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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




To New and Old Readers of the Soul Rider Saga


This is the fifth, and probably final, novel in what has been labeled “The Soul Rider Saga.” Faithful readers, and the books have created quite a large following, will probably wail, but they wailed when I ended my past long-form series as well, and I always have subscribed to Henny Youngman’s advice to “always leave them wanting more.”


The fact is, this book wasn’t supposed to exist at all. The original novel as outlined, Spirits of Flux & Anchor, was to be it. One novel, broken into three volumes because of its length. These were published as Spirits, Empires, and Masters of Flux & Anchor by Tor in 1984. When completed, I discovered that my research and background material had an independent book all its own in it, and this was published as The Birth of Flux & Anchor (Tor Books, 1985).


While doing that one, a lot of things I’d wanted to put in Masters and could not because of that book’s great length coincided with a lot of new interesting problems raised by the situation at the end of Masters and the new information provided in Birth. This book is the result. It is less a sequel to the original than a direct continuation. Familiarity with the first three books, and with Birth, is assumed, although the book will, I hope, stand on its own.


Readers new to the series, however, are urged to read the first four first to get the maximum benefit. They should be available where you bought this one; if not, your local bookstore has them or can get them quickly and easily (and don’t let them tell you otherwise!).


Readers who have been faithfully following the saga will not, I think, be disappointed. If anyone gets through Chapter 15 and claims not to be very surprised, I guess I should hang it up. I will not, though. I’m already thinking up new characters and new strange places to go and new themes to explore, and I’m already working on them. That’s what keeps it fun and interesting for both of us.


Melrose, Maryland
April 15, 1985


Jack L. Chalker
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SOME VISITORS FROM DOWN UNDER


For forty-seven years the seven great Hellgates had been guarded, and the guard duty was the most boring assignment anyone could draw. Mostly it was left to a few people in bad graces with one of the local powers charged with providing the rotating detail.


Gate One, in particular, was fairly remote from even the historical events that made the guard necessary. When, after twenty-seven hundred years, the Hellgates had been opened and the alien demonic enemy faced, that enemy had come through only three Gates, none of them this one.


All Gates, though, as well as direct access to the monstrous computers who ran and maintained them, had been closed by common consent after the crisis had passed. The enemy had been met, and defeated, at a great price in lives, but that enemy was no longer feared. They knew it now, what it was and what it could do, and they knew that now, at this stage, even an invasion at all seven gates could be met if need be. Then, and only then, the computers would automatically reactivate; the human-to-computer interfaces, the Soul Riders and the Guardians, would activate with access to all the defense computers; and the powers that be on World would unite against a common foe.


Thus, the primary concern of those who’d fought the battles wasn’t that any enemy would appear, but rather that some people would use the powers of those great computers to dominate or perhaps destroy World. Access to the computers had been terminated for that reason, although not before a tremendous amount of knowledge had been pilfered from it, some little of which was just now beginning to make sense to those who studied it. But only the wizards of World, those with the power, could command anything from those great machines, and they were as limited as always. None could again get into the great control rooms of the ancients nor speak directly to the tremendous thinking machines that ran everything automatically. The Gates themselves were almost an afterthought; they had been closed, and set to “outgoing,” but they had been locked. Nobody really knew how they worked, or how to use them, and the computers had been strictly limited by the ancients so that even if they possessed that knowledge they could neither release nor reveal it.


The huge dish-like depressions had been filled with debris based on the information that no one could use a dish for transportation if that dish was occupied, but there was uncertainty as to just how effective these measures were. If debris alone could stop an enemy, why had the ancients gone to so much trouble to seal them?


The Guardians, creatures with life created by the great computers out of Flux, roamed the system, beings of pure energy beyond human understanding, and kept things running smoothly and repaired properly. The Soul Riders, kindred creatures who alone possessed the codes that would open the computers to human command, rode as symbiotic things inside people all over World, many of whom were ignorant that they even had such things inside them.


The guard at each of the seven Gates was almost perfunctory and certainly not taken seriously by anyone. Everybody knew that if an enemy were to use any of the Gates, the Soul Riders would already be on station and the Guardians already in place. It was automatic. It had happened last time, when things had been in a state of ignorance. It would happen again.


Around Gate One were the four Anchors—Frinkh, Wahltah, Patah, and the one once called Holy Anchor and still referred to that way even though the great Church whose seat it once was now was no more.


Far beneath the former administrative centers of the Anchors, the “temples” of the old Church, the great control rooms and laboratories lay silent and deserted, access to them barred by command of those who had last been in them and had voluntarily left and surrendered their powers.


Now, though, in the transportation and communication centers of all four Anchors surrounding Gate One, lights automatically came on, and complex instrumentation became lit with flashing lights and digital readouts. A bell struck, and then some klaxons sounded, although there were no ears to hear, and then a woman’s voice sounded in all four control rooms, the voice of the master transportation computer.


“Incoming, Gate One,” the voice announced, casual and without real expression.


Guardians, taken completely off guard, rode the transmission lines down to check on things. This was simply not supposed to happen. An alert was suddenly sounded through the entire worldwide computer network, including the Soul Riders, but they were not yet activated.


The Guardians checked the information with their computer masters, then called off the alert. No one, in fact, was even aware that an alert had been called, least of all those in which bodies the Soul Riders lived. The defensive programs had never been designed to guard against Earth, but only against an alien menace, to block its progress toward Earth along the great strings of the Flux universe. This traffic was not inbound—toward Earth—and thus was not a threat by their mission and charge. It was outbound traffic.


The Guardians and Soul Riders of the Great War had been people of World: ignorant of high technology, backward, superstitious, and unable, really, to ask all the right questions or think of everything. They had been assured that the Gates could not be purged of debris by any invader’s incoming signal without the joint consent of the Soul Rider and the Guardian. Their context, however, was defensive, and the types of computers and programs to which they had direct access were military in nature. These were the Forward Fire Base programs, modified thousands of years earlier to meet an unknown threat. By definition, though, incoming from the inbound direction was friendly; only incoming from the outbound direction was assumed hostile. The Gate locks had been absolute, barring friend and foe alike, but the Gates had not been relocked. It seemed futile, since the codes to open them were now known but the means of changing them was not.


The Guardian assumed quite naturally that traffic from this direction was friendly, and the four Guardians of Gate One agreed and sounded the outer alarms for a purge.


