance that the barbarian ship gained, another
fraction of asecond of warning was lost. Soon, he would be unable to react.

"Should | row?’ Bart asked. “Maybeit'll make usfaster."

The breeze was strong if dmost directly in their face. Rowing would give them the advantage of being
ableto move directly into the wind—something the barbarians smply couldn't match.

Rowing while the sails were up would dow them down rather than speed them up. On the other hand,
they could drop the sails, unsteep the mast, and make themselves a smaller target.

Jake toyed with the temptation for amoment, avoiding another cannon shot dmost automaticaly. The
land was only akilometer or so ahead. Already, he could see the breakers againgt the shore. The
barbarians were even closer than that. They had two choices—hope to run their boat down, or swing
around and fire abroadside. The choices, fortunately, were exclusive. If they wore ship to fire, and they
missed, they wouldn't have time for a second shot nor for resuming the chase.

Jake knew that Pierre hadn't fired a broadside until now partly because he wanted to recover his boat
and partly because they hadn't been close enough to make even a broadside a sure thing. Now, though,
he'd had to decide. If Pierre was more concerned about the loss of the boat and his prisoners, he would
fire. If hewanted to recover his boat, he would take the risk that they would get away. Jake didn't think
he would care that much about the boat.

Thewind picked up, making Jake glad he hadn't taken Bart up on his offer to row.

He heard his heart racing, the song of wind againgt rigging, and the ominousroll of breskers
counterpointed by the occasional roar of the ship's bow chaser.

He avoided a shot aided as much by luck as by skill. The range was too close now for anything like even
the near-instantaneous plotting of the cannonbal'sarc.

Bart bailed the latest surge of water out. The long swells of the seawere being transformed into ashort
chop that splashed over the limited decking of their boat, creating the need for continua bailing.

"Watch out,” Cadtile screamed.

He hadn't seen the telltale puff of smoke, but he twisted the tiller anyway guessing to turn to the | eft
because held turned to the right the previous two turns.

No splash sounded nearby and he glared at Cadtile. She'd nearly given him a heart attack.
"Rocks,” shesad.

A jagged rock showed itsdlf just meters from the sde of their boat, then vanished again under the waves.
The white caps, whipped up by the freshening wind, and the choppy surf had conspired to hide that
destructivefist of stone until amost too late.

Not that it mattered. In seconds, Captain Pierre would decide he had lost the race and turn his broadside
on Jake.

Unless—acting rather than thinking, Jake pulled the dagger from hisbelt and dashed along cut inthe
main sal.



The boat ingtantly dowed, plunging unsteedily into the waves.
"Areyou crazy?’ Cadtile berated him. “We were going to get away."
Heignored her outburst watching the ship behind them.

The ship's sails shivered as the men prepared to wear her around and Jake feared that Castile was right
and hed made a horrible blunder. Then it straightened and plunged ahead. With Jake's reduced rate of
speed, the ship had a chance to recapture the boat and mete out a more lingering punishment to Jake and
Bart. What they'd do to Cadtile didn't bear thinking aboui.

Bart pulled out his own dagger. His eyes narrowed as he glared at Jake. “I was prepared to give up my
lifeto save yours and now you do this. Why?"

"Weweren't going to escape,” he explained. “ They were a the point of turning their broadside on us."
"At least wewould have died quickly,” Bart answered. “Think what they'll do to Cadtile.”
Obvioudy the less said about whatever torture they'd devise for Jake and Bart, the better.

A gust of wind completed therip that Jake's dagger had started and the mainsail fluttered into two
ineffective banners,

"Now werow."

Bart looked at him in disbdief, but moved to the forward thwart as Jake lowered the remains of the
mainsail and thejib.

Heyanked the pair of oarsthey'd converted into an impromptu centerboard from the centerboard well
and handed one to Bart keeping the other to himsdif.

"Try to avoid any rocks,” he told Cagtile who had taken back thetiller.
She nodded uncertainly, then something clicked and she grinned at him. “But not by too far, right?"

"Right.” If Pierré's ship hit one of those rocks at full speed, it would be destroyed and a significant
percentage of the sailorswould bekilled or injured.

The thought was vaguely sickening, but not as sickening as what they would do to Cadtile, Bart and
himsdf if hefailed at this crazy maneuver.

The sailing ship was close now, S0 close that Jake could see theindividud sailors. Heimagined he could
make out Captain Pierre's grim expression as he commanded the ship'swhedl but that might have been
an overactive imagination.

Cadtile counted out the stroke for them and Jake put his back into the oar using every bit of the new
musclethat he'd gained in hisweeks on this miserable high-gravity planet.

To hisdismay, their boat waddled rather than plunging ahead.
The ship sped through the sea, passing over the huge rock that had nearly gutted Jake's boat.
He amost closed hiseyes at the horror that he knew would unfold.

The ship continued on. A freak wave, good luck, or possibly an dert crewman had saved it.



"They missed.” He groaned the words, putting even more of his body into the rowing.
"There are other rocks,” Cadtile reminded him.

Then, suddenly, the ship spun, one of its sails parting. Sailors swarmed up lines and rigging, cutting down
thetorn sail and lowering al the other sallsaswell.

"What arethey doing?’ Bart demanded. “ They're practically on top of us.”
Jake'sinitial hope that they had hit arock faded. The ship was too organized.

"They probably redlized that it would be dangerous for them to continue. But don't worry, they haven't
givenuponus"

As he watched, the ship's launch sivung away from the ship and at least twenty armed sailors swarmed
aboard.

"Wed better makeit to land quickly.”

Thanksto Jake's reliance on hisimplant for navigation, they were lessthan haf amile from wherethe
Anglic sallors had landed a day earlier to take on water.

They rowed hard, beaching their boat at full speed, the rudder popping out from its mount.

The Anglic launch was still acouple of hundred meters behind—close enough that one of the sailors
stood to fire abow at them and promptly collapsed overboard when an unexpected wave hit the launch.
The arrow flew straight into the air and landed only five metersfrom the launch.

The remaining sailors|eft the unlucky archer to make his own way to shore, continuing on without pause.
"Let'sgo.” Bart gathered up his dagger and headed away from the beach.

"Weve got to take the boat,” Jake said. He stepped into the water and tried to lift hisend.

Although it had seemed asmadl and insignificant vessel on the water, he could hardly budge it on land.

Cadtilejoined him in his efforts to shove the boat the rest of the way out of the water. The
gravity-enhanced weight of the boat more than offset Cadtile's gravity-enhanced muscle. The boat eased
forward afew centimeters and ground to a halt.

Bart turned red in the face. “ They're dmost here. Weve got to go.”

Without the boat, they were as good as dead, Jake knew. They would never make it through hundreds
of kilometers of hogtile Granger territory. Y et, continued futile shoving at the immobilized boat would be
suicidd.

"Hesright,” Jaketold Cadtile. “Run.”

The Anglic sailors poured off their launch by the time Jake and Casdtile reached thefirst scattered trees. A
couple of arrows whizzed by them. Jake ducked and one stuck in atree right where he had been.

Jake plunged on, keeping an eye out for Castile who needed his help about as much as Bart needed
another long seavoyage.

Behind them, Anglic voices dowly faded into the distance.



Only then did he dow. Casdtile strode dongsde him and pointed. “Thisway."

"Where are we going?'

"Theothersarewaiting.”

Thiswas newsto him. “Maybe we should split up. That way, a least some of us might makeit out.”

The curl of Cadtiléslip told him what she thought about that idea. “One or two people aone could never
make it out of here. We've got to pull the group together.”

Jake nodded. She wasright. Without their Tiflis guides, none of them stood much of achance this deep
in Granger territory.

"Well haveto set sometraps, try to thin out the Anglic crewmen.”

Cadtile nodded but rolled her eyes. “What do you think Lucer and the guys have been doing for the past
twenty-four hours?

Hewouldn't have guessed L ucer and the guys would have expected to see himsdlf, Cadtile, or Bart again.
He had to hope that he/d been wrong. “Lead on,” hetold Cadtile.

She stepped onto anarrow animal trail that snaked through the dense brush.

He saw no sgns of any traps and Cadtile didn't make any obvious effortsto avoid anything. After afew
minutes, he began to wonder if she might not have exaggerated the team's preparedness for attack. Then
L ucer stepped out from behind atree. Next to him stood a stranger.

"Glad you could makeit, boss,” Lucer told him.

Thisboss thing wasn't growing on him, but Jeke knew he wasn't going to shake it off now.

"I'm afraid we brought about twenty Anglic saillorson our trail,” Jaketold Lucer.

The stranger nodded. “My neighbors have dready signaled as much. Although there may be fewer now.”
"Permit meto introduce Ahmed Broussard,” Lucer said. “Broussard is the headman of alocd village.”

For an ingtant, Jake nearly panicked. Twenty angry barbarians was trouble. Involvement with the
Granger government would be disaster. Then he redlized that the local headman was no more Granger
than Jake was. Broussard looked Otranto and he probably was just that—even if helived in aland that
hadn't been ruled by the Emperor of Otranto for hundreds of years.

"| gppreciate any help your villagers can offer,” Jake said. “ Perhaps you could lead us safely through
these woods."

Lucer laughed. “ Broussard would be terribly disgppointed if | let him do only that. | promised him wesdlth
for hisad."

Jake dmost blurted out the minima extent of their wed th but managed to hold histongue. Hewasa
trader after al, and he recognized another trader when he saw one.

"Perhaps we should talk done.”

Lucer shrugged. “Broussard knows we are carrying no great wealth with us. Y et even the boat you stole



would be of consderable valuein acostd village that the Granger haslong ago denied ships. And
pirates, asyou know, generaly carry their wedlth on their bodies."

"You'll help usfor that?’ Jake asked.
Broussard nodded. “1f you have other wedth, | would be happy to discussthat too."
"Exactly how many villagers do you have?’ Anideawas Sarting to percolate through Jake's mind.

"Perhapstwenty familieslivein my village. But there are others nearby. All within twenty miles have sent
their young men to seeiif they could raise their fortunes and perhaps strike back at the barbarians. Inal,
now, there are perhapsthirty of our people, armed with bows, dings, and throwing sticks."

IINO gunS,"

Broussard laughed. “ The Granger do not alow Otranto subjectsto carry guns. This morning, we had
none. By thisevening, | think we will have two if the reports can be believed.”

"Have any of these villagers ever sailed?’ It was aforlorn hope.

Broussard's eyebrow lifted. “Y ou wereright, friend Lucer. Y our boss does make big plans. Y ou think
we have a chance to saize the barbarian ship itself? The wedlth of that ship would make these villagesthe
richest for hundreds of miles.”

Which would mean little if the Granger decided to take that wedlth, Jake knew.

"Wekill dl of the saillors who landed, take their boat, and row back to the sailing ship.” Lucer'svoice
was caculating as hetried to fed out the plan. “If wewait until dusk or later, it might work."

"They'll have some sort of code,” Jake said. “Their Captain Pierreisnobody'sfool. Even if he believes
thereislittle danger, he would have devised some sort of identification and helll be suspiciousif we don't
know it."

"So what do you propose?”’

Jake pointed at Broussard. “ Starting now, you are the priest of the temple at the spring. The Granger
have attacked your temple and you've hidden the gold. Y ou take me captive and turn me over to the
Anglic landing party. Tdl them that if they'll help againgt the Granger, you'll share the temple treasure with
them.”

Broussard frowned. “If more sailors come, my villagers will be outnumbered. We know the countryside
and many of usare hunters, but the pirates arekillers. | fear they'll discover us and daughter us.”

Jake nodded. “It'sarisk. Still, they'll think they're your allies. Lead them deep into the fores, litter the
trail behind them with trgps, and then vanish. Asthey return, you can whittle them down. That will give us
our only chance to capture the ship. We need more of them on land.”

Broussard didn't look very happy but he nodded dowly. “For the wedth of that ship's cargo, it might be
worth the chance.”

Jake's brain whirled with the opportunities. “ That ship's cargo may be only the beginning. If we succeed
in establishing atrade route between the Tiflis and Otranto, the shipswill need a convenient stopping
point between Umbar and Otranto city. Y our villages could become rich beyond your dreamsif you
could supply ship supplies, food, and the fresh water of your spring.”



Broussard's eyes widened as Jake described the possibilities and he nudged L ucer with his elbow more
than once. As Jake wound down, though, he got athoughtful look in his eyes. “The Granger will prevent
it. They areaproblem.”

That was the understatement of the year. The Granger were smultaneoudy holding down both Otranto
and Ebron cultures, stifling trade, and conducting along-term policy of genocide againg their Otranto
subjects.

"They areaproblem. Yet I'd givealot for ahandful of Granger warriors right now."
"What?’ Broussard looked like he couldn't believe hisears. “Why?"
"It would give the barbarians something to think about.”

Broussard smiled dowly. “1 see. If you have two enemies, persuade them to attack one another and
gpend their strength. And make sure they don't find away to join againgt you. You arewise aswell as
clever, young friend.” He dapped Jake on the back practicaly knocking the younger man to the ground.
“Asit happens, there isa Granger garrison about ten kilometers from here. | could send a message that
the barbarians are attacking. Our Tiflis friends spesk their native tongue and could pass asformer
barbarian captives. If so, we could probably persuade them to help usrather than join the barbariansin
the attack."

"Doit."

For the next fifteen minutes, the smal clearing where Jake and Castile had met L ucer and Broussard
became a command headquarters. A messenger was dispatched to summon the Granger garrison and
Broussard and two other village graybeards mapped out the route they would attempt to lead the
barbarians on—at least until they made contact with the Granger.

Finally theimmediate orders had been issued and Broussard turned back to Jake. “All right, how do we
do this?"

Ten minutes later, abadly beaten Jake sprawled into the barbarian encampment.
One of the barbarians drew his sword and lunged at Jake who narrowly avoided the thrust.

"Careful, my friends,” Broussard said as he stepped from behind atree. “Unwrap my gift only when you
understand what he hasto offer.”

Captain Pierre hadn't come himself, but Jake recognized hisfirst mate, Armand. The man had ascrape
on hisforehead and acut in histunic.

"And who are you to tell uswhat to do?’ Armand demanded.

Thiswasthe key moment. If the barbarians didn't believe Broussard's story, the villagers would try to cut
them down in their camp—and certainly suffer high losses even if they were successtul.

"l am apoor priest,” Broussard lied. “Once my temple was one of the wonders of Arcadiawith its
golden statues of the goddessin dl of her ttributes. Each year, merchants would come from al over the
world to add gold to her ornamentation.” He sighed dowly and asingle tear, apparently unnoticed,
dipped down his cheek. The man, Jake redized, was a consummeate actor. Jake would have to be very
careful if heever tried to negotiate another bargain with him. Come to think of it, perhaps he had aready
given Broussard more than he had asked for.



"Sounds like that would be worth some money, priest,” Armand said. “ And what does being apriest
have to do with your capturing thisdave?’

"Although most of Otranto gave up the faith of the goddess hundreds of years ago, people from our
village have held onto many of the old ways,” Broussard went on. “For our Granger overlords, however,
the old religion isto be wiped out without mercy. Of course, any treasure taken in the processis
converted to Granger use.”

"And the Granger are attacking?'

"Even now,” Broussard agreed. “We hel ped the Granger party your ship had sent ashore and they
learned about the temple. Now they've contacted the Granger garrison and are moving on our temple.
This dave and another Granger tried to join them. The Granger got away, but | captured thisone.” He
gave Jake a kick to the back of the kidneys. “I thought he was ared Granger in the darkness of the
sacred grove, but you can tell that heisnot.”

"Let'sjust kill both of them and get on withiit,” one of the sailors said.

Armand flattened the offending sailor with abackfist to the nose, then turned back to his captives. “Y ou
say the Granger are on their way to steal your treasure?”’

"ltiseven 0."
"Can you give us directionsto your treasure? Uh, | mean your temple?"

"Directions?’ Broussard wrinkled hisforehead asif contemplating aradica proposition. “Take two
hundred pacesin thisdirection,” he waved vagudly, “then turn right. Or maybe just alittle short of right.
Y oull wak until you see alightning-struck tree—"

Ahmed shook hishead. “ Can you lead us?"

Broussard nodded. “Of course. Oh. My brother priests have agreed that you should have a quarter share
of the temple treasuresiif you help usrescue them from the Granger.”

One of the sailors snickered, but Armand pretended to consider the offer serioudly. “How many Granger
are attacking?"

Broussard waved his handsineffectudly. “It isdifficult to know. Perhapsthirty. My priests know little
about fighting."

"Half your treasure,” Armand countered.
"But | am only authorized to offer up to athird,” Broussard whined. “I could never—"
"Right. A third. And you'd better be right about the size of the gold treasure.”

Not that Jake believed Armand would have any quams about taking the entire treasure when held
captured it.

"Right. Let'sgo. Jean-Claude, kill the dave and let's get some directions from the priest.”
Jake barely rolled over to escape the sailor's attack.

"I'll need hishelp to carry my share of the treasure back to the temple,” Broussard said. “ Surely you can
wait tokill him."



"Il wait,” Armand said. “But not for long."



Chapter 16
Armand twisted on his hedsdriving afist directly into Jake's unprepared body.

"Ugh.” Jake gasped for bregth, cycling through his hedlth program looking vainly for something to
confront this sudden attack.

"I'll be happy to beat my new servant if he displeases you,” Broussard offered.

Armand pivoted into an open-handed dap to Jake's | eft ear. The attack reeled Jake back on his hedls.
“Thisal seems so convenient. So | think it'stimethat he talks.”

This attack was supposed to make Jake talk? He could hardly bregth.

Armand grasped Jake by the tunic, halfway lifting him from the ground. *“'Y ou escape from our ship and
immediatdly atack these Otranto priests. Why?"

Jake might not have been prepared for the attack, but he was prepared for easy questionslike this. “My
master's cousin found the temple. They lost agrest ded of treasure when you sunk his canoe and didn't
want to arrive at Bathsheeba empty handed.”

"Hewaslooting hisown countryside?"

Jake did hisbest to look mystified. “Of course not. He was looting Otranto priests. My master would
never attack a Granger.” His explanation wouldn't make any sense to anyone who didn't know the
Granger. To thosewho did, it should be sufficient. From what Jake had seen, the Granger truly believed
that their subject people were nothing but daves serving at the humor of any Granger who might come

adong.

"And you just happened onto the loca garrison?!

"The prince's servants who survived your attack on the canoe contacted the garrison.”
Armand dapped Jake's undamaged ear. “How many in the garrison?”

Jake shrugged. “ Twenty, perhaps. More than enough to handle pirates like yourself."

Armand's knee dammed into Jake's groin and Jake collgpsed to the ground sucking for wind and futilely
trying to bring his bound arms around to cover the damaged area.

"We are Anglic warriors, not pirates.”

Jake forced himsdlf to breath. “It is easy to beat a bound man. To beat Granger on horseback will prove
alittemoredifficult.”

Armand'sface turned arather frightening shade of purple. Jake wondered if he had gonetoo far thistime,
not that he'd had a choice. He needed to empty the Anglic ship of warriors and this was the only way he
could think of to do so.

"Together, my priests and your brave warriors might have a chance againgt the Granger,” Broussard
suggested. “We could show you where to hide in ambush, taking the Granger by surprise.”

Armand nodded dowly. Jake could almost read his thoughts. Together with the supposed Otranto
priests, Armand's men might be able to defeat the Granger. But their [osses would make it difficult for



them to saize the treasure. And that supposed treasure was the only reason for Anglic interest.

"Y et we would do better with more men,” Armand concluded. “ Andre, take two seamen and tell Captain
Pierre that welll need another twenty warriors. And take back the dave with you. | don't want to waste
men as guards.”

"But I'll need him,” Broussard said. “ The priesthood wantsto flay him for hisimpiety.”

Armand laughed. “ Oh, isthat it? Wdll, for that, I'll make sure you get him back.”

"Can't you send someone el se back with him?” Andre begged. “I've never fought Granger before.”
Armand frowned and shook his head. “Y ou'll have your chance. Now move."

Jake found himsdf haf jogging and half dragged toward the ship's launch.

The land breeze wafted the launch back to the anchored ship and Jake found himsalf once again below
deck, thistime in what must serve asthe ship'sbrig.

At least he knew the password—Andre had shouted it out as the launch approached. But he had no way
of communicating it back to his comrades.

The ship didn't empty, but the constant sound of the ship modified as many of its warriors crowded into
the launch and set out to join Armand.

Five minutes after Jake heard the launch pull away, he wasjoined in the brig by Captain Pierre.
"So, you've returned.”
"Not by choice,” Jakelied.

"Isthat s0? It isodd that | have sailed in these waters for so many years and yet I've never heard of a
great templetreasure. | would have thought the Granger would have looted it decades ago.”

"Evidently the Otranto keep their secrets.”
"They don't seem to have kept thisone.”
"Prince Bart isknown to be alucky man.”

"Indeed?’ Pierre smiled, his even teeth looking predatory. “1 sent enough men to handle the Granger
garrison even without help from the Otranto. Not that the Otranto are likely to offer anyone much help.
There has never been such a degenerate race.”

Jake didn't want to debate that issue. He wanted the Anglics and the Granger garrison to go after each
other. Still, if the Otranto were as worthless as Pierre seemed to think, and as everyone had been telling
him since held landed on this planet, their chances of capturing the ship were dim.

"I'm tempted to kill you now,” Pierre said suddenly. “Can you offer me any reason not to do so?'

Mord arguments didn't look like they would go far. “If your warriors do lose, or even win but any are
captured, you might be able to exchange me. | have proven useful to the Prince before.”

Pierre looked into Jake's eyes, then nodded abruptly. “ For now, at least, that isenough.” He seized the
oil lamp that provided the only light in the brig and vanished, leaving Jeke alonein the darkness.



Jake felt each link of the chain that held him to the brig wall. Many of the links were rusty, but none
yielded to his strongest twists.

The chain ended in aring embedded in the oaken wall of the ship itsdf. Even planting hisfeet againg the
wadl and pulling with dl of hismight did nothing.

Lacking afile, Jake contented himsdlf with rubbing onelink against another. Probably it would takehim a
year to break through thisway but it gave him something to do. And he had to do something. He needed
away to get the code back to Broussard and L ucer.

Without his computer implant, hewould havelost al sense of time. Asit was, he calculated he was | eft
aonefor better than an hour when a sudden commotion sounded outside the ship.

Minutes later, afaint light appeared which, to his darkness acclimated eyes, was ablinding glare.

"They've met the Granger army.” Andre's voice sounded excited, asif thiswasa 3-D video that didn't
truly affect him. Jake guessed that Andre wasin hislate teens. Not much younger than Jeke himsdlf, and
only ayear or two older than Cadtile. Y et, Andre seemed more like the run-of-the-mill teensthat Jake
had met throughout the galaxy than either himself or especidly Cadtile.

"And the Granger have diced them to pieces?’ Jake asked.
Andre frowned. “ Anglic warriors are the best in the world.”

"The Granger arefighting on their home territory and are al accomplished horsemen. Y our Anglicsdon't
stand a chance.”

"Wewill win,” Andretold him. “We have enough warriors to overwhelm the Granger.” He paused for a
moment. “They should have let me go and fight with them. | am aman, not some child to be protected.”

Had Jake sounded like that, whining to Captain Trabert about how he was ready to take on more of the
trading responsibilities aboard the John Gault? No wonder the man had been frustrated with him.

Jaketried to look harmless, which wasn't especidly difficult given the beatings held recently experienced,
the fact that he hadn't easten in forever, and that he was chained in thefilthiest place he could imagine.
“From the art, | wondered why they treated awarrior like you as beneath them.”

Armand ateit up. “ Just because | am young, they keep me from joining in their battles. Y et how will |
learnif | am never dlowed to fight?'

"That istrue,” Jake sympathized. “ Still, if your men somehow defeet the Granger, think of the treasure.”
"Which | will never see. Y ou think they will share with one they think too young to fight?'

"All that wedth and you'll get nothing?'

Andre clenched histeeth in atrangparent and futile effort to hold back tears. “1 never get anything.”

Jake squel ched any guilt fedlings about using Andre. He had to think about saving Cagtile and the others,
not to mention hisown skin.

"| see the problem. No doubt you were | eft to guard me, which wasjust their excuse to keep you from
the battle and from your share of the wedlth.”

"Exactly.” Andre wiped the back of hishand againgt his eyes.



"If | wasto escape, however, you could follow meto the shore. Once there, you could join in the battle.”
Andre eyed him suspicioudy. “How could you possibly escape?!

"Did you know that no one searched me? Would it be so odd if you returned from acal of nature only to
seethat | had filed through the chain?'Y ou would have to bravely follow me and, once on land, you could
seize your share of the treasure.”

"The captain said to hold you as hostage.”

Jake laughed. “In case you are defeated. Do you redly think that could happen, especidly if you werein
the fight? Besides, isit your fault that Armand was to busy hitting me to bother with a proper search?'

Andre paced nervoudly, then suddenly spun, pushing his lamp near Jake'sface. “Do you redly have a
file?"

Jake smiled. “1 dont, yet. But only the two of us have to know that."

"Y ou want meto help you escape?’ Andre sounded asif his barbarian pride had been mortdly
wounded.

Jake held out his chain-bound arms. “I am adave, not a Granger warrior. Losing me would mean nothing
to your captain and, frankly, holding me would mean little aswell. Do you redly think a Granger would
stoop to ransom adave? So, it seemslike afair dedl. Great wedth for you and my life for me. It costs
your captain nothing and gains you much.”

llBut_ll
"Once you prove yourself asawarrior, they will never again be able to keep you from the battle.”

For asecond, Jake thought he'd pushed too hard. Then Andre nodded. “ Take the file with you and
throw it overboard.”

"Dedl.” Jake stuck out his hand.

Andre looked &t it, then spat on the floor. “1 am doing this because | am aman. | do not strike bargains
with daves."

So much for fedling guilty about what he was going to do to the kid's reputation. Jake dropped his hand.
“I forgot mysdf, megter.”

Andre grinned. “That'smorelikeit. I'll bring you thefile"

Ten minutes | ater, the heavy chain parted. With the ship as underpopul ated asit was, Jake was able to
work hisway through the below-deck areas without running into any sailors. He emerged from the rear
hatch just as Andre * discovered’ his escape.

"The Granger dave. Stop him.”

It was too soon, of course. Fortunately, Jake hadn't depended on Andre's sense of timing. He dashed for
the Sde of the ship, lashed his cut chains at the one sailor who managed to grab for him, and plunged
over theside.

Theiron chains dragged him down and Jake had to kick with &l of his strength to regain the surface.



A badly aimed musket ball splashed water into hisface and an arrow whizzed by. Thiswas getting old.

He struck out for shore as best he could. Fortunately, both the ship's launch and its dinghy were ashore
aready. It would take sometime for Andre to rig together another boat.

Swimming with his hands chained was hard. Findly Jake discovered asort of sidestroke that let him
make decent progress. He reached the shore just in time to see asmall skiff set off from the Anglic ship,
Andre, waving a huge barbarian sword, screamed bloody murder after him.

"Come off the beach before someone getsthe ideato put acannon bal into you,” avoice cdled.

Jake stumbled up. A rough hand grasped him as he reached the tree line, then dragged him down into
cover.

"Lucer?'
"Who did you expect? The Emperor?*
"How isthe battle going?"

Lucer laughed. “Battle?’ Broussard led the Anglicsinto the Grangers and ducked out of sght. Twenty
minutes later, there were ten Anglics and no Granger left. So now the Otranto have some nice horsesand
nice loot, and weve got seven Anglic prisoners.”

"Seven?'

"Three of them didn't think the Otranto could shoot.”

"Try to capture this next boat load. The kid helped me and | oweit to him to keep him dive."
Lucer nodded dowly. “Y ou're a strange man, boss."

"Onemorething. The codeword is captive.” Jake's eyes suddenly felt incredibly heavy. He couldn't
remember the last time held dept and just resting his eyes for amoment sounded like paradise. He
started to set his computer implant to awaken him in five minutes, but he was adeegp before he could do
even that.

* k% k %

Another foot in hisribs knocked the fatigue out of him. Jake rolled over, grabbing the offending foot, and
then yanked.

Cadtile tumbled on top of him. Her lipsonly inchesfrom his.

For abrief moment, he thought she was going to kiss him. Then she hammered afist into his ssomach.
“Let meloose, you barbarian.”

Jake blinked. “Y ou kicked me."

Cadtilerolled back to her feet. “If I'd kicked you, you'd know it. All | did was nudge you with my foot.
Harold saysthey need you and | was supposed to wake you up. Y ou weren't supposed to attack me.”

ll&].rylll
"Y ou should be."



He shook his head. After thiswas over, he was going to find somewhere and deep for twenty-four hours
graight. Hisinterna clock told him held snatched an hour. All that had done was make him want more.

"You'd better hurry.” Castile made pushing motionswith her hands. “Harold couldn't plan hisway out of
an outhouse."

Harold's plan was about as bad as Castile had implied. The plan wasto row out, get on the ship, capture
anyone who fought, and give the rest a choice between being marooned somewhere in Granger territory
or sailing for Jeke. Getting to the ship relied on Jake's password working. Getting control of the ship
relied on awholelot of luck.

Unfortunately, Jake couldn't think of anything better although he did insist that Captain Pierre and
Armand be held prisoner rather than daughtered. He had stretched his morals to the bresking point, but
he still refused to consider cold-blooded killing of prisoners.

"Then let'sgo,” Harold said after they'd reviewed the plansafind time.

Jake's understanding of military action centered around lengthy preparation periods, complex
coordination, and intricate logistical operations. After dl, hed been trained as a merchant, not awarrior.
This action consisted of gathering Harold, Jake, Lucer, and the dozen Otranto youths who seemed |east
intimidated by their own wegpons. All wore clothing that had been confiscated from the Anglic pirates. It
would take amiracle for them to fool anyone for five seconds.

Jake was thankful for the dark as the Otranto war party fumbled with oars, then managed to entangle
theminapair of knots.

After the surf washed them back to the shore, Jake got out, untangled the oars, and physically shoved the
launch out past the surf.

He climbed into the stern of the launch and took thetiller. “1'm going to count out the strokes. When | say
stroke, you'll stroke. If you're not ready, do it anyway. We can't afford to look like abunch of idiots who
have never touched an oar before. Unless you want to eat cannonball for dinner.”

The men looked intimidated, which wasn't the attitude that Jake wanted when they went to capture aship
where they were badly outnumbered. But they did pay more attention to their oars.

The ship lookout didn't spot them until they were within twenty meters.

Jake called out the word Captive in responseto the challenge, muffling hisvoice so it wouldn't be
recognized.

"What's been taking so long?’ the watchman demanded in Anglic.

"Took awhileto sort out the loot,” Jake answered. “Well bring the rest when its daylight.”
"That much?'

"Y ouwont believe your eyes."

The launch bumped up againgt the side of the ship and Jake motioned to his men to board.

Harold and Lucer moved at once, scaling the rope ladder that hung down to the launch. The Otranto
hung back.

Jake brandished the sword he'd confiscated from Armand. “ Get moving or so help me, I'll diceyou



mysdf.”
More frightened by Jake than by the pirates above, the Otranto moved.

Just intime. The Anglic ship had been largely emptied by the raiding party and much of what crew was
left was below decks deeping. Still, Lucer and Harold were hard pressed when Jake findly shoved the
last Otranto up the ladder and followed.

The Otranto scurried for cover as soon as they had climbed the ladder and when Jake emerged, an
Anglic sallor tried to split his head with aheavy club.

Jake ducked, let the club splinter on the deck, then vaulted onto the ship in amove he would never be
ableto repest if hetried ahundred times.

Another sailor swung at him with a heavy cutlass and Jake blocked.

Armand's sword rang in his hand, the vibrations dmost knocking it loose as the sailor grinned, then
swung his cutlass around for another blow.

Thistime Jake was ready. Although Jake was no swordsman, he knew the basics. He ducked the
dashing blow, then hammered his hilt into the sailor's hand.

Hisfoot connected with the sailor's groin at the same moment the cutlass hit the deck.

Jake bent down, avoiding an attack from behind, picked up the cutlass, and tossed it overboard.
Then he spun, wrapped his new lant's blunt-ended dashing sword in hisown, and twisted it free.
Thistime he sent the sailor rather than the sword overboard. Jeke held onto the short sword.

Lucer and Harold had been shoved into a corner of the deck by six cutlass-armed sailors while another
medly stuffed abullet into amuzzle-loading musket.

Jake was il five meters away when the man shouldered the musket. Jake threw the short sword.

The sword smacked into the musket and the weapon discharged, the shot going through asail but not
hitting anyone.

The musket'sroar distracted the six cutlassmen. Three spun around leaving only three to face Lucer and
Harold. Harold cut his down, then disarmed one of those attacking L ucer.

An arrow lodged in the throat of one of the three coming after Jake. Three more arrows stuck in the
deck near the others. The Otranto had finaly gotten into the action.

Thesurviving Anglic sailors threw down their weapons.

"Nail the hatches shut for now,” Jake ordered Lucer. “ Put acouple of Otranto with bows near each and
feather anyone who triesto come out.”

"Right."

* * * %

Seven days later, the reunited party sailed their ship, now christened the Cadtile, into Otranto harbor.

Despite the Otranto flag that one of their adopted sailors had found somewhere deep in a chest, the



entire city seemed to take darm at their entrance to the harbor.
Huge cannons poked their noses from the forts that lined the narrow bay that made up Otranto's harbor.

According to Arena of Otranto, large ships could tether a the huge stone piers, letting longshoremen
load and unload even the largest vessdl s efficiently. Jake wasn't ready to trust afictional account with
quite so much credibility. Instead, he anchored half akilometer off shore and waited for apilot boat.

It took two hours before arickety launch poked out from one of the forts. An overdressed and hugely
overweight man sat on the forward thwart glaring occasiondly at Jake's ship asif he thought its mere
existence an affront to Otranto's honor.

He said something to one of his oarsmen.
The oarsman shouted, “what ship are you and why do you fly the Otranto flag?"

"We are the merchant ship Castile,” Jake shouted back. “We fly the Otranto flag because we sail for that
nation."

The boat bumped up againgt the Cadtile and the oarsmen made it fast.

"He's Admira Boren of Thebes” Castilewhispered in hisear. “ And naming the ship after mewassilly."
"Admird of what?"

"Of the Otranto navy, of course.”

"Doyou haveanavy?'

"Hesgttinginit.”

Jake looked down at Boren's rowboat. One of the oarsmen was busy bailing even though the protected
water of the narrow gulf was amost glass-smooth. That was Otranto's navy? No wonder the country
logt every war it fought.

"What's he waiting for?’ Jake asked.

Cadtile giggled. “Do you redly think he could make it up that rope ladder by himself?"
Jake considered, then shook his head. “Andre.”

"Yes, Captain.”

"Lucer is Captain. I'm only the owner."

"Right, Cgptain.”

He shook his head. “Do you think you could rig up some sort of block and tackle to haul that Otranto on
board?'

"The overstuffed peacock? Sure you want to stretch out a perfectly good line on the likes of him,
Captain?'

Since those perfectly good lines had handled tens of thousands of kilograms of thrust, the question wasn't
completely serious. It wasn't completely facetious, ether. Jake didn't have alot of experience on primitive
planets but he had plenty with bureaucracy and this admira without afleet looked to be the very



definition of abureaucrat.
"Bring him up,” Jake sighed. “WEell have to ded with him sooner or later.”
"Or we could just runinto Erlang,” Andre suggested. “It'd cut acouple of days off thetrip to Umbar."

Jake had thought of that but shook his head. Hed been in denia aslong as he'd been able, but he had to
faceredlity. Hewas no longer a spacer. He was stuck here on Arcadia. He could ether snivel and fed
sorry for himsdlf, or try to make adifference. And if he was going to make this planet his home, Otranto
seemed the only possible base. Even if he had to drag it up by its bootstraps.

"Haul himup."

The*Admira’ got right to the point. If Jake wanted to trade in Otranto, he needed official permissons.
Lotsof permissions.

"I'd be happy to offer my persona assstance,” Boren told him. “Of course that would mean making
some condderable sacrifice of my time.”

Jake nodded, but was careful not to agree to anything. HeE'd pay bribesif he had to, but right now the
ship was hismgjor asset. Anything he paid now would cut into his ability to trade.

"I'll need to consult with my legal advisor,” Jake finally told Boren when the admira ran out of steam.
"Oh. And who might that be?'
"Princess Marie Delphonte,” Jake answered.

"Ah. Wéll, the Princessis temporarily indisposed. Y ou may want to consider another option, at least until
sheisableto resolve her difficulties.”

That sounded bad. “Indisposed in what way?"

"She and her husband were accused of witcheraft. Y ou know how serioudy we have to take these
accusations. With the Granger infidel s to our west and the schismatic barbarians to the east, witchcraft at
home could destroy us.”

"Of course.”
"I'd be happy to accept your note, written againgt the value of your ship.”

"I'll certainly look forward to your support,” Jake said trying to hide the sickening feding in hisgut. The
longer he spent here, the more difficult everything seemed. No wonder Otranto wasin trouble. * Perhaps
you would dine with me tomorrow and we could discussthe details,” he continued. Jake lowered his
voice. “After dl, we don't want everyone to know how lucrative my trading practiceislikely to be."

Boren widened his eyes a the unsubtle hint, then glared at the lesking launch which had carried him out
to the Cadtile. “Tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow would be best. It'sa pity that we have to wait until then as|'d like to pull up to the quay and
unload the perishable items from my cargo, but | understand the procedures are complex and the forms
need to befollowed.”

Boren'swhed's might turn dowly but even he wasn't dumb enough to miss out on the possibilities there.
Oncethe Castile docked at aquay, it would take only aquick legal twist before it became the persona



property of one Admiral Boren.

"No, no. We mustn't delay the exchange of goods between Otranto and its subject provinces. Y ou must
dock now. I'll come tomorrow evening to discuss our business arrangements more fully.”

"I'll make sure | have gold on hand to deal with the necessary procedures,” Jake said.

"Ah, yes. Gold.” With luck, greed would make Boren hold off until he thought he could get both ship and
treasure. “My launch will serve asapilot boat for you. Follow it and you'll avoid the dangerous reefs.”

"Thenyoull sal with us?'

"Nothing would make me happier. | am looking forward to seeing how my—uh, | mean your ship sails.



Chapter 17

Manny Ddphontésinn still smoldered and the sweet smell of partially fermented wort filled the air likean
autumn bouquet. At the smal mill, the water rushed by an unmoving whedl. And huge barrdls still lesked
beer where they had been roughly tapped for athirsty mob.

Cadtile wiped atear from her eye, smudging a sooty trail across her cheek. “Weve got to set them free.”

"But they were accused of witchcraft.” Harold had been around Otranto long enough to understand and
fear the power of her church.

Cadtileésfists clenched. “I've got it. My father's apprentices will riot. In the confusion, our sailorscanraid
the prison and set my parentsfree. If wekill afew of Emperor Fernissfat sycophantswhilewere t it,
S0 much the better.”

Jake considered Manny and Marie to be among the few signsthat Otranto was till dive, could still offer
anything to theworld of Arcadia. That Otranto had turned against them was abad sign. Still, they needed
Otranto as aunited and friendly base, not as a hostile and burned-out wreck. Of all of the citiesthey'd
passed through, only Erlang offered afraction of the potential. But Erlang's independence was a shalow
fiction. It'slocation, weak defensive walls, and smaller sze made it apoor second choice. Otranto's
drategic trading location on anarrow channel separating the eastern and western continents, defensibility,
culture, workforce or market size, made it the true prize of the planet.

Now that he had a ship, Jake intended to build a mercantile economy. Otranto had to be an anchor.
"There hasto be a better way,” Jake said.
"Wdl, what isit then?’ Cadileglared a him asif it were d| hisfault.

He scratched his head. How was he supposed to know? “ They're accused of witcheraft. Surely we
could prove them innocent at the trid ?*

"Trid?" Cadtilelaughed shortly. “For witchcraft? All it takesis an accusation and off you go.”
llBut_ll

"Witcheswould use their evil magic on the judgesif therewasatrid,” Mark explained. “It isthe same
everywhere, not just in Otranto.”

"Hmm. So if we circulate aletter accusing the entire population of Otranto City of witchcraft, they'd al go
to the stake.”

"Itisn't likethat,” Mark answered.

"What itislike,” Lucer said, “isthat witchcraft isahandy accusation for the powerful to use againgt an
uppity foreigner who doesn't know his place, especialy if his patron is dead.”

It was agood reminder given that Castile was the only native Otranto citizen in their entire party. If they
didn't walk carefully, they might be joining Manny and Marie in whatever dungeons the church used for
itsvictims

"It'snot just foreigners,” Castile reminded them. “My mother is not just an Otranto, she'sa princess.
They arrested her anyway."



Lucer grimaced. “So they kill two birdswith one stone. First, she'sawoman and Otranto has ways
been suspicious of women in power. Second, she married a barbarian mercenary. Given how many
barbarian mercenaries have decided to become Otranto Emperors over the past thousand years, the
Otranto nobility don't have to look for an excuse to turn on them. In this case, they even have evidence.

"What evidence?’ Jake asked. Even if held believed in witcheraft, he'd never seen Manny or Marie do
anything that even hinted at the occult.

"From what you've told me about his beer-making techniques, he's been doing things no one has done
before. If that isn't witchcraft, it's close enough to suit their purposes.”

"But what kind of idiot would want to put the man who makes cheap beer out of busness?” Even ashe
asked the question, Jake knew the answer. Humans resst change, even change for the better. Manny's
techniques would upset the few old-line brewers who refused to adopt his methods and bureauicrats who
saw Manny's methods as a potential state monopoly and resented the money he made, especidly
because hewas, as Lucer had reminded them, aforeigner.

"Panic makes peopleirrationd,” Lucer reminded him. “The Granger are moving to attack, Otranto hasn't
won awar in over ahundred years and is out of provincesto give up. The people know it will take a
miracle to prevent the Granger from overrunning the city thistime. In thiskind of environment, it doesn't
take much of an excuse to get them excited about stomping out witchcraft.” He walked over and kicked
one of the charred support postsin what had been Manny's tavern. “1 wouldn't be surprised if Otranto
City didn't decimate itself between now and when the Granger take over."

Jake didn't like Lucer's assumption that the Granger would win but he couldn't argue with the logic.

"Well, forget about the big picture. Let's think about Manny and Marie. Surely there's someone, some
authority, who could determine that this particular witcheraft claim is nonsense.”

L ucer sat on afencepost and stared briefly at the sky. 1 suppose the Patriarch could. There are
probably afew monksthat are holy enough to get away with it. But why would they? The peoplelike an
occasiond witch burning. Adding abeautiful princessto the fire makesit amost aholiday.”

"I'll go talk to the Patriarch,” Jake said.
"May | go dong?’ Mark was normally so quiet that Jake often forgot that he was part of their group.

No one answered him so Jake was left with the decision, again. “1I'm not sure bringing someone the
Petriarch will sseasaninfidd will help our arguments.”

Mark frowned. “Y ou may be right, of course. On the other hand, the Patriarch wrote a fascinating paper
onthelogic of Arigtotle. He might just be amenable to the concerns of another student of philosophy.”

"Or he might just throw both of you in prisons with my parents,” Castile said. “I'm going too."

Lucer shook his head. “ The Patriarch thinks that women are tools of the devil. If Castile goes, youll
never even getinto seehim.”

In arare moment of realism, Jake decided that this was not the time to make a political statement about
the role of women in modern society. It would be along time before Otranto was anything like amodern
society. That time would stretch to eternity if it didn't survive the coming Granger attack.

"Sorry, Cadtile. It'sgoing to be me and Mark. Weld better get on with it before they start lighting the
fires"



"If we don't hear from you in the next eight hours, boss, we're coming in after you,” Harold said.

"Forget that. Y ou and Castile should show Bart and Wart around Otranto. We need cargo for our
ship—stuff the Tifliswill buy from us. Obvioudy it isn't going to be beer. At least not thistrip.”

"Eight hours,” Harold repeated.

"That's the grest thing about being boss. | get dl the respongibility but no one ligensto mewhen| give
them directions,” Jake complained.

"Oh, yourefindly figuring that out?"

"Yeah. | guessit took meawhile"

* * * %

The Patriarch's palace dominated the eastern Sde of the city, towering over the homes of the nobility and
churches that seemed even more numerous than taverns.

"The Patriarch isnot receiving visitors,” an officious clerk told them. “ See your parish priest if you have
any religion questions™

"The Patriarch needsto hear us.” Jake lowered rather than raising his voice going for the tone of
command that hisfirst captain had used.

"Why isit that | doubt that?’ The clerk dapped hisforehead in an annoying gesture. “Oh, that'sright.
Because you're aforeigner and that other oneisapagan.”

"A pagan who once paid your gambling debts,” Mark observed softly. “ Haven't you come along way,
John?"

The clerk squinted. “Mark?Isit redly you? When did you return to Otranto?"

The Ebron laughed. “1 told you | would return. There are some books that | could only find in the
Otranto libraries, so herel am.”

"But the Granger—"
"The Captain here dlowed meto join his party,” Mark explained.

"WEell have to have a bottle of wine and talk about our school adventures.” John's voice was animated
for thefirst time. “I'll send word out to those of uswho are sill |€ft. I'm afraid that the schools are rather
empty these days. If you're hoping to support yoursdf by teaching, you will be poor indeed.”

"Once, Otranto's schools of philosophy taught hundreds,” Mark explained to Jake. “When | was here,
there were maybe twenty new students each year. John joined, what, two years after | did?”

"Threg,” John corrected. “There are only eight in this year's class. The Granger have prevented any more
Ebrons from joining us and the barbarians speak such bad Otranto that their students can't keep up and
usually hurry back to whatever eastern pit they crawled out of "

It looked like the student reunion might go on for awhile so Jake interrupted. “1 wonder if you could
catch up on things after Mark and | see the Patriarch. Quite smply, it isamatter of life or death.”

John didn't look sympathetic. “ Everyone dies sooner or later. Getting together with an old friend is
pecid.”



Jake barely fought down the urge to pull his dagger and let John consider how much more attractive later
could be than sooner. The priests of Otranto were important. Together with the Imperid bureaucracy,
they kept what remained of the nation running while incompetent or ineffective Emperors clawed their
way to thethrone.

"The Captain has ideas on how to strengthen the Otranto economy,” Mark observed.

Johnwrinkled hisnose asif he had smdled something funny. “1 have studied the ancient textson
economy. The processes are like a beautiful machine. One that individua people can do nothing to dter.”

"Even before | |eft Otranto, John was the city's leading expert on the philosophy of economics,” Mark
commented.

Luckily, Jake had read afew of those pre-historic economicstexts, athough he had found them asure
cure for insomnia “Innovation and invention can change the nature of the economic machine, and one
man can certainly introduce those."

John shook his head. “Much overrated, according to the texts."

Jake smiled. “That would depend on the texts you chose. Perhaps we can continue this discussion over a
mug or two of de.” He paused meaningfully. “ After we meet with the Petriarch.”

"And thereisno adeto be had in the entire city. No one can remember atimelikethis. It'll haveto be
wine"

"If you let meinto seethe Patriarch, I'll make surethereisdeagain,” Jake growled.
"Ishedwayslikethis?” John asked Mark.
Mark nodded. “Always."

"Right. I'm tempted to send you away just because you are so annoying, but for my old friend Mark, I'll
seewhat | can do.” John turned and vanished down along corridor.

"They arent dl likethat,” Mark observed when John had stepped beyond earshot.
"Who aren't likethat? And like what?"

"Philosophers,” Mark answered. “ John dways thought philosophy should be separate from the world.
Something to divide the sophigticated from the masses.”

That pretty much reflected Jake's fedings about philosophy aswell, except he saw himsdf on the side of
the masses. “| takeit you don't agree?”

"If it can't explain the red world, what good isit?"
"Thereisthat."

Jake whiled away the wait ingpecting the paintings that clustered the Petriarch's hallway asthickly as
wallpaper. There seemed to be three separate types. About half were portraits of grim-faced men
wearing clerica garb. These were uniformly bad. Most of the remainder were ornate, gold-embossed
and jewe toned icons reflecting the particular reigious beliefs that the Otranto people had devel oped
after they had been cut off from contact with the rest of humanity.

Many of these icons depicted crude and anatomicaly distorted views of the human form. Still, every one



reflected apower of faith that Jake envied. Far down the halway, ahandful of paintings showed the use
of perspective, natura colors, and a close study of the human form.

"The barbarians have adopted new redlistic techniques of painting,” Mark observed, pointing to the more
naturalistic artwork. “Once, Otranto's art was sought by everyone, even the Ebron and the so-called
schisgmatic barbarians. No one minded that their religions were different when the Otranto artists seemed
to have awindow onto the divine."

"| understand the Ebron have a different faith, but | thought the barbarians and Otranto shared the same
fath

"Beforethe schism,” Mark corrected. “ Although ahumble Ebron like myself cannot tell their religions
aoart, | hear that the dight differences are highly important.”

"Thereisahuge difference between the truth and error.” The voice quavered, but the wordswere
deivered with asense of certainty, asif the speaker had |ooked the truth in the eye and now need never
doubt again.

Jake had expected a man dressed in the overly ornate garb that adorned the hundreds of officia
portraits. Instead, the Patriarch wore the cassock and hood of asmple priest. A small and unadorned
Cross hung from his rope belt.

Intelligent black eyes peered at Jake. Although the wrinkled face reflected age, those eyes held the
power to compd!.

"Thank you for seeing us, Y our Holiness,” Jake said.
Mark gave a stiff bow, then stepped back.
"My clerk tellsme that you promised him a philosophy lessoniif | spoketo you."

Oh, great. Thiswas the man who had written the book on Arigtotle. All Jake could remember about
Arigtotle was that he hadn't agreed with Plato. “He expressed interest in economics—afield near to my

"Y es, that most mundane of philosophies appealsto some. Are you not the Captain of the merchant ship
that sailed into port earlier today?'

Jake bowed. “I am its owner, at any rate.”

"Oddly, | have heard of a ship whose description matches your uh, Castile. What | heard wasthat it was
an Anglic ship licensed to trade in Otranto waters by the Emperor Fernis himsdf.”

A bead of sweat collected on Jake's back and rolled down. He adjusted his health computer to dilate his
arteries and made himsdlf relax. “It istrue that my colleagues and | were attacked by abarbarian pirate
and were lucky enough to capture their ship.”

"Indeed? There hasn't been an Otranto merchant ship for two hundred years. Not since the Emperor
Theodore of Blessed Memory licensed the Otranto trade to the barbariansin return for their aid in the
wars againg the Granger.”

Jake didn't like that blessed memory editoria. Surely Otranto couldn't be so tradition-bound that it
would give up afree opportunity to develop its own mercantile fleet. Still, thiswasthe type of problem
that spacer merchants faced dl the time. After al, once you got out beyond the first generation worlds



where space travel had never been completely lost, spacer merchants had to fight for everything they got.

"l am certain that the Otranto bureaucracy could find avaid reason to abrogate that ancient and failed
treaty."

"Abrogate atreaty entered into by a Saint?’ The Patriarch's eyes blazed with barely controlled energy.
"If the Emperor Theodore was asaint, he was the only saint who signed that agreement.”

The Patriarch frowned, then shook his head. “1 think that you and | are going to have to continue this
conversation.” He turned and opened a door that had been obscured by athick covering of paintings.
“John, bring us abottle of the red wine.” He considered briefly. “Not the good red wine, the other.”

Well, that told Jeke where hefit on the Patriarch's priority list.

Jakefollowed the Peatriarch into an airy room illuminated by windows holding as much glassashe had
seen on al hisprevious journeysthrough Arcadia.

The Patriarch gestured for Jake and Mark to sit, then eased his ancient frame onto a straight-backed
wooden chair.

John bustled in with a decanter of red wine and four ceramic mugs.
"Oh, dl right. Joinus,” the Patriarch said.
John smiled, then flopped in a soft leather sofa. “ Thank you, Y our Holiness.™

The Patriarch shook his head. “ Once, a Patriarch could choose from a thousand educated clerks. Now, |
get a choice between pig-ignorant parish priests who couldn't reason their way through a page of
Arigtotle'slogic and so-called philosophers who study only to prove that their subjects have no relevance
to thisearthly world.”

John poured himsdlf amug of wine, took a sip, then caught the Patriarch's stare and filled the other mugs
aswell. “Think how boring your lifewould beif your clerkswere practical people.”

The Patriarch sighed. “1 suppose that is so. Now, tell me Captain of the Spacers, what do you think of
Otranto?'

The Patriarch was wdl informed, Jake redlized. And held asked atrick question. If Jake admired
Otranto too much, hewasaliar. If hetold the truth, he would probably have his head cut off.

Something in the Patriarch's gaze convinced him that thiswasthetimeto tdll the truth.

Jake took asip of wine while he deliberated how to answer the Patriarch's question. For something the
Patriarch referred to as‘ not the best,’ it was surprisingly good. He made amenta note to find out where
it came from and determine whether he could tradeiinit.

"Everyone believesthat the Granger will overrun Otranto City within the next ten years” Jeke said.
"Within the next year iswhat | hear,” the Patriarch said.

"Fromwhat | saw of the Granger, that would be aterrible loss. They care nothing for philosophy, for
trading, or even for the welfare of their subject people.”

"Goon."



"Y et Otranto has reacted by withdrawing into itself. Y ou yoursdlf told me that Otranto has not had a
single merchant ship for two hundred years. Mark tells me that Otranto artists were once sought after
around the world, but have now been surpassed by the barbarians. When we do discover anew art, like
sophisticated beer-making, Otranto reactsin panic, accusing the brewer and hiswife of witchcraft.”

"Ah. Thetruereason for your interest emerges. Y ou are speaking of Manny Delphonte.”

"I worked with him and never saw any evidence of anything but hard work and skill. No witchcraft.”

"Y et, would any witch let hiswitcheraft be vigble?!

The conversation was starting to take on a cadence that Jake recognized, with abit of shock, as
bargaining.

"If we assume that every man who succeeds must be awitch, we have opened the doors to the Granger
asaurdy asif wetore down the city gates. If we punish success, we will have only failure.”

The Patriarch gave Jake atired smile. “ So you are a philosopher after al. But when witcheraft is claimed,
any who defend the witch are automatically suspected themsdlves.”

Jakefdt thegrip of acold hand at his heart. “I am not awitch.”

"Areyou not? Do you know what awitch is?’ The Patriarch shook hishead. “But | was not thinking
about the danger to you. | was thinking about mysdif.”

"You? Y ou are the Patriarch. The supreme leader of the church in Otranto.”

Again, the humorless smile. “ There are many within the clergy who fed that Otranto's doom can only be
prevented by extreme piety.” He shrugged. “1 am not the most pious of priests. Some see my
philosophies asaform of witchcraft themselves” Another shrug. “If | freed your friends, | might find
myself replacing them on the stake.”

Thiswasn't good news. Still, the Patriarch hadn't said no. That meant that they were il bargaining.
"Could the issue of aman'sinnocence come into the question?” Mark asked.

The Patriarch shook his head dowly. “To save Otranto, | would be willing to spend dozens of innocent
lives. Do you have any ideahow many would dieif the Granger overran this city? Do you have any idea
how many so-caled witcheswould burn if the extremiststook over the church? Should | risk theseto
savethelife of one barbarian warrior?'

Okay, dtill bargaining. All Jake needed was something to exchange. Something that would be worth the
Petriarch putting his own life and the surviva of hiscity at risk.

"My firgt captain,” Jake said dowly, “once found himsdf stuck in aforeign port with only enough money
to buy fud. Yet, he sold hisown persond furnishingsto fill up his cargo holds with astrange spice that no
one on the ship had ever heard of "

"| am certain you are telling this story for areason,” the Patriarch observed. “Doesit get to the point
soon, or should | send out for some more refreshments?”

Jake was surprised to see that held finished his glass of wine without even thinking about it. The Patriarch
was definitely ashrewder trader than Jake had imagined. Fortunately for Jake, his computer implant
could cope with acohal.



"It definitely has apoint. | thought he was insane to buy the spices since he had no known market for
them and | told him so. He told me that the ship was logt if he sailed without cargo. It was better to take
the one chance at success, however dight the chance, than to accept defest.”

"| suppose that he found a huge market for the spices and became rich beyond hisdreams,” the Peatriarch
sad.

Jake shrugged and shook hishead. “ Actually, it worked out that the ship's owners caught up with him
and tossed him out. Although they eventually made money on hisspices, it didn't help him much. Still, his
point isagood one. If you do nothing and let Manny and Marie die, Otranto will fal. Only if you teakea
chance at more immediate destruction can you give Otranto that chance at success.”

The Patriarch leaned forward. “ And how can these two people, both accused of witchcraft, save our
caty?'

That was the sixty-four thousand credit question. Jake knew held have to wing it with hisanswer. Just
like hisold captain, hewas selling a pig in a poke and had no ideawhat sort of market it would find.
“Manny has created an entirely new trade good for the city. He's aso independently rediscovered many
of the techniques of mass production—techniques that could be used in many more industries.”

"So we are aricher victim when the Granger invade. How doesthat help us?'

"Otranto depends on mercenaries. How can we hire them without money? Then too, it is sometimes
possibleto buy off an enemy.”

The Patriarch looked disappointed. “ As when we defeated the Ebron by hiring the Granger to attack
them? | had hoped for more.” He reached into a pocket and withdrew a string of beads, then dowly
clicked through them.

Jake said nothing. He couldn't explain that a strong economy was essentia to support amodern army.
Otranto wasn't going to have amodern army in the next century or two. For at least the next decade,
both the barbarian east and the Granger west would be militarily stronger than Otranto. The examples of
the low countries on ancient Earth, and the siege of Gregorgrad three centuries ago early in the second
expansion proved that merchants could stand againgt professiond warriors, but Jake wasn't going to bet
hislife that Otranto could turn out anative citizen army in time to defeet the Granger.

The Patriarch met Jake's eyes, staring at him asif trying to read his soul.

Finally he nodded. “1 seethat you believein the possibilities. | fear | do not. Still, your Captain'slesson is
agood one. | will giveyou your chance.”

"Y ou're going to set the Delphontes free?’ hisclerk gasped. “You'll risk al of our lives on the crazy
theory that a single man can transform the economy? Y ou yourself taught me the Hegel and Marx that
proves that no man can stand againgt the forces of history.”

"Y et our faith provesthat one man did,” the Patriarch reproved John softly. “ And Captain.”
llY@l

"I will want to see adetailed plan on how the Otranto economy can be transformed. | want a survey of
the products available to our city that could be traded on our own trading ships. | want to know what
resources we have available for building additiona trading ships. | want to know how many workerswe
have that waste their days through idleness, enjoying the bread and circuses that Fernis usesto maintain
his grip on power rather than contributing to the Otranto people. Y ou have one month.”



Jake nodded his head. “1 will call on you in one month, then. May | borrow some of your clerksto help
meinthiseffort?'

For the first time, the Peatriarch's smile was more than a polite mask. “I will spare you John for the next
month. Thiswill be an opportunity to seeif philosophy can be practical .”

"But—" Jake wasn't sure whose protest was louder, hisor the clerk’s.

The Patriarch shook hishead. “I'm afraid that my next clerk will have to be one of the hard-headed
sdf-flagdlantsif I'm to survive thisdecison.”

He reached into hisrobe and pulled out a sheet of vellum, already folded over and sedled with the
Patriarchal sedl. “ John will take you to the prisons and give thisto the warden.”

"Y ou knew you were going to do this?’ Jake said.

The Patriarch shook hishead. “I wanted to set them free, | hoped that you could give me a better reason
than you did but it was barely enough.

If you had argued your case any worse, | would have burned this letter.”



Chapter 18

"We rescued aload of statues before they could be burned,” Bart said. “ Should be some sort of market
for them in Umbar but they're too heavy to carry on our caravans. Other than that,” he made adismissve
gesture with hishand. “ Otranto doesn't seem to make anything.”

Jake had called a council of war on his ship but no one had come up with any ideas. Bart and Wart's
falureto turn up any trading goods was the biggest blow yet to hisidea of building on the onething he
knew—Dbusiness.

Jake gritted histeeth. Thishad to work. He knew less about weapons and military tactics than half the
Otranto population, let aone the war-like Granger. The one advantage he had was that he'd seen the
power of amercantile civilization. He knew that Otranto could dominate the world again if it could
somehow regain its control of itstrade routes. But it couldn't do so as apurely passive collector of tariffs.
That approach might work while Otranto still controlled the lands doing the trading. Asit was, the largest
city in the world should be able to produce something that people wanted. And beer alone wasn't going
to do thetrick.

Manny, Marie, Wart, Bart, and the others stared at him, looking for him to lead, for him to make the
decisions. The D phontes had been returned in the middle of the night by asquad of armed monksfrom
afeared order of martiad monks.Jake caught Castile watching him too, but her look was different,
speculative. He wondered whether she was just waiting for him to quit again—as he had quit every other
time they'd faced a chalenge up until then. Well, that was over. He would manageto build a mercantile
civilization, he slently swore. Somehow, heéd find away.

"What about the s1ks?’ he asked. “ There's got to be amarket for those."

"Y our spacers bought the entire stock up,” Wart replied. “Priceis through the roof. Besides, they don't
actually produce the raw materias here. And there's a shortage of silk cocoons.™

Jake rubbed his eyes. “Help us out, here, Manny,” he pleaded. “What the heck are al the people who
live heredoing?'

"About aquarter of them are in the church,” Marie answered for her husband. “ They're busy with prayer
and studies aswell astraining the next generation of priests. Then there are the government functionaries.
They make up another quarter. Who knows what they do?"

Okay, Jake could understand that. Religion probably kept atrickle of wedlth flowing into the city and this
was the capita city. Of course it would have its share of bureaucrats. “What about the other haf?!

"Therest of usmostly sell servicesto the priests and the government,” Manny admitted. “ Since we turned
over our trading to the barbarians a couple of hundred years ago, we just haven't had much focus on the
rest of theworld."

Which might just explain why they hadn't won awar for about that long. With no martid tradition of their
own and too little wealth to hire the best mercenaries, it only made sense that the Otranto regime was on
itsway out. The miraclewasthat it had survived aslong asit had.

Jake had his computer implant do aquick search for any small but valuable commodities he'd either
traded on histwo gtints as a space merchant, or read about in any of hishistory classes. Spices, fabrics,
jewels, ultra-pure high temperature superconductors, and art works popped up.



A very smal lightbulb went off in his head. “Besides praying, what do al those priests and monks do?"
Manny shrugged and Marie fluttered her hands. The church kept its mysteries even from the Otranto
nobility.

To Jake's surprise, Mark broke the silence.

"They teach young students, copy and study the ancient philosophica and religious texts, and wander
around the city deciding who just might be awitch."

"What about the wine that the Patriarch served us. Are the grapes grown on church land? Do they have
wineries?'

Mark shrugged but this was a question that Manny could answer. “Just south of hereisanidand
completely dedicated to monks from around the world. Each monastery hasits own specidty. One of
them makes wine. Others make honey, paper, or cheese."

"Those sound like tradable goods,” Jake observed. Although a part of him rebelled at supporting the
religioudy sociaistic monastery economy, he wasin no aposition to be fussy.”

"If we could get some,” Wart observed. “We didn't see any quantities of those productsin the city's
shops."

They were probably being traded by the barbarians, Jake redlized. “ All right, I'll talk to the Patriarch
about that. What else?"

"People from around the world want to come here to study,” Mark mentioned. “ Couldn't you sell the
passage?’

High-value cargo paid alot better per square meter of space, but Jake wasn't about to say no. On the
other hand, right now he was looking for exports he could ship to Umbar and he didn't think many of the
Otranto City natives would have much interest in that journey. Compared to Otranto City, Umbar was an
unimpressive backweter.

"What about books?’ He asked. With paper and the closest thing to aglobd university, Otranto had to
make books.

Mark shook his head. “It takes months to copy a book. Who would bother shipping such atreasure to
the unlettered?’

"Surely you haven't logt printing technology? Y ou know, movable type.” Jake could see how the galactic
collgpse would make it impossible to preserve the highly complex technologies that few of the frontier
planets had ever manufactured a home but the printing press was so basic an invention that it should
have been no morelost than writing itsalf.

"Printing?’ Mark looked baffled.
"With presses,” Manny said. “ Etching plates and making dozens of copiesfrom asingleimpression.”

Jake had been thinking even larger volumes, but Manny's explanation proved that at least the idea of the
technology remained.

Mark shook his head firmly. “Who would read so many books? Even if the scribe's guild would alow it."

Jake took two quick notes. Increase literacy and find out what these guilds were about. Between his



run-in with Arnie the teamster and what he was hearing now, the guilds seemed to be mgjor foes of
progress. He wondered if they might even be behind Manny's recent troubles with the church. Or could
that have been the Granger ambassador?

"We could sall afew booksto the Shara, maybe,” Bart admitted. “Not many, though. They don't speak
Otranto."

"The barbarians do, though,” Mark commented. “ Although their accents are o bad that they're hard to
understand sometimes.”

"| thought they spoke Anglic,” Jake said.

Mark nodded. “ The ones who il livein the north spesk whatever barbarian languages they started out
with. The oneswho settled in Otranto lands have picked up the Otranto language as well. After hdf a
thousand years or so, they've mostly forgotten whatever language they started out with."

After what hed seen of Pierre, Jake wasn't sure that he'd be trading with the barbarians any time soon.
They didn't seem to welcome any competition on their trading routes. Of course, one solution wasto set
up Otranto as a depot, the handoff point between the barbariansin the east and the Tiflis trade route to
the west. With a strong manufacturing economy and the tourist economy that Mark had mentioned, he
might just have something here.

"How much money can you raise?’ he asked Manny.
"Enough to get my brewery back together,” the man growled. “ So much is destroyed.”
"Okay, well we're going to need more capitd, but | think we can pull thisout.”

Marie waked around behind him and put her hands on Jake's shoulders. “ Does this mean you're going to
save Otranto, or just that you're going to try and make yoursdlf rich?"

“I'm not going to do anything. Together, we're going to do it. We're going to transform this rotten
shadow of acity back to grestness. Were going to makeit rich, the envy of the world. People will come
from thousands of kilometersto seeitswonders, study in its schools, and buy its products.”

"And then the Granger will come and conquer it and spoil everything,” Harold said.

Jake amiled ruefully. “Now that, I'm gill working on.”

* * * %

Forming alimited liability company in Otranto involved stretching the law, but it wasn't especidly difficult.
Fird, they bought adave, gave him thelegd ownership of the ship and Manny's brewery. Then they
freed him. Since the law dlowed multiple owners of asingle dave and limited the liability of dave owners
to the value of that dave, and sincethe law ingsted that al property revert to the ownerswhen adave
was freed, they had the legal equivaent of a corporation and had even managed agood deed out of it in
the form of afreed dave and got aloya employee.

AsManny had guessed, held had to call in favorsto raise the money to rebuild the portions of the
brewery that had been wrecked. John had laughed when Jake had suggested that the church owed him
recompensefor thefdse arrest. “Manny'll get hisreward in the hereafter,” was John's only comment
once he'd gotten his laughter under partia control.

Although the Patriarch hadn't helped with Manny's brewery, he did alowed asmal trickle of monastery
goodsto flow into Jake's warehouses.



Five days after they'd freed Manny and Marie, Bart and Wart, accompanied by two of Manny's brewing
masters and afew of the pirate sailors sailed the Cagtile out toward Umbar carrying a cargo of old
dtatues, honey, wine, and afew beautiful and ancient paintings that some of the more impoverished
arigtocrats offered when Marie put out the call. The ship's hold was only haf full, but they needed income
fedt.

Once the ship had sailed, Jake and Manny sat down at Manny's reconstructed bar and put together an
income statement for their combined venture.

It didn't look good.

"How can we be losing money?’ Manny demanded. “I was making money from my brewery before you
came. How can adding a merchant ship cost us money?"

Hislogic wasimpeccable. So was the logic of the income statemen.

"Weve got to sl product heretoo,” Jake said. “Otranto can't just be asupplier. We've got to bea
consumer. Otherwise, well just suck ingold and raise prices.”

"What's S0 bad about having some gold?’” Manny demanded. “WEeIl need it to pay the mercenaries.”

That was the crux of the matter. So far, Jake's business was doing alot for the Otranto economy. He'd
hired longshoremen to load and unload his ship, warehousemen to store and guard the goods that Wart
continued to scour Otranto for while Bart sailed the latest cargo to Umber, and prieststo increase their
honey and wine production. In return, he'd end up with the precious goods of the Tiflisand Shara, and
nowhereto sdll them.