The dozen men and women sitting in their camp at the edge of Gate One, reading or sleeping or playing games to amuse themselves, had been there for several weeks and had only a few days to go. Just a few days more to keep from going mad in the silence of the Flux and the eerie crater of the Gate. They all had some of the power and included a lean, hawk-nosed man named Bandichar who was a powerful wizard. Unlike the others, who were there because they were ordered to be, he was there because, by common agreement of the Fluxlords of each region, somebody powerful must be on duty at all times. Bandichar had been practicing some new spells and making everyone else nervous, but it was quiet now.


Suddenly a loud klaxon sounded three times, echoing across the crater floor and bouncing off its walls; it sounded as if the end of the world were coming, and guards jumped in startled fear, one woman rolling off her cot.


Bandichar had been asleep but was quickly brought awake by the terrible and unexpected noise and stormed out of his tent wearing only a pair of shorts. He certainly did not look like a powerful Fluxlord. He looked, in fact, like a man caught with his pants down.


“What the hell was that?” he demanded to know.


Atita Saag, a small, lean woman in an olive military uniform who was the officer in charge, shrugged and shook her head. “It came from the Gate.” Suddenly the enormity of that statement hit her, and she yelled, “Everyone up! Full arms and packs immediately! Positions in view of the Gate but well back of the apron!” The apron, or lip, was a smooth area several meters wide that led to the depression.


“Attention! Attention! Please remain clear of the Gate area until further notice,” said a ghostly, amplified woman’s voice from the crater’s center. It, too, echoed eerily around the complex.


“Son of a bitch!” swore Bandichar. “Something’s coming through! It had to be on my damned watch, too!”


There was a final warning buzz, and then the voice of the gate announced, “Purging!”


The small company of guards edged back as the entire Gate complex began to glow a sickly yellow-green. Then there was a roar that sounded like a huge volume of water coming down a pipe, but there was no water.


An incredible amount of junk had been thrown into the massive crater, from the remains of buildings to concrete and steel-like masses created out of Flux and allowed to flow in and harden. One could almost walk across the top of it.


Now that mass of junk glowed, was outlined in a crackling fire, and then vanished.


Atita looked at Bandichar, who was just staring, transfixed. If she didn’t know better, she’d have sworn that the Fluxlord was as scared as she was. “I thought this couldn’t happen!” she said, her voice trembling. “So what do we do now?”


“It couldn’t! Wasn’t supposed to, anyway,” Bandichar responded, his voice not sounding any better. “Still, that’s why we’re here. Just in case.”


“Well, it’s just in case! Now what? Anybody tell you ‘just in case’ of what?”


“We see what shows up, then if it’s bigger than we can handle we run like hell and get help,” he responded honestly.


“Maybe they won’t come out here anyway, just go down the tube,” she muttered hopefully.


“Uh uh. Even those furballs of fifty years ago couldn’t get by that. It’d run another purge automatically, destroying them in the tubes, unless they knew the codes, and nobody that’s not from here can know that code. No, they’ll come out this way.”


“Purge complete,” the Gate announced. “Stand by. Flag set to incoming. Incoming received. Gate flag reset to outbound. Transport personnel may now attend to offloading duties.” The glow died, and the silence returned.


Atita nervously stared at the Gate. “I don’t see nothin’,” she noted. “We should see it, shouldn’t we?”


“I was there at Gate Two when they came the last time,” Bandichar responded. “We should see a ship in there.” Fear was being replaced by nervous curiosity. “What in hell happened?”


Nervously, expecting a trick, he walked toward the lip of the Gate, stopping just before it, so that he could see most of the crater. He made a simple hand gesture and materialized a pair of field glasses in his left hand, then put the glasses to his eyes and scanned what he could.


Except for the fact that for the first time in forty-seven years the entire dish was clear of debris and visible, there was nothing unusual. There was nothing in the dish at all. Frowning, his nerves more on edge from this than if the dish had held a huge invader ship, he walked forward to the edge of the depression itself and stared, first with his naked eyes, then with the glasses. Nothing. He focused on the small black hole in the center of the dish, the normal access to the Gate. For a moment he thought he saw the reflection of some internal light in there, but then it was gone. He stared hard through the binoculars, squinting because it seemed that something was blurry right by the access hole, but it was certainly nothing substantial.


He still didn’t like it, but he couldn’t help but give a sigh of relief. “There’s nothing in there!” he called back to the soldiers. “Come and look!”


Slowly, apprehensively, arms at the ready, they did. “Now what in the name of anybody’s heaven was that all about?” one man muttered, voicing the thoughts of the rest.


“Anybody see anything?” Bandichar asked, not able to believe what he wasn’t seeing.


“Looks like a couple of little puffs of mist or something floatin’ up over there,” a woman noted, pointing. They all looked and spotted the two clouds or whatever they were—transparent, not terribly large, and rising to the rim about a hundred and fifty meters away from them. Bandichar realized that those were the indistinct blurs he’d seen in the glasses.


“Probably just some aftereffect of the Gate opening and closing,” he told them. “Either that or the residue of whatever was sent.”


They all looked at him, startled.


“This don’t make any sense unless you think along the lines of somebody who wants in,” he explained. “Say the fuzzballs check and find the Gates are open, but they got no report from their advance forces even after all this time. Maybe they just noticed after all the years that they were open at all. Now, after all those centuries, if I suddenly checked and found the Gates open, I’d send through something first to see if my senses or machines or whatever were lying.”


“Well, what in hell would they send?” somebody asked. “Air or a bomb or something? It sure didn’t look like much.”


“Who knows how fuzzballs think?”


“Holy Angels!” somebody else swore, betraying a link with the old faiths. “Suppose it was some kind of poison gas or something?”


That started a mild panic reaction, but Bandichar shook his head. “Naw. Two little mist balls? If they were anything like that we’d be goners, and I think anything of that kind would be a lot bigger than what we saw. Anybody still spot the two little clouds?”


Everybody strained to look but nobody could. They had risen like the steam they resembled to the top of the dish wall and merged into Flux.


One middle-aged bearded man with a shotgun sighed and turned away from the dish and stopped dead, his mouth dropping, staring. Immediately behind the small group hovered two mist-like clouds, each smaller than a human and with no clear form, yet distinct from the Flux and flashing inside with a singular intensity of electrical activity. Suddenly the man raised the shotgun and shouted, “Hey! Look—” but he was cut off, frozen in mid-sentence and mid-gesture, just as the others started to turn and bring their own weapons up if they had them. They, too, were suddenly frozen in an eerie tableau.