"We need trade with the barbarians too,” Jake said. “1 think I'm going to let Pierre go. Maybe hell help.”
Jake announced.

Manny glared at him asif hed lost his senses. “If you let him go, helll stab you in the back. Besides, you
golehisship.”

Jake shook his head firmly. He might be making abig mistake but Otranto couldn't go thisaone. With
one ship, adying town, and access to a caravan route that the Granger intended to cut, Jake needed
alies, or at least acceptance from the dominant sailing powers of Arcadia.

* * % %

Lucer had lodged Pierre and his officers with amercenary company hed worked with haf ageneration
before. Unlike the corrupt guards who watched over Otranto City's prisons and would set just about
anyonefreefor theright price, Lucer trusted his fellow mercenaries—at least to be loyd to one of their
own.

Jake and Lucer walked out to the guard tower where the mercenary company was stationed. \When they
arrived, haf the company, Pierre, and Armand were crouched in acircle playing the dice game that Bart
had taught the guards. Mental note—could Jake make Otranto City agambling haven? More than one
planet survived by opening its doorsto this gpparently universal human desire.

Pierrelooked up from his dice, saw who had arrived, then pointedly ignored them, rolling the dice and
collecting the pot.

Jake and Lucer waited for abreak in the action, abreak that finally came when one of the mercenaries
stood, spat, and handed over aheavy silver belt to the merchant captain.



Pierre dung the belt over his shoulder where it looked dangeroudly like aweapon and turned to Jake.
“Wéll, have you cometo gloat? |, the greatest trader in Anglic history, am reduced to scrabbling in the
dirt for pennies™

"Pennies?’ thelosing mercenary shouted. “ That belt was presented by the Emperor himsdlf after our
gredt victory & Manzikert."

"It must have been agreat victory indeed,” Pierre sneered. “Which is doubtless why Otranto is so firmly
in command of that city.”

"Weve come to discuss what to do with you,” Jake explained quickly. “I doubt that these mercenaries
are any happier hogting you than you are being their prisoner.”

"Free my men, release my ship, and pay me damages for the men you have killed and | will consider
forgivingyou,” Pierresaid.

"I had forgotten what ajester you can be, Captain,” Jaketold him. “Y our ship isgone, lost to you
because of your pirating. The men you logt, you lost because of your greed. But if you are done with your
humor, | wish to discussyour returnto Anglica”

"If you expect my people to pay ransom for acaptain who haslost cargo, men, and ship, you understand
too little of my people.”

That was part of the problem Jake wanted to resolve. Centuries of distrust between the Granger and
their eastern neighbors had led to acomplete lack of understanding in both directions. The barbarians
thought of the Otranto as perpetually perfidious, willing to bargain with the enemy and too degenerate to
gtand and fight. The Otranto thought of their neighbors as primitive barbarians, even though the sailing
vessdl that Jake had captured showed ardatively sophisticated technol ogy.

"Y ou seem to me to be an intelligent man, Captain,” Jake observed. “I hopethat you'l listen to abusiness
proposition.”

"Perhaps.” Pierre glared at him, hisdark eyes untrusting. “If it is something that | could honorably
consider.”

"If you give meyour parole, I'd liketo walk with you around Otranto City and discuss possible trade
between your country and ours.”

Pierre must have thought Jake was going insane. “ Trade? Everyone knows that Otranto makes nothing. It
consumes, rather than producing.”

Jake nodded calmly. “That may have been true once, when the Otranto Empire spanned the continent
and when taxes from the provinces poured in. Those days have been gone for centuries.”

Pierre shrugged. “Y ou see how busy | am. Still, | would be happy to see the fabulous city of Otranto.”

Hewastrying to sound sarcagtic, but he didn't quite pull it off. Both he and Jake knew that Otranto City
was gill the greatest city in the world. Still acenter of culture and of thefaith. Still defended by some of
the strongest walls in the world—walls that any barbarian would want to seefirgt-hand. If for no other
reason, on the off-chance that some day, he could lead an army to sack the fabled wedlth of the city at
the center of theworld.

"Your parole,” Jake reminded him.



"Evenif | gaveit to you, why should I honor it?'Y ou escaped from me.”

"We never promised not to attempt escape,” Jake reminded him. “And the reason | will accept your
promise, captain, isthe reason | am meeting with you. | think you are an honorable man.”

Pierre didn't seem especidly gratified by Jake's praise but he nodded sullenly. “I will not attempt to
escape during our walk together.”

"Or when we are standing still,” Jake added. He didn't want to get caught up in technicalities.
Pierresighed. “1 won't try to escape at all today."

"Fine. Let'sgo.”

* * * %

Touring the city with the eastern sailor |et Jake see it in anew way himsdlf. When held first arrived, hed
viewed it as a primitive burg on abackward planet. Compared to the world-city of Wayward, Otranto
was inggnificant. Since then, Jake had been too busy to truly reconsider his early impressions.

"A thousand men could guard this city against huge armies,” Pierre announced as they clambered over
the wallsthat protected the city. Theland wallsthat sheltered the narrow isthmus rose a |east twenty
meters high while huge towersjutted out from the wals giving cannoneers enfilade shots at anyone rash
enough to attack.

"The cannon, though, are laughable. They must be ahundred yearsold,” Pierre commented. “If you were
forced to fire them, they'd probably kill as many of mercenaries as enemies.”

"And you can give us agood deal on cannons?’ Jake asked. He had learned the secret of the Anglic
ship. Pierre had traded in weapons of war—cannons and muskets—to the Granger in exchange for gold
looted from the subject races. Pierre had helped arm the armies that would soon be beating on Otranto's
wdls.

Pierrelaughed. “ Perhaps | was transparent. Still, | meant what | said. The walsthemsavesare
magnificent. The cannons,” he made adismissive gesture. “When the Granger atack, they will bring up
modern huge cannons and knock down your walls. Even with the evation from the towers, the Granger
will have the range on you. Otranto will fal."

Jake looked at Lucer who nodded dowly. “The Emperor Julian had meant to improve the city's
defenses, but he died before he could do more than repair the walls. Fernis does nothing.”

Pierre crossed himsdf and stepped hagtily past each of the multitude of churches that filled Otranto.

"Schismatic churches,” he answered Jake's questioning gaze. “ Otranto has stepped away from the true
faith. Some say thisisworse than even theinfidel Granger who, at least, do not pretend to follow the
truth.”

Jake was happy held decided not to bring John on this outing. He was certain that John would have
argued that the eastern barbarians had fallen from the one correct path rather than Otranto. He didn't
need more arguments then.

Pierre wasimpressed by the scale of Manny's brewery and by the sample of Manny's beer that Jake had
bought back from atavern. He was, however, concerned about the possibility of making money carrying
goods with such high weight and volume. Castile's mead met with even more interest dthough he
envisoned rdatively low quantities.



The Peatriarch's wine, on the other hand, was a complete hit. Unlike beer, the barbarian princes
understood the need to pay for fine wine and a strong commerce in wine aready flowed between the
southern, wine-producing regions and the more northerly areas where wine grapes did not grow well.
The Patriarch'swine would fit into thistrade ingtantly, taking the high end of the market from the
Bourgundians.

"Priceit high and makeit sound like youre ared aristocrat if you drink it,” Jake suggested. “Rich
merchantswill line up for achanceto get something they think isexclusive.”

Pierre gave him alook that told him to go beyond Marketing 101. The man was atrader, after dl. He
knew how to merchandise hismaterid to flatter the egos of the buyers.

"I can't sell books,” he admitted when Jake and Mark took him through one of the Patriarch's libraries.
“Everyone knows that the Otranto branch of the church has modified the holy word.”

"What about non-religious books. Philosophy and mathematics and literature,” Jake suggested.

Pierrelooked a him asif heldd suddenly started speaking aforeign language. “Why would anyone buy
books about that?"

Okay, the concept of books for enjoyment or persona growth had been lost in the east. They'd haveto
st up the schoolsfirgt, then sell the books later.

In contrast, Pierre saw a huge market opportunity for the gold leaf-embossed paintings that Otranto had
contributed to the artistic life of Arcadia. “ Some churches go for the newfangled redlistic school but there
are dill alot who want the traditional 1ook. Nobody doesiit better than Otranto. ‘ Course there are plenty
of Otranto paintersin the East too."

It was early to start haggling but Jake took it asa positive sign. If Pierre wasn't interested, or intended to
return to piracy, he probably wouldn't bother trying to talk down the prices. He'd just take what he
wanted.

"What about passengers?’ Jake asked.

Pierrelooked at the pair of churches they were passing, one on elther side of the street. “Why would
anyone want to come to Otranto? It's the grimmest city in the world and that's not even considering the
Granger's about to attack it."

Given time, Jake thought he could change that. Hundreds of years earlier, Otranto City had been famous
for itschariot races. In fact, they'd even been mentioned in Arenaof Arcadia. With professona gambling
casinos, museums, aUniversity, and an active music life, Jake could see Otranto City becoming the next
New Vegas, adestination city throughout the world.

The problem was, dl of hisideaswould take time and time was the one thing that Otranto did not have.

Mark noticed that Jake had hit adry well and tried to take up the dack. “ Otranto silken goods are
famous throughout the world. In fact, silk is Otranto's major export to the spacers. Why don't we visit the
glk works?'

The silk works would have been more interesting if the John Gault hadn't o recently picked through the
best commoditiesthey had to offer. Although the silk merchants could show afairly wide variety of silk
shirts and draperies, Jake could tell that Pierre wasn't getting excited.

"We get our silk goods directly from the Shara"



"They don't haveto flow through Otranto?’ Jake knew he was putting hisfoot in his mouth, but he
needed to know the answer.

"Why would we bring them to Otranto? Y ou'd just tax us. We collect them either from the Granger or in
Tantalus acrossthe gulf. They chargeless.”

Jake's computer implant contained alow definition map of Arcadiaand he was ableto follow Pierre's
words but hefelt asif the dready heavy responshbilities on his back had just doubled. Tantaluswas only
afew kilometers away.

"Why would Tantalus charge less? Aren't they part of the Otranto empire?”
Pierrelaughed. “Not hardly. The Bourgundians kept it after the Otranto recaptured their city.”

Ancient history. So the barbarians had once occupied Otranto City itself? Another reason why the
Otranto Empire continued as a shadow of itself.

"How well do the Anglicans get dong with the Bourgundians?’ Jake asked.
Pierrelaughed. “ Aswell as anyone gets along. Exactly aslong as both sides can see the advantages.”

They spent the rest of the day wandering through Otranto. Increasingly, Jake felt that he had taken on an
impossible task. Still, there had to be some way to turn thisthing around, other than by systematically
looting Otranto of itsancient art works and cultura heritage, which was pretty much dl that it had offered
the world over the past couple of centuries.

The mercenaries actually looked glad to see Pierre when Jake, Lucer, and Mark returned him late that
evening. They had gotten into a dispute over the dice game and Pierre was the acknowledged authority.
No wonder he had managed to win, Jake thought.

"Wdll,” Pierre demanded. “Wasthat just awalk in the park, or are we going to do business?’

"We're going to drop the piracy charges against you,” Jake said. “In return, you'll drop any clamson
your former ship or for restitution for the seamen you logt."

"Bull,” Rerresaid. “Y ou know | can't do that."
"And dsoin return, well give you afifty percent reduction on tariffsfor the next sx months.”
"Import and export?'

Jake nodded. Hed talk to the patriarch and work out the legal details later. Not that anyone should
object. Half of anything isbetter than dl of nothing, which was exactly what they'd been getting lately
from the barbarian traders.

"Six monthsisn't long enough,” Pierre said. “It'll take time to seed the markets and to raise the capitd to
outfit atrading flet. | need five years."

"Nine months."

They settled on two years, which was what Jake had planned on. Of course, that assumed that Otranto
gl existed as an independent country in two years.

"Now how are you going to get us back to Anglica?’ Pierre asked. “I know Otranto doesn't have
another ship.”



"Walk?" Jake suggested.

Pierre spat into the fire and watched it boil. “My men are sailors, not dirt grubbers. Y ou saw what
happened to us when we tried to chase down that mythical treasure. Wewouldn't last aweek against the
bandits out there."

"Could you build aship?’
"If we had ayear. | thought you'd want to move alittle faster.”
A year would definitely betoo dow.

The beginnings of an idea popped into hismind. “ So, how many shipswould you guessthey havein
Tantdusright now?"



Chapter 19

"Technicdly were a war with the Bourgundians,” John explained. They were sanding in on the highest
tower on the Otranto City walls. “We have been ever since they led the supposed crusade that took over
the Empire for most of acentury.”

Using a crude tel escope John had found somewhere in the Patriarch's archives, Jake could barely seethe
Bourgundian occupied town of Tantalus. He offered the telescope to John who shook his head and
stepped further back from the edge. Hisface looked alittle pale.

Jake took another step closer to the edge and twisted the focus. Could he really see ships masts or was
that hisimagination providing detalls?

"You say we're technically at war,” he said. “But?'

"But snce we drove them out of Otranto City, we've left them aone and they've left us alone. With the
Granger threatening, rekindling awar that petered out two hundred years ago hardly soundslike a
brilliant Srategy.”

Not to mention that Otranto's army was a polyglot of underpaid mercenary units or that Jake had no
more right to command them than the Bourgundians did.

"And wed probably lose,” John added.
"Yes, that'sagood reason to let degping warslie.”

Jake stared through the telescope again again. “Do you think they're asinterested in forgetting about that
war aswe are?"

"They havent attacked uslately, at least.” John shrugged. “It'sfunny if you think about it. Tantalusisonly
fifteen kilometers away and yet I've never been there. | don't know anyone from Otranto who has.
They're our nearest neighbors and yet they might as well be on the other side of the world.”

"l guesswell just haveto check it out.”

John shook his head violently. “Oh, no. The Patriarch asked me to help you with your accounting, that's
dl"

" wonder how long it has been Snce a Patriarchal Legate has actudly visited Tantdus?”
"I'maclerk, not aLegate. Besides, | said | wasn't going to do it.”

"I'll have Mark round up some of the young priests from the University to go with us. | think alegate
needs aprocession.”

John was shaking his head so hard, Jake thought he would go dizzy if he didn't stop. “Were at war with
them. They'll kill us"

"You're probably right. Theway | look &t it, ether they'll kill usor they won't. If they kill us, even Fernis
will have no choice but to mobilize hisarmy and attack Tantalus. If they let usin, then we have nothing to
loe"

"Counting on an incompetent like Fernisto avenge usisn't especidly reassuring,” John observed.
“Begdes, that would be alittlelate, don't you think?!



Jake didn't think the Bourgundianswould arbitrarily kill aPetriarcha Legate. They would know Fernis
would haveto react. Even if they weren't worried about Fernis, they wouldn't want to upset the ethnic
Otranto popul ation whom, Jake suspected, still made up the mgjority of the population asthey did in
most of what had once been the Otranto Empire. Watching John squirm held a certain guilty pleasure,

though.
"The Patriarch will never dlow it.” John inssted. He took another step away from the edge.
"If you're s0 sure about that, you won't mind if we just go and see him then."”

"Seethe Patriarch?’ John might have protested more but a sudden gust of wind picked up hishat and
sent it sailing to the sea fifty meters below them. “Y ou mean we can get down from here.” He appeared
to balance the two options. “WEll haveto hurry,” he concluded.

Jake hoped John would be this agreeable once they'd climbed down from the tower. Even if hewasn't,
he was going to hold John to it. Otranto needed the barbarian trade. One way or the other, they'd have
to dedl with Tantalus.

* * * %

The Patriarch seemed overjoyed to see them. He queried John on the business plan, handed athick
stack of booksto Mark, and told Jake that one of the monasteries had decided to plant acrop of hops
astheir income crop.

Since hops had been the one beer ingredient that Manny had been forced to import, this should help
reduce costs and free up cargo space. Eventudly.

When Jake explained the problem, the Patriarch nodded grimly. “At firgt, they just used Tantadusasa
pilgrimage way-gtation. At the time, my predecessors argued that the emperors should adlow them to
continue in peace. Perhaps they were mistaken. Over time, the Bourgundians started to take more and
more of the shipping that once used Otranto City's harbors. Now, we scarcely haveasingle ship cdl a
month while I'm told that Tantalus has severa each week.” The Patriarch straightened the monk's
cassock he wore. * Still, as John has no doubt been telling you, Fernis couldn't capture asick sheep, let
aone awell-defended city.

The patriarch clapped his hands and ayoung man in ornate clerical garbs appeared.
"Bring methecity plan of Tantalus,” the Patriarch commanded.

"But your Grace—"

"NOW."

Jake had thought hisformer captain could put asting on his commands. Compared to the Patriarch, the
captain had been abeginner.

"Of course, your Grace.” The young priest scuttled off.

"I told you I'd be stuck with one of the conservative sycophants,” the Patriarch observed. “ Still, he's
young enough that there's some hope of teaching him to think on hisown.” He paused, then amiled. “It
won't be easy though. He'sgot alot to unlearn.”

"We can't send in the army, because Fernis haslet it deteriorate to the point of worthlessness,” Jake said.
“But we can't just ignore Tantalus, either. Look what's happened over the past two hundred years. |
think Otranto City's population has haved."



"It'sactudly lessthan atenth of its peak population,” the Patriarch corrected. “ That'swhy I've given even
aforeign pagan like you so much freedom. | know we're doomed if we don't act.”

Learning what the Patriarch thought of him was alittle humbling. Jeke tried to make himsdlf grateful for
the Patriarch's honesty. Of course, by the Patriarch's standards, he was aforeign pagan.

Theyoung priest hurried back into the room and rolled out ascroll on alow table. “Can | stay, your
Grace?'

"What?Y our masters aren't satisfied with what you've learned by pawing through my papers?’
"Your Grace."
"Don't Grace me. Get out.”

Theyoung priest started to back out when the Patriarch held up his hand. “ Perhaps | wastoo hasty.
Actudly, | think you should stay.”

Jake shot the Patriarch a startled look. He appreciated that the Patriarch was willing to take risks but
letting aspy into their council might be plain foolhardy.

"The conservatives are fixated with the idea of purifying Otranto to regain our proper place as God's
chosen civilization,” the Petriarch explained. “1 think they will gppreciate what you're trying to do here."

Jake's plans had precious little to do with purifying Otranto, but he wasn't one to turn away convenient
dlies. He gave the young priest what he hoped was awelcoming smile.

"Anichus,” the priest said. He held out his hand.

Jake shook it, bringing guffaws from both Mark and John. “He'sapriest,” Mark said. Y ou're supposed
tokisshisring."

"Spacers have strange customs,” the Patriarch observed. He didn't make any moveto ingst that Jake
kiss Anichus and Jake wasn't going to volunteer. The man didn't look like he'd bathed in aweek.

"Now then,” the Patriarch said. “Hereis Tantauss city plan from the days when it was an Otranto
provincia town and a storm port for when ships couldn't make it to Otranto's harbors. Y ou'll notice that
it'sbuilt right into the dliffs"

The city plan was drawn with relatively crude but readable contour lines. If Jake was reading the things
correctly, Tantaluswas practicaly amountain itsdlf.

"Origindly,” the patriarch continued, “ Tantal us was one of the fortresses that guarded Otranto City's
eastern approaches. Fat lot of good that it did us."

"Lookslikeafortressdl right,” Jake agreed.

"The pilgrim hospital isat thetop of thiscliff,” the Patriarch added. “Don't |et the word hospital fool you,
though. It's certain to be the Bourgundian stronghold unless they've changed the city completely. | doubt
that they would let any of the Otrantos anywhere neer it."

"Even as servants or doctors?’ Jake asked. “ Surely after two centuries, they would relax some of their
Security concerns.”

"Y ou can never relax in the battle againgt evil,” Anichus announced.



"Right,” Jake agreed. “But we could help that evil would do alittle relaxing.”

"Inmy youth, | spent sometimein the barbarian east,” the Patriarch said. “ They take their military
preparedness very serioudy.”

Jake pointed at the drawing of walls surrounding the city. “How tall arethese?"

"Not too tal. Perhaps ten meters. Unlessthey've built new walls. Thisplanisat least two hundred years
old, after dl. Either way, the main city defenseisthe hospital and the old keep, not thewalls. The
Bourgundians wouldn't spend alot of energy trying to protect their Otranto subjects.”

"Well, well find out what's going on,” Jake said. “It'simportant that we make an impressive entrance.
Sincewe can't do it with an army, I'm planning on doing it with priests. | need you to make John your
Legate,” Jake added. “ One way or the other, we're going to have to live with the Bourgundians after we
resolvethisissue and I'd like asfew lies as possible between us.”

"Live with them?We should drive them out of our landsonce and for dl,” Anichusintoned. “They area
blight on theland, an evil in God'ssght."

"That'senough,” the Patriarch cut him off. “ Anichus, you may select three of your friends to accompany
yourself and Legate John. John, bring half adozen or so of your friends. And John?"

"Your Grace?'

"Even if my predecessors were wrong, we can't afford awar against the Bourgundians now. The Granger
are breathing down our necks. Starting awar againgt the east when we're dready losing the battle to the
west smacks of the type of pridethat Our Lord gloriesin smashing to the ground.”

He was talking to John but Jake could see that he and Anichus were the redl targetsfor the Patriarch's
words. Y et, what aternative to war did they have if they were going to get the trade routes back under
Otranto control?

"But your Grace, what are we supposed to do?’ John asked.

"If I knew, | would tl you. Still, although the barbarians are schismatics, cut off from the whole truth,
they are dtill believers. A bit of the word of the lord wouldn't hurt them any.”

"I'm supposed to preach to them?’ John had looked confused before. Now he looked truly unhappy. “|
wastheworst in my classin preaching. It'swhy | became aclerk.”

The Patriarch frowned and shook his head. “Y ou became a clerk because | decided you would. Just as|
decided Anichuswould. Both of you had something to learn. Now it'stime for you to learn even more.”

* k x %

Two days later, aprocession of ten priests, eight soldiers from the militant order of monksthat the church
used to enforceits rules (provided when Fernis refused to loan them asingle soldier), Mark, Harold, and
Jake set off for Tantaus.

Fifteen kilometersis a short distance—Iess than ten miles by the old standards of measure. It shouldn't
have taken more than the morning.

Indeed, the first segment of the trip flowed along one of the old stone roads that had once held Otranto
together.



Three kilometers from the city wall, they reached the sea. Tantalus was on the other side of the narrow
channdl. Unlessthey wanted to take the land route two thousand kilometers around the Erlang seaand
through Barbarian, Tiflis, and Granger territory, they needed to crossthe narrow isthmus. If held thought
of this before the Castile had sailed, Jake could have taken the ship. Now, he'd have to make do.

"There was aferry just down theroad last time | camethisway,” Mark said.

Jakefdt likeanidiot for not even thinking about how they'd cross. His high technology mindset gave him
certain advantages, but it aso blinded him to many of the risks everyone on Arcadia had to deal with.
“Let'sgo and find out if it's il here, then,” he said.

They continued aong the shore of the ishmus until they spotted a decaying dock with aflat,
open-decked boat precarioudy cleated to it.

A gray-haired man and a muscular teenaged boy who looked to be either his son or grandson emerged
from ahut near the dock. “Two gold to carry thelot of you across,” the man announced. Hiswiry
muscles bunched as he held along wooden pole that might be part of hisferry trade but also |ooked to
be a capable weapon.

"Two gold?’ That was enough to buy ten horses.

"See any other ferriesaround?’ The old man made a pretext of shading his eyes and staring up and down
the shordline. “I don't see anyonedse,” hefindly announced. “ So | guessit'saquestion of taking my
offer or going back to Otranto where you came from.”

"Or we could cut off your head and take the ferry ourselves,” Harold said. Hed inssted on joining the
group and drew his sword to prove he was quite prepared to follow up on his threats.

"A finelot of holy men that would make you,” the ferryman answered. “ Ferrymen stick together. |
wouldn't want to diewith asin like that staining my soul.”

Jake hadn't expected ancient mythology here but he recognized the reference to Charon, ferryman to the
dead. “Do you get alot of business here?’ he asked.

The old man spat. “Maybe two groups amonth. In my father's day, we used to get alot of barbarian
pilgrims coming to study at the Univergity. Not so much, now.”

"It must be hard to make aliving,” Jake observed.
"It would be easier if you'd pay your fare and let us get on with our work."

"If you had a dependable wage, you wouldn't have to charge so much from the few groups who look like
they can afford it, right?'

"If I had agold mine, | wouldn't haveto work at al.”

"How about this?’ Jake offered. “A gold amonth, guaranteed for five years. First year paid up front. I'll
st the fares and you can keep ten percent of that on top of your salary. How does that sound?”

"It sounds like you've gone crazy. Twelve gold up front?
"Y ou maintain the ferry and the dock out of that."

"I'll need another two gold for theinitid repairs.”



"Done”
"And | want twenty percent of thefares. Otherwise it isn't worth my while.”

"Fifteen.”

"Done”

The old man spat on hishand and held it out.

Jake had been on enough trading trips to recognize the gesture. He spat on his own hand and shook.
"Pay the man, John."

"BUE"

"I know the Patriarch gave you money."

"That wasto bribe the bar ... uh, never mind."

"Pay him."

John reluctantly handed over fourteen gold pieces.

The old man and his son watched with a glee that would have made Jake certain held been suckered into
abad contract.

What they didn't know was, if Jake couldn't figure out away to make money out of Tantalus, he was
aready in big trouble. And no matter what happened, they'd need reliable and affordable transportation
between the two cities.

"After thefirst year, you'l be paid every month. Y ou may be tempted to run away with the money you
have but think about your son. Think about what five years of agold amonth could mean. Think about
having your grandsons visiting you in your manor house in Otranto City itsalf, maybe praying from your
own pew at the Great Cathedra. Y ou're on your way to being aman of importance. If you run, you'rea
crimina with afew gold pieces”

The old man's face screwed up in intense thought. Obvioudy he had been ready to run. Jake suspected
he'd il want to run but that his son would think better of the idea. Fourteen gold wasasmall fortune,
but the old man would likely squander it and the son would never find an offer thisgood again.

"Let'sgo, then,” Jake said.
"Fareistwo gold,” the old man said. “ Fifteen percent is—"

"Herésyour first order. Farefor any trip istwo slvers,” Jake interrupted. “Pay him, John."

* * * %

Jake inssted on receiving his eighty-five percent of the take immediately and pocketed it. Hed pay back
the Patriarch's bribe money eventudly. Right now, he needed to start building up astake and if the
Petriarch would help with the capitdization, so much the better.

The ferryman and his son gestured Jake and his group into the ferryboat which, to Jake's surprise, held all
of the men and their horses without crowding. Persuading the horses to climb down the doping ramp to
the boat was a bit of achalenge, but the ferryman had obvioudy done this before.



Theferryman used thelong staff held initidly threatened them with to pole hisway out from the shore,
The priests settled into the open cabin and started arguing theology, John's more liberd group trying to
persuade Anichus's conservatives of something that Jake could only understand well enough to be certain
he didn't want to understand more.

Helooked around, found another long pole and joined the two ferrymen.

"Y ou're going to lose your shirt on thisbusiness,” the ferryman told him. “Leroy hereisthe only one of
my boyswho's stayed with the ferry. All the others quit when they saw that it was adead end.” His
crooked grin showed broken teeth. “Not that I'm offering your money back.”

Jake dug the pole into the sandy bottom and pushed, his muscles flexing as he moved the heavy ferry
ahead.

"You may beright.” He paused, then planted the pole again and pushed again. “But if were going to turn
this city around, we have to sart somewhere. I'm starting with you.”

"Thenyoureafool."
He wasn't the firgt person to accuse Jake of that. “ Probably."
The ferryman muttered to himself but kept up his poling despite the continud tirade.

Thetrip across the sraitstook a couple of hours. Jake, Mark, the ferryman and Leroy, the ferryman's
son used heavy sweepsfor the degpest part of the channel.

It waswell past noon when they had finally disembarked and the ferryman squinted back acrossthe
water. “Guess|I'll stay here and wait for you to return,” he said.

"It'll be acouple of days,” Jake guessed.
"I've got a house on this sde too. Makes no differenceto mewherel am.”

"Perhaps we should eat here,” Anichus suggested. “ That way we would not have to break bread in the
home of our enemy."

John drew himsalf up and, to Jake's surprise, actually looked like what he imagined a Patriarcha Legate
should look like. “The people of Tantaus have been denied the words of truth for too long. We will
continue on our journey."

"I'll just wait here,” the ferryman announced. “I've heard just about dl the truth | can stand.”

* k x %

Although the rest of the ride was uneventful, Jake could not shake the fedling that they were being
observed. Sudden flights of sea birds and stillness from the frogs reinforced hisfedling that someone, or
something, was pardlding their path just beyond their eyesght.

In the old days of the Otranto Empire, the high roads had been set well back from the forests alowing
the Otranto armies to march without fear of ambush. Centuries of disuse had alowed the jungle to grow
back until trees arched over the stone road and vine creepers actually snaked adlong its crevices. If they
had brought the pathetic mercenary armies of Otranto, Jake had to believe that they would be under
attack now.

Fortunately, their watcher chose not to attack aband of priedts.



Hisfirst close-up view of Tantaluswas a bit of a disgppointment to Jake. He had expected arich trading
town, vibrant with bourgeois wedlth and the libera ideas that so often come to those who spend time
living among people of different cultures and lifestyles. Insteed, the city consisted of gray stone buildings.
Sewageran in small streams down the center of the streets, its odor strong even before they cameinto
sght of the city itsalf. Theloss of basic sewage technology struck Jake as agood enough reason to label
the easterners barbarians. Even though raw sewage lacked the diseases it had carried back on ancient
Earth, it was il disgusting.

Dour guards greeted them at the gates, crosshows and halberds on guard and small cannons onthewalls
swiveled toward them.

"Who approaches Tantalus?’ the guard captain demanded.
John nudged Jake. “Y ou can be my herad.”

Wonderful. Jake forced himsdf to ride forward into the point blank range of al those crossbowswhile
the priests held back. The more hetried not to think about what one small twitch of afinger could do, the
more he was tempted to flee. Who did he think hewas? All of a sudden his great plan to build atrading
nation seemed more like vainglorious bragging than aredigtic god.

"Congantin, the great Patriarch of Otranto and al the Otranto people, has seenfit to send his Legate,
John, to hear the petitions of the people of Tantalus,” Jake announced.

"We're Bourgundians, just in case you haven't noticed,” the guard captain told him. “Why would we care
what your schismatic Petriarch wants?"

"The greet Patriarch believesthat al men of the true faith must pull together when the true church is under
attack from infidels. But even more importantly, he knows that many who livein Tantalus continue to
follow thefaith of ther fathers™

"Yeah? Well just cool your hedsand I'll send for the Baron.”

Jake looked at the sun which was now well past the noon hour. “Perhaps your men would liketo join us
in our midday meal whilewewait for your Baron'sword.”

Hewaved a John, hoping that the man would understand hissignal.

Mark and John whispered for amoment, then dismounted and pulled a pair of tableclothsfrom a
saddlebag and proceeded to lay out apicnic.

"Otranto isjustly famous for the quality of itsale and wine,” Jake added. “ And its beautiful women, of
course.” Maybe he should have brought Marie on thetrip.

"My men have eaten,” the captain told him.
"Wel, if any are dill hungry, they are welcometojoin us.”

John and Mark encouraged the priests and their guardsto dig in. Jake did so aswell. From what he
could see of Tantalus, he feared that thiswould be hislast decent meal before he madeit back to Otranto

City.
Jake was gnawing on therich bread Otranto baked in its hundreds of bakeries and teking asmall sip of

the purple wine the Patriarch was so proud of when asmal door built into the Tantalus gate opened and
the guard captain emerged dong with a huge man wearing a heavy mail coat.



Jake stepped to hisfeet and, not knowing what €lseto do, gave amartid arts bow, his eyes continualy
on the man'sface. This, he guessed, was the Baron the guard captain had mentioned. A Baron had to be
thelocal equivaent of the military governor of the region.

"So Otranto has sent some of itsblack crowsto darken my gates,” the Baron observed.
"We hoped you would see it asamark of respect,” Jake answered.
"Overdl, | think I'd rather be |eft done.”

"Inthisworld of trouble, no man, no city, can beanidand,” Jake answered. “ Otranto isin need of allies,
but is gill strong enough that it can be auseful friend.”

The Baron laughed. “ Otranto? Strong? Y ou can field five thousand mercenaries. If that. | could hold off
the entire Otranto army with just the men | have here. What possible help could you offer to
Bourgundia?'

Mark saw Jake's sgnal and approached with alarge slver flagon of wine. “My Lord, will youjoinusina
cup of welcome.”

"l havemy ownwine."

Jake smiled. “We must have atagting, then. Well compare the wines of Otranto to those of Bourgundia.
And do you have your own des aswell? Those of Otranto are considered to be the best in the world.”

"Thereis no wine better than those we grow in Bourgundia,” the Baron announced flatly.
"Then we must have abet,” Jake announced. “ Shall we say ten gold pieces over whose wineisthe best.”
The baron laughed. “Make it fifty and we have abet.”

Jake hesitated. The Patriarch had pawned half of histreasuresto raise that much money. Before he could
respond to the Baron's escalation, John stepped in.

"Y ou have yoursdf abet, Baron. Tonight?"

"Tonight, by Our Lord,” the Baron announced. “ The priests and the merchants may dinewith mein the
keep. Y our guards may stay in the barracks with my soldiers. And if you're spies sent to see how strong
we are, welcome. We fear nothing Otranto can throw at us.”

"You areright that you have little to fear from Otranto,” Jake agreed. “But not for the reasons you think.
Rather, al of our forces must face our shared enemy: the Granger Khanate. If the strong arm of Otranto
fails, do you think thewalls of Tantalus can keep them out?"

"If the true faith depends on the strong arm of Otranto,” the Baron said bardly holding back hislaughter,
“thenitisinworsetroublethan | think."

He saized the slver flagon from Mark, held it to hislips, and took adeep draught. “ Hmm. Perhapsit will
be a contest after al.”

He sgnaded to the guards on the walls and the gates to the city swung open. “Look your fill. Tantalus will
never fdl to thearmsof Otranto.”

Jake nodded. Not to the arms of Otranto, for certain. But perhaps to even more persuasive arts.



Chapter 20
John paraded their group into Tantaus.

Behind them, on the walls, guards muttered about the risks of allowing their centuries-old enemieswithin
the gates. Increasingly, however, their path filled with ordinary people dressed as servants or craftsmen.
Their dark hair and olive colored skin marked them as ethnic Otranto despite their living ina
Bourgundian-occupied city.