The two clouds approached the statue-like forms of the guard and drifted among them, as if looking them over and trying to decide just who and what they were seeing. Had the guards been able to see and think and react, they would have discovered that the clouds were not clouds at all, but two dense, pulsing masses with a mathematical logic about them. By their movements, there was no question that the things were either sentient in some impossible way or directed by ones who were.


The “clouds” moved from the humans to their dwellings and animals, seeming to take a full inventory as if inspecting the premises before deciding whether or not to buy the place. The horses were not frozen, but ignored the things, although when they were almost literally enveloped by them, one at a time, they expressed not so much distress as annoyance.


Finally they moved out into the void itself, clear of all recently arrived beings and artifacts, and touched the soft, sponge-like floor of the world. Had Bandichar been able to view the scene he would have recognized immediately that the clouds were sending and receiving “spells” along the computer grid that underlay the entirety of the world. The spells were quite complex, too much so for any human, and entirely in the language of the great machines themselves.


Bandichar and the others might have been upset, even threatened, by this sight, could they have seen it, but they knew that whatever talked in this way was nothing more than a local threat. The great machines had taken their minds somewhere else almost three thousand years earlier, leaving only data and automatic programs to handle maintaining and nurturing the world and its people, and indiscriminate access even to the data was blocked by firm military-imposed and reimposed codes that not even another great machine like the ones buried in the Anchors of World could break.


The “clouds” themselves were discovering this, and were clearly agitated by it, pulsing and changing shape rapidly as their questions and commands were mostly refused or ignored. Clearly whatever they were they could feel anger, or at least frustration.


Finally they stopped, seemed to merge, and clearly had a heated discussion on what to do next and how to do it. Finally, they decided on something, at least, broke apart, and drifted back toward the frozen humans. Then, after giving a series of spells to the grid, they were away again into the void, quickly vanishing from view.


The humans unfroze. “What the hell … ?” the wizard muttered, looking puzzled. They all looked puzzled, or so it seemed, each one aware that something had happened, some time had passed, but unsure of whether or not the others felt the same or if they’d just gone a little bit mad.


There was a sudden crackling sound from inside the great dish itself, and several of them cried out and stepped back as the delayed program went into action.


As they watched, awed and more than a little scared, the dish gathered in sufficient Flux and transformed it into a precise duplicate of all the enormous volume of junk and trash that had been in the dish before.


Atita Saag turned white-faced to Bandichar. “Now what? There’s not even any evidence anything happened. Who’s gonna believe this now?”


“We’ll report it,” he told her. “They’ll pick us clean but they’ll be convinced that we all saw what we saw and heard what we heard. It’s even possible that the incoming calls were heard in the Anchor temples. But we’ll let wiser heads than ours figure it all out.”


“Figure what out?” she wanted to know. “Just what did happen here?”


“Hell, ma’am, that’s simple,” said the old fellow with the rifle behind her. “Somebody just done stole our garbage, didn’t like it, and dumped it back.”
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DISCOURSES ON SOCIOLOGY AND POKER


The air was damp and slightly chilled in the early morning light, the huge orb of the gas giant that provided World’s illumination sending eerie ripples over the land as it rose. Two riders mounted on strong black horses made their way slowly down the well-worn dirt road, side by side. One was an older man with a full gray-black beard and long flowing hair of the same color, dressed in a long black suit coat and heavy black work pants, looking like the elder in some ancient and austere religious group. The other was far younger, dressed in a plaid flannel shirt and blue denim trousers; a man of medium build, clean-shaven and with dark hair cut very short. Only the most astute observer would see any resemblance in the two, or even guess a relationship.


They had now been two days together in New Eden, that vast Anchor area three thousand kilometers across, and still with vast empty stretches of land like the one they now traversed.


“I can’t get over how little has changed,” said the younger man in a low, raspy tenor. “Forty-seven years, all the leadership dead, the women freed of their spell-enforced limits, and it all seems the same.”


This was not the first time he had said it, but he still couldn’t really believe what they’d found.


“It’s not so odd,” the older, bearded man responded in a rich baritone. “It’s the way people in groups work, son. You take a bunch of lifelong slaves from some Fluxland. Something happens to the Fluxlord, and the slaves are suddenly free and they run off with one of them who’s a wizard himself and set up their own Fluxland. Do they establish freedom and democracy and equality for all? Hell, no. They were born into a system with slaves and rulers and taught from the cradle that it was the system that was right, just, God’s will, and whatever. They ain’t been thinking of a different world—they don’t know any other anyway. So they set up the same system with them on top and make slaves out of everybody else they find. Same system, only they’re on top. You seen it again and again here, and I hear tell in the old histories of the ancients there’s hundreds of similar things.”


“Yeah, but this isn’t like that.”


“No? What’s the difference?”


The younger man shook his head wonderingly. “I mean, O.K., it’s one thing for the original New Eden. That far I’ll accept your analogy. Coydt hated all women, and he got his men from matriarchal Fluxlands where they were on the bottom so naturally they set up this system. And when the Church the anchors all had been born and raised with, an all-female hierarchy, was shown false, there was some natural resentment there as well among some of the men. But they used Flux, after all, in the long run, to physically change the women so they couldn’t read, write, do simple math, or fully control their emotions. But after the Invasion was beaten off—mostly by women, as it happened—and those brain changes were reversed, you’d think women would demand their rights.”


The old man sighed. “Son, you sell old Adam Tilghman short. Like most of Coydt’s hand-picked leaders, he was a brilliant man. He was actually born in Anchor, and thrown out under the old lottery system. Sold to some doddering Fluxlord goddess where he became one of her bodyguards and kept men, serving and servicing the underwizard women who worked for the old girl and ran her affairs. He had good cause to hate women, since it was women in the old priesthood who threw him out into Flux and it was in a Fluxland dominated by women that he was a courtesan, slave, and if need be, soldier. The fact was, though, he didn’t hate women.”


“I didn’t know all that about him. So you mean he was just a product of his environment? When he got sprung by Coydt he just wanted to reverse things?”


“Well, you sell him a little short there, but not much. Fact was, he was a brilliant man who learned everything well. Even bright enough to understand what I’m saying about him. Trouble was, he was too human to accept that in himself, or see it in his own makeup. He felt comfortable with his new role and his new society, although not with its early brutality, but he felt a need to justify it all to himself. See, Coydt was honest with himself. He was out for revenge against women and he felt he had good cause. Old Adam, though, was too moral a man to be honest with himself. So he went through all of those fragments of ancient books Coydt had collected over the years, and out of it he built the religious foundation for New Eden. He was the New Eden theoretician, so to speak, and because he found that level of justification for all they were doing they accepted his conclusions wholeheartedly.”


“Yeah, well, I know New Eden was the original name our ancestors had for the whole world when they came here, and I know they had a lot of religions, but I don’t know if they led in this direction.”


“Well, that depends. You read fragments and excerpts from holy books and it’s taking things out of context. You can draw all the wrong conclusions. Then there was selectivity. He read lots of stuff from old religious texts—the Bible, the Koran, a couple of ones from a religion called Hinduism, and there he found what he wanted to find. The parts that didn’t fit his vision he just ignored. Oh, I doubt if he knew he was ignoring them or being so selective; it was probably a subconscious editing. And remember his background—the old Anchor Church. You think the way you’re raised, and even though he didn’t believe in the Church he still thought in the same logic and context as the Church did. He couldn’t help it. He read where Adam came first, then Eve was created second. That’s in both the Bible and the Koran, so it’s one good nail. Now, he figures evil couldn’t corrupt Adam, so it worked on Eve and corrupted her. She was the one who disobeyed God and got punished for it, dragging Adam down with her. When two different religious books agree, that’s holy writ. And when it becomes clear that the other beliefs were also basically patriarchies and that patriarchy was the rule for much of early human history—well, that cinches it. He’s got God on his side.”


“But he’s forty-seven years dead!”


“Uh huh. But think about this place. Only a handful of New Eden’s citizens are older than New Eden. The vast bulk of them were born and raised in the system, and even the older ones lived under it for decades. It was always a collective leadership after Coydt was killed, and only Adam died. The rest just made him a saint and enshrined his system as holy writ. These folks have been born and raised in this in the same way as he was born and raised in the system of the Holy Mother Church. They don’t know any other system, and they believe in their religion. Besides, they have no alternative system anymore.”


“Yeah, but doesn’t your analogy hold? I mean, women are on the bottom here, so wouldn’t they want a reverse?”


“You might be right—hell, there’s Fluxlands founded for just that reason out there right now. You might be, but you’d ignore the other things. The Holy Mother Church lasted for over two thousand years and it was rigidly sex compartmentalized at the leadership level. The women set policy and interpreted it. The men carried the policies out, but the women had the veto. The one thing they all had was a fear of Flux. Anchor life was comfortable, and you always knew where you stood. Not everybody was happy with it, particularly some men, but the alternatives were all much worse. They gained safety and security from it, so they paid the price and griped. And the Church was smart enough to sort of borrow a little bit from the Hindu, and Adam was smart enough to keep it: the idea that we live more than one life, and that we live those lives as alternate sexes. It freezes the system. If everybody believes it, then there’s no penalty for being on the bottom because in the next life you’ll be on top, and you better be good while on top ’cause in the next life you’ll be on the bottom. See?”


The younger man nodded. “Yes, I think so. It’s a little hard to swallow, though. There’s no outlet for the women here. There’s still no schools for them except religious studies, where the rightness of their lot is pounded into them. They can’t own property or inherit, can’t get the training and skills to hold down a professional job, can’t hold office, be a church official, or even get a divorce. An unmarried woman has less rights than a horse here.”


“Yep, it’s crazy, all right, but it’s also a secure system. It may be a waste and it may be wrong, but it works, just like the old Church system worked and like many of the crazy Fluxlands work. And, you got to think of the pragmatic side. Old Adam’s system is really insidious, just like the old Church’s.”


“Huh? What do you mean?”


“Well, think about it. Now, say you’re a woman who feels this system’s unfair, and there are probably lots of them. Lousy husband, or maybe you’re bored or ambitious or whatever. So what can you do about it? Move out? Now what? If you take anything at all the husband can charge theft and they’ll be out to hunt you down. Bitch to others? If anybody hears you who doesn’t agree, you’ll get charged with blasphemy and they’ll send you to one of their conditioning clinics and you’ll come back in six months or so a true believer ready to turn in your own daughters. You can’t even hide it for very long, since those church meetings are required. I saw one once. They shoot questions at you so fast you don’t have time to think, you have to answer automatically. Answer wrong, and the whole group turns on you so they aren’t singled out. The husband’s notified, and penalized, and is expected to discipline you. After a while, the only way to keep from getting caught in that trap is to start totally believing in everything and its rightness and purging all doubts and discontent from your mind. It’s a technique taken from the old Holy Mother Church’s method of indoctrinating novice priestesses, but I hear from folks studying the old records that it’s a lot older than that. Works just as good on men, too, as some of the Anchors up north are proving.”


“Sheesh! I’d pack up and sneak out and try and make the border.”


“So? And what if you did make it? Outside of New Eden is Flux. You wind up a dugger, dead, or the slave of the first wizard you come across. You and me, we’re children of Flux. We were born and raised there. We know it and its tricks and we can even use some of ’em. They can’t. If you’re going to make a run, you got to have a place to run to. Don’t think the men got it any easier, even if they’re on top.”


“Huh? Seems to me that would be what you wanted to be here.”


“Sure. But see over there—there’s women in the field picking beans or something. Probably from a lot of farm families—they pick one, then the other. The system guarantees them the basics. Their husbands or fathers must provide for them. The Church makes sure you do, and those men go through their own indoctrination and reinforcement sessions. The system makes them a hundred percent responsible for all women and children in their families. All of it. They are not allowed to fail. If those women screw up the harvest, they’re not responsible. He is. If he doesn’t feed, house, and protect them even at the cost of his own life, he is held responsible. Hell, if his wife and daughters go off and rob a train, he’s punished for the crime. And if his business fails, the Church will help out the women but he’s left to starve in the gutter. The pressure’s enormous. I’ve yet to meet a New Eden man who didn’t have ulcers and whose hair wasn’t gray while he was still relatively young. Very few of the women commit suicide—I don’t think I know of one offhand. But a fair percentage of the men do.”


“Some system,” the younger man noted dryly.