"We must go to our church to give thanksfor our safe arrival,” John announced when they'd al crossed
under the city gates. “When should we arrive at the keep for your promised feast and for our little

wager?'

Jake knew that the little wager constituted every last penny that the Patriarch had sent with John, but the
priest was doing agood job playing hisrole. Jake was torn. Fifty gold would probably clean out the
Baron'streasury and might even make him latein paying hissoldiers. Still, Tantalus was abusy port city.
Jake didn't see how winning the bet for the Patriarch'swine could redlly damage Tantalus or give Otranto
an advantage. Of course losing was amost unthinkable. Loss of that much gold might result in the
Petriarch's overthrow.

"Shall we say six hours,” the Baron said. “My kitchens must have time to prepare.”
"We shdl look forward to the evening and to the gamble,” John answered.
"Marcel will accompany you to ensure that no one troublesyou,” the Baron said.
John smiled. “ All arewelcomein the house of thelord.”

Marcd looked startled. Entering achurch his people thought of as schismatic could risk hissoul. Still, he
wasasoldier first. He nodded grimly.

"Let usgo and give praise,” John said.

When they turned away from the Baron and rode toward the high stone church, awhisper went through
the crowd that had gathered, awhisper that grew gradually until it became a cheer.

Jake kneed his horse to John's side. “Brilliant strategy to identify with the people.”

John gave him a strange look. “1 am a philosopher and maybe the Patriarch's Legate, but | am a priest
first of dl. Of coursel will goto the church.”

* * % %

Although they had talked to no one but the town guards and the Baron, the church wasfilled with
dark-haired Otrantos, dl apparently anxiousto see the visitors from the capital—acity less than fifteen
kilometers away, yet which must seem as distant to them asif it had been on an entirely different planet.

An aging priest, straightening his cassock as he scurried down the ancient marble aide, knelt before John
and kissed hisring.

John bowed deeply, then hugged his brother priest in agesture made more touching by the obvioustears
in hiseyes. Even Anichus seemed moved by the mesting.

"It has been solong,” the priest murmured into John'straveling robe. “ So long since we have even heard



from our mother church.”
Two young underpriests nodded in agreement.

Anichus cleared histhroat. “ Our Patriarch wishes to make Otranto strong again, and the faith of our
fathersto stand with pride rather than cower under the fists of the schismatic barbarians or the infidel
Granger."

That might accurately represent the feelings of the Patriarch, but those were aso fighting words.

The hushed murmur of voices from the Otranto parishioners swelled into alow growl. Here at least, the
Otranto natives were not completdy spiritless. Of courseif they rioted, the Bourgundian guards would
daughter them. Perhaps this was Anichus's plan—uwithout Otranto natives to do the manua labor,
Tanta us could become untenable.

Asamilitary strategy, it might be sound. As a practica matter, Jake couldn't stand for it. Hewasa
merchant, not amass murderer. If Otranto's surviva depended on inciting its people into suicida
gestures, he wasn't sure it was worth protecting.

"Since we are S0 close, why don't you send one of your underpriests to Otranto to study theology at the
University,” Jake suggested, moving to defuse the tension. “What better way to protect the church than
to ensure that its priests are firmly grounded in the true faith?"

The two underpriests whispered between themsalves, broad smiles on their faces. To them, Otranto must
have seemed amythica place of magic and faith.

Theold priest laughed bitterly. “The Bourgundians do not permit usto leave and, even if we could, the
ferry costs more than any of us could afford.”

"I have taken stepsto reduce the price of theferry,” Jake explained. “ Tonight, we will speak to the
Baron about histravel policies”

The priest shook his head. “Heisahard-hearted fool. | cannot count the number of times| havetold him
of hiserrorsand yet he does not listen. Surely he is doomed to the very fires of hell.”

With that attitude, Jake wasn't surprised that the Baron hadn't listened. “ Perhaps—"
"Wewill chagtise him mogt sternly,” Anichusinterrupted before Jake could complete histhought.

John took Anichuss arm and haf-dragged him toward the dtar. “ Come, father,” he spoke to the priest.
“The Patriarch's clerk and | wish to celebrate our safereturn.”

Jake watched as the three men vanished behind the screen that separated the parishioners from the dtar.
John's entourage shuffled their feet then followed, leaving Jake, Mark, and the underpriests aswell asthe
gtill-murmuring mob of ordinary citizens.

"Tell memore of Tantalus,” Jake suggested to the underpriests, “and Mark can tell you about the
Universty in Otranto.”

The priests’ understanding of economicswas dismal. Neither had any ideahow many shipscaledin an
average week dthough both thought that the four ships currently in the harbor was unusualy high. The
storage warehouses had overflowed onto the streets and dozens of Otranto natives had enriched
themsalves when guards were distracted.



According to the locals, though, Tantaus, had nothing to offer but a mediocre harbor and Bourgundian
guards. If that was the case, Jake'simpulse decision to buy the ferry was afrighteningly bad investment.
Fourteen gold was enough that the Patriarch would take notice—and lose any faith he had in Jake's
abilities

"Perhaps we could move this discussion outside,” Mark suggested. “My eyes are not used to the
incense”

"Areyou aninfidd, then?’ the younger priest asked.

Mark laughed. “Not to my way of thinking. | am an Ebron and therefore follow the faith of the one god.”
Thetwo priests murmured among themselves and stepped dightly away.

"I had the honor of atending the University at Otranto for anumber of years,” Mark continued.

The two priests moved back quickly, aflood of questions bursting from their mouths.

"Outside,” Mark reminded them.

Asthey walked down the narrow, dung-ridden streets, Jake listened with half an ear and tried to find any
evidence of indudiry.

The sound of iron ringing on iron turned out to be a Bourgundian wegpon-smith. He was happy to show
off hiswares but, to Jake, they didn't look any better than those he'd seen in Otranto.

In answer to his questions about muskets, the wegponsmith merely shrugged. Those were forged back in
Bourgundia proper, not relegated to more distant provinces.

After afew moments of uninspiring conversation, Jake, Mark, and the two underpriests continued their
exploration of Tantalus.

"What arethose?’ Mark asked. They had reached the city walls and stepped through the narrow door at
the bottom of the gates.

The priestsfollowed his pointing finger and shrugged. “ Trees.”
"Indeed. But what kind of trees?"
Neither priest had any idea. Tantaluslived off the sea, not the land.

Jake followed Mark up an overgrown pathway. The remains of an old stone house crumbled in the midst
of what had once been awell-ordered orchard.

"Olives,” Jake bresthed. In aprimitiveworld like Arcadia, oils of any kind were rare and valuable. Olive
oil made both an excellent cooking oil and an adequate lamp ail.

Mark poked at the earth underneath the trees and tugged on afew of the branches. Ripe olives glistened
black and huge with ail.

"Doesthishelp?’ he asked.
Jake nodded. It could help alot. “Who owns thisland?”

Neither priest knew athough they guessed that it probably belonged to the Baron since no one had



worked the land for at least aslong asthey had been dive.
"How long do dlivetreeslive?’ he whispered to Mark.
"I think along time. Maybefifty years” Mark answered.

They continued their journey around Tantalus. Jake was struck by the ruins of airy homes and the small
plots of subs stence farming overlaid on what had once been large plantations.

Congtant warfare had destroyed not only people and equipment, but the entire way of life that had once
made acomfortable lifestyle possible.

"Mulberry trees.” Mark said. They'd followed one of the old stone Otranto Empire roads for about two
hours, mostly through olive groves. The last of the subs stence plots was now more than an hour behind
them.

Unlike many of the stone roads of Otranto, thisdidn't ook like it had been built primarily for marching
soldiers. Instead, gouges remained from where heavily loaded wagons had once carried something to the
marketsin Tantalus. Wagons meant merchandise and where merchandise had once existed, it might exist

agan.
"Keep away from those,” thetaller of the young priest warned. “It's covered with bugs.”

Jake reached up and harvested the abandoned cocoons left behind by maturing silkworms.

"Why don't we turn around now?’" he suggested.

* * % %

Although they hurried, they were nearly late for the Baron's dinner. Jake decided againgt wearing his
Spacer garments.

Anichuswasin afoul mood and passed this on to Jake and Mark. “1 don't know why John even invited
you two, let done dlowing you to attend aforma dinner,” he grumbled.

"Maybe that's why he'sthe Legate and you arent,” Jake fired back, then instantly wished he'd kept his
mouth shut.

"For now,” Anichusreturned.
With that grim warning, they ascended from the Baron's guest roomsinto the central keep.

Dozens of Bourgundian guards marched around the keep, manned heavy cannons, and stood at attention
at various closed doors.

The display interested Jake. Maintaining astrong military forcein aregion unlikely to be threatened by
anyone showed a combination of paranoiaand the extreme vaue Bourgundiareceived from this Otranto
segport. Clearly Otranto City had alot to gainiif it could reclaim at least some of the shipping. Equally
clearly, the odds of Otranto being able to effectively besiege and capture this town were so low asto be
inggnificant.

The Baron greeted them, asked Jake how he had enjoyed hiswalk through the wilderness beyond
Tantaus, and inquired asto the hedlth of the aging priest. He was, Jake saw, both remarkably well
informed and going out of hisway to show it.

"Wildernessindeed,” he answered the Baron. “I would not be surprised to hear wolves howling tonight.”



"There are some who claim that once there were vast farms spreading up the mountain,” the Baron
continued. A faint gleam in his eyes warned Jake that the man was dready bargaining.

Jake laughed shortly. “Who would be foolish enough to farm amountains de? The soil would run off the
firs timeit rained leaving only rocks.”

"Perhaps”

Jake mingled among the fifteen Bourgundians who were atending the dinner. Eight were captains or
officersfrom the four shipsin the harbor. The remainder consisted of senior officersfrom the
Bourgundian occupying forces. None were loca businessmen.

Better and better.

Dinner, to Jake's surprise and pleasure, consisted of huge dabs of mesat served on plate-like rounds of
bread. The odd onion was the only vegetable contribution to the meal. Otranto cooking, in contrast,
conssted mostly of vegetableswith meet served, if at al, in small chunks.

The Baron sat John on hisright, one of the ships' captains on hisleft, and scattered the lower ranking
Otrantos among the Bourgundians.

Jake found himsdf seated between aguard captain and one of the ship's lieutenants.

The guard was happy to talk about histraining and, for afew moments he and Jake exchanged afew
notes on martia artstraining. He promised to teach Jake a couple of sword moves in exchange for Jake's
help with some Hapkido pressure points that Jake described to him.

The lieutenant ignored their conversation until Jeke mentioned that he had recently visited the Granger
Khanate.

He nodded grimly. “ So that'swhy you're here. Believe me, it won't work."
"What?" Jake asked.

"The Baron is not afree man who can offer histroops as mercenaries. Y ou'll have to meet the Granger
invason without our help.”

For amoment, Jake regretted dl the rich food held been eating. His stomach roiled. “Invasion? Y ou
makeit sound likeit is coming soon.”

"Indeed. As| am sure you know. The Granger have massed on the border. Why el se would they have
purchased an entire shipload of cannons?'

So much for any dreams of the time to build up some commercia capacity. “What € se have they bought
lately?"

The lieutenant shrugged. “ Gunpower, of course, athough they aso make their own. No armor, but that's
because they say oursistoo heavy for them. Thistrip, we sold them three hundred muskets."

"So what cargo did you buy from them?"

The lieutenant's face twisted. “ That's the strange thing. They paid with gold. We made afat profit, but we
are going home with gold rather than acargo we can sdl.”

"Perhaps you should pick up acargo in Otranto City."



The lieutenant laughed. “ Otranto takes. It does not give. While Tantalus may be apoor port, itstaxes are
affordable.”

"That has changed.”
"Otranto dways saysit has changed. After athousand years, who would believe them?'

Maybe held think differently after the wine tasting. Then again, maybe none of this mattered. The Granger
were set to invade and al Jake had done about it was to steal a pirate ship and buy aferry line. For the
millionth time, he castigated himself for not being more heroic.

"l have abrother who might be willing to bring his band to Otranto.” The guard lieutenant broke the
Slencethat had fallen after the merchant captain's announcement. “When the king made peace with the
Anglicans, my brother logt hisjob."

"If the captainisright, Otranto will be hiring,” Jake said. Although what they would pay withwasa
mystery to him. He had studied enough history to know that well-paid mercenaries can be dangerous
enough but unpaid mercenaries were dmost away's disasters worse than any defeat could be.

A smdl army of native Otrantos carried out the dramaticaly diminished platters of beef and other meets
that Jake didn't recognize and then carried in wine barrels. Neither was the barrel that John had brought
from the Patriarch so they'd obvioudy been re-casked to make identification more difficult. Jake didn't
think anyone would be confused.

"The Legate and | have agreed to awager,” the Baron announced. “Both of us are proud of the great
wines of our countrymen. Now we will put them to the test. To decide, each of you will be given two
mugs.” He reached behind histhrone-like chair and pulled up one clinking bag after another until five
bulging sacks sat on the table. He untied the leather string that held one shut, removed asingle gold coin,
flipped it, and watched it land on the table.

"The cask to theright will be shields. The cask to the left, faces.”

John took up the story. “Each of you will be lent a coin from these bags. Sample your wine and vote by
turning your coin to faces or shields based on your preference. The winner keepsall of these hundred
gold pieces.

Thewine barrd s themsaves had dicited smiles and amurmur of conversation. John's announcement of
the sze of the bet brought amoment of startled silence.

It sounded like alosing proposition to Jake. There were only ten Otrantos and fifteen Bourgundians.
Surely they would al recognize the flavor of their native wines and vote for that no matter which they
preferred. If he hadn't spent the afternoon wandering through the wilderness outside of Tantaus, maybe
he would have been able to arrange a more equitable system.

The servants poured two large clay mugsfor each of the guests, dammed them on the table, then
vanishing into the woodwork. Somewhat to Jake's surprise, none of the gold coins had vanished with
them.

"Otranto and Bourgundia have been at war for two hundred years,” the Baron continued as he picked up
one of the wine mugs set before him. “The Legate and | have agreed that our conflicts should include
more civilized battles such asthis.

He drank deeply, set down the mug, and then drank deeply from the second. A mystified look cameto
hisface.



Once the barons had sampled the wine, the remainder of the guestsfelt free to do the same.

Even though he'd never tasted Bourgundian wine and hadn't tasted this vintage of the Otranto wine, Jake
could tell the difference ingtantly. The Otranto wine was Smply more refined. Perhaps the Bourgundians

hadn't learned the art of aging their wineto alow therich flavorsto develop and to quell the harshness of
ayoung wine.

All of the Otranto Priests quickly selected the shields sides of their coins. Neither the Legate nor the
Baron moved to touch their coins, however, and the remaining Bourgundians looked as confused as their
Baron.

Findly, one selected the crown side and arush of votestook place.

Although dl of the guard lieutenants selected crowns, the merchant votes were more mixed. The
merchant to Jake's side selected shields.

"Perhaps we will take your suggestion and stop by Otranto,” he murmured.

"Y ouwont regret it."

With only Jake, the Baron, and John's votes | eft to cast, the vote stood at eleven each.
The Baron's face turned red as he turned his coin crown side up.

Jake met John's eyes, trying to send amessage. The Patriarch had stripped his city to raise the money to
alow even thislimited expedition, but the political sde of their journey could hardly be facilitated by
bankrupting their hogt.

Jake turned his coin shield-side up, bringing the vote back to atie. Only John's vote remained.
"Asguest, | must vote for my host's selection,” John quipped, turning his coin crown-side up.

The Baron breathed a huge sigh of relief, collected the coins, and did them back into the coin sack.
"Let'shave afew more casks of wine, then, shal we,” he caled.

Suddenly, though, Jeke wasn't very thirsty.

"Get up.” John's voice sounded like it was coming through athousand kilometers of hangover.
"Huh?'

"We're going to see the Baron. Y ou'd better have a good reason for me to have lost that bet last night.
Between your crazy ferry and that bet, adl of my money isgone and I've got nothing to show for it. We
could have won. The patriarch would have been rich.”

Jake nodded. “L et mewash my face.”

He splashed cool water over hisface and ran ajolt of adrenaline through his system. It didn't help much.
"The Patriarch gave you the money to pay bribes. Who better to bribe than the Baron himsdl {7

"The Petriarch will beinterested in more concrete results.”

Jake wasn't so sure. From what held seen, the Patriarch could appreciate dyness. “If you'd smply tried



to bribe him, he would have been insulted. Instead, you alow him to win awager. From his perspective,
you've done him afavor and taken him off the hook. Did you see the guards faces?"

ll%?l
"I suspect that the money wastheir pay. If hed lost, Tantalus would have been in trouble.”
"So Otranto could have recaptured it.”

That had been Jake's original ideaaswell so he couldn't object to John sharing it. “First of dl, evenif we
could captureit, we can't afford to garrison it against the Bourgundians. Second, these men aren't
mercenaries. | don't think many of them would turn bandit just because they missed a payday.”

John shook his head. “Between what he sent with me and what he'sinvested in your cargo, the Patriarch
isbroke. When they learn of this, the conservatives will oust him. And thanksto my friend Anichus, they
will learn soon enough. 1I'm going to have to watch him constantly to make sure he doesn't send a
message ahead of us."

"Then well have to bring the Patriarch something worth hisinvestment. Come on and let's see the Baron.”

The sun was bardly over the horizon, but the Baron was in the keep's exercise yard bashing a
two-handed sword againgt alarge wooden target.

Massive musclesflared across his bare chest as he took the heavy weagpon through its paces.

When he saw John, he smashed the blade into the top of the wooden target, then swept up the smaller
priest into afierce embrace, crushing him to his naked torso. “Welcome, my friend. Thank you for joining
me"

"We came as quickly aswe could.”

The Baron led them into a brick-floored room, poured water over his body, then wiped himsdlf with a
towe which he then discarded on thefloor. “ Let's have amug of wine and then discuss relations between
our two citiesand nations."

Wine at this hour was about as exciting to Jake asletting the Baron use him for target practice. Talking
about their relationship, however, sounded like common sense.

The Baron plopped down on a bench, poured three mugs of wine, then dumped a pitcher of water over
apile of stonesto the sde of theroom. A cloud of steam exploded up.

"No one will bother ushere,” he concluded.
"Areyou authorized to make decisions for the Bourgundian Crown?” Jake asked cautioudy.

"Areyou authorized to make decisons for the Emperor?’ the Baron countered. “I believe that my
government will back me up and I'm prepared to believe that yourswill do the same. Good enough?”

It would have to be. Jake couldn't believe he had et himsdlf forget Emperor Fernis. Hed haveto do
something about that once he returned to the city. From what he'd heard of Fernis, the Emperor would
need a backbone trangplant before he could stand up to a Granger invasion.

"Let's start with the status of Tantalus,” John said. “Clearly Otranto cannot accept Bourgundian control
over acity so closeto our capitd.”



"Ridiculous,” the Baron countered. “ Tanta us has been Bourgundian for two hundred years."

"Might | suggest saying that we cannot accept Bourgundian sovereignty,” Jake corrected. “ Control is
different.”

The Baron frowned. “ Otranto word games. The two mean the same.”

"Not at al. Bourgundia controls Tantalus, everyone knowsthat. Y et if thiswas alease, Tantauswould
remain within the Otranto Empire, yet alow Bourgundiaitsimportant trading port.”

"For aslong asthe lease lasted.”

"Shall we say ninety-nineyears?’ Jake suggested. “ Our descendants could decide whether they wanted
to renew or not.”

The Baron laughed. “ So we end the war for acentury, &t least.”

"Assuming that no one ese gartsit,” Jake added. “ That no onein the east gets the idea of another
crusade againg the schismatics.”

"I'm afraid our crusading energiesare drained,” the Baron said. “ Y et you said alease. | am minded that
leases generdly have payments associated with them.”

"There are some old Otranto plantations outside of town,” Jake said. “ They appear to be unused,
untouched for decades. | think these would be fair payment.”

"For ninety-nine yearsrent?’ John demanded. “ Areyou crazy?"

"Itisarent you have no power to demand,” the Baron reminded him. “Yet it isa clever thought. Y ou
receive something of apparent value, but which we don't use, in exchange for giving us something with
gpparent value, but which you have no red control over. Both sides are | eft with their honor intact, yet
we can end the war between us."

Jake nodded gravely. Although if his plantations turned out to have no value, held et hisworn spacer
uniform, flexible semiconductorsand dll.

"Asapart of Otranto territory, we would fed obliged to protect Tantalus from Granger attack,” Jake
continued.

The Baron's eyes goggled in amazement. He stuttered for amoment, then burst out into loud brays of
laughter. “ Otranto soldiers defending Bourgundians? Where did you find this jester, Legate?"

"I think my friend is suggesting that we would expect the same from you. Thet if the Granger wereto
attack Otranto, we anticipate that you would send soldiersto our defense.”

The Baron considered, then shook his head dowly. “Lord knows, | hate the Granger. My Grandfather
fought against them half a century ago and they sent home only hishead.” He picked the towe off the
floor, wiped hiseyeswith it, then tossed it back down. “But you ask what | cannot deliver. My garrison
staysto protect Tantalus.”

Between the heat and John'sincreasing frustration, the L egate's face was growing bright red.

The Baron tossed another pitcher of water on the hot rocks and sighed as anew cloud of steam filled the
room.



"1 would be happy to put out the call for mercenaries, of course. Assuming that Otranto is ableto pay for
them.”

John muttered something about what had just happened to Otranto's gold, but Jake sushed him. “We will
make reasonable payments.”

"Good."
"Of course we will count on the Bourgundiansto keep the Granger out of the Tantal us Straits.”

The Baron started to object, then nodded. “I think that falls within my authority. Once the Granger
invasion begins, I'll try to make sure that at least one armed ship is kept here dways on the ready.”

"| guessthat wrapsthings up,” John said. “Oh, the Patriarch sends his regards and he's also sent two
embossed copies of the Holy Books. | gave one to the Otranto church. We would be happy if you'd
accept the other."

"Otranto Holy Books?’ The Baron |ooked suspicious.
John laughed. * Our paths have diverged, I'll agree, but the Holy Books are the same.”
"Redlly?1 guess| don't know that much about the schismatics.”

John smiled, the angry red had faded from hisface. “ Otranto City is close, my lord. Perhaps you would
come and vigit with us. | know the Patriarch would be happy to share is beliefswith you. He, better than
I, could explain the differences.”

"Perhaps| will,” the Baron said. “ Although the ferryman makesit difficult.”
"I think you'l find that problem transformed,” Jake said.

"Oh, spesking of gifts,” the Baron said. “I wonder if you would be interested in four dozen muskets|
saized from an Anglican pirate that tried to sail through the Tantdus straits.”

Jake nodded quickly. “1 know the Patriarch would be overwhelmed.” And four dozen muskets would
arm Manny's makeshift brewers militia perfectly.

The Baron laughed. “ The Faith may have dl of the answers, but sometimesthe truth comesfrom a
musket, no?"



Chapter 21
"Ninety-nineyears?’ the Patriarch exploded. “ That isaslong asforever.”

Jake hadn't expected to be promoted to instant sainthood. He had anticipated that the Patriarch would
agree that he'd made the best bargain available to him and to Otranto.

"You don't understand,” he started.

"No, you don't understand. We don't have enough money to bribe the Granger and the Bourgundians are
draining us dry with their anchorage in Tantalus."

"One of their ships should call on Otranto thisweek,” Jeke said. “ They're looking to buy wine."

"Wineto Bourgundia, now that isaswitch,” the Patriarch amost smiled but not quite. “One ship isnt
going to do thejob."

"We should be able to sdll them some of Manny's e and maybe some books and art too."

"Bah.” The Patriarch waved his hand. “We're sdling our precious heritage when we should be getting rich
from cargo fees"

In the greater gaaxy, mass manufacturing had been dmaost completely diminated by the widespread use
of molecular assemblersin every home. Asaresult, it had taken Jake along time to see how critica
large-scale manufacturing would be to Otranto's survival. He could see it now, though, and he hoped it
wouldn't be too late. Otranto would become ahub for transshipment only when it dso became a
producer. Of course, acity used to bureaucracy and theocracy hardly seemed the most likely hometo a
new indugtria revolution, but Jake had to try.

Jake reached into his pouch. “ Also, what do you think of this?” He handed over the towel held taken
from the Baron's sauna.

The Patriarch stroked the fine materid. “Nice. It's cotton, right?"

Before held seen the Baron'stowe, the only fabrics Jake had seen on Arcadia had been wooal, silk, and a
truly rough form of linen. “ So, do we have any?'

"It doesn't grow here. All cotton comes from Aethier. The Ebron captured it from usfive hundred years
ago. And the Granger from them three hundred years ago."

"Maybe we should send a ship there.”
"You didn't do wdll last time you tried to trade with the Granger.”
"Mark seemsto think that, given the right incentives, the Ebron in Aethier might be ready to revolt.”

"Are the Ebron any better than the Granger?’ the Patriarch demanded. “Both walk far from the true
fath."

"The Ebron might not be more open to the faith, but they would be more open to trade.”

The Patriarch actually managed asmall amile. “ Other than far-off Shara, Otranto isthe center of the
world'ssilk production. Add cotton and we become a commerce strength indeed.”



Jake nodded and then reached back into his pouch. * Speaking of silk, one of the plantations we received
asrent for our lease of Tantalusis covered with mulberry trees. | brought these home.” He handed over
the cocoons he'd stripped from those trees.

"Silk,” breathed the Patriarch. 1t ishard to find soil that will support the mulberry.”

Jake grinned. “The other was ahuge olive plantation. The trees are loaded now. WEIl harvest those,
bring them here for pressing, and our ferry business should redlly start to take off."

The Patriarch's smilewas very red thistime. “ Our ferry business? It was my money that paid for it."

"If you aren't interested in a partnership, I'll pay you back for your investment and own it outright. Of
course we'll need somebody to harvest the olives and to tend to the mulberry trees.”

The Patriarch shrugged. “1'm not made out of monks, you know. I've dready cdled up dl of the favors|
could when | raised the gold for your Tantalus mission and gathered the goods for your ship.”

"l wasn't thinking of monksfor this. Just some peasants.”

The Patriarch rolled hiseyes. “I'm not made of peasants either. Besides, it isn't that easy. How many
members of the olive guild are free and available? How many members of the silk producers?”

Jake didn't like the sound of this. “ The plantations are near Tantalus. Don't forget, we just Sgned an
agreement to lease that land to Bourgundia for the next ninety-nine years. We shouldn't have to worry
about Otranto'sridiculous rules.”

"Whether you find them ridiculous or not, they are the law. Do you expect to unload the olivesand silk in
the harbor? Do you expect Otranto silk looms to weave your slk? Otranto machines to press your oil?
Y ou'd better give some thought to the guilds.”

Jake sighed. “I'll handlethe guilds. Firgt, I've got to get the workers.”
"Good luck,” the Patriarch observed.

* k k %

Finding Otranto farmers should have been easy. For decades, the Granger had encroached on Otranto
lands, sending thousands of refugeesfleeing to the capitd. Y et the huge city had its own attractions. Its
decline in population over the centuries had left thousands of houses unoccupied and ripe for squatters.
Thetrickle of food that the Patriarch and Emperor allowed the urban masses to prevent rioting was often
better than they had known when they had supported themsalves through subsi stence farming. Once
again, Jake needed capita and held dready gone to the well when it came to the Patriarch.

A blaring trumpet blast nearly deefened him as he, Mark, and John |eft the Patriarch's palace and
stepped into the broad square between the palace and the cathedral.

Dozens of soldiers marched through the crowd which, dready sparse, thinned to dmost nothing.

Behind the soldiers, ascore of beautiful women walked, scattering flowersin their wake. Behind them, an
ivory and gold-leef litter, digphanous sk curtains partially concealing the shape of an obese man behind
them.

John sank to the ground in alow recline and, after amoment, Mark followed, tugging on Jekesarm as
hedid.



"Get down, idiot."
"Whoisit?"
"The Emperor.”

Two soldiers headed Jake's way, apparently not happy with the speed with which he went into his
recine.

"Respect your emperor,” thefirst soldier shouted while the second kicked Jake in theribs.
"Keep your mouth shut,” Mark hissed, apparently reading Jake's mind.

The whisper earned Mark akick aswell, but the Emperor's litter continued and the soldiers had to hurry
to catch it asthe Emperor was lifted into the great Cathedral.

"Did you seethat litter?” Jake demanded. “I could retire on what that would bring from any museumin
the civilized worlds.”

"Somehow | don't think the emperor isgoing to giveit to you,” Mark said. “He doesn't seemto like you

"| think it'stime to introduce Emperor Fernisto the joys of the joint stock corporation.”
John shuddered. “If Fernisloses money, you're likdly to lose your head.”

That wasn't too different from the rules of the Commaodity Police back on the so-called civilized worlds
s0 Jake wasn't completely surprised.

"Y ou're the accountant, aren't you? Well just have to make sure we don't lose any money."
John shook hishead firmly. “I'm apriest. | don't lie."
"So let the numberslie and keep your mouth shut. Now how do we get in to see him?”

That, it turned out, was easier said than done. The Empire's bureaucracy was matched to the empire's
once great power rather than its current limited status. As aresult, Jake would have to go through dozens
of political hacks, bureaucratic clerks, and current cronies before he would have a chance to meet with
the Emperor himsalf. Worse, each of the hacks, clerks, and cronies expected a bribe. More capita that
Jake smply didn't have,

"Areyou sure we need the Emperor's money?” Mark demanded. They were ditting in abar Situated a
couple of blocks from the cathedra drinking thefirst of the new batches from Manny's brewery.

"The Patriarch wasright,” Jake said. It isn't just the capitd. We're talking about a different way of doing
things. Every time we try something new, we're going to run into the guilds and the taxmen. We need
political cover. From what I've seen of Otranto, the cover doesn't get much higher than the Emperor
himsdf."

"Fernis covers his own ass and that's about it,” John observed. “Besides, you'd be asking him to rock the
boat. He has everything he needs now."

"He might, but only for aslong as the Granger keep their distance. From what we've been hearing, that
won' last much longer. If the invasion hasn't dreedy Started.”



"Well,” Mark concluded, “drink up. We can't get in to see him anyway.”

They made their way back toward Manny's brewery, walking through neighborhoods that had been
deserted for decades, through open fields that had once been sites for huge estates and for sprawling
villas, but which now served only as grazing lots for cows and goats.

"How much agriculture goes on within the city walls?’ Jake asked.
"Not much,” John answered.

S0, how do the people get fed?” Jake had seen the shipping that came into Otranto's beautiful harbors.
There wasn't even much of afishing fleet. And the fields that surrounded the city petered out into open
forestswithin ten kilometers of the city limits.

John shrugged. “ Thereisdwaysfood."
Jake wasn't so sure.

Manny's home and brewery were a hotbed of activity in the otherwise dying and rotting town. Jake
intended for Manny'sindustry to serve as an incubator and as an exampleto therest of the city. Y&, the
city had itsown strengths, its own way of dragging everyone down to ruin with itsalf.

Manny rolled aglistening barrel off the ddlivery wagon. It waslarger than any of the ones hed used
before, representing a huge investment in the future.

"Y ou madeit back with your head still on your shoulders,” he shouted when Jake turned the corner. “I
would have bet that the Patriarch would throw you in his dungeons for selling Tantalusto our enemies.”

Jake waved off Manny's concern. “The Patriarch can be reasoned with."
"Unlike some others,” Manny observed.

An idea crossed Jake's mind. “Who growsthe barley for your beer?!
"Farmers, somewhere."

"Jugt any farmers?’

"Well, sure. Barley iseasy to grow. Mdlting it isonly alittle complicated.”
"So could you get some of the farmersto work for us?'

Manny paed. “ The grain guild would kill me."

"| thought you said they were just farmers.”

"The peoplewho grow the barley, yes. But they can't just sdll it. All grainsare sold through thegrain
guild. The guild isresponsible for ensuring that dl of the grainistop quality, and for maintaining pricesthat
arefair to both farmers and customers.”

"Doesit work?"

Manny laughed shortly. “ The farmers get dmost nothing and the customers pay through their noses. As
far asthe guilds are concerned, that's wonderfully fair and it works grest.”

"Why not buy directly from the farmers?"



Manny rubbed his neck. “Because | value my head.”

"Weve got to get around them, then,” Jake declared. “ There's money on the table, just Sitting there
waliting for usto pick it up. I'm not going to let archaic and destructive rules get in our way."

"They may be old, but they're how Otranto has dways done business."

"The way Otranto has aways done things has cost us the empire. We've got to start doing things because
they make sense, not because we aways have."

"Well, good luck, then. But the guilds are dmogt as old as Otranto itself. Anything that old hasto be
strong. And they'd rather see the Granger in charge than lose one gram of their power."

"Y ou overcamethe brewers guild.”

"l became the brewers guild,” Manny reminded him. “And even so, | would havelost my lifeif you
hadn't gone to the Patriarch. The only way around the guilds would be through the Emperor himsdlf. And
wedl know what the odds of getting Fernisto do anything are.”

Jake gritted histeeth. “Help megetinto seehim.”

Manny took a deep pull from abeer stein. “1 could have gotten you to see Julian. Ferniswould as soon
kill measligentome.”

llBlJt_ll

"But youretalking to thewrong sde of thefamily,” Manny interrupted. “Marie may have married a
barbarian outsider who actudly workswith his hands, but she's ill aprincess. If anyone can get you to
the other sde of the pearl walls, it'sher."

* k x %

"Thisisgoing to cost us,” Marie announced. She had listened to Jake's needs, vanished with Cadtile for
two days, and finaly returned with three strikingly beautiful princesses.

"What is?'
Cadtile pulled on the sides of her mouth and stuck out her tongue. “It's completely stupid.”

Jake trusted Castile'sjudgment as much as he would trust any sixteen year old's. On the other hand,
Marie knew her way around Otranto's dlite in away that neither he nor even Castile could even begin to
understand.

"Why don't you tell mewhat's stupid and maybe | can help make it smarter.”
"Oh, yeah. Like you're some genius.”
Well, that let him know where he stood with Castile. Good thing she was too young for him.

"Y ou know what the Emperor does, don't you?’ one of the women with Marie asked. She completely
ignored Cadtile's outbreak.

"He'stheruler, right. Makeslaws, commands the army, that kind of stuff.”