“Yeah. Yet there are folks, men and women both, who know the score and yet beg, borrow, or steal some stringer or friendly wizard to get ’em here. If you’re willing to accept the system as a price, there’s still land to homestead here, protected from all wizardly magic and capricious Fluxlords and Anchor civil wars—stability and security. New Eden has contracts with the Guild to bring anyone here who wants to come, you know, and their missionaries have converted an Anchor or two far from here.”


The younger man nodded glumly and sighed. “Seems like we never learn. We get rid of one bad system, then trade it for another one that’s even worse.”


“People will swap liberty for security every time, son. Right now old World’s just living through a period like our ancestors did back on Earth long ago. Maybe still do, for all we know. We had it easy all those centuries, ’cause everybody traded for the same system and it worked. Now folks are trading for other systems that also work but are both equally unpleasant and mutually antagonistic. That’s how bloody revolutions and wars come, and that always feeds the largest and strongest no matter how ugly it is. Somehow, I think Coydt knew that and planned it this way. He’s laughing at us from someplace in Hell. By God, sometimes I wish I believed in this reincarnation business. It’d be real justice if he was reborn as one of those New Eden girls, now wouldn’t it?”


“Yeah, but I never put much stock in that stuff myself. Who cares if we are reincarnated if we don’t know it and can’t remember our old selves? Might as well be dead, since without memory you’re dead anyway. As you’re fond of saying, there ain’t no more justice in the world than in a crap game.”


“Yep. Life’s a crap shoot, but it’s more of a poker game. You play the cards you have, and if you’re good enough you’ll win even if you were dealt shit. Win, that is, until you meet a better player than you. Most folks are bad players or never try the game. I learned long ago that the bulk of humanity are born victims, and no matter what you do they keep running back to being victims again.”


The younger man looked at the old one seriously for a moment. “Seems to me with that attitude you might as well just stop and blow your brains out.”


“Uh uh. Son, I been killed twice, once for real, and the cards kept coming back good. The purpose of life is to play the hands. You don’t fold when you’re holding aces, and you sure as hell don’t quit the game when it hasn’t beat you. One of these days I’ll meet the one who’s better than me, but not yet. If I check out now, I’ll never find out what they’re like.”


“Grandpa, you sure got a sick outlook on life.”


“Maybe. But I’m still here.”


The young man’s tone changed and he pointed forward. “Riders up ahead.”


“I saw ’em. Most likely a patrol. Yeah. Look real smart in their shiny leather uniforms, don’t they?”


They did not speed up to meet the oncoming riders, but let them come to them. The patrol consisted of a dozen men, all clean-shaven, muscular, and handsome, almost like a recruiting poster. They certainly didn’t look very routine, though; while the officer wore a traditional revolver, the rest had submachine guns in their saddle holsters and a few appeared to have some of the new laser pistols as sidearms as well.


The old man nodded casually. “Morning, Lieutenant,” he said pleasantly.


“Morning, gentlemen. I don’t remember seeing either of you in these parts before. May I have your serial numbers and travel permits, please?”


“We’re registered guests, Lieutenant, not citizens, but here are our papers.” Both he and the younger man produced small packets in neat squared envelopes and handed them over. Neither could miss the fact that the two men in the rear with the clearest shots had their hands on their sidearms.


The lieutenant looked over the booklet and papers inside the first envelope. “You are James Patrick Ryan, Stringer’s Guild, Retired?”


The old man nodded. “I am.”


“This is not your first time here?”


“First time in a long time. I was here many years ago—during the Invasion—in the Signals service and helped on the railroad telephone project.”


“Before my time,” the lieutenant responded, but there was a note of respect in his voice. Very few stringers of the old man’s day, and not too many even now, lived long enough to retire from the Guild. The officer opened and looked at the younger man’s papers. “Rondell Hattori Akbar of Freehold. You are of the Freehold families?”


“I am,” the younger man responded.


“Freehold is to the northeast. Why are you approaching from the west?”


“Colonel Ryan is an old friend of my family who we have not seen in quite some time. There is a war breaking out now between Atram and Tambaloo which he couldn’t have known about. I went to make certain he came through New Eden rather than Flux.”


The officer nodded and handed back the packets.


“May I ask why all the heavy guns?” the bearded man said. “These days this is the most peaceful spot on the whole world.”


“Well, sir, most of it is, but we’ve had real problems with these border areas of late. A lot of the settlers here have pulled out and moved south, abandoning farms and fields and even a couple of towns. There’s a nasty dugger gang that’s been raiding of late out of Flux. We’ve got a whole army division up here trying to catch them but so far it’s been like chasing smoke.”


“From Atram?” Ryan was surprised.


“Well, geographically. We don’t have much to do with them, but they keep to their side and we keep to ours mostly. Last few months, though, they began to have troubles with other Fluxlands and they pulled almost all their forces north and west for that. With the attention of those wizards on that war the gentleman here spoke about, the region bordering us has become something of a no-man’s land. So long as this gang doesn’t rock any boats up there, nobody in Atram cares much about ’em. That gives ’em pretty free reign.”


Ryan stroked his beard and thought about it. “I see. And you can’t pursue into Atram because, with the war up north, they’ll consider it an attack on their back and you’d face some world-class wizard power. Well, I sympathize, Lieutenant, and if we spot anything we’ll get a message off.”


“Well, sir, if you take my advice, if you see ’em, you hide. If they see you, fight to the death and take some of ’em with you. They’re a small army, well-armed and as vicious as any wild animals. They don’t just raid, they torture and mutilate. They’re wild savages.”


“Well, thanks, Lieutenant, we’ll take precautions. I’ve had a lot of experience with duggers in my time, even this kind. Good luck.” And, with that, the two groups parted and the pair of strangers continued on down the road.


“You heard much about this?” the older man asked the other.


“A little. Not much. You know how long it’s been since I’ve been here. Almost as long as you. The stuff I heard, though, is pretty much the way the lieutenant there told it. Their leader’s supposed to be a fellow named Borg Habib, who was a New Eden officer around the time of the Invasion who backed the wrong side in the revolt against Tilghman. Grabbed a couple of his girls and got into Flux one step ahead of the firing squad, or so it’s said. Went wild out there, I guess. Word is he’s not the world’s brightest man, though, so he’s never climbed above being a raider and a hired gun.”