"l supposeit might seem that way to an outsider. In fact, he's caught up in alabyrinth of ritual much of
which goes back to the early days of the Empire, even before the true faith was revealed to us."



Jake made amental note to learn more about Arcadia's different religions. They seemed to matter alot.
"Okay. But | don't seewherethisisgoing.”

"One of thereasons heis so hard to get to isthat his croniesintentiondly isolate him. By controlling
access, they gain power."

"l understand that.” That bureaucratic tendency was a constant across the galaxy.

"But the more important reason isthat every hour of every day hasitsown rituals. Thingsthat only the
emperor can do. Things that he hasto do to keep the world onitstracks. Heliterally has no time of his

Jake thought he saw where this was going. “ So the best way to see him isto become a part of whatever
ritua he needsto beinvolvedin.”

The woman beamed at him. “ Exactly. Marie told me that you were smarter than you looked.”
As compliments went, Jake could have done without that one. “ So what ritual do | get included in?"

"You don't,” the woman explained. “Thereisno ritud that for heathen spacer barbarians. Y ou cannot
contact him."

"So you can?’ he asked Marie. He could brief her and she would be an effective ambassador.
"Not me. Cadtile”
Cadtile stuck out her tongue at him again. “ Thisisavery bad idea."

Therewas no point in hiding his mystification and Jake didn't bother trying. “I have no ideawhat you're
talking about.”

"Surely even spacers have some sort of adulthood rituals,” Marie suggested. “ One of the Emperor's
respongibilitiesisthe welcoming of theimperia family into their coming of age.”

Probably the closest Jake had experienced had been his college graduation. The ceremony had consisted
of registering hisretind pattern in the University's database, but it had been something. *Y ou're saying
Cadileisan adult?'

Cadtile met hisgaze, glaring into his eyes, then ssomped his foot. He was impressed. Most people would
have given him at least afraction of a second warning by shifting their eyes before striking. Castile hadn't.

"Q,v_"

"Oh, grow up. It didn't hurt that much.” Castile hazarded akick at his shin but thistime he was ready.
“Besdes,” she continued asif she hadn't just assaulted him, “Fernisisgross. All the girls say he paws at
them. And he gtinks."

"Weadl haveto go through with it,” Marie remarked unsympathetically. “'Y ou should have gone through it
years ago, but | put it off to humor you.” She turned her atention to Jake. “Unfortunately, what was once
asacred ritual has become abit of astock show. The emperor and his ministers use Otranto Princesses
asrewardsfor whatever barbarians they can't afford to pay off with gold.”

Theideaof shipping Cadtile off to someilliterate and unappreciative boor bothered Jeke more than it
should have. “If she doesn't want to—"



"Weall haveto make sacrificesfor our country,” Marie stated pragmaticaly. “Did you think | chose
Manny? | wasjust hisreward. Y et he turned out to be agood catch.”

"Better than | got,” the youngest of the viditing princesses said. “If you marry someonein the court, it's
amost impossibleto get out of the Pearl Walls. And nothing ever happensthere.”

"Except oncein awhile, they murder the old emperor and replace him with anew one,” the oldest of the
princesses added.

"The ceremony will be held in two weeks,” Marie announced. “ Castile, you might aswell stop
complaining. For the next two weeks, you're going to live with your Grandmother inside the Pearl Walls
S0 you might aswell learn something.”

"Now, let'stak about what you want out of Fernis,” the older woman said.

* * * %

Thetwo weeksflew by. Lucer returned from hisfirst beer caravan with alittle gold and alot of
merchandise including the porcelain Jake had noticed on their trip, Sx mules, twenty war horses,
wagon-loads of wool, and a couple of extra carts.

He aso brought back asmall army of ex-bandits who were ready to become mercenaries again. Word
was getting around that the Granger were about to attack and that Otranto was hiring.

Jake put the mercenariesto work harvesting the olives and silkworms from his plantations on the east
sdeof the Strait of Tantalus. He hoped that Fernis would be reasonable when it came time to pay them
because they charged alot more than peasants would have and he plowed back every penny he madeto
build the ail presses and the looms he needed for mass production.

A few dayslater, The Castile docked and disgorged amotley crew of Tiflistourists, more wooal, fine slk
from the Shara, pearls from no-one knew where, and amost no gold.

Even hisferry business had generated a stream of income as priests, olives, books, and beer flowed both
ways over the narrow strait. Even the Bourgundian Baron dropped by, drank some of Manny's beer, and
delivered another load of confiscated muskets.

Jake lowered the ferry pricestwice and was carrying up to three loads a day. Within weeks, he would be
ableto repay the Patriarch for John's‘loan.” Of course, aconsiderable share of the fares were in-kind,
and Jake now ran asubstantia chicken farm, and supplied most of Otranto with its geese and ducks.

And, over the two weeks, four Bourgundian ships anchored in the Otranto harbor, released their crews
to the more dubious parts of the city, and bought the Patriarch's wine, Manny's beer, and Jake'sfirst
pressof oliveail. In return, they offered muskets, afew light brass cannons, gunpowder, which Jake
traded to the Tiflis, and more mercenaries.

Jake's invention of paper money was not especialy popular, especialy among the mercenaries he paid
withit, but he felt he had little choice. The trading missons were crippled if they had to barter for
everything, yet the entire planet seemed devoid of precious metas. Even the smal amount of additional
commerce and production he had generated had resulted in a severe deflation with gold denominated
pricesfdling nearly in haf acrossthe board. At least making the paper money exchangeable for Manny's
beer kept the mercenaries from rioting athough it didn't please Manny at dl.

Naturaly, non-specie money implies abank and Jake set one of those up to control issuing of money but
asoto dlow for the beginning of afinancia sector. The Moneylenders Guild was not happy, but couldn't



get the city guard to do anything given he wasn't dealing in gold and had the support of the Peatriarch.

As Cadtile's coming out ceremony approached, Manny's home became converted into the headquarters
for agrowing number of women, both roya and servant, who seemed intent on sewing anything that
gtood il and daughtering and cooking anything that moved.

Almogt al of the pearls, much of the silk, and asignificant population of pigs, ducks, and chickenswent
into the party preparations aswell. Jake was finally forced to make his own living arrangements and, two
days before Cadtileé's event, Manny joined him.

"Could it beworth it?" Jake asked when hisfriend dropped, exhausted, into a narrow cot.
"Aslong as Fernisis Emperor? | doubt it."
"Then why are we going through with this?*

Manny looked himin the eye. “ Y ou gill don't understand Otranto, do you? Why do you think weve lost
S0 many wars? It isn't that our people are bad warriors. It'sthat our cultureis fundamentaly impractica.
We have more priests than blacksmiths, more palace clerks than soldiers on our walls. We spend so
much effort on being—being Otranto, being the center of the world, that we don't have much effort to

gparefor actualy doing anything."
"You manage,” Jake argued.

Manny shook his head. “I'm abarbarian. Even so, | nearly got mysdlf killed. And if you don't watch o,
the same thing is going to happen to you."

Jakefdt achill down hisspine. “Have you heard anything?'
"Everyone knowsyouremy friend. | just have afeding.”
"But weretrying to save Otranto.”

"That's the way we seeit. Some of them don't see the Granger as such terrible enemies. After dl, if
Otranto fell, it would become part of the Granger Khanate. Where do you think the Granger Khan would
move? Here, of course. And wouldn't they need clerks and bureauicrats to manage their affairs? Half of
the city thinks that we'd be better off under the Granger than we are now. We'd have an empire again,
evenif it wasn't redly ours.

It wasn't acompletely irrationd thought. Jake knew that the Mongol conquest of China had worked out
like that with the Mongolstaking over the imperid posts but the basic bureaucracy continuing largely
unhampered. Unfortunatdly, the profound indifference Jake had seen among the Granger for anything
smacking of civilization made him quite certain the Otrantos were living in afool's paradise. “Maybe we
should just send those bureaucratsto live with the Granger now."

Manny nodded, then took adeep swallow of his beer. “ The new batches are even better than what we
were making before. Anyway, the only good newsisthat Fernis can't think that way. Even if the
bureaucrats would do fine under the Granger, Ferniswouldn't.”

Jake was aware of plenty of casesin history which had pitted the powers of the leader against those of
the bureaucracy. Occasiondlly the leader won. More often, the bureaucracy did. Nothing in Ferniss
record gave Jake any confidence that thiswould fal into the former category.

"If it isn't going to do any good, why are Marie and the princesses o set on this ceremony ?*



Manny took another drink, then laughed. “ They're women and women like to party.”

Jake couldn't help thinking that there was something deeper going on. Marie, at least, kept her thumb to
the pulse of Otranto palitics. If she hadn't thought there was away to make thiswork, she wouldn't have
st it up.

When the day of the ceremony findly arrived, Marie dropped off a package for Jake and Manny then
vanished into the paace digtrict.

"Clothes,” Manny complained. “I'll look like apeacock."”

Jake was rather pleased with hisblack pants, white silk shirt, and tan vest held shut with ablack
swordbelt. Manny, in contrast, got turquoise pants, ayellow shirt, and adeep maroon vest. A huge sedl
emblazoned on the back of the vest portrayed fields of barley, flowing water, and amug of beer.

"Some idiot selected this as the dress uniform of the brewers guildmaster three hundred years ago and
now | haveto livewithit,” Manny explained. He too belted on apractical |ooking sword.

"Why the wegpons for acoming out ceremony?” Jake asked.

"Shows our rank,” Manny explained. “ Ordinary people can't carry weapons. ‘ Course ordinary people
don't have thistype of ceremony ether.”

"Isthisthe gpprentice brewer uniform, then?’ Jake plucked at the thin Slk of hisshirt.

Manny dapped him on the back. “What do you think Marie has been working so hard on? 'Y ou're now
assstant harbormaster and knight bachelor of the empire. Cost you a pretty penny, too."

"Does this mean that | get acut of the harbor fees?’ Jake asked. There had to be asilver lining beyond
looking cool in an outfit that showed off exactly what hard work on ahigh gravity planet did to the muscle
tone.

Manny punched him on thearm, his belly rolling with laughter. “Maybeit did six hundred years ago when
the post wasred. It's an aristocratic post. None of the aristocratic families actudly have anything to do
with their ancestra functions and none, asfar as| know, get any of the money out of them ether.”

So much for his bourgeoning mercantile empire. “ Then what's the point?”

"The point isthisisthe only way you can get into Castil€'s ceremony.” Manny gestured at the costume
held put on. “Hell, thisisthe only way | can get in and she's my daughter.”



Chapter 22
Cadtile€'s ceremony started |ate.

Jake and Manny arrived in time to be the first attendees. For the next two hours, Otranto functionaries
and aristocrats wandered in, helped themselves to some of the food that Marie and her ssters and friends
had prepared, and sat waiting.

All of the doorsin Manny's house had been thrown open and Jake was surprised to see that the entire
first floor opened into asingle huge room. A smdl band played inspid music at one end of the extended
hall while servants fluttered around with trays of food, cramming additiona platters onto aready overfilled
tables.

The foreign ambassadors arrived dightly later. Unlike the natives, they avoided the rich foods Marie had
st out. “ They think we'd poison them,” Manny whispered in Jake's ear.

"Would you?'

"Only if | thought we could get away with it. | can't even count the number of wars Otranto has avoided
when the enemy king or emperor just happened to die and squabbles broke out over the succession.”

" Surely poisoning an ambassador would backfire, though."
Manny grinned. “Maybe. But don't tell them that. They eat enough asitis.”

A tall blond man wearing traditiona dessert robes made hisway over to the corner where Jake and
Manny weretrying to lay low. “Which of you is Jake the Spacer?’ he demanded.

"Who wants to know?" Jake demanded.
"I am Danid, Granger Ambassador to the court of our vassa, Otranto.”

Jake gave the man amartid arts bow, never taking his eyes off hisenemy. “Then | am Jake, aformer
spacer. At your service”

"I doubt that. Do you deny invading Granger territory, inciting an outbreak of violence between our
Ebron and Otranto subjects. Can you justify attacking a group of Granger warriors who were patrolling
Granger's highways?'

Jake bowed again. “| deny all of those accusations, of course. | am amerchant, not abandit or araider.”

"A merchant? Y et you wear the uniform of the traditional Otranto aristocracy. An odd affectation for
someone who was not even born on our planet.”

"Otranto blood runsthin,” Manny observed calmly. “Few who carry the old aristocratic names aretruly
of that blood."

"Indeed,” the ambassador agreed. “Y et Granger blood isthick. Otranto would do well to look to their
neighborsfor fresh blood, not to the distant stars. Still, the spacer's assumed position doesgivehima
certain, shal we say, vulnerability.”

A ped of trumpetsinterrupted the Granger's threats and Manny's home began to fill with theimmediate
entourage of Fernis, dictator, genera, and gpostle of the Otranto people.



The Emperor was younger than Jake would have guessed possible for someone who had committed all
thesinslaid at hisfeet. He wore armor of gtiffened silk, afeather-light sword, a crown that reared afull
two feet over his head, and scarlet dippers adopted from ancient Earthly history.

A sgh went through the audience as Fernis stepped lightly from his sedan chair and then seated himsdlf in
agold and pearl throne which, Jake suddenly redlized, must have cost him the best part of his profits over
the past two weeks. For the value of that chair, he could have hired haf the mercenaries who had applied
for work, and not had to dip into cregtive finance.

An assistant rang asmall silver bell and a broad-faced and overdressed eunuch stood, bowed to the
emperor, then unrolled a parchment scroll.

"Any who would be seen as princesses of the Empire should stand forth, be judged by the equd of the
gpostles, and stand to do hiswill."

He sat down abruptly.
"All that work for this?” Jake whispered.

He thought he'd spoken softly, but obvioudy it wasn't softly enough. Half the people in the huge banquet
room stared a him. A dozen nearby women hissed him to silence.

"Never mind,” he whispered.

A gaggle of priests appeared at the door to Manny's home, swinging incense burnersto send pungent
clouds of smoke into the crowd.

Jake kept his eye on the Granger Ambassador. The man |ooked like someone who would take
advantage of thiskind of confusion to dip a dagger into an enemy's back. For now, though, Danidl's
attention was on the Emperor rather than any lesser prey.

A sigh from the assembled crowd called Jake's attention back to the business at hand.
Accompanied by at least twenty princesses of Otranto, a closely veiled femae form entered the hall.

Jake recogni zed the coffee-brown eyesthat glared at him but he couldn't reconcile his menta image of
tomboy and child Castile with the definitdly female form wrapped in layers of thin white silk. The rope of
pearlsforming Cadtiles bdlt circled an impossibly thin waist at least four times. Her hips swayed with her
gep. Theonly similarity between her narrow pace, congtrained asit was by her tight silk sheath, and her
norma walk was the catlike grace that she maintained no matter what the occasion.

Cadtile knelt before her Emperor and waited.

Fernis had chosen that moment to whisper something to one of his eunuchs. Heignored Castile until his
servant had whispered back, then the two shared alaugh.

Cadtile, Jake knew, had to be humiliated. Still shewaited patiently.

Findly, Fernis deigned to notice the knedling girl. “Y ou wish to be admitted to the ranks of the princesses
of Otranto?’ he demanded. His voice was suddenly stern, fatherly.

"It ismy wish to serve my country and Emperor,” shereplied, her voice low and husky.

The Eunuch handed over ascrall that Fernis either read or pretended to read.



After severd minutes of contemplation, Fernis nodded firmly. He gestured and his davesraised histhrone
S0 everyone in the room could view him.

When heraised his hand, the crowd went completely silent. He addressed the hundreds of people who
crowded into Manny's home with aquiet voice that still penetrated, entrancing the listener. “By blood,
Cadtile Delphonte claimsto be a princess of our Empire. She traces her ancestry to the founders of
Otranto. Four emperors contributed to her line. Are there any here who would dispute her clam?”

Thiswhole ceremony, Jake redlized, was smilar to an ancient Earthly wedding. For an uncomfortable
moment, he cast his eyes around Manny's home looking for anyone who would stand up and deny
Cadtile her moment.

Enough of the other guests were doing the sameto let Jake redlize that thiswas not amere formdity.

Ferniswaited a good minute before nodding firmly. “None deny Castiles right by ancestry.” Hetook a
flask from his Eunuch and swallowed deeply, asingle drop of red wine staining his pure white silk shirt.
“In other kingdoms,” Fernis announced, “ mere ancestry is enough to make a princess. Otranto is
different. An Otranto princessis agift to whatever nation she may be sent. To be a princess of Otranto
requires both wit, intelligence, and beauty.” He paused, taking another drink. “ Castile Delphonte, are you
prepared for the questions?”

"| am, Protector of the Faithful."

The Emperor nodded. For the next half hour, he drilled Castile on philosophy, mathemeatics, history, and
foreign languages. Given how Cadtile had avoided her tutors, Jake was surprised that Castile knew many
of the answers. He was even more surprised that Fernis could conduct thistype of questioning. Certainly
everything he had heard about Fernis before had been negative. Could so many men whose judgment he
trusted be wrong?

The audience amused themselves by nibbling on the food which had been set out, murmuring in
appreciation when Fernis asked a particularly probing question or Castile gave an especialy witty
answer, and whispering among themselves. Few of the whispers, Jake thought, had anything to do with
Cadile.

Of course, neither did the event. Thiswas supposed to be about an opportunity to confront the Emperor
directly, yet everything had been open, ritudistic, and subject to the close ingpection of the suspicious
Granger ambassador.

That ambassador, Jake noticed, was circulating among the guild leaders, shaking hands, passing out small
giftsthat looked suspicioudy like bribes, and generdly making himsdf at homein Manny's house.

It would be the height of irony, Jake decided, if thishugely expensive event became merely an
opportunity for the Granger to expand itsinfluence over Otranto.

"Danid cdled Otranto avassd to the Granger,” he mentioned to Manny when the man's attention
momentarily strayed from his daughter's performance. “What isthat about?’

Manny frowned. “When you lose war's, you agree to humiliating terms. When Julian lost the last war, he
agreed to an annud tribute. It didn't seem like alot of money at thetime, but it did let the Granger clam
us as a subservient state. Of course we're poorer now and the levies grow worse.”

Jake glanced at the Emperor with new appreciation and, for afraction of asecond, their eyes met.

Ferniss amber eyes seemed to hold knowledge that took centuriesto learn. He was not a happy man,



Jake redlized. Jake couldn't blame him. He stood the risk of becoming the last Emperor in Otranto's
two-thousand year history. The Empire's resources had grown so thin that even Jake's modest
enterprises could make ared difference in transforming the economy. What little money Otranto had to
Spare after supporting its bloated bureaucracy went to pay a never-ending tribute with little left over for
the rapacious mercenaries who formed its precarious protection. Being Emperor was ajob that Jake
wouldn't want on adare.

Abruptly, Fernislaughed and clapped his hands.

Unlike his predecessor, Julian, Fernis was not known as awarrior, but that movement displayed afluid
control that let Jake know that the man didn't lack fighting experience.

"Cadtile Ddphonteis ddightful,” the Emperor announced.

From the sudden murmur, Jake determined that this must be more than the standard level of approval.
Wéll, good for Cadtile, dthough Jake had no ideawhere sheld learned all of this. It certainly wasn't from
hanging around with Jake's crowd.

"Every princess must be flawlessin body,” the Emperor announced, returning to his stately form of
address asif that brief surge of humanity had been amistake. “Only her immediate family may attend this
test.”

The Emperor's eunuchs cleared a space around the emperor and Castile, moving both Castile's
companion-princesses and anyone else out of theway.

"That'smy call,” Manny announced heading toward the emperor.

The Granger Ambassador strode toward the Emperor's throne only to be blocked by afat, yet strong
eunuch guard. “Only theimmediate family,” the guard inssted.

Danid drew himsdlf up. “I am the representative of the Khan of Granger himsdif."

The eunuch shrugged. “ Are you saying that the Khan is bidding for marriage? If so, of course you will be
entitled to prove the princess's flawlessness. | have heard no such bid, seen no treasure as brideprice.”

Danid spun away, brushing againgt Jake who had been listening to the encounter.
"Y ou dare attack me, sir?’ the Ambassador demanded.

"I believe you waked into me,” Jake answered.

"And now you are cdling mealiar. My friendswill call onyour friends.

From Danid's assurance, and from the sudden slence around them, Jake redlized thiswas no idle threst.
In addition to words and gold, Daniel apparently relied on more direct measures to eiminate anyone he
judged as athreat to Granger interests.

Jake knew he should keep his mouth shut. Unfortunately, sometimes knowing something just isn't enough.
“Should you be ableto find afriend, I'm sure my friends would be delighted to entertain so openminded a
cregture.”

Danidl's tanned face turned degthly pae. “Y ou dare.”

"Y ou've threatened me dready. Go and pay someone to become your friend. I'm quite certain you were
never invited to thishome."



The Granger ssomped away. It wasn't afata blow to the party. Jake was more interested in any who
followed him.

To Jake's dismay, two guild masters and three mercenary captains chose to depart within the next severa
minutes. If Granger bribes and threats had penetrated that deeply into the very heart of Otranto City,
perhaps things had gone beyond any hope.

The Eunuch guards pulled curtains and doors shut, enclosing the Emperor, Manny and Marie, Cadtile,
and anumber of Eunuch officiaswithin an enclosed area.

The musicians, on some cue that Jake couldn't hear, began playing adow and eerie song.

It sounded like nothing Jake had heard in hisweeks on Arcadiabut it was obvioudy familiar to the rest of
the excluded audience. Severa of the men grinned and a couple of the younger women moved their hips
inasensud beat intimewith themusic.

A surge of anger swept over Jake and he stepped toward the curtains that cut Castile off from hisview.
"Dont.” One of the princesses he/d met when they began this charade clutched hisarm.
"Thisisridiculous. Hes adirty old man."

The princess laughed. “ He's the emperor. Do you think he hasto go out of hisway to find bedmates? Or
that he would invite the girl's parentsto watch if he did?’ She shook her head. “Thisisan ancient ritud,
from the days when Arcadiawas not fully terraformed and when mutation was till amgjor problem.”

"Oh. Well, | ill dont likeit."

The princess smiled, then shook her head. “No, | suspect you do not likeit. Perhaps you will like it even
lesswhen Cadtileis sent to marry into some foreign court in return for afew dozen mercenaries or ayear
of peace on the borders.”

Jake essayed alaugh but didn't even convince himsdlf. “ Shel's much too young for marriage.”
"She's sxteen. | married when | was fourteen.”

Jake assured himsdlf that he wasn't interested in Cadtile that way. Still, theidea of any other man fondling
her, taking advantage of her energy, grit, and good spirts sickened him.

"How long doesit last?’ he asked.
"Marriage,” the princess giggled, “or the proving?'
He gritted histeeth. “The proving.”

"Not aslong asit seems. Not aslong as| wish it could. Remember, thisis the moment you have made al
these sacrificesfor.”

Jake barely ressted smacking himsdlf in the forehead. Of course. Cadtile and Mariefinally had Fernis
aone, except for afew of his Eunuch guards.

* k k %

Too much wine mixed with too much beer and too much food left Jake fedling lethargic and stupid. And
too lazy even to turn up his metabolism to ded withit.



Danid had been good for hisword. His seconds had called on Manny and Mark. After abit of
negotiation during which Dani€l's seconds rej ected Jake's suggestion that they settle the argument with
wooden staffs, they agreed on pistols. Daniel was too well known as aswordsman for Jake to stand a
chance with any bladed weapon. Daniel was also well known as a crack shot with the pistol, but Jake
suspected that it would be quicker to pick up the pistol than a sword.

A heavy fog had descended over the city and alight rain fdll through it giving Otranto an unearthly fed.
Cadtile hadn't been able to read Ferniss reaction to her words when she'd told him about the Granger
threat, Jake's need to uproot the Guild system that held Otranto in check, or Jake's plans to strengthen
the city. For al Jake knew, he might have smply marked himsdlf as athrest to the throne rather than asa
potentid aly.

He and Mark were ssumbling back to the old warehouse he'd converted into his Otranto headquarters
when two men stepped out from anarrow alleyway.

"Comewith us,” thefirst man growled.
"Why? Can't the Granger Ambassador wait until the time we agreed on?"
"Thisian't about Danid."

They weren't casud footpads. At least Jake hoped that common thieves wouldn't be on afirst name basis
with the Granger ambassador. On second thought, though, maybe Danid had hisfingers as deeply in the
Otranto underworld as he did in the guild halls and mercenary companies.

A closer look at the men's cloaks told Jake that these men weren't common anything. The wool weave
was so tight that they seemed to repel the rain. Gold-hilted swords glistened where they peeked out from
under the cloaks.

"Arewe under arrest?’

Thefirst man shook his head. “We don't have much time. Follow us, please.”

Jake nodded to Mark. “They could have dit our throatsif they'd wanted to. Let's see what thisis about.”
"Shh,” the first man whispered.

They followed the two men through severd dleys, finally ending up at a closed tavern.

"Goin,” the speaker said.

"It'sclosed.”

A long suffering sigh. “Just goin. Y ou have my word that no one will attack you."

The man thought his word was worth something. For Jake, that made it worth investigating.

He nodded, saized the door, which proved to be unbolted, and pushed his way into the unlit room.

Fernis, Emperor of the Otranto, Equal to the Apostles, Theoretical Prince of countless provinces lost
from the Otranto Empire for the past thousand years, sat, hunched over aearthenware mug of beer. His
black wool cape hid most of hisbody and a broad rimmed cap substituted for a crown and obscured his
face.

"S0, you expect great things of me,” the Emperor demanded.



The man who had led Jake into the tavern discretely disappeared leaving them done.
"Y ou don' trust your guards, yet you trust me?"

"An Emperor learns never to trust anyone,” Fernisreplied, his quick smile showing even teeth. “But one
does not become Emperor without learning to take chances and to judge when a chance isworth taking.”
He paused, refilling his mug, then poured one for Jake aswell. “I've been watching you.”

"l see” Consdering that Jake hadn't decided whether Ferniswould be an impediment to be removed or
ahdper, thiswaan't an especidly comforting feding.

"Atfirg, | thought you might be trying to win the loyaty of the mob and the army. It has been done, you
know."

Jake had studied enough higtory for that. “ That isn't unique to this planet.”

Fernissmiled again. “1 imagine not. Y et you are hiring mercenaries. Y ou own aship that wasoncea
pirate but we now are supposed to think amerchant. Y ou have purchased the ferry that connects our
eastern Empire to the western—the route that the barbarians took last time they invaded. And you have
entered into negotiations with both the Bourgundians and the Anglicans. Quite afeet for aman who has
been herefor only afew months and who claimed only to wish to return home."

Jake stared at the emperor whom everyone believed to be awesk fool. He might be anumber of things,
but he was neither weak, nor afool.

Time, Jake decided, to tdl the truth.

"I redized that Otranto was the best hope for this planet. The barbarians lack scientific curiosity or a
unified government. The Granger areworse."

Fernisnodded. “1 have met with a number of spacers, both before and after | became emperor. None of
them had hired bands of mercenaries. They claim that their governments are responsible for their wars."

"Not quite,” Jake corrected. “Or rather, outside the narrow boundaries of each planet, the merchants are
the government.”

Fernis nodded dowly. “ And you see yoursdlf outside these narrow boundaries now."

Anger might be aterrible mistake, yet Jake had drunk too much and dept too little to care. He dammed
afigt down on the wooden table. “ The Otranto government has been responsible for losing every war it's
fought over the past two hundred years. Don't you think it'stimeto try something else?’

Fernis waved away the head that popped around the corner of the tavern when Jake raised his voice.
“My friend ismerdy making apoint,” hetold the guard.

"I had hoped you would help,” Jake concluded alittle weakly. “I need more money, more information
about the Granger plans, more soldiers, and more ships.”

"If | had money, ships, or soldiers, Otranto wouldn't have the problemsit has."

That wasn't gtrictly true, Jake knew. Otranto's problems came less from alack of wealth and more from
its bureaucratic ineptitude. An ineptitude that his difficultiesin arranging ameeting with the Emperor and
the past two weeks of preparation for what was essentially a debutante party, made completely evident.
Hetold Fernisexactly that. “ The guilds are afist clamped around Otranto's heart,” he concluded.



The Emperor pressed his hands together, fingersto fingers, pam to pam. “Y ou're quite right. Every war
wefight, win or lose, we pay aprice. For each moment of barbarian support, we give up therightsto
trade in certain areas. For each peace treaty with the Granger, we surrender tax-paying territory. Asa
result lessmoney flowsin and we become less able to fight and less able to pay off the Granger. So, a
noble raises aforce of mercenariesthat the government could not afford and hisfamily is given freedom
from taxes. A corrupt Emperor has abastard and the mother's family is granted the revenues from one of
the few provinces remaining to the empire. Each isadrop, but combined, tax revenues flood away and
never return.”

"It isacommon problem,” Jake replied.

Fernislaughed. “The barbarian kingdoms ded with it by invason. The new rulerstoss out dl of the old
and corrupt and start over. The things you claim to admire about Otranto are the things that prevent us
fromecting.”

"Couldn't you declare an emergency and revoke these old and corrupt practices?’ Jake plucked at his
uniform. “Make the Harbormaster either go to work mastering the harbor or give up his post to one who
would do s0."

Fernis shook hishead dowly. “ Theoreticaly the Emperor has vast powers. In practice...” he paused
briefly. “In practice, the Emperor isaprisoner of hisrole. | march in ceremonies, greet girlswho think
they should be women, and join the Patriarch in praying for rain for the farmers.”

"And lead the military,” Jake added.
"Intimes of war, yes,” Fernisagreed. “With what little money the Senate coughs up to fund it.”

"And the Senate?’ Everything Jake had heard about the Otranto Senate had led him to believe that it was
afigurehead organization rather than the practica parliament Fernis seemed to be claiming.

"They protect the entrenched interests. | could, of course, overawe them and get them to agree with
whatever | proposed, but the ingtant | |€eft the city, they would revoke the regulations and probably
proclaim anew emperor. That's one reason we o rarely win wars, you know. Successful emperors are
deposed so they can't come back and try to exert real control.”

"Isthat what happened to Julian?"

Fernis nodded. “For awhile, it looked like he might actually throw the Granger back and recapture
severd of the provinces his predecessors had lost. But he ran roughshod over traditiond privileges. The
Senate invited barbarian mercenariesinto the city and declared him deposed. Hence, me."

"Y ou didn't have anything to do with tossng him?"

Fernistook another swallow from hismug. “Héll, yes, | did. | saw what was happening and decided to
make my move. If | hadn't, the Senate would have picked someone ese. Worse, they would have sent
their army to attack Julian's from behind while the Granger attacked from the front. | stopped their pay
and Julian's mercenaries melted away."

Jake wasn't particularly impressed. Surely there should have been some way that Fernis could have
helped Julian against the Granger and the Senate rather than conspiring to depose him. He would have to
watch thisman if they dlied. On the other hand, Otranto was incredibly weak. Maybe they needed a
scheming bastard more than an honorable warrior.

"I have aplan,” Jake admitted. It wasn't redlly aplan, yet, but he did have the beginnings of one.



"I'd loveto hear it. Y ou don't think | want to be known asthe last Emperor of Otranto, do you?'
It might have been the truth, or Fernismight gtill be acting.

"Haven't there been Emperors who shook up the nation and gave it new life?!

"Hundreds of yearsago."

"Then maybeit'stime for another."



Chapter 23

"I think we're ready to hear your plan,” Fernis stated. They had entered the Imperid palaceand satina
dark library surrounded by maps and scrolls that depicted the current, sorry state of the Otranto military.

Fernis had invited only two men to join them. Christopher Plum was asmall man with a pock-marked
face, adightly unctuousair, and abad head that glistened with balls of sweat evenin the coal air of the
Imperia library. He was also Ferniss spymaster. Osiris was a barbarian whose cal culating gaze reminded
Jake of Lucer. At two metersin height, Osiristowered over the others and had to weigh well over a
hundred and twenty kilos. Despite a scarred face that would have looked more a home in an arenathan
in aboardroom, he was the head of Ferniss military. He might be a mercenary, but he had fought
Otranto'swars under three emperors, and seemed willing to continue to fight what could only be seen as
alosing, or rather long-logt, battle.

"Otranto isthe barrier behind which the new civilization shelters,” he told Jake when pressed for an
explanation of why he didn't smply return to his Bourgundian homeland with the golden rewards of his
long service. “ Perhaps two more generations and the east will be able to stand on itsown. Now,” he
shook his head ruefully, “now we would be overrun, disunited and played against each other like children
squabbling over asweet.”

"Even my generasdo not believe that we can restore the luster of the Empire,” Fernis commented. “ So
wefight thelosing battle. Or rather, the barbarian mercenaries fight and Otranto paysfirst in gold, thenin
the suffering of her people when the mercenariesfail.”

"Civilizationsdont rise or fal by themselves” Jake said trying not to sound like one of his stuffy
professors but, he feared, failing. “It's up to us to decide whether Otranto will stand strong, or fail."

"Perhaps.” Fernis unrolled amap depicting what had once been the western half of the Otranto Empire
but which was now mostly Granger territory. “1 hope your planisn't to strike first and take the fight to the
Granger,” hetold Jake. “ That plan has been tried. One reason the Granger turn rich farmland into desert
isthat the Otranto armies can be surrounded, cut off from supplies, and gradually starved. How often has
that happened over the past two hundred years, Osiris?"

"Seventimes,” the generd replied. “ The Granger light cavary cut off scavenging parties and garrison the
cities. Evenif we capture one of their cities, they destroy dl of thefood and smply leave uswith more
mouthsto feed.”

"Weve tried to arrange popular uprisings among people of Otranto descent,” the spymaster added
shaking his head. “The Granger alow the Ebron to daughter them for awhile. Their subject peoplekill
each other and the Granger can till devote dl of their attention to us.”

"What about the Ebron?’ Jake asked. “Haven't they ever revolted?”

Plum nodded grimly. “Of course. When they do, the Granger encourage the Otrantos to daughter the
Ebron. Either way, the Granger win. The Granger didn't create the mistrust between Otranto and Ebron,
but they useit brilliantly."

"So we bring in barbarian mercenaries, defend what land we can, and gradually lose everything,” Fernis
concluded. “But we've never had access to Spacer weapons before. With those, perhaps we could wipe
out the attacking Granger, level their city walls, and reestablish bordersthat could be sustained.”

"I don't have any spacer weapons,” Jake admitted.