Ryan nodded. “I heard of him now that you mention it. He’s got some brains somewhere in his band or they’d have gotten him by now. This army’s a pretty good one. Somebody with fair Flux power, too. Nasty business. I wouldn’t like to run into him out here.”


“Let’s try not to,” the younger man said, and checked his gun.


For almost twenty-six hundred years a unified culture existed among the twenty-eight Anchors on World, held together by a single religion and code of laws and social conduct and isolated by fear from Flux. At the same time, those in Flux even with great personal power were somewhat limited: the massive power tended to corrupt massively as well, and none of the truly great wizards who established their own Fluxlands could be considered sane. They were tyrants, some better, some worse than others, but all limited to what one mind, no matter how powerful, could create. None of the Fluxlands tended to be larger than five hundred kilometers square and most were substantially smaller. The power of even the best of them had created an understandable egocentrism and also a sense of paranoia, for they did not wish to lose what they had. They seldom if ever cooperated or even met with each other unless to meet a common threat, and then only for the duration of the emergency.


New Eden had shaken both Flux and Anchor to its core. Civil war within the Church for decades followed by its collapse in the face of the Invasion from the stars caused a total breakdown in the Anchors. The Church collapsed when met with incontrovertible evidence that it was false, leaving no social or cultural foundation. Everyone who ever had a grievance against the Church or the system and could find adherents tried to grab power; theory contested theory, and resulted in civil wars within the various Anchors themselves. These in turn broke down the always-fragile economics and caused massive death, destruction, and starvation.


New Eden had managed to capitalize on this in three Anchors near to it, supporting pro—New Eden factions there with arms and even some troops and eventually installing its system there. Others farther away had taken other tacks; a few were still in ferment, or divided into mini-states, but most had seen one or another faction win out and extend their own social and economic theories over their Anchors with increasingly totalitarian methods patterned after the successful New Eden methods but toward different ends.


In Flux, even the maddest of Fluxlords had been faced with the realization that his or her power came not from divine providence but from the remnants of the technology of an ancient civilization whose machines still worked—and that their power could be threatened by other technology being rediscovered all the time in ancient files and records. New Eden had once been four Anchors surrounding vast areas of Flux; technology had made it all Anchor, and in the process eliminated Fluxlands of some of the strongest wizards ever known.


Clearly Fluxlords who wished to remain Fluxlords had to unite or face ultimate attack from others who would or from new machines that could render them impotent to attack. They met and combined into multiple godheads with a single agreed-upon vision reinforced by Flux spells and some of that very technology that threatened them. Vast new Fluxlands, some extending a thousand kilometers or more, were formed with a hierarchy of gods ranked according to their relative Flux powers in a feudal system of gods and demigods.


A few independent and small Fluxlands remained, of course, but there was none of the ancient sense of permanence about them. The most independent and flourishing ones were in the broad gaps between the northern clusters, although a few, like the Freehold, were in the midst of the expanding states and held because they were sparsely populated regions inhabited entirely by families of powerful wizards.


Some of the new technology, however, was denied everyone. The big amps had been deactivated when the first settlements of the ancient ones collapsed; Coydt had discovered a way to tap the tremendous power differently and had used them again. Now, however, before the shutdown of the defensive computers, that loophole in physics had been plugged. The big amps would work no longer, and some of the other wondrous things that ran on the same sort of power were still nothing but useless junk. Some things, however, did work. The small handheld amplifiers used a different energy principle which might have been cut off but through oversight had not been. And New Eden was developing both steam and electric power once again, and also finding ways of actually tapping the raw Flux of the great Gate at its center.


Everyone had cheated for their own or their area’s gain before the big shutdown. Vast numbers of program modules covering history, philosophy, economics, and technological wizardry had been removed or recorded before the great library was closed once more.


Many of the smartest men and women of World had prognosticated that New Eden would eventually dominate and perhaps swallow the whole of World no matter how abhorrent its system. It offered a curious mix of religion-and technocracy-based culture that provided stability and a sense of place in the cosmos to those of Anchor and those dispossessed by violence. Its system was so tight and so absolute that rebellion from within was next to impossible. Its lands were so vast and rich that no outside force could conceivably take it by attack, and its economic system, tightly state controlled but offering some independence at the producer and retail levels, worked. The state provided technological help and a guaranteed price to the farmer or manufacturer, so production was high. The state alone controlled all transport and wholesale trading, so prices were controlled. The Church fostered communalism; everyone helped you build your new barn, or repaint your house, and you did the same for them. If someone had bad accidents, or a series of reverses, and needed help, it came from the others.


At the same time, New Eden welcomed the refugees from anguished Anchors and paid the stringers to bring anyone who wished to New Eden. Civil and ideological wars elsewhere following the loss of more than a million lives in the battle against the Samish invasion had left much of World weakened and battered. New Eden remained pretty much intact and had a growing and thriving population. It was estimated that it might take a century or more for the rest of World to regain its former levels; by that time, New Eden would have a large enough army and technological base to take on or dominate both Flux and Anchor. Flux power was inherited; it was known that even now New Eden was in a breeding program to produce and train an army of powerful wizards all of whom would be true believers. And New Eden was patient, and would nibble bit by bit.


To a world whose people were shaped by a culture left static for twenty-six hundred years, New Eden, for all its faults, offered a powerful lure.


They didn’t realize it, but they were following a classic pattern of human history which Tilghman apparently had deduced and which the new analysts now saw as well. It would not be the first time that people embraced a shallow and repugnant, even insane, system, turning a blind eye to all its faults and excesses and seeing only the stability, the power, and the glory of being part of an empire.


The mother in some northern Anchor, watching her children starve, does not think of the morality of a cultural system. Find the New Eden missionaries; get out, get down to the land of peace and plenty. …


The man who backed the losing side in the civil war knows that they will come for him and his family. Get out—get out or else. But where? What do high-sounding ideals mean when it’s life or death? New Eden can’t be as bad as all that, anyway. …


We die willingly for the greater glory of the Emperor! Banzai!


“Concentration camps? What concentration camps?”


“We had to destroy the village in order to save it.”


“I will take the explosives into the heart of their camp. I shall die a martyr’s death and God will be so pleased He will elevate me to the Paradise of the Martyrs. …”


Adam Tilghman may have been fragmentary and arbitrary in his knowledge of human history, but he got the mechanics right.