"We know we've lost much of the knowledge our ancestors brought from the stars,” Plum said. “Even if
they aren't modern spacer weapons, you could share these with us. Weve read about rapid-fire
sef-propelled artillery, smokeless powder, subspace missile attacks, weaponized biochemica agents, or
thermonuclear devices. All sound like they would be useful. Unfortunately, we have no idea how to
create any of these wegpons.”

"l don't either,” Jake said. “I was an ancient literature mgjor before |l got my business degree.”

Fernisdumped in hischair pressing hisface into his hands. “When your little princess told me about you,
| had imagined that you would be able to offer more, that maybe there would be something we could
do."

All of this defeatism was arting to piss Jake off. “I told you | have aplan. Don't you even want to hear
it?"
"Oh, yes, by dl means” Odris said without agreet ded of conviction.

"We don't have the men to defend Otranto's borders but Otranto City is strong. We could hold it for
months againgt even ahuge Granger army.”

"Only if wewerewilling to give up the rest of the Empire,” Fernis noted.

"Which iswhat? Bardly a hundred kilometersin any direction from the city. If we could smash the
Granger army, we would take it back—and more. Without their field army, they would hardly beina
position to adopt their norma tactics.”

"It would never work,” Plum declared. “Firgt, the people would riot. Second, the Granger would starve
usout. Third, the mercenaries would desert once they realized they were bottled up, and fourth, if we
had the ability to smash the Otranto army, we could do it at the borders without having to retreat to the
city."

"Y ou may be right about the first one, but you're wrong about the others,” Jake declared. “Y ou're till
thinking about Otranto City asthe adminigtrative center of an empire.”
"What else could it be?” Fernis demanded.

"Tell mewhat Empireit administersto? | took a caravan through the towns surrounding Otranto. Do you
know what | found? Starving peasants, broken-spirited merchants, and bandits. That's your empire.”

"It'sdl wehave,” Odrispointed out.
"But it isn't. Y ou have Otranto City. It'still thelargest city in theworld.”

"What possible good is acity without the countryside?” Fernis demanded. “ Cities survive off of the
bounty of the countryside. Their farms feed our people. Their excess sonsfill our armies and our
priesthood. Their taxes pay for the layers of bureaucrats that weigh on al of uslike leaden blankets.”

"Wrong,” Jake countered. “ Or rather, it doesn't have to be that way. A city can support itself. Food can
be brought in by ship. Soldiers can be trained from the population of the city or brought in from the east.”

"Food costs money. Soldiers cost money. Weapons cost money. Even my spies cost money,” Plum said.
“With the few kilometers of land we receive taxes from, we aready fal deeply into debt. Surely you
don't think that you could make enough charging mercenaries to crass on your ferry to pay for them. Or
will you pay whole armies only with beer?"



Jake had to give Fernis and his spymaster credit. They knew what he had been up to. They might even
know what the Granger were up to. Unfortunately, that didn't help them with asolution. Of al of the men
in the room, he aone knew the economic power that a manufacturing city could bring to bear. If Otranto
City could only transform itsalf from an administrative center with nothing to administer into an industria
center like those in long-ago nineteenth century Earth, it might be able to put up a credible defense. Hell,
give him acouple of yearsit should be able to dominate the planet. On Earth, England had ruled the
planet without much in the way of land or natural resources. Earlier, Venice had controlled the
Mediterranean with its trading ships and mercenary armies from asingle city. Hong Kong, Singapore,
and New Bdtimore had done the same alittle later in history. With the largest city on the planet, couldn't
Otranto do the same?

He outlined his plan quickly. The city could free up eighteen layers of bureaucracy that supposedly
administered to regions of the empirelost decades or centuries before. Its university would become the
intellectua center for the planet, bringing in gold and spreading Otranto culture. The trade routes that had
been cut off by the Granger and lost to Tanta us would be re-opened with the help of hisone-ship flest,
his one boat ferry service, and his Tiflisalies. Over time, the fleet could be expanded using the forests
near Ahmed Broussard's village to build shipyards. Findly, and most importantly, he and Manny would
introduce modern manufacturing techniques—or &t least techniques that were more modern that what
Otranto was used to. He might not be able to recreate high technology weapons from his nonexistent
knowledge of modern warfare, but he could certainly help Otranto turn out more beer, better wine,
seam-driven textile looms, and maybe even standardized versions of the weaponsthey aready had.

He didn't expect applause, but he did expect more than the bemused headshakes of the three men.

"What?’ he demanded. “L ook what we've aready done. Otranto hasn't had anavy or merchant fleet in
two hundred years and we have one now. Manny's beer and the Patriarch's wine are being exported
throughout the world, and with the Bourgundian ships caling, we've even gotten astart on building a
marine services busness™

"Thisisalong term plan,” Plum said. “My spiestell me that the Granger were set to invade Six weeks ago
when you somehow threw off their plans. At least | assumeit wasyou?”

"Y eah, it might have been,” Jeke admitted. “With alot of help from the Tiflis"

"WEell, you gave usthat much more warning. We've been hiring mercenaries asfast aswe could find
them, but the Granger army crossed the border yesterday morning. The invasion isdready on. We don't
need along-term plan, we need to survive tomorrow."

"Not to mention we don't have the mercenaries to smash their armies, either at the bordersor at the city
walls,” Odris added. “We're down to hoping that the Khan of the Granger will suddenly die or
something. It isn't the most brilliant military srategy.”

"Areyou fighting them?’ Jake demanded.

"Oh, yes,” Osirisadmitted. “We even won the only battle of thewar so far. ‘ Courseit didn't matter since
the Granger light cavalry ended up surrounding our troops after our victory and we barely managed to
fight our way out.”

"Have the troops fight adeaying action, burn the bridges, burn the farms, and bring the people to the
city,” Jake urged. “We need more workers if we're going to do this."

"Haven't you heard what we're saying?’ Fernis demanded. “We don't havetime.”



Jaketried to rein histemper but failed. “How much time do you think you need? Otranto has had a
thousand yearsto learn to fight and al it's learned was how to lose. Even if we don't finish, we can Sart.”

Fernisignored Jake's outburst and unrolled another scroll, this one ornate with wax seals and gold leef.
“The Granger have made us an offer.”

"Wheét offer?'

"If we give up the city, they'll let us continue to rule over the remainder of our territory. Well betechnical
vassds, but in redity completely independent.”

"That'sridiculous,” Jake argued. “Y ou'd be baring your own throats. | saw how they treat the Otranto in
their territory. It'sdow murder.”

"Not adways so dow,” Osrisadded. “Are you consdering this offer, my Emperor?*

Fernisre-rolled hisscrall. “If Otranto islog, it ismy duty to do what | can for her people. The church
fathers have urged me to forge an agreement.”

"The Peatriarch wants to surrender?” Jake had been sure that the Patriarch was a fighter.

"The former Petriarch has been removed from office,” Plum said. “Our sources within the church
hierarchy tdll usthat the Granger promised the church religious authority over al the Otranto nativesliving
everywhere within Granger territory, and over the schismatics when the Granger conquer the eastern
barbarians.”

"If | don't agreetothis,” the Emperor concluded, “the priestswill preach rebellion. Well have nothing.”

Jake shook his head numbly. He needed time, and he needed the active support of both the Patriarch
and the Emperor.

"The Granger Ambassador has aso been busy with hisbribes,” Plum added. “Half the guildsin the city
arecdling for surrender.” He gave Jake the mere beginnings of asmile. “The Brewer's Guild was not in
that number."

"So, we're deserted by church and by the very industry that you count on to protect us.” Fernis dumped
inhischair. “Earlier thisevening, after your Princesss party, | invoked emergency powersand caled on
the church to turn over dl of itsgold and silver ornamentsto be used to pay the mercenaries. This has
been done eight timesin history. The previous seven time, the church complied. For thefirgt timein
history, the church has refused. We now lack the fundsto pay our existing mercenaries, let alone any new
forces which might be foolish enough to flock to adoomed city.”

"We have enough soldiersin the city to enforce your decree,” Odirisurged. “The church fathers are not
known for their martid prowess and the martial monks are rdlatively few."

"I don't know what to do about this,” Jake admitted, “but sending schismatic mercenary soldiersto loot
the church'streasures would be insane. The people would riot and the Granger would just walk into the

aity.
"The spacer is correct,” Plum admitted. “It s;emsto methat we have no dternative, then.”
"No surrender,” Osiris growled.

Plum’s grin widened into something completely evil. “Oh, no. | think were going to haveto try the



Spacer'splan.”

"But—" Fernis grasped the table, hisfingersturning white. “Were al agreed that the Spacer's plan
cannot work."

Plum drew asmdl knife of the type ascholar might useto trim his quill pensand plunged it into the table.
“Otranto must not surrender. The spacer isright. For at least two hundred years, the city has been the
empire, my lord. Between us, the spacer and | will find away to handle the church and guilds. | suggest
that Ogiris head for the front and urge our few rurd citizens to abandon their farms and come to the city
with whatever livestock and crops they can bring.

If you join him, you can later blame the spacer and mysdlf for anything that happened while you were
gone.”

Fernis stared at the quivering blade. “ Perhaps you areright. The battle is hopeless, but better ahopeless
battle than surrender.”

It was aheroic attitude. One that Jake didn't share. Somehow, he intended to pull thisthing off. Better
yet, he intended to make a profit oniit.

* * * %

Jake didn't make it home until after four in the morning and collapsed into bed without even undressing.

He was only twenty-one but he was too old for the combination of late night partying and even later night
plotting.

He woke up when the sun peeked through the narrow windows of his chamber but buried his heads
under the covers. How had Arcadia possibly lost the science of coffee making? Without awel come shot
of caffeine, he was completely sure he couldn't face the day.

His eyes had bardly shut when he heard the faint brush of his door against the floor. Someone had
entered hisroom.

All thought of deep fled. Memories of the Granger Ambassador flooded back to him. What if the man
had decided not to wait for aforma duel where Jake just might have the chance to get lucky?

Heforced himsdlf to relax, continue bresthing dowly, and listen to the faint whisper of feet againgt hisslk
carpet.

From his breathing, Jake judged the n to be smal. The better to sneak into closed rooms. Unless
Jake was very lucky held probably had no direct contact with the Ambassador.

When the footsteps neared Jake's bed, they quickened.
Jakerdied on hismartia artstraining to envison the n, dagger drawn, moving in for thekill.

Hetimed his reaction knowing that he would have only one chance, then exploded from the covers,
grappling with his lant, one arm reaching for hisknife hand, the other for histhroat.

Uh, her throat. The struggling figure he grasped was definitely femae.
Since both of his handswere fully engaged, it took Jake amoment to free his head from the covers.

"What are you doing here?’ he demanded.



"Let mego,” Cadtile shouted, wiggling away from hisgrasp. “What kind of barbarian are you anyway?'
"Sorry. After what happened with the Ambassador, I'm alittle nervous.”
Cadtilesface paed. “ Do you mean the Granger Ambassador? What happened?’

After seeing Cadtile in the Princess ceremony the previous day, Jake would never again be able to think
of her asan androgynous child. Shewas dl female, dl curves and dender muscle.

He pushed the ingppropriate thoughts from his mind. She wasfive years younger than he. Now if she had
an older sster—but she didnt.

Heredlized that his untoward thoughts had completely driven whatever shed been saying out of hismind.
“Huh?'

"The Ambassador. What did he do?"
"He challenged meto adud.”
"Oh, no.” Sheran one hand down his chest sending asmal shiver down his spine. “Hell kill you."

"I don't know. If | wasthat easy to kill, I'd be dead by now.” 1t wasn't just braggadocio, either. During
the past few months, he'd been in danger more often than held been safe.

"Hun-uh. Heisaprofessond killer,” Cadtile whispered. “If you agree with him, he paysyou. If you
disagree, he hasyou killed. If you're important, he killsyou himsdlf."

That didn't sound very encouraging. It did sound like an intelligent Strategy for undermining your enemies,
however. Unfortunately for Jake, he was one of those enemies now.

"Well, he hasn't killed me yet,” Jake said trying to sound upbest. Even to himself, it didn't work. “But
anyway, that isn't why you came here. | would have thought you'd be off doing princess things now that
you've had your ceremony.”

Cadtile put her hands on her hipsand glared at him. “1 did princess things for two weeks to get ready for
that dreadful party. All so that you could meet with Fernis. So, instead you get drunk, don't even look at
the Emperor, and have afight with an assassin. You are such anidiot.”

Jake wouldn't argue that point. “I met with Fernislast night,” hetold her. “ After your party.”

She sat on the bed uncomfortably close to him. Jake was glad he hadn't gone to deep naked as he
normally did. “ Redlly? Cool. So, what did you say?'

"l told him our plan.”
She punched him on thearm. “Don't drag it out. | need to know."

"The Granger have invaded and our armies can't hold them back. We're retreating to the city whether we
want to or not. It's our only chance to make astand. | just hope that the army doesn't get cut off before it
retreats behind the city walls."

Cadtile nodded dowly. “I thought | could fed something inthe air on my way here. There are more
soldiers than normal wandering around the streets. The ones | saw looked alittle nervous and they've
darted drinking earlier than usud.”



Sincethe soldiers generaly started their dayswith ahdf-liter of de, sarting to drink earlier could be
serious. Drunk soldiers could panic and panicked mercenaries generdly loot before they run.

He groaned. “Thingsjust don't get easier, do they?'

"| told Harold to circulate around and let dl the soldiers know that you have things under control.”
"I have things? Fernisisthe Emperor.”

"And the soldierstrust him asfar asthey can throw him. Hes never led an army.”

"Neither havel."

"Y eah, but that hasn't been your job. Not until now, anyway. Besides, nobody has mentioned that to
them. And everyone knew you were backing up the beer money."

If he had anything to say about it, things would stay that way. Jake didn't want to be Emperor and he
definitely didn't want to be agenerd. “1'm going to need help,” hetold her.

Cadtilegrinned a him. “Wdll, at least yourefindly admitting it."

"Thisisn't ajoke and you aren't going to likeit. | need you and your mother to help with the Aristocracy.
We need gold and silver. We need soldiers. We need doctors for the hospitals. And we need people
who can write and do numbersto help run the businesses we are going to create.”

Cadtilewrinkled her nose. “You'reright. | don't likeit. Aristocrats are useless parasites.”

"Look at you,” he reminded her. “Y ou're a princess and you're not a parasite. Or worthless,” he quickly
added. “And don't tell methat's because you're haf barbarian. Y our mother isn't worthless either.”

Cadtile stood and paced across the room for agood thirty seconds before stopping and whirling toward
him. “I'll doiit, but on one condition.”

"What?'
"| want to run the sted business."

Hewouldn't have guessed anything like that if held had dl day to guess. He remembered Cadtiles early
fascination with the blacksmith's trade and guessed it made some sense. There was one dight problem,
however. “We don't have astedl business.”

Cadtile snorted. “This morning we don't. Do you serioudy think we have a chance to win the war if we
don't change that? Somebody has to make sted for the cannons and for the muskets and for the swords
and for the wheelbarrows. There's money to be made and | want to make some of it."

Back on Wayward, that kind of attitude would have been labeled profiteering. Maybe that was why
Wayward was an overpopul ated planet used as a dumping ground for inferior merchandise from the rest
of the gdactic trading republic. “Whedbarrows?"

"Weé're going to have an extrafifty thousand peasantsand dl of their farm animasin the city, aren't we?
They're going to need something to haul around their produce and their waste. Trust me, we need
whed barrows.”

They aso needed cod, iron ore, and capital equipment he couldn't afford. He could explain that to
Cadtile, argue with her until he was blue in the face, or he could givein and let her learn her own lesson.



"Please,” she added.

"All right, you get the stedl business, if you can handleit. How do you propose sarting?” Hefdt likea
hed. The onething al of hisbusinessingtructors had agreed upon was never set up asubordinate to fail.
Y et he couldn't see any way out of this. Besides, Castile wasright about one thing. Otranto did need an
indigenous source of stedl for wegpons and for the industrial base he intended to construct.

Cadtile pulled ascroll of parchment from her tunic and thrust it at him.

Hetook it gingerly. It was ill warm from where it had nestled between her breasts and the memory of
perfumeclungtoit likeaghost.

"What'sthis?"
"Read it. It'smy plan.”

The plan consisted of adetailed work breakdown for reopening an open pit mine near Tantalus that had
been closed when the Bourgundians had seized that city and sending asmall army of charcodersinto the
forests nearby.

"Well need to switch to coa if we want to expand our production,” Jake told her. He was impressed by
the detail shed put into the plan. Obvioudy sheld put some of the time sheld spent in learning to practical
use.

"Eventualy well do that,” she agreed. “It isn't like we don't know how to make stedl. Wejust haveto
meake do with the resources we have available."

If they followed Cadtile€'s plan, they would have stedl athough at ahideous pricein terms of |abor.

"Most of the forests the charcoders will be clearing were farms a couple of hundred years ago,” Cadtile
added. “Once we've cleared the woods off, we could introduce sheep or move some of the peasants out
of the city and reestablish the farms. Aslong asyou or the Bourgundians control the gtraits, farmsthere
would be safe from the Granger. They can't walk acrossamile of ocean.”

Jake shook his head. Cadtile had legpfrogged himin thisarea. It was even possible that she wouldn't fall,
that they'd be able to pull off some sort of indigenous stedl industry. It might not be efficient, but enough
sted for afew thousand more muskets and a couple of dozen heavy cannons could help when it came
time to smash the Granger armies back from Otranto's walls—assuming that they <till held thosewals by
the time Cadtile had brought her sted businesson line.

"Thisisredly quitegood,” he admitted.

"| thought you'd like it. My mother wants the ordinance business.”

"But we don't have—"

Cadtile cut off his protest with aquick brush of her lipsagaingt his, then stood and headed for the door.

When she reached it, she turned and looked at him. “Poor Jake. Y ou just don't understand women, do
you?"

Jake shook his head trying to clear up the temporary dizzinessthat had come over him when Castile had
kissed him. She was long gone before he could think of any clever comeback.



Chapter 24

"You can't fight him.” Ferniss spymaster had arrived so shortly after Castile had departed that Jake
wondered if they had set up some sort of relay.

"You mean Danid ?'

"Of course | mean the Granger Ambassador. Were expelling him from the city. If you manageto lay low
for the next forty-eight hours, helll be gone."

Jake had no particular desthwish; avoiding Arcadia's most deadly duelist didn't sound like an especialy
bad idea. Laying low for forty-eight hours would be harder, though. “1've got thingsto do,” he argued.
“Can't you just confine him to his quarters?*

Plum muttered something.

"What?"

"We don't know exactly where heis. He dipped the men | had watching the embassy."
Jake dammed afig into the stonewall of his chamber. “ So he could be stalking me?”
"Wethink he's activating his operatives through the city.”

"BUE"

The grident if distant sound of bellsringing cut Jake off.

"Itstheaarm bell,” Plum said. “ The Granger can't be here dready."

Jake changed histunic quickly and followed the soymaster out of his headquarters. Severa men looked
up as he passed. One poured a bushel of olivesinto apress and dowly cranked down on the screw that
sgueezed the il from the fruits. Another threw one narrow ceramic amphora after another on a potter's
whed, quickly adding to apallet of finished and drying containers.

"Y our businesses seem active” Plum said.

Jake nodded. “Active but primitive.” He had counted on more time. Time to evacuate the remainder of
the Otranto population into the city. Timeto plant some rather nasty surprisesfor theinvading Granger
army. Timeto work with Odirisand Harold to find away to transform anumber of half-bandit mercenary
unitsinto adisciplined and effective army. And most of all, timeto creste an industrial economy aong the
mode of nineteenth century Britain. From the dlarm bells, now sounding from every church, timewas
something they had just run out of.

A heavy cloud of black smoke rose from severa kilometers away near the land wall that separated the
city from the surrounding country.

Asheleft hiswarehouse, he called to the potter to raise the Brewers Guild militiaand send it to the
walls. If it was afase darm, he and Manny would lose aday's production they could ill afford, given that
Manny's beer was the only thing that kept the mercenaries paid. Jake was prepared to take that chance.

"Don't you think you're overreacting?’ Plum asked. “It lookslikeit'sjust afire.”

Jake wasn't so confident. Otranto City was built largely of stone and tile. Although he was sure there



were plenty of firesin the city, there hadn't been any major fires since held been here. Sabotage seemed
at least conceivable, especidly with the Granger Ambassador gone missing just when he should be
looking for Jake for aduel. And the mogt effective time to employ sabotage was when the distraction
would most effectively prevent the city from defending itself.

"I'm heading for theland walls” he said.

"L et the firefighter's guild handle this. We need to decide what to do about Danidl.” The spymaster
plucked at Jake's deeve making him fedl like a chicken being prepared for Sunday dinner.

"If thisiswhat | think it is, | suspect well find Daniel near thewals,” Jakereplied.

The spymaster sarted like held walked on a pin then nodded. “ There would be no point in setting afireif
he didn't believe that he had the forcesto exploit it."

"So he got the forces from somewhere.” Jake broke into ajog, his muscles, now toned and accustomed
to the higher Arcadian gravity, responding with an energy that reminded him that he needed to make sure
he got his exercise even as he focused on building his mercantile empire.

After amoment's hesitation, Plum joined him, his strides matching Jake's. “ Odirisis acgpable generd,” he
observed. “If any sgnificant Otranto force had broken through hislines, he would have let usknow. At a
minimum, he would have caled out the guild militiato reinforce the walls."

Jake considered that. “Maybe it isn't a bregkthrough, then.”
"What else? They couldn't have flown here."

"They could have sailed. A strike force could have landed afew kilometers up the coast. They could
hopeto saizethe city whilethearmy isin thefield.”

Plum nodded grimly. “Possibly. Y et the Granger have no navy, no shipslarger than acanoe. They would
need at least athousand men to have a chance of taking the city. It doesn't seem possible.”

"Unlessthey had dlies” Allieslikethe Anglics. Maybe letting Pierre go free had been ablunder rather
than astroke of trading genius. The Anglics had certainly implied that they had aspecid relationship with
the Granger, dthough it hadn't sopped them from fighting when both sides thought that atreasure could
be at stake.

"Damned heretical barbarians,” Plum bregthed. “If the barbarians and the Granger have united against
Otranto, we arelogt.”

"The barbarians aren't united over this,” Jake reminded the spymaster. “ The Bourgundians have pledged
to keep the Straits free of enemy forces."

"Promises have never been the problem,” Plum answered. “It'sin the ddlivery that the barbariansfall
short.” He nodded toward the walls. “Hurry."

Cadtile had been right about one thing. There were anumber of soldiers on the streets, most of them
drinking heavily. Jake shouted ordersto every soldier he saw telling most to meet at the land walls but
detailing someto the seawalls aswell. The Anglics and Grangers were smart enough to use more than
onefeint. If they had the shipsto land a Granger army, the Anglics might just attempt amarine assault as
wall.

Asthey neared the walls, the smoke got thicker, the acidic fumes making Jake's eyes sting and throat



tickle. Flames burst from an entire block of stone buildings. Wisps of straw curled in the windows and
floated up into the sky threatening to Spread the firestorm further.

A haphazard group of men were dill trying to create a bucket brigade, the uniform leather bucketsin their
hands indicating that this was the volunteer fire guild that did what it could to keep Otranto safe from the
occasional outbresk of fire,

"My daddy isinthere,” ayoung child wailed as she clutched at Jake's trousers. “ Can't you please hel p?"

Shewasagirl, Jake guessed. The child couldn't have been more than five. Or maybe alittle older on this
primitive world where even the minimum guiddines for nutrition wererardly met.

He hesitated for amoment, stutterstepping in hisrun.

"We're needed at the gate,” Plum reminded him.

"BUE"

"What do you think will happen to her if the Granger bregk in?!

Jake could imaginethat al too well. HEd seen Granger indifference to people and read about the sack of
grest cities of the past. He gritted histeeth and continued his run knowing that his nightmareswould hold
the Otranto girl'sface for therest of hislife.

He grabbed a staff from a man who appeared to be anewly arrived peasant as he ran past.
"Hey."

"Help thisgirl find her father,” he shouted.

Jake was beyond the man's reach before he could react.

The gatesto the city were wide open as Jake and Plum arrived, breathing hard but still fresh from their
run through the city. A bustle of peasants chatted amongst themsdlves asthey rolled a heavy wagon into
thecity.

"Lookslikeafdsedam,” Plum said indicating the peaceful scene.

Or wasit? One of the guardslolled against adark stain on the city wall. Jake zoomed hisvision.
Something didn't fed right. Wasthe guard breathing?

Jake motioned for slence, then listened.

Without his enhanced hearing, he would never have been able to make out the peasant's voice. Even with
it, he couldn't understand the words. But he recognized the language.

"Grangers,” he shouted. “ The peasants are Granger in disguise.”

Without taking amoment to consider how absolutely insane he was being, he launched himself at the
infiltrating amy.

Even Otranto mercenary guards wouldn't have been oblivious enough to let obvioudy armed men through
the city gates without question, so Jake's attack wasn't ingtant suicide. He spun his staff like amolecular
saw, knocking away knives as soon as they appeared, brushing away a dagger thrown at his head, and
clipping knees, elbows, and heads.



"Otranto,” he shouted. If thiscity couldn't pull together to saveitsaf, maybeit didn't deserveto survive,
Of coursethat |€eft thelittle matter of hisown survival.

A dartled spymaster and, momentslater, acouple of volunteer firemen with armslike blacksmiths' joined
him.

Ten seconds of furious attack |eft five Granger infiltrators on the ground. The remainder tried to back out
of hisrange.

Jake consdered pressing his attack, but a shower of rocks warned him that he no longer held the eement
of surprise. He stood at the gates of the city, forcing himsdlf to breath deeply. Running five kilometers
hadn't winded him nearly as much as these few seconds of battle.

"Closethe gates,” he ydled to the watchtowers overhead. “We can cut them off from reinforcements.”
Why hadn't the guards aready done so? Wherewas Plum in al of this?

"He'samadman,” one of the Granger infiltrators called out. “We're just Otranto scum fleeing from the
Granger amy."

The soldier should have kept his mouth shut. Both hisword choice and his accent gave away his Granger
background. Not that the guard shouldn't have at least questioned supposed peasants with the typical
Granger blond hair. An angry murmur went up from the small crowd at the gate.

"Cavary gpproaching,” someone shouted from the guard tower overlooking the gate. “Doesn't ook like
ours

Seconds later abdl sounded in the tower.

The bell wasasigna that should have been echoed by churches throughout the city as Otranto pulled
itsdlf together for the find fight. Instead, it was met only by silence.

It rang a second time, sounding more desperate. Again nothing.
Plum joined Jake, histhin sword glinting in the cool sunlight. 1 told Fernisthat the church was rotten.”

Jake nodded. “L ooks like someone bought off the city guard too.” Despite the darm bell, the city gates
remained wide open. The Granger who weren't unconscious began pulling swords and crossbows out of
the farm wagon.

Jake looked at the staff he carried. It was dready alittle battered. He had trained to use the staff against
the sword but it wasn't an even battle. Against a crosshow bolt, he could do nothing but duck and pray.

"Should we charge them again?’ Plum asked.

Jake shook hishead. “If we couldn't stop them when they were unarmed, we certainly couldn't do much
againg them now. Why don't you see what you can do about raising some of the militiaand getting the
gates closed? And find out where the brewers are. They should be here by now.

Plum shook hishead. “1t's only been afew minutes. They'll need timeto organize.”

Jake gtill couldn't see the Granger cavary from street level but he knew they had to be getting closer. “If
we don't get the gate closed, were out of time.” One of the Granger had obvioudy had abrainstorm. If
they could capture Otranto City, the Otranto army would collapse, certain they'd never see a paycheck.
The Granger main force would arrive unopposed.



"We don't need alot of people, but we need something better than a couple of staffs,” Jake admitted.

Jake glared at the Granger infiltrators. They, dong with their bought mercenaries, had retreated into the
two guard houses that protected the gear mechanism that would swing the huge wood and iron city gates
closed.

A crossbow bolt brushed by Jake, coming close enough that he felt the wind from its passage. He
ducked indtinctively, but ineffectively. The second bolt caught him in the upper arm neetly dicing through
muscle and exiting.

Involuntarily hisgrip on the staff 1oosened.

Cursing hisinability to afford afirst-rate medical implant, Jake sent a surge of dopamine through his
system. It didn't take away the pain, but it let him at least control his body and reduced his blood
pressure enough that he wouldn't instantly bleed to death. It was a stopgap measure, but then again,
everything held done since arriving on Arcadia had been stopgap.

A clash of sted againgt sted gave him amomentary hope that reinforcements had arrived.

At least the Granger hadn't bribed everyone. Some of the guards had descended from the watch tower.
They were attacked, however, by the five mercenarieswho had let the Granger enter. It made sense,
Jakeredlized. After taking the Granger money, they were committed.

For the moment, at least, the Granger crosshowmen shifted targets, picking off the Otranto guard. One
of the bribed mercenaries also fell with abolt through his back. One less bribe to pay, Jake guessed.

Hewondered if he could hear the hoofbests of the rapidly approaching Granger force, or if the sound
was only his heart. The portion of the Otranto guard that hadn't been bribed was dying fast. Obvioudy
they wouldn't be able to break through and close the gates. On the other hand, they had distracted the
Granger guarding the gate.

"I'll chargethem. Y ou follow meand closethe gates,” hetold Plum.
"But you're wounded."
Not much of anewsflash. “Now, whilethey're till distracted by the guards.”

He rushed forward, the dopamine in his system making every step fed like one of those dreams where
you couldn't get traction and ran without making any progress.

Then he was among the Granger. Amazingly, no one had shot him when held charged.

He swung the staff, smacking a crossbowman as he aimed at one of the Otranto guards. The bolt whined
off into space but the collgpsing Otranto got off enough of awarning shout to awaken the othersto their
danger.

Suddenly, Jake was surrounded by swordsmen.

He parried thefirst two thrusts before he saw hisfirst opportunity. One of the swordsmen looked behind
him. There was no doubt now that the Granger cavary was arriving.

Jake jabbed, taking the swordsman in the throat.
His staff, soaked with the blood from hisarm, dipped from hisgrip.



An Otranto boot caught him from behind and Jake plunged to the ground.
Hetried to turn, but he had logt dl strengthin hisarm.

Hewas, quiteliterally, saved by the cavary. A Granger horse leapt over his prone body while the
infiltrators danced out of the way. Their task was complete now that their cavary had arrived.

Thewhole thing was Smply distressing, Jake decided. He managed to press hisleft hand againgt hisright
arm, dowing the flow of blood from his wound and cranked up his body's resistance to shock. That
much was basic, athough, even as he was doing it, Jake wondered why he bothered. Wouldn't a
relaively painless death here be better than whatever the Granger had in mind?

Granger war criesindicated that the battle had moved away from the gates, sweeping away the handful
of soldierswho had descended from the guard tower. Every second that passed, more cavalry poured
through the open gate. With Otranto'sarmy il in thefield, even afully mobilized city guard would be

ineffective againg these numbers.

The sudden roar of amusket salvo broke into Jake's muddied thoughts.
Granger shouts werejoined by screams.

Had the Granger brought dragoons among their cavary? Jake's curiosity got the better of his common
sense. Rather than let himself suffer in peace, he forced himself to roll over, then dragged hisbody to a
wall where he could pull himsdlf partway up.

A heavy weight dropped on hisarm just as he gained his vantage point.
He screamed in pain as the man dammed into hiswound.

The Granger cavalryman stared a him with glassy blue eyes. A huge exit wound opened like a crater
across the man's back.

Another salvo of musket fire sounded. Then athird.
The Granger cavary reversed direction, their momentum lost as haf their number were cut down.
Sowly, the city gates swung closed.

Jake seemed to see the entire scene with perfect clarity. In his doped up state, time seemed to have lost
meaning. Events occurred ingtantly, or with painful downess, dl jumbled together like an amateur 3-D.

The Granger cavalry officer stared at the closing gate, his mind obvioudy torn between the need to keep
his mounted forces mobile and the redlization that he could reopen the gatesif only he could clear the
pesky musketmen from the Otranto siredts.

Hisindecison lasted only seconds—or at least Jake imagined it was seconds. It was, at any rate, long
enough for the Otranto musketmen to |oose another volley.

Jake had to give the cavary captain credit. The man was hardly older than Jake himsdlf. No onewould
have blamed him if he had retreasted and saved his men from being cut to pieces by the heavy bullets of
the Otranto musketmen.

Despite the gaps the latest musket volley had put in his numbers, the officer put two fingersin his mouth
and gave out apiercing whistle, then gestured with his saber pointing directly at the thin line of Otranto
musketmen.



Behind him, the Granger formed up, then charged.
The musketmen wavered.

The brewers militia had arrived. Jake hadn't had time to watch them practice, but Manny had given him
regular reports. From Manny's viewpoint, they were virtuadly worthless despite the beautiful muskets that
Jake had given him. Right then, Jake hoped that Manny's standards were high because a group of
brewers were the only thing standing between Otranto and destruction.

The Granger pressed forward. A few fired pistolsinto the tight mass of brewers who blocked their way
to avictory that would rank among the most gloriousin Granger higtory.

Jake hadn't really taken agood look at Manny lately and was surprised to see that the man had dimmed
down. Hewas still strong and powerful, but he sat on his horse with his back straight and a deadly
looking saber held in hishands. This, Jake redlized, was the red Manny—the Manny who had fought for
the Empire and won himsalf a Princess. No wonder he had managed to make something of the force of
Brewersthat Jake, and the rest of Otranto, had considered ajoke.

Manny got most of his musketeers ready in time to get two more ragged volleys off just asthe cavary
line reached the infantry.

Horses and humans screamed as the heavy musket balls scythed through the cavary ranks.

Jake crossed hisfingers as the young Granger officer, somehow unhurt by the musket shot, pressed
ahead. The young man kicked his spurred hedsinto his horse's flanks and dashed his saber at a
bayoneted musket.

And that, Jake redized, would end it. Infantry stood a chance against cavalry only so long asthey stayed
organized, providing an effective front. Once the Granger burst into their midst, the daughter would turn
around.

The Granger had won his bet.

The officer smiled as his stedl saber diced off the end of the musket'siron barrdl, the bayonet clashing as
it hit the ground.

From nowhere, asmall figure appeared, pressing a bayonet through the officer's thigh and into the horse.
The animd reared, then collapsed onto its Side.

Cadtile, for it was she who had wielded that fatal bayonet thrust, advanced at the remaining cavary,
death in her eyes.

The Granger pulled on their reinswhedling away to regroup, then turned back in time to see the brewers
redressing their lines.

Behind them, Plum and the firemen had finished shutting the gete.

The Granger glared at the musketeers and Jake thought they would charge again but then one threw
down his saber. The same panic which had nearly destroyed the brewers only moments before went
through the Granger ranks asthe line of bayonet-bearing brewers closed. The cobblestones rang with the
sound of wegpons being thrown down.

They'd survived the first attack—by the skin of their teeth.



Cadtileignored the surrendering soldiers and ran to Jake.
"Y ou're wounded."
It was such an obvious statement that Jake laughed despite himself. “1'm dying.”

Anger warred with concern in Castile's eyes. Warred and won. “ That's the most ridiculousthing I've ever
heard. Y ou're shot in the arm, not the heart.”

"I'velogt alot of blood.” His sensors could have told him exactly how much, but that didn't really matter.
"Then wed better stop it, hadn't we?"

Cadtile used the sharp blade of her bayonet to rip aseam from her skirt, then tore along bandage fromiit.
“Give meyour arm,” she demanded.

Jake obeyed. Despite himsdlf, his eyeswere drawn to her legs. They were dender, but they weren't child
legs. Ingtead, Arcadias high gravity, or maybe just extremely lucky genes, had given Cadtileslegsafirm
muscular shape that speeded his heartbest.

"Stopit,” she hissed a him.
"Wha?’' It wasafutile attempt to hide the truth.

"I don't mind you looking at me, but try to keep your heartrate under control.” She pressed harder
agang hiswound.

"l wasn't looking,” helied.
"Jugt shut up,” shetold him. “ Do you have any ideawhat would happen to meif you died?"
He shook his head. He didn't have a clue how to answer that question.

"Wdll, it would beterrible. I'd never get to run the steel business, and I'd probably be packed off to
marry some Granger baron. Ferniswas aready talking about that, you know."

Jakefdt asurgeof totdly irrationd anger againgt Fernis. How could the emperor think about marrying off
achild like Castile? How could he even consider a Granger?

"There” Cadtiletied the makeshift bandage around hisarm. “If it doesn't get infected, youll live."

Jake might have bought the cheapest medica implant he could find, but it wasn't so primitiveit would
actudly dlow bacteriato attack him. Besides, Arcadidsterraforming had left behind the worst of the
pathogens that made ancient Earth such ahell-hole.

"Thanks"

"Oh, Jake. Y ou can't help being such anidiot, can you?’ For the second time that day, she brushed her
lipsagaing his. “I'm going up to the guard tower now. Time to shoot some Granger.”

"Wait. Weve got to decide what to do next. There have to be more Granger out there."

"Later.” Cadtileésface was deadly serious. “I'll seeif we can whittle them down alittle for you. | need to
pay back those bastards for killing Clovis.” She gave him atired smile. “ After that, I'll come back and get



you. I'm going to need your help.”
"Doing what?’" Castile seemed perfectly capable of doing just about anything she put her mind to.
"Killing some of our own people. It should never have been thisclose."

Jake watched Castile disappear, then looked around at the scene of destruction. The corpses of at least
fifty horses and even more men lay littered around the square that served asthe portal into the city of
Otranto.

Otranto had barely survived thefirg attack. Y et, what had it redlly done other than show how painfully
unprepared it was for ared battle against aforce that would number in the tens or even hundreds of
thousand?

* k% k %

Fernistook a deep draught of wine, then dammed hisfist againgt the table. “What possible good can
your mercantile empire do us now? The Granger are at the walls and our own army is cut off."

He and Osiris had taken Jake's ferry back into the city, snesking past Anglic shipsin the night. Thearmy
remained in thefield where it had been driven from its prepared defensive line. Severa thousand Granger
cavary camped between it and the relative safety of the city'swalls.

"Paying for thewar will be difficult,” Jake agreed. “It certainly reduces our flexibility to profit from trade.”
"Whichisyour main god, of course"

Jake just nodded. He didn't think Ferniswould understand or believe him if Jake told the Emperor that
his objectives were Smply to preserve acivilization that might have something to offer the rest of the
gaaxy. After dl, he hadn't quite been able to convince himself.

"Wel, Odiris, how do you explain thismilitary disaster?!

Osirisshook his head. “ As aways, the Granger prisoners say nothing. The mercenarieswho betrayed us
are certainly willing to talk, but they smply claim that an Otranto native gave them gold to |et the peasants
in, unquestioned.”

"Which you believe?'
"We havethe gold.”

Ferniswaved away that comment. “But who did it? And why? The Deity knows I'm not universally
loved, but even | have to be better than aweek of Granger plundering and alifetime of davery."

"I've seized the guildmasters from the guilds that opposed our defense efforts,” Plum said. “No onewho
knows anything has broken so far, but my men will continue working on it."

"That cursed Granger Ambassador has his golden fingers everywhere,” Fernissaid. “At least this means
you won't have to face him, spacer.”

Jake nodded. His plan was to die of old age somewhere on the far side of two hundred, not to be shot
downin adud on abackward planet. “Not inalega duel, anyway. Now al | haveto worry about ishim
hunting me down."

Osirislooked puzzled. “ Surely now that the war ison, helll have more attractive targets. Men like me, for
example. Who cares about a merchant once blows have been struck?!



Jake hoped that the Granger would share that attitude and misunderstanding of the role that the economy
played in building a powerful military force. Maybe their rulersdid, but he didn't think the Granger
ambassador shared that weakness.

"It seemsto methat the Granger have the military Situation fairly well in hand.”

Osrisnodded, hisface amask of anger. “They could never have snuck that force behind my linesif it
werent for the cursed barbarians.” He turned to face the emperor. “ Sire, unfortunately the spacer is
correct. My men are outnumbered by the attacking Granger and by now they know that the road to
Otranto city is blocked by acovering force. Within afew days, they'll redize that they'relost dl chance
of being paid. When that happens, they'll head for their homes and leave us unprotected. Any plans of
getting the peasantsinto the city are al'so hopeless.”

Jake resisted saying he'd told them so. Even if Odiris and Fernis had reacted instantly the previous
evening, they wouldn't have had time to bring the soldiers home before this disaster struck. And it wasa
disaster despite their narrow victory at the city gates. An army of at least a couple of thousand Granger
now sat outsdethe city walls, digging in and daring the unorganized militiaand civic guard within the city
wallsto come out and fight.

Fernistook another drink. “What do you propose?’

Jake ran down thelist of plansthat hed made, strategiesthat he'd considered. They could involve the
Tiflis, attacking the Granger from the rear. They could incite arevolt among the Ebron, drawing Granger
from the battle aswell. And eventudly, given time, Otranto's own industry could start to turn out the
weapons and wedlth that would allow them to pay more mercenaries, equip them, and send them out
againg the Granger horde. All of those plans required maintaining Otranto as a base, and an effective
amy dther inthefidd or withinthe city wals.

Odrisdowly removed the heavy belt from around hiswaist and then withdrew his two-handed sword.
“Perhapsit istime to admit that we have lost. We could use the spacer's ship, as well as the ships of our
friendly Bourgundians and evacuate much of the population.”

"To gowhere?’ Fernis demanded.

"Although no eastern city would wish to be overwhemed, | think most citieswould take afew of you.
Otranto is sill known for its art, literature, and science. What city wouldn't welcome such an addition?”

Jake wanted to speak out againgt this surrender but found he could not. Fundamentaly, thiswas an
Otranto battle and an Otranto decision.

Fernis stared at his generd, then shook hishead. “If the Otranto Empireisdestined to fail, it will fail
through battle, rather than through surrender. We shdl fight.”



Chapter 25

"Haf the members of the brewers guild are sanding guard at the city wals,” Manny complained.
“Including dmost dl who work for me. | have orders| can't fill."

Consdering that Manny's ale was the only redl value behind their currency, the matter was more serious
than it sounded. Although the other guilds were supposed to provide trained militia, only Manny had
made more than a pretense at doing so. Neither Jake nor the Emperor had alot of confidencein the
mercenaries within the city. The best were with the main army. Those that remained were the dregs of the
bunch. No one knew who € se among them might have been corrupted by Granger gold.

"Raid the Granger Ambassador's house,” Marie suggested. “He's been doling out money all over the city.
There may be some lft there.”

Thiswasthethird council of war that Jake had attended in the past twenty-four hours and the first where
he thought they might actually make progress. In addition to Manny, Marie, and the inevitable Cadtile,
Lucer and Harold had made it back to town. Harold had sailed with their ship, bringing back asmall
cadre of Tifliswarriors, and word that Broussard had his men at work gathering naval supplies. How
long the Granger would leave them a one was another question.

"Plum besat usto the ambassador's house,” Jake admitted. “If he found any money, he hasn't mentioned
it.” Not that even the ambassador would have enough gold to fund the entire mercenary force. Bribing a
selected few takes alot less gold than making regular payments to thousands of soldiers.

"Plum probably kept the money for himself,” Castile muttered.
She might be right. Jake would prefer to believe that Plum would useit to pay his own bribes.

"We need to get more Otranto nativesinto thearmy,” Jake commented. “ Even without much training,
they should be able to man the walls. That would free up the mercenariesto act asthereserveand asa
mobile strike force”

Manny shook his head. “| can barely persuade my own guild to help and alot of the brewers arefirst or
second generation barbarians. Asfor the other guilds...” helet hisvoicetrail off.

"Don't they redlize what will happen if the Granger win?"

Marie put her hand on Jake'sarm. “ Of course they do. But they seeit asinevitable. So they smply
decideto enjoy life as best they can while they ill can.”

"Weve got to get the army back,” Harold stated bluntly. “If we lose them, werelost.”

"And weve got to get more workersinto the city,” Cadtile added. *“ Do you know how many people I've
found for my ironworks so far? Seven. | need seven hundred.”

"Right,” Jake said. “We need more soldiers and more workers. There are plenty of both outside the city
in the runt of the Otranto Empire, except that the Granger have cut off the route home. So what arewe
going to do about it?"

"We could send out the ship,” Lucer suggested. “If you crammed it full, you could probably get two
hundred soldiers on it. Maybe two-fifty."

For amoment, Jeke felt optimism try to lift its head. Even acouple of hundred veteran soldiers could



make a huge difference in Otranto City.

"Wouldn't work,” Manny said. “Even if the Granger were stupid and didn't attack while you were
loading, which they would, you'd start a civil war among the mercenaries when they saw that you were
abandoning mogt of them to the Granger.”

"A few hundred soldierswon't matter anyway,” Cadtile added. “We aren't talking about holding out for a
month or two. If you're going to make Otranto thrive, we need the workers. Already, you need more
workersfor your olive orchards. Not to mention to help harvest the silk worms, to spin the silk, and to
weaveit into cloth. And did I bring up my steel works?'

"And | need more brewers,” Manny added.

"Give me some of that dle,” Jake demanded. He took a deep drink and wished that he could drown out
his problems.

Hewasn't ready for this. A year before, he/d been astudent. If he'd stayed in the civilized gdaxy, he
wouldn't have had achance to run abusiness for another hundred years, at least. Histota experiencein
genera ship had been blundering around in the desert until the Tiflis had rescued him.

"All right, so we need to get the entire army and let dl the refugeesin. Anyone have any ideas?’

"Y ou've got to wipe out the Granger holding force,” Cadtile said. “If they were gone, the army could
protect the peasants and shepherd them into the city."

Jake had an uncomfortable feding that Castile was right. The two thousand Granger outside Otranto's
land wall were more than athrest to the city, they wereanail in the coffin of al of hisplans.

"Anybody disagree?"

"No,” Harold said. “But if the army tried to clear them out, the Granger would attack them from behind.
They'd be smashed between hammer and anvil.

He'd known that, although the mental picture made it worse. They'd have to take care of the Granger
force with what they could scrape together in Otranto City.

"Counting your brewmasters, how many soldiers have we got?’ Jake asked Manny.
"If you'reincluding the city guard, maybe two hundred. Fifty of us. One-fifty of them.”
"And the Granger have two thousand?"

"At least,” Manny admitted.

"So al we haveto do iswipe out aforce that outnumbers usten to one, then get the army and refugeesin
before the main Granger army arrives. Anything else?'

Nobody had any answers and the mesting broke up.

* * % %
"Get up, youreintrouble.” A hard boot in Jake'sribs brought him to asemblance of life.

Ingtinctively he grappled his assailant, pulling the man down on his bed as he reached for the dagger
under hispillow.



"I'mtrying to help you, idiot.”

Belatedly, he recognized the voice. It was John, the ex-clerk and ex-legate of the ex-patriarch. “Huh?
What are you doing here?'

"I'm trying to save your life.” John rubbed his nose, which Jake's elbow had somehow connected to.
“For dl thethanks| get."

Jake wasingantly fully awake. “ Have the Granger breached the city walls?'
John shook hishead. “Not their army, anyway. Today is Sunday.”
Jake didn't follow the non sequitur. “They won't attack on Sunday?"

John hissed. “ Stop talking and listen to me. The false patriarch has required al churchesto preach that
the Granger invasion isa punishment for our steps away from the truth. Y our agreement with the
Bourgundian schismaticsislabeled asaprimary heresy. So isour reliance on the barbarians for
mercenaries. We're supposed to shut them out of the city and rely on prayer to save us. Also, the
witcheraft charges against Manny and Marie Del phonte have been reingtated.”

"That's absurd. Manny and his brewers saved the city yesterday. They're heroes.”

"What's absurd is that we're Sitting here talking when there's amob gathering at every church just aching
to tear your warehouses gpart. There are rumorsthat you have entire chambers filled with gold coins,
baesof sk, and barrels of de. The priests have even been showing pails of gold coinsthat they say
were taken from your home."

Asif Jake would have reverted to paper currency if held had that much gold. “ The Peatriarch nearly
bankrupted himsalf to equip you with ahundred or so gold afew weeks ago. So, where did they get
buckets of gold?!

John shrugged. “Why are you worrying about that when weve got to save your life? Someone got the
word to the Castile and it's pulled out of the harbor but you could probably take your ferry to Tantalus.”

Belatedly, Jake started moving. His body was even sorer now than it had been when held been injured
and hiswounded arm screamed in pain. He reached for his staff, then dropped it when hisright hand
refused to close around the weapon.

"Oh, Merciful Heavens. | hadn't redlized you wereinjured,” John told him.
"Il live” Jeketold him.

John gave him afunny look. “All right, come on then. There's amercenary detachment down at the ferry
dock."

Despite John's hurry, Jake inssted on rousting some of hisworkers and moving the beer kegsto the front
of the warehouse. He could replace beer alot more easily than he could the bales of silk or barrels of
oliveail at the back of the warehouse. The thick sheaf of paper currency held just received from his
printer, he covered with olive ail, then thrust into the fire. He could print more money later but he didn't
want to risk debasing his currency.

As John has promised, amercenary party of about twenty soldiers guarded the ferry. The ferryman gave
Jake arueful grin. “Oncel brought back the Emperor, | decided to Say in the city. The channd may bea
littlewider here, but it'salot safer considering the Granger control my usua dock. ‘ Course those Anglic



ships can gill shoot me up if they seeme.”

Jake shook the man's hand. While John had been hurrying him aong, held had a chance to think. Running
now wasn't the answer, at least not for him. “Any of you who want to flee may do so. Y ou took the
Emperor's coin with the understanding that he would support you, yet he has been unableto do so. I,
however, intend to stay herein Otranto.”

"But they'll kill you,” John shouted, frustration written across hisface. “They'll kill al of you because they
think that'll make the Granger go easier on them once the city fals."

"He's probably right,” Jake admitted. “ Any of you who stay with me are taking along chance.”

"| takeit you aren't just planning on staying and getting captured,” agrizzled mercenary sergeant growled.
“What'sthe plan?'

"And what'sthe pay?’ amuscular youth added.

"l don't have aplan yet,” Jake admitted. “But | know what we need to do. First, we need to put the red
Patriarch back in control of the church and get rid of the anti-patriarch who is stirring up so much trouble.
Second, we need to mobilize the church and the people against the real enemy. Third...” hisvoicetrailed
off. “Uh, well, | don't redlly have athird yet. We'd be doing pretty well if we get the first two done.”

"Youll be doing pretty well if youre dill adivein an hour,” John told him. “They have the Patriarch locked
up in the dungeon under the cathedrd. Even | couldn't get into see him.”

"What sort of guards do they have?’ Jake asked.
"Martia monks. All of them. They've cdled up the entire monastery.”
"We can take abunch of priests,” the muscular young soldier said.

"Shut up, Norbert,” the Sergeant growled. He dammed a palm into the man's temple for good measure.
“We dice up abunch of priests and even the true Patriarch won't be able to stop the mob.”

"How many martia monks are there?’ Jake was tarting to get anidea.

"Maybe a couple of hundred.” John scratched his partialy shaven scalp. “In the thousand years since
they were created, they've never been assembled in one place before. Normally they're used to keep the
passes between the monasteries free of bandits and for escort duty like when we went to Tantulus.” So
they would have experience dedling with men like Norbert was the unspoken subtext.

"Surely the patriarch has some support among the clergy,” Jake suggested to John. “How many monks
and priests could you get outside the cathedra to protest the patriarch’'s unlawful ousting?'

John wrinkled hisforehead. “I'm not sure it was unlawful. The synod of the church met and voted for his
remova."

"The synod was bought by the Granger.”
"Evenso."

"Areyou saying you couldn't get asingle priest to protest?” Jake let frustration creep into hisvoice. He
needed some support now and intended to find it.

"Oh, no. The patriarch definitely had hisfans. | might be able to get fifty today, two hundred by



tomorrow afternoon. But they'd be mobbed once the new Petriarch gets word out to the churches.”

Jake sniffed the air. The faint odor of burning might just have been someone's cooking fire, but it wouldn't
be long before haf the city was ablaze. “Then wed better act quickly.”

"If | takefifty prieststo the cathedral, we'll be excommunicated and then daughtered,” John protested. “If
these mercenaries tried to protect us, everyone would think we'd joined the schismatics. Without the
mercenaries, they would never even let us get ahearing.”

"I've got another usefor the soldiers,” Jake said.

"The martial monks are disciplined,” John added. His eyesflashed white with fear. “Not that | wouldn't
give up my lifefor the patriarch and my faith, but if you're thinking of adistraction, it wouldn't bring them
out from the dungeonsif that's where they were ordered to guard.”

"That'swhat I'm counting on. Can you sill move fredy?'
John pulled up the cowl to his habit. “I'm just one priest among thousands.

"I need you to go to the brewers. Pull them off the city walls and have them form aguard for you and the
rest of the priests. That should be safer for you than using the mercenaries. Y ou've got two hoursto put
together ademondtration outside the cathedral .”

"Should wetry to captureit?’

Jake considered briefly. The Otranto Cathedral was the center of the state religion. Aslong asit
remained in the conservative clergy’s hands, they would maintain afase grasp on legitimacy. It was
tempting to tell John to go ahead and grab the church and declare the new Peatriarch afraud. Tempting,
but Jake couldn't afford a bloodbath. He needed those martial monks once the true patriarch had been
restored to histhrone. A couple of hundred trained soldiers more than doubled the city's strike
cgpabilities.

He shook his head. “ Just stay in the courtyard outside and shout down the false patriarch. Don't et them
move you off, but don't attack them. Tell Angbert and Theo not to shoot unless the monks shoot firgt."

John shook hishead. “| thought | was sticking my neck out just rescuing you. Now you're sending meto
certain deeth and weakening the city walsto do it.”

Jake grasped John by both shoulders. “ The true patriarch named you as hislegate. Until herescindsthat,
or until he dies, you have aresponsibility to him and to the church. If you let the Granger conquer
Otranto, you will have falled both of those respongbilities.”

"But | don't know what'sright,” John amost whined. “Since | found my vocation, I've learned to take
orders and thisviolates every order I've received.”

John's problems sounded distressingly similar to Jake's own. Well, tough. They'd both have to make do.
“A legate must give orders aswell astake them. Believe me, John, we won't leave you out there for

long."
"But what are you going to do?"
"| told you. Were going to rescue the true patriarch.”

"And | told you that wasimpossible."



For amoment, John looked like he was battling back tears. Then he took a sobbing breath and rubbed
any moisture out of hiseyes. “The ancient philosophers spesak of the legp of faith, depending on God
when logic fails. | will do that now. If | don't see you again, may God blessyour efforts.”

John seized Jake's shoulders and kissed him on each cheek, then turned and marched away. As he
reached the corner, he flipped up his hood and vanished.

Jake turned to hissmall band of mercenaries. All looked frightened. None looked ready to take the leap
of faith that John had mentioned and commit themsalvesto any impossible task.

"Likethe man said, we can't rescue the patriarch without fighting a bunch of priests,” the sergeant told
Jake. “Evenif wewon, they'd just kill the patriarch when we got close.”

Jake sagged againgt the stone seawadll. “ That's why we won't go into the dungeon. I'm going to need
both you and the martiad monksif we're going to clean out that mess of Granger outside the city.”

"Too bad we're not on the same side, then.” The sergeant spat onto the cobblestone road. “If the
Otranto hereticswould just return to the true faith, dl of this conflict could be taken care of. Asitis,
maybe the new patriarch isright. Better the Granger than heretics. At least you know your enemy. The
Granger will attack you from the front. The Otranto will stick aknifein your back.”

If Jake understood Arcadia history, the schism between eastern and Otranto churches had occurred
more than five hundred years earlier. He wasn't going to cure that breach today, or ever. Trying would
earn him the enmity of both groups.

"Preach your faith on your own time, soldier,” Jake commented. “Right now, | need adecison from al of
you. Y ou can take theferry over to Tantaus. From there, you'll eventudly be able to catch a ship home.
Or you can stay here and fight with me. | can't guarantee results, but | will say that anyone who joinsthis
group has agood chance of rising fast in the Otranto army. We're going to be hiring alot of mercenaries
and they're going to need experienced NCOs and officers."

The sergeant nodded dowly. “I've dways fancied thetitle Generd Adrican.”
"Wdl, Generd, how about it?"

"Guess I'll stay.” Adrican pulled out athick wad of paper—his currency, Jake noticed. “ Don't suspect
any of thiswould do me much good if | got sent back to Bourgundia.”

"Hey, that'sright,” Norbert said asif the thought had never crossed hismind. “If thiscity isn't here, dl the
money |'ve made wouldn't be worth wiping my buit with."

"An unfortunate expression but the right attitude,” Jake said. “ So here'sthe plan.”

* * % %

The soldiers’ biggest complaint about wearing Otranto priest garb wasn't that their weapons would be
hard to reach. It was a concern that their souls might somehow be damned if God mistook them for redl
heretics. Thistheological debate threstened to scuttle the entire expedition until General Adrican took
meattersinto his own hands and started thumping heads.

"God'sgood. Hell sort thingsout,” was hisfind comment.

They infiltrated the mob which had gathered in the courtyard between the patriarch's palace and the
cathedral. Martial monks would occasionaly crack the head of an unruly rioter and a stream of
loud-voiced priests climbed onto a makeshift stage and lectured anyone who could hear on the perfidy of



the barbarian schismatics, the evils of Jake's attempts to make peace with the Bourgundians at the cost of
giving up Otranto territory—never mind that the territory in question hadn't actudly been controlled by
Otranto for two hundred years—and on how only reliance on faith could prevent the city from being
overrun by the Granger horde nestled outside the city.

"Traitor.” A high-pitched voice screamed the word overwheming the ongoing growl of the crowd and
thetired drone of the priests. “The fase patriarch and his priests have been bought by Granger gold.”

That started a hubbub, especialy when the speaker climbed up on arock, showing himsdlf to be ayoung
priest.

Two older priests stepped toward the protestor, one smacking a heavy walking stick againgt his pam but
found their way blocked by taciturn men wearing the symbol of the brewers guild.

John's promised fifty priests were on the scene.

Jake waited until agroup of martiad monks marched out from the patriarch's palace. As held expected,
none emerged from the dungeons under the cathedra. Aslong asthey kept the true patriarch under their
control, the protests could never amount to much.

The martid monks shoved their way into the crowd and at |east some of the crowd shoved back.

When therioting arted, Jake sgnaled to his mercenaries, along with one loya priest asguide, to move
in.

Allowing soldiersto aternate between periods of service and periods of brigandage might be the worst
possible means of defending anation but it did prepare her soldiersto be versatile. One of the
mercenaries picked the lock to a servant's entryway and the soldiers, accompanied by one of John's
fellow clerks asaguide, poured into the paace.

They moved quickly and slently. Even with the distraction outside, they would be outnumbered within the
palace. By keeping hisforces concentrated, Jake believed he could have the advantage in any bettle, as
long as he ended it quickly.

For thefirgt two levels, they met only servants who scuttled away as quickly as they could go when Jake
warned them to vanish for an hour. Sooner or later one of them would run into one of the false Petriarch's
priests or aband of martiad monks and Jake would lose the element of surprise. Still, he couldn't bring
himsdlf to daughter the innocent servants.

The ex-patriarch had generaly worked in hislibrary and the clerk led Jake and his mercenariesto that
large chamber. Four martial monks guarded the doorway, but four arrows cut them down before they
could make a sound.

Jake's bile rose as they stepped over the bloody corpses and waked into the ancient library. He was
daughtering the very people heintended to protect and it didn't fed good.

Tomes stretched from floor to celling, pressed closely together in awedth of literature, philosophy, and
history that would give hundreds of spacer graduate students new materia for their Ph.D. dissertations.

Another business opportunity. Graduate students were notorioudy impoverished, but even a poor spacer
was wedlthy by the standards of Arcadia. And graduate studentswould kill to have accessto alibrary
unknown in the rest of the galaxy.

Unfortunately, besides the corpses outside the library and the mercenaries, and the valuable books, the



library was unoccupied.
"Theresnobody here,” Adircantold him.

"l see” So, killing the four monks had been usdess. Worse than usdless, actually. Jake needed those
monks at the city walls, not lying dead in the patriarch's palace.

He suppressed hisfedings of revulsion knowing that held pay for it in nightmares for monthsto come.
Marching around agradualy awakening palace seemed like arecipefor falure. “Thefdse patriarch isno
scholar. Any suggestions?'

The babble that met his question boiled down to nothing.
"Right. Does he have athrone room?"

Their guide explained that thrones were reserved to the Emperor and to God aone. The patriarch did
have aforma receiving room, but it would be blasphemous even to compare the two.

"Lead the way,” Jake ordered.

He scooped a crossbow from one of the dead monks and ordered that their bodies be dragged into the
library athough he could do nothing about the bloodstains that remained on the whitewashed walls. Time
was definitdly running out.

The forma receiving room was up two flights of stairs and on the opposite wing of the large paace.
They ran, sacrificing stedlth to speed.

By the timethey reached their destination, they'd run into and killed an additional eight monks. Worse,
Jake could dmost fed the pal ace awakening to his presence.

The group outside the receiving room outnumbered Jake's small mercenary force by at least four to one.
Fortunatdly, they were mostly unarmed priests rather than martiad monks. While they were perfectly
capable of breaking the head of an aging opponent, they couldn't and wouldn't stand against atrained
military unit.

Jake didn't wait for hislight-fingered mercenariesto pick thislock. He seized aheavy chair and flung it
into the double-door.

The door burst open and Jake strodein, his crossbow pointed directly at the heart of the false patriarch.
"l warned you that the priests outside were amere diversion,” acold voice commented.
It took Jake only a second to place that voice—the Granger ambassador.

"Take the ambassador into custody,” Jake snapped at Adircan, who'd entered the receiving room after
him.

"The ambassador is under my protection,” the false patriarch said. “And dl of you arerisking your
immortal souls by supporting this spacer.”

"He'splaying for time,” Jake snapped. “ Secure the area.”

His mercenaries|ooked around, uncertain exactly how to go about securing what looked very much like
athrone room, then hustled off whatever priests had been caling on the patriarch leaving only the



patriarch and the ambassador.

"l suppose you want safe passage out of the city,” the ambassador said. “ Something like that could be
arranged. Perhaps with abonus for this group of mercenaries.

The Granger Ambassador had bribed at least one group of mercenaries before now. If he bribed Jake's
soldiers, al of Jake'swork would be for nothing.

"Well ded with you later, Mr. Ambassador, Jake sneered. He put as much contempt as he could into his
voice hoping that the mercenaries would get the message. “Right now, we're trying to save the so-called
patriarch'slife”

Thefase patriarch's eyes bulged. “What? The only danger I'minisfromyou.”

"Y ou're hardly in danger from them,” the ambassador commented. “If they kill you, they'll never makeit
out of your palace dive."

Thefadse patriarch drew himsalf erect. “Quiteright. Thank you for pointing it out.”

"Areyou truly certain you want to thank him?” Jake lowered hisaim and pulled the trigger. The bolt
shuddered through the air into the patriarch'sfoot.

The man screamed in pain, writhing around the iron missile that pinned hisfoot to the solid oak floor.
"Dont let himfal,” Jake advised Adircan. “ That might damage him."

The Ambassador smiled coldly. “ Assaulting apriest isacapital crimein Otranto. Y ou seem to be digging
yoursdf quiteahole.”

Jake nodded. “Next time | talk to the Emperor, I'll definitely haveto beg for an officid pardoning. Heis
equal to the apogtles, after dl, so that should be within his power. In the meantime, perhaps youll
understand my rudeness. We do have acivilization to save.” He paused for only amoment. “Gag the
Ambassador. Histhreats are starting to annoy meand | don't redly want to kill him before turning him
over to the Emperor'storturers.”

Some of the mercenaries |looked reluctant, but they followed Jake's order under the glaring eyes of their
sergeant—uh, Generd.

Jake turned his attention back to the false patriarch. “Now, reverend sir, | suggest that we go down and
freethetrue patriarch.”

"Why should | help you?’ the patriarch demanded. His eyes glowed with pain, but the ambassador's
words had apparently rekindled his hopes.

"Right now, we think you are agood man who was lied to and mided by the Granger Ambassador,”
Jake said. “Once you've done anomina penance, I'm certain that you would be wel comed back to your
former church offices”

"But I'm the patriarch.”
"Deposing the true patriarch wasillegd,” Jake's pet clerk stated. “Making your eection null and void.”

"Both null and void makes a strong combination,” Jake commented wondering why legd language got so
gdeinjust about every culture.



"I'll guarantee the Ambassador's offer of safe conduct and full pay to your soldiers,” thefase patriarch
offered. His face dripped with sweat, but his eyes|ooked caculating.

"You know, I'm afraid you'll dwayswak with alimp,” Jake said. He borrowed a second crossbow from
one of hismercenaries. “At least you till have one good leg. It would be a shame if something happened
toit."

"You wouldn't dare."

Jake laughed. After what he'd been through since held arrived in Arcadia, he would dare just about
anything.

For amoment, the false patriarch met hiseyes, glaring at him, trying to read whether he would go through
with histhreats. Jake put every ounce of his energy into the truth. He would do anything it took to free
Otranto from the Granger grip. Making the patriarch pay wouldn't even be high on hislist of regrets.

"All right. Whet do you want?'

* * % %

The pot of Granger gold, the newly freed patriarch, and the haggard deposed fa se patriarch told the
story in away that the Otranto mob could understand.

After abrief address, the true patriarch marched triumphantly into the cathedra, still dressed in his prison
rags and covered in mud, feces, and straw from his cdll. Under the urging of John's priests and the
watchful eyes of the brewer militia, thousands of citizens shouted out their support for holy war against
the Grangers who had tried to subvert the true way. Schismatic barbarians were at |east temporarily
forgotten.

"We could send the mob againgt the Granger outsde thewal,” Adircan suggested. They were standing
near the back of the huge cathedra asthe patriarch pulled out the emotiona stops. “Wouldn't bother me
noneif the Granger and these nuts both diced each other up and left me done.”

Jake shook his head. Hed taken alot of chancesto get here and didn't intend to blow the opportunity by
sending untrained citizens againgt ordered military units.

"Getting haf the city killed isn't going to win thiswar for us. I've got a better idea.”

Thetrue patriarch had given hisriva far better accommodations than held received himsdlf, but the man
was definitely in acdl when Jake went to see him.

"He'sbadly hurt,” anun told Jake when he entered the cdll. “I'm not sure he's strong enough to talk.”
"Helll want to talk to me,” Jake said. He sat down next to the failed priest.

"He doesn't look likeit.” The ex-patriarch was thrashing in the bed like held been stimulated by dectric
shock trestment.

"Perhaps you'll leave usfor amoment, sster,” Jake suggested.
IIBlJt_II
"I'm here as his confessor.”

"Oh.” Thefact that Jake was no priest didn't seem to register as the woman fled.



"Haven't you done enough? Y ou told me I'd be returned to al of my previous positions.”

"l said you would have to do penancefirst. And I'm here to offer you a chance to start on that.”
"I'm dready suffering. | think that heaven will take that into account.”

Jake nodded. “No doubt. But your church will require more. Even you can seethat.”

Thefadse patriarch sighed. He suddenly looked old and worn. Perhaps, Jake thought, the man was not
evil himsalf. Perhgps he was smply cludess about politica redities.

"What do you want meto do?'



Chapter 26

It took two days of solid effort, but the stonemason's guild, prompted by a substantia percentage of the
captured Granger gold, had doneitswork.

Jake walked around the newly enclosed courtyard and nodded. Thiswould have to do.

"I'm ready.” John was white with fear. Despite his heavy priestly robes, he trembled with cold and fright.
"Areyou sure you want to do this?” Jake asked.

"It hasto beapriest.”

"But doesit haveto beyou? Y ou've dready done alot, taken alot of risks."

John forced the mere beginnings of asmile. “It doesn't work like that in the world of faith, my friend. The
Granger are likely to have followers of the fase patriarch with them. If we sent one of their own, how
could we be assured of hisloydty?"

"But they know you're loyd to the true patriarch?'

John laughed bitterly. “ Everyone wasloya to the true patriarch when he was in power. When hefell,
most of them switched to the false patriarch. Only you and afew others know therole| played.
Switching over to the winning sideis alongstanding Otranto tradition. Besides, if anyone suspects my
loyalties, they'll know that the fa se patriarch wouldn't have any problemsrisking my life"

Jake shook his head but he knew he couldn't win this argument. If he kept on trying, he'd only undermine
his friend's confidence and held need every hit of that to survive the coming night.

"Try not to get hurt, then.” He shook the man's hand.

"Be careful.” Castile reached up, brushed back the hood to John's cassock, and kissed the priest on his
lips. “I'll pray for you."

John blushed enough to put alittle color back in his cheeks. “ One can never have too many prayers.”