Almost four hundred kilometers of border had illustrated what the lieutenant had meant. The land was good, fertile soil and showed signs of cultivation and had buildings that seemed recently abandoned, but few had stuck it out. Now, however, they were far in from the border area crossing the top of the triangular northern tip of New Eden, a hundred kilometers or more south of the border, and things had seemed normal. The land was still less populated than most of New Eden, but that was due to the weather patterns which kept this small area very dry and made water difficult to come by.


Both riders halted as if one. “Smoke up there,” Ryan noted.


“Think it’s trouble this far in?”


“Can’t tell, but my instinct says we better assume it is.”


Both had 9mm pistols and Ryan also had a shotgun, but both ignored these and went into packs, bringing out pieces of metal and professionally clicking each part into place. Each took out long magazines of ammunition and put them in every pocket they had, then one in each of the new weapons.


The land swept up from where they were. It was more a rise than a hill, but it was sufficiently high to block their view. They approached it, then dismounted and went down on their stomachs, crawling to the top on their bellies.


They looked down on what had been a small ranch. The house and barn were now in flames, and several human figures were going from place to place, checking on things.


“The raiders?” Rondell asked the older man.


“Looks like some of ’em. I don’t make it as more than a dozen, though. Probably a rear guard.” Both clicked their sights to maximum telescope range and looked again at the sight.


The range was still too great to make out individual features, but there were clearly some dead bodies scattered around. The raiders themselves seemed a ragtag bunch, dressed in mismatched and outsized clothes that looked like somebody’s refuse, but commanding nasty-looking weapons that seemed to be related to the two now pointed at them.


“Look at the horses over there. See anything odd?” Ryan asked the other.


Rondell looked. “Can’t tell much from this distance, but they sure don’t look like work horses or breed horses, either.”


“Right. They’re also out of the corral but are the most passive bunch I’ve ever seen with all that going on.”


“Think they’re the raiders’ horses?”


“I do. But that’s clearly a horse farm down there—I can make out the picture on the sign, and you can see the layout yourself. So where’s the farm’s horses and the other raiders?”


“Whoops! Looks like they’re getting ready to pull out down there. I hope they don’t decide to come this way.”


“Ten to one they’ll screw the road and take off overland to the northeast. Shortest route to the border and away from the roads and the army. How many horses you make down there?”


“Huh? Looks like sixty or more. Why?”


“They came in overland and probably pushed hell out of those horses. Bet they did a hundred kilometers without real rest just to get here by midday. They had it well thought out.”


“A hundred is pushing it to the limit,” Rondell noted. “You—oh, I get it. They knew this place was here and that it had a large number of fresh and broken horses. They came in, pushed everything to the limit, and when they got here the horses were spent. So they left a sufficient number of them here to move the horses out while they continued to ride off on the new fresh mounts. It explains some of it, but they’re gonna be pretty damned exhausted after that ride and a fight.”


“Uh huh, but they’ve had most of the day, and night will fall in an hour or so. They can afford a cold camp and some rest now. See, when the army gets here, or a posse is formed, they’re gonna take off after this bunch here—northeast. Easy tracks off the road, at least for a while. In the meantime, the main bunch will be ahead of us, mostly on the road until they want to tamp, then probably making a dozen cold camps just out of sight of the road for the night.”


“But the only thing up ahead is the Logh District—the old Anchor. The Sea starts in another twenty or thirty kilometers and runs right up to it.”


“Then that’s what this is all about,” the old man sighed. “A dozen or more raids up and down five hundred kilometers of Flux border, so you got two army divisions spread thin as blazes. No railroads up here yet, so it’d take ’em days to form into any sort of military unit and get here.”


“But you’re saying that they’re going after Logh Center! That’s crazy! There’s half a million people living there!”


“At least. But those half million don’t know what this group’s about, and we don’t know how many more are set up to draw off the division guarding the old Anchor border. Damn! I just wish I knew what they were really after!”


Rondell sighed. “The only way to find out now is to nab one of them down there alive and make him talk.”


Ryan sighed. “The range on these babies is up to two thousand kilometers. My distance guide says they’re seventeen hundred and forty-two meters away.”


“That’s still stretching it. And we’ll never take ’em all out.”


“Don’t have to. Whittle them down and they’ll have to come to us. They’ve burned most of their cover down there.”


“They could just mount up and get out.”


“Naw. They want to buy as much time as possible. They’ll come for us if only to see who and what we are. That’s all open ground between us and them, though. Single shots, in alternation. Wind’s blowing our way. The sound might not carry down to them.”


The man known as Ryan carefully aimed his automatic rifle and pushed a series of small studs on the side. A little dot of light appeared in the scope and after a moment centered on the back of one of the raiders below. He pulled the trigger, having set it for a single shot at a time. There was a sharp, hollow sound as it fired, and the figure was suddenly propelled forward and lay twitching in the dirt.


Rondell fired, and a second figure was forced back against a fence rail and then collapsed like a stuffed doll.


They got four of them in under fifteen seconds, the amount of time it took for the others to see what was going on and react. The pair was able to get two more before the six remaining raiders, bewildered at where the shots were coming from, were able to identify at least the direction and take appropriate cover.


The pair’s next five shots were not merely wasted, they told the defenders the general direction of hostile fire. Random shots began digging up the dirt all along the side of the rise facing the ranch.


“I can’t make ’em out!” Rondell called, frustrated. “We got all the easy ones we’re gonna get.”


“Maybe not! Four of ’em are making their way behind the herd of horses. I think they’re gonna try and stampede them up the rise, with them following. Good! Set to automatic, and when I tell you, fire right in front of the herd—close as you can. If you get a horse it’s no problem.”


“Gotcha!”


The bearded man watched until a tiny figure, moving too stealthily to get a shot at, made its way behind the horses. That was four, the most he could hope for. “Now!” he shouted, and opened up. He couldn’t afford to wait until they started the stampede themselves.


Accuracy in automatic volley wasn’t much, nor did it have to be, but a huge number of puffs of earth came up from in front of the horses and the nearest two suddenly whinnied in pain and started to keel over. That was enough for the rest of them, exhausted as they were. The horses panicked, began to jump, then roared off as a group away from the two shooters on the rise and right into the four just behind them.


They put new clips in their rifles and studied the scene. The whole thing had been over in seconds, and they could count two horses dead, one thrashing about on its side, and four very mangled human forms behind them.


Ryan chuckled. “I haven’t pulled that one in fifty years. The old ones are the best.”


The young man whistled. “They weren’t kidding about you, were they? Now there’s just two of ’em and two of us.”


“Yeah. Now comes the hard part.”


“If I were them, I’d make a run for it away from us. They got to know they’d be out of range almost immediately and some of those horses will stop pretty quick, being so tired. I can see a few just off there.”


“That’s what they’ll do. They know we can’t cross this area, either. If I were them, I’d have one of ’em make their way back and get a couple of horses, then bring them up behind that smoldering ranch house there. Then the other could make his way back to it.


“Yeah, that’s what I’d do, but I wasn’t given Flux orders, either, and I’m no butcher. Their decoy plan’s spoiled, but they still don’t know who or how many they’re up against. They’ll want to know to warn the main band. We’ve turned the tables on them, Grandson. Now they need one of us alive, so they can determine if we have sent off for the army or have communications equipment. If we do, that main group will have their backs to the Sea and be caught in a vise.” He looked at his watch. “About an hour and a quarter until dark. They’ll wait it out, knowing we have to come and get them.”


“Do we?”


“Yeah, but not their way. Let’s get back to the horses. I figure we can cut a pretty wide arc in an hour or so.”


“You mean, come in behind them?”


“Uh huh. And with a little bait.”


*   *   *


Two figures waited in the silence and the dark, one behind a watering trough, the other in the bushes between the front yard and what remained of the still-smoking ranch house. They were, perhaps, six meters apart, but they commanded a view of all approaches to the building, well, and remains of the structures. Anyone coming at them would be in the open as far as one or the other was concerned and a perfect target. They, too, had night sights.


“Why the hell don’t they come?” one of them asked in an impatient whisper louder than a normal tone of voice.


“Shut up! Just means there ain’t many of ’em. Maybe only one or two. Just hush. They’ll come!”


There was a sudden noise and both turned and looked through their night scopes. It was just one of the horses—a saddled horse, at that—slowly ambling back. The scope didn’t give a hundred percent night vision, but it was hard to miss the horse, the saddle outline, and the fact that it was riderless.


Both sighed and relaxed a little. “It’s coming up on my side. I’ll get her as she passes!” the first one whispered loudly.


The other nodded and looked back out at the darkened and deathly quiet desert. Suddenly there was a noise, a thud like the falling of some heavy body, and a small, aborted cry, and the one near the house suddenly turned and pointed the rifle at where the horse now was.


“Renie! You O.K.?”


There was no answer.


The raider looked into the night scope to see if anything could be made out, but the damned horse was not just standing there, it looked tethered now.


Suddenly there was a massive groaning noise behind the raider, and something fell and collapsed part of the roof with a crash and a roar. The raider, startled, stood up for a moment, and suddenly there was a cracking sound and something dropped down and coiled around the raider’s body in a tight, painful embrace. The rifle fell and clattered on the ground, and then there was a tug and the raider, helplessly bound, crashed down as well.


“Got ’em!” Ryan called.


“Mine, too,” responded the younger man. An electric torch flared. “Holy shit! It’s a woman!”


A second torch went on. “Mine, too.”


The one with the whip around her was screaming and writhing and trying to break the hold, but could not. Her rage was so strong she was mostly unintelligible, but she appeared to be mouthing and growling a lot of graphic obscenities. Still, the leather whip had cut through her clothes and the more she struggled the more it bit into skin. She was getting bloody fast.


Ryan pulled her up with an expert’s move, and coolly rammed his fist into her jaw. Her head snapped back, then came forward limply. A trickle of blood came from the side of her mouth, but she was out cold.


He undid the whip; then dragged her over to a hitching post, using leather straps from bridles to bind first her hands, then her feet around the post. She hung there like some game tied in a hunting camp.


The other one they bound, face out, to a tall, deeply sunk pole. Only then did they begin to survey the rest of the scene.


“You did pretty good hanging on that horse’s ass and side,” Ryan told the younger man. “Glad you could. I’m getting too old for that stuff.”


“Looks like you’re pretty good to me,” Rondell responded with more than a note of admiration in his voice. “Let’s see—God!”


His light shone on one of the raiders’ victims, a man who looked to be about thirty, although looks were deceiving, even in New Eden. He’d been shot twice, but then somebody had stripped him and castrated him with a knife.


There were two other males, one in his teens and one not that old, who had met identical fates. They found one other body not a raider, a woman, who’d been almost cut in two with a hail of bullets. She was so beautiful that it seemed almost sacrilege to have done that to her. She’d fallen with a shotgun nearby.


Rondell was clearly shaken, but he could still think straight. “I thought these Fluxgirls were passive.”


“Ain’t nothing meaner and more dangerous than a Fluxwife when she sees her family in danger,” the bearded man responded. “Except maybe two of ’em going at each other over something. Come on. Let’s look at the raiders. …”


Finally, Rondell sighed. “They’re all women. Sure not Fluxgirls, though.” That was an understatement. None of them, including the captives, were very attractive, and clearly none had bathed in weeks or longer. All had rough complexions, calloused hands, and scars here and there, and all had bad teeth, and all were dressed in rags that clearly had once been the clothing of victims. Two had missing fingers; one who might have been attractive was disfigured with a deep, old scar that ran from under her left eye almost to her mouth.


“A couple of ’em ’been shot twice,” Ryan noted. “I didn’t think we were good enough to fire only fatal shots. Not at that range.”


“You mean the others killed them?” The younger man was already feeling sick.


“Looks like. They killed the survivors who wouldn’t be any help and couldn’t make it anyplace on their way, then dragged their bodies over here after dark. That’s a nearly full can of kerosene over there, too. After they got done with us, they were gonna burn the bodies. Maybe all of ’em. That way nobody could tell who was raider and who was rancher.” He paused a moment. “What’s the matter? You been around dead people before.”


“I—I just noticed this little sack on the belt of the one with the scar. I—look.”


Ryan looked and then spat. Inside were the three severed penises. “War trophies. Son of a bitch. Wonder what the hell she did with ’em?” At that moment there was a groan from in back of them. “Seems like the sleeping beauties are coming to. You’re looking pretty bad, Grandson. You sure you got the stomach for what comes next?”


“I do now,” Rondell responded, and they walked back to the nearest one, the one bound face-out to the post.
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