Jake handed him the note he and the fal se patriarch had spent hours crafting, and then the Granger
Ambassador's heavy sedl ring. “I hopethisisn't overkill."

John gave him atwisted smile. “'Y ou and me both.” He turned toward the city gate.
"Openit,” Jake commanded.

Adircan opened the small door at the base of the greet gate and the priest dipped out.

No sound of gunfire or dap of abowstring sounded. At least John had survived the first test.

"Y ou know what to do here,” Jake told Osiris. Despite the ten feet of stonewall between himsdlf and the
Granger force camped outside, Jake kept his voice soft.

"Don't worry about us."
"Yesh, right.”
The generd clasped him on both shoulders. “1 wish | were thirty years younger. Hell, ten years younger.



I'd join your group in a heartbest."
"Y ou're needed here,” Jake reminded him. * Keep the Emperor from getting killed.”
"That'sthe problem, isn't it,” Odristold him.

"Only one of them.”

* * * %

Jake'sferry could hold thirty armed warriors. The reinstated Patriarch had inssted that Jake take
twenty-nine of hismartia monksto let them work off the stigma of having imprisoned the rightful
Patriarch. If they had time, a second boat would arrive with reinforcements. Jake didn't think they'd have
time. They would win or lose with the thirty, including himsdif. It was an incredibly smal force to set up
againg an army of thousands.

* * * %

Even after months of living on Arcadia, Jake had still not gotten accustomed to the absolute darkness of
the nights when Arcadias smal moon was out of the sky. Hisvision enhancement dlowed him to seeinto
the infrared range, but the cloaks that the monks wore seemed to block that infrared too, and they
quickly blended into the background. Only the monk assigned to stay with Jake and serve as hisrelay
remained visble,

"Y ou know the plan,” Jake whispered. They'd walked for two miles from where the ferry had dropped
them and were now close to the Granger forces.

An owl hoot was the only response that got, but it was enough to bring the monks to absolute stillness.

Jake burrowed into the underbrush. They had alowed timefor problems and, uniquely for Jakestime on
Arcadia, they hadn't had any. It would be two hours before dawn. Two hours before the Granger would
attack—if John's scam had worked. If it didn't, hisband of thirty monks would face an undamaged
cavdry force of two thousand men. Now that wasn't areassuring thought.

Despite hisamost uncontrollable adrendine surge and the dull throb in hisarm, Jake actualy managed to
doze underneath the thick black silk cloak hisworkers had made for him. The tight woven fabric would
actually absorb ablow, or so they'd promised him.

To hissurprise, hisreminder implant informed him that he had been adeep for an hour and ahaf when his
liaison monk put his hand over Jake's mouth.

Jake suppressed his moment of panic. If the monk meant to kill him, he wouldn't have to bother to keep
Jake slent.

The priest gestured at the eastern horizon, which might possibly have been dightly lighter than it had been
in the complete darkness of night.

"Soon,” the man breathed.
"Iseveryoneready?'

Jake kept his voice to an absolute dead quiet, but even that breath seemed too much for the monk. “Of
course.”

Although the monk's woolen robes partidly hid them from hisvison, the Granger soldiersincreasingly
stood out as the planet's sun made its way toward the horizon. They were moving about purpossfully,



dlently, preparing for something.
"John'sletter must have convinced them,” Jake whispered.
"Qljidl"

Jake shook his head, but shut his mouth. Thiswas his plan, yet the priests treated him like he was some
sort of barely tolerated trained weasdl, useful against the rodents, perhaps, but not properly a part of the
family.

Which was, heredlized, exactly what he was. He wasn't of their faith, or of any faith. He'd adopted
Otranto because it seemed to offer the most hope to the world, and because it met his own commercial
gods. Why should agroup of martial monks see him as anything but another foreign mercenary?

A group of unmounted Granger soldiers crept closer to the Otranto City walls, heavy shieldsheld over
their heads. They might believe John'sletter, but they weren't taking unnecessary chances.

When they reached the city gates, they stopped, gathered together, and then shoved them open.

A single shout went up from somewhere in the massed Granger cavary—ashout that ended abruptly in
the solid clunk of asaber hilt damming into ahelmet.

The offending Granger soldier crumpled to the ground and the remainder of the cavalry moved forward
toward the open gates.

"Now?’ The monk's voice was pressing, demanding.
llWa'tlll
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"Wait.” Whatever their training, he didn't want the monksto be heroes. In fact, he would have preferred
wdll-trained mercenaries. They, at least, would have some respect for their own lives. Allying with

religious fanatics who believed that they would be accepted into heaven if only they managed to diein
battle didn't give Jake the greatest confidence that he'd be safe himsdif.

There were more Granger than Jake had supposed. More shiploads of soldiers must have landed while
he'd been busy rescuing the Patriarch. His eyes widened as he increased his estimate of the enemy force
from two thousand to at |east four thousand.

At this point, though, they had no choice but to follow the plan. The gatesto the city were dready open
and the first wave of Granger horsemen were aready reaching thewalls.

"All right. Now,” he said. He didn't have to lower hisvoice any longer. The undulating battle cry of the
Granger forcesripped through the air like aweapon.

Jake didn't want to think about the number of Otranto armies and Otranto cities that had fallen into panic
under that battle cry and been overrun. That was history. If they survived the day, the Otranto forces
would begin to build anew sense of salf-confidence that no screaming nomadic warrior could undermine.

It wasabig if.

The monks moved out of their hiding places. Each strung along bow and planted aquiver of arrowsin
the earth before them.



Jake waited until the second line of Granger cavary reached the city walls and poured into the open
gates, then nodded. “Begin."

The arrows didn't cut into the mob of Granger troops. Instead, it ripped through the guards left behind in
the Granger encampment.

If there were any screams, they were drowned out by the battle cries, shouts, and bellows coming from
the direction of the open city.

"Move up. And keep your eyes open for the patriarch’'s Legate.”
"Don't tel us how to do our jobs,” Jake'sliaison monk sneered.

Jake redlized that he had just been standing there, crossbow in hand, while the monks had cleared the
paisade of dl visble sentries.

"Right."
He ignored the monk's attempts to persuade him to stay behind the line of black-cloaked monks asthey

made their way toward the Granger encampmen.

Six sentries dumped near the main gate, long black arrows protruding from eyes, throats, or narrow dits
intheir armor. Jake clambered over the earth and wooden walls.

Two of the monks took the obvious entryway through the gates and quickly ran into an ambush.

Jake watched helplessy as a dozen men swarmed toward the two priests. He didn't trust hisaim with the
crossbow enough to shoot at the Granger without the risk of hitting one of the monksinstead.

The remaining twenty-seven monks had no such scruples. They rained ashower of black arrowsinto the
Granger guard. The last Granger ended his charge with awarrior monk's mace imbedded in hisforehead
and another's arrow in his back.

"L eave five to search the camp, ten to guard the palisade, and take the remaining fourteen to cut off any
Granger stragglers,” Jake ordered.

The monk nodded abruptly and Jake realized that the man had heard the plan so many times he hardly
needed Jake'singructions. Still, it helped Jake to think that he was involved.

With their camp intact, even if they lost their effort to capture the city, the Granger would Ssmply regroup
and remain as an active force to prevent the Otranto army from gaining accessto the city. With an
effective Otranto force in the camp, they, rather than the Otranto army, would be the force surrounded
by their enemies as Otranto's army closed the distance to its city.

Jake should have gone with the monks cutting off the stragglers. They'd done what they needed to do
herein the Granger camp and any time he wasted here could hurt their chances. Still, he needed to find
John and make sure the priest was safe. He owed him that much, at least. When he saw the Patriarch
again, Jake intended to be ableto tell him that his brave legate was dive and well.

Inside the rough palisade, the Granger had erected the same kind of tents their ancestors had used in the
desertsfor hundreds of years before they had become a conquering and imperia people.

Jake calculated that John would be held in the largest of the tents and strode toward it.

The faintest hint of movement stopped him just before he threw open the flap and entered.



It might have been only the wind moving the tent's sllken fabric, but Jake was dready taking plenty of
chances that day.

He stepped athird of the way around the tent, drew hisknife, ripped along tear through the tent fabric
and followed the knife with hisbody, diving through the hole, rolling forward using hisarms, back, and
hip to bresk thefal, then regaining hisfedt.

Hisinjured arm screamed a protest and he upped his endorphin supply—again.

Two Granger soldiersturned toward him moving in what felt like dow motion. Each held long swordsin
their hands.

Jake pointed his crossbow and pulled the trigger.
The man held aimed at flinched, then laughed to find himsdlf dive when he hadn't expected to be.
Jake's crossbow bolt lay on the carpeted floor of the tent where it had fallen when Jake had rolled.

He threw the heavy bow at one of the soldiers and pulled hisknife. A knife against two trained
swordsmen didn't give Jake any sense of confidence.

"Cometo visit your friend?’ one of the Granger demanded in an accented Otranto.

Did he mean John? Jake could hardly take the time to look around the room but if John was there and
unbound, he would have joined Jake by now. Either he wasn't there, or the Granger had tied him up.

"Haven't you heard?’ he taunted. “ Otranto finaly redized they'd been making amistake hiring soldiersto
fight with the Granger. They decided to hirerat catchers when they became aware that the Granger are
rodents rather than human.”

It wasn't much of ataunt, but it was the best he could come up with offhand. He needed to end this
foolishness, find hisfriend John, and then get into Otranto and make sure that the trap had truly sprung
and that the Granger hadn't overrun the traps and new interior wallsthey'd built to protect the Otranto
militia, mob, and the few guards they'd been ableto find.

"Rodents?” Thefirst Granger flung himself at Jake like amadman, swirling hissword over hishead,
through hislegs, and around his body.

He was showing off, trying to intimidate Jake with his sword skill while not really caring about any
defenses that Jake might mount. Why should he, after al. A twelve centimeter knife against a one meter
sword isgoing to end up the same way every time. With the knifeman dead.

Jakewaited until the Granger was dmost on top of him, then threw hisknife.

It wasn't the approved technique to deal with aswordsman and it shouldn't have worked. The Granger
should smply have batted the flung knife from the air. Because he wasintent on the attack, however, the
Granger aready had his saber out in along thrust. The knife buried itself in his eye before he could react.

Jake didn't stay to watch the results. He dove backward through the hole heldd cut in the tent.

It wasn't nearly as successful adivethistime. Helanded hard on his shoulder and stayed on hisback, his
wind knocked from hislungs.

Hewas gill struggling to his feet when the second Granger charged him.



Jake grasped dirt and threw it at the man's eyes, but missed.

The Granger laughed, extended his saber, then jerked hard. He opened his mouth and atrickle of dark
blood emerged.

He tumbled dowly forward, ablack arrow protruding between his shoulder blades.
"Did you find the Legate?’ Jake hadn't even seen the black-clad monk until he spoke.
"Not yet."

"He's got to bein that tent. We've searched everyplace dse.”

"Anybody hurt?'

The monk nodded. “Most of us, at least some. We lost two dead. The Granger liketo play the ambush
game”

They'd counted on losing at least half their numbers on the assault on the camp, but still Jake shuddered.
He was responsible for two more deaths of people who'd relied on him, plus who-knew how many
Granger soldierswho were just doing their jobs.

"I'm going back in,” Jake said. “I don't think there are any more Granger soldiersin there, but why don't
you follow and cover me?!

"Why don't you take his sword?"
Jake shook hishead. “If | need it, it'stoo late for me. They've got to know we're out here.”

The monk met his gaze for amoment, gppearing to look inside Jake's mind. Findly he nodded. “Right. I'll
be behind you."

Ralling into the last tent hadn't worked especialy well but Jake couldn't think of a better dternative.
Sticking hishead in and asking for it to be chopped off didn't appedl.

The tent's opening hadn't been securely fastened so at least he didn't have to warn whoever wasinside by
dicing thetent's Sde thistime. Jake smply dove through the tent's opening and rolled forward, dapping
the ground to break hisfall.

Or rather, he meant to dap the ground. What he actually dapped felt uncomfortably like human flesh.

Before the other could react, Jake grabbed what could only be afoot, twisted it, and pulled hard using
the leverage of his planted feet and hipsto give him added strength.

The man'sfoot moved easily, asif it held no weight, but he didn't tumble to the ground which had been
Jake'sintent. Instead, he swung in the tent. Perhaps, Jake thought, he was hanging from the tent's support
beams dthough why anyone would do that was beyond his befuddied imagination.

Although hismind might not be working at full speed, his underdevel oped psychic senses screamed that
something was wrong. The sense of wrongness was compounded by afamiliar but unrecognized scent
that lingered in the tent's air like abad perfume. “I need alight,” Jake shouted in the direction of the

opening.
Moments later, alit lamp, held at the end of along staff, protruded into the tent.



Jake had thought he was reedy for anything. The brutal lamplight proved to him just how wrong he had
been.

Suspended from the tent's wooden framework, his body pierced with dozens of shalow knife wounds,
John's corpse swayed dowly.

Around him, crude instruments of torture lay scattered asif they had stopped their work suddenly when it
wastimeto attack Otranto—as if they had tortured John not until they were convinced he wastelling the
truth, but until they ran out of timeto change their decision.

"Thelegate isamartyr to the cause.” The warrior monk had entered the tent and stood beside Jake.

Jake struggled for words, but found nothing. Arcadias history wasfull of martyrsto one cause or
another. Indeed, dead martyrs seemed to congtitute much of human history everywhere. And for what?
Everything that Jeke did, al of hiseffortsto help evolve an industrial economy and preserve the
intellectua heritage of Otranto smply meant that more people were dying.

"Help me cut him down,” Jake ordered.
"Thereisabattleto fight. A fetish over hisbody would merdly risk our loss of momentum.”

"Then stop arguing and help me,” Jake shouted. He yanked out his knife and started sawing at the
rawhide sirgpsthat held hisfriend in place.

After amoment's contemplation, the monk moved to assist him, holding John's bloody body to give Jake
eader accessto theties.

It took only afew momentsto cut John down. Gently, the two men laid the corpse on apile of carpets.
Jake fumbled for apulse hopeesdy. He knew hisfriend was dead but didn't want to accept that redlity.
"No one could survive those wounds,” the monk told him.

Despair gripped him likeanicy hand at hisheart. “1t isnt worth it."

"Hewasyour friend,” the monk told him. “It isnaturd that you fed the sense of loss. But if he had not
taken the message, four thousand men of the Otranto army would have perished within the week. More,
Otranto City would have fallen and countless thousands of civilians and priests would have been raped
and murdered. He knew the risks when he volunteered.”

"So I'm supposed to feel good about this?!

The monk shook hishead dowly. “Our faith teaches that lifeisaprecious gift. Sacrificing thet gift should
never be donerashly, yet there are times when even that gift must be returned. Surely thiswas such a
time"

Jake wanted to argue, to prove to himself and the other that thiswas different. It wasn't too late. He
could run from Otranto now, take hisferry to Tantalus and catch a ship to one of the Bourgundian cities
where he could wait for the eventua arrival of agdactic trading ship.

"Would running have avoided this deeth?’ the monk asked him.

Pure shock filled him. Jake had to manually override his systemsto turn down the flow of adrendine that
surged through hisbody. “How did you know what | was thinking?*



The monk shrugged. “1 have been teaching young monks for twenty years. Do you redly think, just
because we have a cdling, that we are different from you? All men seek to escape from their destiny.”

Jake nodded grimly. Maybe he would try to escape his destiny, but not now, not today. Right now, he
had to finish what held started, finish what John had given hislifeto secure. “Let'sgo.”

The Granger had left arear guard to hold the gate when they'd charged inside. The martiad monks and the
Granger rear guard exchanged occasiond arrows with neither side able to gain the advantage.

One of the monks gpproached Jake and the monk who'd helped him with John. “We've lost three more,
Captain.”

"How many do they havein their rear guard?’ the monk demanded.
"Probably ahundred.”
"Too many to rush, then.”

"People are dying in Otranto now,” Jake urged. “If the Granger knew that their escape routewasin
danger, they would panic. We could save lives.”

The monk shook his head. “Y our friend's death was a sacrifice. Asking my men to rush the enemy would
be vainglorious supidity. We would die and the Granger force would be able to recover this camp.
Everything we've done would be for nothing. If we keep them trapped, eventually the forcesingdethe
city will preval. Or wewill dl lose"

Jake knew the monk was right. He also knew that Manny and the brewers guild, Mark and the rough
force of students held pulled together, and Harold and the few mercenaries within the city were at risk,
were dying, pitted against a Granger army that might be outnumbered but that lived for battle in away
that the civilized militiaof Otranto city never would.

Hetoyed with theideaof charging the Granger rearguard singlehandedly. With the covering arrows of
the martiad monks, he might actually be able to get into the midst of the Granger force. Oncethere,
though, he would be astting duck.

Jake was depressed about the loss of hisfriend but he wasn't suicidal.

At least his brain seemed to be working alittle bit again. Hed seen apair of heavy athough smdl gage
cannons at the gate to the Granger stockade. “Let's blast them out.”

"Cannons are used againgt buildings, not people,” the monk protested.
"Isthat ardigiousruleor just practica tactics?"

"It only makes sense,” the monk replied. “What idiot would stand il if you pointed acannon a him.
Fortifications haveto st ill."

"Well, | don't think the Granger rear guard is going anywhere. And if they decide to move because they
see the cannon, that's got to be better than what we have now."

"We don't have oxen to haul the cannon around,” the monk said. He examined the paisade wall to the
camp's stockade. “If we tore down that corner of the stockade, though, we could aim the guns & the
rear guard without moving them.”

It would be alonger shot than Jake had wanted. He had envisioned filling the barrel with musket balls



and crosshow bolts and hurling awave of desth a the unlucky Granger. Still, the monk's suggestions and
objections had merit. “Let'sdoit.”

"WEell be weakening our defenses when the Granger come out, you know,” the monk reminded Jake.
"So we take the battle to them.”

The monk nodded dowly and ahint of asmile crossed hisface before he regained his peaceful
equanimity. “1 like the way you think."

Ten of the monks kept adow stream of black arrowsin the direction of the Granger rear guard while the
remaining fifteen of Jake's surviving monks started tearing down the stockade.

Jake watched for amoment, then called for them to stop. “Thisistaking too long."
"The cannon were your idea,” the monk reminded him.

"So let's use them. If they can't blow ahole through the stockade, they aren't going to do much good
againg the Granger, are they? And you did say these things are good againgt buildings.”

The monk looked a him. “It'll be dangerous but it'sworth atry.”

Rather than waste time on fruitless hacking at the wall, Jake had the monks swive the two cannon around
until they were facing in the generd direction of Otranto's gate.

It took a good ten minutes to load the first cannon. Jake was tempted to double-shot the weapon, but
remembered, at thelast minute, how unreliable Arcadian aloyswere. Getting his monks killed wouldn't
bring John back to life.

L oading the cannon consisted of shoving abag of gunpowder into the barrel, wrapping aniron
cannonball in aleather rag and shoving it down after the powder, then piercing the gunpowder bag with a
thin flute of gunpowder through atouch hole, and findly lighting theflute.

On the monk captain's orders, the monks withdrew from the cannon when Jeake was ready to fire. “ Drop
to the ground as soon asyou light it,” hismonk told him.

"What about you?'
"I'll betheretoo."

Jake touched alamp flame to the gunpowder flute, then followed the monk's advice being careful to roll
away from the weapon. After dl held been through, he didn't intend to be killed by |etting a cannon recoil
crushhim.

Helay on the ground for what seemed an interminable time. “Misfire,” he guessed out loud.
The cannon'sroar cut off the last part of his guess.

The heavy iron ball smashed into the stockade wall and sent wooden splintersflying like shrgpnel from an
antipersonne weagpon.

One of hismonks screamed out in pain—ashrill cry that Jake heard even over the deafening roar of the
cannon shot.

"Help Maurice,” the monk captain ordered two of hismen. “The rest of you, let's get thisthing reloaded.



The stockade wall had been designed to withstand musket shot. The blow from theinside of the hastily
congtructed walls, a arange of perhaps three meters, went beyond anything that the Granger had
expected. It opened a hole two meters wide, with bits of lumber drooping off the sides. Many of the
timbersthat had gone into constructing the wall appeared to have evaporated although more were littered
on both sdes of the origind wall in aweb of destruction.

Unfortunately, the shrapnel seemed to end up far short of the Granger guarding Otranto's city gates. The
cannon shot appeared to have gone straight through the open city gates where, Jake hoped, it might have
plowed into the backs of some of the invading Granger.

From the rear-guard, at least, came the sound of derisive laughter.

"We might aswell shoot at them with arrows,” the monk-captain told Jake. “We'd be more accurate, at
any rate. With them spread out like that, we wouldn't be able to hit more than one or two at atime and it
takesforever to load."

Jake had seen that. He had aso seen the devastating impact of cannon shot againgt the paisade wall.
"Aimhigh."

"l beg your pardon.”

"Aim at thewall rather than at the soldiers. Well rely on the shrapnel to drive them out.”

The monk nodded briskly. “ Of course.”

It took longer than Jake would have imagined to clean any lingering residue of gunpower and sparks out
of thefired cannon, shove another bag of gunpowder down its maw, and fit an iron bal into the mouith.
While he worked on the cannon that had fired theinitia shot, the Monk captain worked on the second.

"Both together, you think?’ he asked when they'd finally completed their efforts. He was getting
increasingly nervous over the battle for the city. Surdly the Granger would redlize by now that their retreat
had been cut off and that they had no choice but to win the city themselves or face extermination.

The monk considered, then shook his head. “ First yours, then well aim for any groupsthat remain.”

Mindful of the previous bloody effort (Maurice was dive, but definitely out of the battle with afoot-long
diver through his calf), the monks moved well clear before Jake fired the primer and dropped to the
ground.

He covered his ears and waited for the cannon roar.
It came, but thistime was accompanied by ametallic tearing sound.

Almost smultaneous with the crash of cannon fire came the smashing sound of theiron bal crushing
masonry and sending rock bits like bullets through the Granger rear guard.

"That cannon isout of action,” the monk captain told him.

The touch-hold appeared to have given way and bright bronze showed atear about six incheslong in the
cannon's barrel.

"Well be able to use the bronze, anyway,” the monk continued. “Now let's get the other cannon aimed.”



Chapter 27

The ricochet hadn't disabled too many of the Granger but it looked like most of them had suffered at least
minor injuries. Jake didn't think they'd stand for too much more pounding before reacting.

"Have your archersready,” hetold the monk captain. “I think they'll be coming out.”
The monk nodded gravely. “Y ou'd beright on that. Another two blasts, maybe.”

The Granger would be better off if their rearguard attacked now, before more of them got killed or
injured, but Jake hoped that they would try to get orders from the main Granger force before they
reacted. In the meantime, he helped swab out the remaining cannon, getting it ready for the next shot.

Rather than amply smashing cannon balsinto the masonry walls, thistime Jeke suggested aiming at a

marble frieze over the gate commemorating some thousand-year old Otranto victory. Ruining vauable
artwork assaulted Jake's mercantile sengbilities, but he and his friends needed to be dive. Thosewho

wereleft.

Histactic was even more successful than hed imagined. The friezework exploded off thewall, shattering
into razor sharp, fist-sized chunks of degath that rattled through the Granger rear-guard.

A moan made up of both anger and pain came from the Granger troops.
"Load it with these” the monk captain told him.

Jake looked at the assortment of chain links, arrowheads, and pike points the captain dumped on the
ground. “Won't work,” he said. “Therangeistoo long for antipersonnel wesgponry."

"Therangeisabout to get alot shorter. | suggest you hurry.”

Either the Granger needed to psych themsalves up, or Jake's shots had killed enough officersto make
them indecisive because it took several minutes of shouting and organizing before the first Granger stuck
his head above the makeshift fortification they hid behind.

A black arrow buzzed by that Granger and he pulled back.
"Hold your fire,” the captain growled. “ Do you want them to retrest indde the gates?'

Jake's four man cannon crew had finished swabhbing the cannon and stuffing down the next bag of
gunpowder when he heard the screaming Granger warcry and the deep-throated snap of Granger
MUSKets.

One of the monks on his crew coughed, then settled to the ground. Blood gushed from his chest.
The other two monks working with Jake dropped to the ground to help their friend.

"Get back to work,” he shouted, madly shoveling in the assortment of ironwork the captain had given
him.

"But hesdying."
"Pray for him later, unlessyou want to join him now."

They reluctantly returned to their work, but Jake could see he hadn't made any new friends.



They didn't have timeto aim. A hundred screaming Granger warriors were amost on top of them by the
time they had nearly completed loading.

The panicking monk lit the touchhole as Jeke was stuffing in the last of theiron bits. Ingtinctively, Jeke
dropped to the ground and clasped his ears.

The cannon roar felt like an earthquake.
Jake looked up, but could see only the blinding black smoke of the cannon's discharge.

That was bad. The badly outnumbered monks needed to use their bows rather than attempt
hand-to-hand combat against the well trained Granger forces.

He realized he could no longer hear the Granger warcries.

For an ingtant, he let himsalf hope that they'd killed the entire lot. Then he redlized he couldn't hear
anything. The cannon, firing so closeto his head, had deafened him, possibly blowing out his
augmentation aswell.

He struggled to hisfeet and found ajavelin he could use as a proxy for a staff, then turned to face the
Granger attack.

They should have been there by now, heredlized. Again, he let himsdf hope that his cannon shot had
doneitsjob.

* % k% %
Then the Granger were everywhere.

Jake gave himsdf everything his augmentation had left, trying to blur into action and to ignore his growing
sense of dread and the residual effect of his crossbow wound. It had seemed like such asensible plan
when held laid it out.

Hewasfighting on his own. He wouldn't have guessed that the monks would run but wherever they
were, they weren't anywherein hissight.

He jabbed with thejavelin, then whipped it around to strike with the shaft reversing the point to stab at
the Granger coming up behind him.

He blocked a descending war ax reflexively, and watched asthe javelin disintegrated in his hands.

Jake threw the remains at one of the Granger, did a one-armed cartwhed over the man he'd stabbed and
spun to face his attackers disarmed but as ready as he was going to get.

They were screaming something, probably encouraging each other to go and get the unarmed idiot who
wouldn't run away, but Jake till couldn't hear anything.

They garted to advance on him, moving dowly now asif afraid held pull something else from his bag of
tricks. Then, asif by magic, they started to collapse, long black arrows protruding from their bodies.

When three of their captainsfell with black arrowsin their throats, the remainder turned and headed back
toward thewalls. Few madeit.

The captain and nine other monks surrounded Jake, their mouths moving amileaminute.

"| can't hear,” Jake said. Hetried to control his volume but, from the winces on the faces before him, he



redized hed failed at thet.
The captain shrugged, then pointed in the direction of the Otranto city walls.
Well, Jake could understand that at least.

"Absolutely. Let's go and see what help we can offer our friends.”

* * * %

The battle insde Otranto should have been adaughter. The stonemasons had constructed a set of
breastworks and high walls that would crowd the atacking Granger, direct their flow, and alow
Otranto's mercenaries to dice them to pieces. The guild forces were available as reserves, while the mob
could throw rocks and pull down any Granger foolish enough to get separated from their formation.
Plenty of traps should have dowed their rush, killed many of them, and made the rest careful in what they
approached.

Things hadn't worked out quite so well. Despite firm orders from Fernis and the Patriarch, the Otranto
mob had initidly attacked, confusing the mercenaries aim, then turned in panic and run, Sveeping avay
many of the guild reserves and tripping some of the trapsin the process. As aresult, the Granger had
managed to establish themselves, taking control of several segments of the temporary wall that had been
designed to be used against them.

The second group of thirty martial monksfindly arrived and Jake, with hissmall band, reached the city
gatesjust intimeto send afew flights of arrowsinto the backs of a Granger force huddlied under the
protection of one of those walls.

Initsdf, killing adozen Granger shouldn't have mattered in abattle like this. In the event, however, the
Granger force, which aready felt surrounded and hard-pressed, smply collapsed, throwing down their
weapons and looking for someone to surrender to.

Jake shouted to his monks and pointed hoping that they'd get the idea and accept the surrenders before
the mob attacked and the Granger picked their weapons back up and fought to the death.

It was avictory. His plan had worked and Otranto would survive for another week, at least. Y et, John's
death weighed on Jake. Hefelt no ation, only afatigue so heavy that it held him almost immobile. From
everywhere, he could hear only slence.

Jake stumbled through Otranto City's open gates when he felt a sharp tug on histunic.
Panic. Could a Granger have hidden among the dead, waiting for a chance to exact revenge?
Jake spun around.

Cadtile looked more like the imp shed been when he first met her than the stunning young princess shed
turned into. She had apair of long-barreled pistols tucked into ablack belt and a Granger cavalry saber

hanging naked down her back. Black smudges across her face and a diced gash across her tunic directly
below her breasts madeit clear that she wasn't just wearing a costume. Sheld been fighting.

Her lips moved, so Jake was certain Castile was saying something. He still couldn't hear a sound.
"I'm desf,” hetold her.
She winced and stepped backward, so he knew he must have shouted.



Cadtilewrinkled her nose, then turned and ran down the cobblestone road.

He considered following her, then shrugged. He had more Granger prisonersto protect. Why hadn't he
planned for prisoners? Any merchant who set off on atrading expedition with aslittle preparation as Jake
had entered into the military field could expect to lose his shirt.

Although the sun told him that it was only mid-afternoon, Jake's body could barely hold him erect ashe
shoved the last of the Granger prisonersinto the makeshift POW camp held had constructed in an
abandoned section of Otranto. Mercenary forces guarded the Granger from mob attack as much asthey
kept the Granger from escaping.

Manny and the Brewers Guild militiamarched around looking officia and keeping the mob from looting
while the Patriarch himsdlf took command of the martia monks and the prisoners. He kept Mark with
him, Jake noticed, and the two seemed to be arguing philosophy.

Jake used his command of the Granger language to try and persuade the few surviving Granger officers
that they and their men were better off accepting protection from the mercenaries than they would be if
they attempted to escape into the roused city. Since most of them had surrendered to get away from the
mob, they didn't take much convincing. Which was lucky since Jake wasn't up to much convincing given
that he couldn't hear aword anyone said to him.

Even Harold and Lucer showed up, passing out free beer to the more peaceful of the mob membersand
smacking the more violent over the head.

Everything seemed under control. Jake felt suddenly usdess. HeEd put in place ingtitutions that might give
Otranto a chance. What he needed, he decided, was deep.

Cadtile regppeared, along scroll of parchment in her hand and afusty looking priest by her side.

Jake let himsdf collgpse onto the stoop of an abandoned marble palace and | et the priest, who must also
be a doctor, poke at his body, prod his ears, and look down histhroat.

Cadtile scribbled on her scroll. “Have you eaten anything?'
He shook hishead. “Not sincelast night.”
Shewordlessly handed him aleather flask filled with arich red wine.

Jake drank deeply, coughing at the burn of dcohol against athroat made raw by hours of fighting and
then more hours of shouting warnings to those who wanted to kill the prisoners.

"Do you know anything about cannons?’ Castile wrote. “I want the onesyou fired outsde the walls."
She wanted alot, Jake realized. She dso got what she wanted more often than not.

Jake shrugged, then winced at the discovery of a new wound. When had he been struck in the shoulder?
The priest prodded a him alittle more, then stood and delivered hisreport to Cadtile.

Jake's attempts to read lips were completely unsuccessful. Castile's face looked grave as she turned back
tohim.

"Wdl?'

"He saysyoull live” shewrote.



"What about my hearing?'
Cadtile shrugged.

"Has anyone gotten word to the army?” Jake asked. “ And we need to prepare room for the peasants
wholl be retreating with them.”

Cadtile brushed atear from her eyes, then turned her attention toward her scroll.
"All that isdone. Y ou aren't the only one who can remember to do their job."
He'd made her angry, although he hadn't wanted to.

"Do you think it will be enough?’ shewrote.

Jake shrugged. With Bourgundian help, he could keep the straits open and devel op a steady flow of food
and trade goods between Tantalus and Otranto city. Silk and olive ail, together with Castil€siron works,
Mark's university, Manny's brewery, and the Patriarch's winery and textilesindustries could form the
bassfor anindugtria city—acity that supported itsdf rather than being an adminigrative drain on the
countryside around it. Given ayear, Otranto would be unstoppable. But no onewould give them ayear.
Long before that, the main Granger army would arrive. Their Anglic alies might be strong enough to beat
off the Bourgundians, and were certainly enough to force Otranto to guard the seawalls aswell asthe
land wall.

All indl, Otranto's survival would have to be caled along shot. Which was considerably better than it
had been twenty-four hours earlier.

"We have achance,” he said.
"Wedidn't until you cameaong,” shewrote.

He shrugged again, embarrassed. Unlike John, Jake was no hero. He was just a merchant who happened
into a business opportunity. Hetold her that.

She shook her head, then bent and wrote quickly.
"Y ou could kiss me, you know."

Hefroze. Not that Castile wasn't attractive. When she was dressed in her Otranto Princess mode, she
would turn heads even on planets where beauty augmentation was universal. And Arcadia cusoms were
different from those of the civilized galaxy. Still, he couldn't overcome his scruples. Castile was a child.

Cadtile frowned, then pulled one of her pistolsfrom her belt.

He dmost panicked. Teenage suicide was one disease that even modern galactic medicine hadn't
completely eiminated. It could be much worse here.

He reached for the gun but Castile dapped away his hand and stepped back.
Jake was dmost relieved when she pointed the weapon at him. How crazy did that make him?
She wrote, not looking at the scrall, then shoved it a him.

"|sthere another woman?'



Jake laughed. “When have | had time for awoman? Y ou're just too young for me."
Cadtile nodded dowly, then gestured for him to return her pad.

He started to stand, but she cocked her pistol and he sat back down on his stoop, then pushed the pad
back.

"You'refiveyearsolder than me,” shewrote. “ That isn't abig difference. How old do Spacer women
have to be to get married?’

"Thelaw sayseighteen,” hetold her. “But most wait until they'rein their thirties or even fifties."
Cadtile shook her head and gestured for the pad back.
"Eighteen,” shewrote. “I guesswe haveto winthiswar."

He guessed shewasright. Of course, by that time she would have gotten over this crush and found
someone more suitable.

The smal twinge of sadness at that thought didn't make any senseat all.
"L et's go have something to eat,” he suggested.
Cadtile uncocked her pistol and thrust it back into her belt.

Her arm felt good against him as he struggled down the Otranto street returning to what had become his
home.

TheEnd
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