ANCESTRAL VOICES
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"Shall | provideamap digplay of thetactica Stuation?' The Mark 111 Bolo sounded dightly hopeful.

"Who needs maps?' Lieutenant Martins said. "Take a goddamn piece of paper, crumpleit up, and
you've got amap of this goddamn country, and the towns are worse."

"My opticd storage capacity extendsto 1:1 mapping of this entire hemisphere," the tank said.

It didn't add that the street-maps of this particular Centra American city were hopelessly obsolete.
Unchecked fires and squatters amost as destructive had atered it beyond recognition over the past
decade.

The Mark I11 Bolo till used the sultry-sweet fema e voice poor Vinatelli had programmed in; Martins
told hersdlf that the hint of injured pride was her imagination. The plump newbie's bones were pushing up
the daises—or bougainvillea—back in the Company's old firebase in the now-defunct Republic of San
Gabrid afew hundred milesto the south, but the Mark [11 was till with them. Being sent agiant
dtate-of-the-art tank had seemed right on schedule with the general madness and decay, a couple of
months ago. They'd been virtualy cut off from even routine resupply, and then the Pentagon had
delivered amobile automated firebase instead of ammunition or replacements. Now . . .

If the Company had any chance of getting back to what was|eft of the USA, the Bolo would be the key.
It was a so much more comfortable than Sitting outsdein aUATV, a Utility All-Terrain Vehicle. A nice
soft crash-couch, surrounded by display screen that could register datain any format she chose; there
was even a port-a-potty and acooler, although the supply of Jolt had given out. Y ou could fight amgjor
battle in this thing without even cracking a sweat—and with 150 tons of dengity-enchanced durachrome
armor, about as much risk as playing avideo game.

Bethany Martins hated it. She hadn't joined a Light Infantry unit to Sit in acramped moving fort. Still, you
used what you had. She shifted in the crash-couch restraints at the next message.

"Target two hundred sixty degrees | eft, range one thousand forty-three, target is bunker. Engaging.”

A screen daved to theinfinite repeaters showed an aiming-pip, diding across the burning buildings. Bars
of light snapped out asthe coils gripped the depl eted-uranium dugs and accelerated them
to—literally—astronomica speeds. Wherethey struck, kinetic energy flashed into heat. What followed
was not technicaly an explosion, but the building shuddered and did into the street like ad ow-motion
avdanche.

The Company's troopers advanced across the shifting rubble. Screens focused on them, or showed the
jiggling pickups of the helmet cameras. Part of that was the ground shaking under the Bolo asiit
advanced, maneuvering with finicky delicacy.

"Give me ascan of the arearight of our axis of advance,” she said to the machine. " Sonic and thermal.”
The computer overlaid the visua with a schemétic, identifying sources of heat or hard metal, sorting
shapes and enhancing. Martins nodded to hersdlf and switched to the unit push.

"Right four-ten, Captain," Martinssaid. "Hest source.”

She could see the M-35 in the commander's hands turn. Then the picture tumbled and the weapon went
skidding across the stones, catching on aburning window frame. Bullets flailed the ground around the



Americans, and ahypervelocity rocket streaked out at the Bolo. Intercepted, it blew up in amagenta
globe of flame halfway acrossthe street. The first screen showed atumbling view of dirt as someone
dragged the Company commander backwards.

"Captain's hit, Captain's hit—medic, medic!" avoice was shouting.

"Suppressing firel" Martins shouted, cursing hersdf. It's not alive. But it gave such agood imitation you
could forget it had no judgment.

"Acknowledged,” the tranquil sex-goddesstonesreplied.

BRAP. That was audible even through the armor; the main ring-gun mounted aong the axis of the vehicle
cutting loose. Theimpact was hadf amile avay; evidently the machinery had detected something
important there. The infinite repeaters opened up dl at once, threading with needle accuracy around the
pinned-down troopers of the Company. Enemy fire shredded and vanished.

"McNaught's out cold, broken leg, doesn't look too bad otherwise," avoice said. Sergeant Jenkins, the
senior NCO.

Martins nodded. "Were pulling out, Tops. Northwest, transmission follows." She traced the Bolo'sidea
of the optimum path, then transmitted it to Jenkinss helmet display with ablip of data

Silence For amoment. Then: "Maam—" That was abad sign, Tops getting formal. "—we're avful short
of supplies, fue too, and there's nothing much there.”

That was why the Captain had taken the chance of coming into an urban area; better pickings. The
problem was that pickings attracted predators.

"Doit, Tops. Weve got enough firepower to leve this place but we don't have enough troopersto hold
it long enough to get what we need.”

"Wilco."

The Mark I11 turned and headed northwest. A building wasin the way, but the greet vehicle only heaved
dightly asit crushed itsway through in a shower of beams and powdered adobe. The sensation of power
would have been moreintoxicating if Beth-any Martins hadn't been quite so hungry.

Two days later, she popped the hatch and stuck her head out. There was no point in talking to an Al,
after dl; it wasn't conscious, just abundle of reflexes. Although avery good bundie of reflexes.

For oncethe air outside wasn't too hot; they'd climbed aridge above the jungle and they were acouple
of thousand feet up. Theline of volcanoes ahead of them shimmered blue and green in the morning light,
densely forested, patches of mist on their Sdes. Thisforest smelled different from the dry scrub and
limestone back in San Gabrid, intensaly green with an undertang like spoiled bread or yeadt. It reminded
her of childhood, the time her father had tried making beer in the basement. The barrel had shattered in
the night, leaving the floor two inches deep in half-fermented suds, and the smell had never come out of
the concrete. Thejungle smdlled alittle like that.

There was the odd patch of smoke, too, where the locals burned off the cover to plant their crops. Her
tongue touched her lips. Supplies were short, now that they'd gotten out of the inhabited country.

"Anything new on the net from back homer"



That was Captain McNaught. Hewas sitting in one of the UATVs, alight six-whedled truck built so low
to the ground it looked squashed, with six balloon whedls of spun-alloy mesh. His splinted foot rested on
the dashboard, beside the muzzle of hisM-35.

"Nothing | can make sense of, Captain,” she said. "Cdliforniajust left the Union. San Francisco just
seceded from Cdlifornia. And that's not the worst of the weird shit coming down.”

They'd cdled the United States Reality back in San Grabriel, while they'd been fighting the Glorious Way
guerrillas. Since therecall order, that was beginning to look like avery sick joke. Things had been going
to hell before some crazed Russian shot down the President, the Veegp and the Chairman of the Joint
Chiefsover Alaska

"Well, if you can bear to leave the air-conditioned comfort—" McNaught said.

"Yeah," Martins muttered, tucking the printout into ashoulder pocket of her armor and picking up her
helmet and M-35.

The climb down was along one. The Mark 111 weighed 150 tons, and looked it—the Bolo was
essentialy afour-sded pyramid with the top lopped off, bent and smoothed where the armor was s oped
for maximum deflection, jagged with sensor-arrays and weapons. Two sets of double tracks underlay it,
each nearly six feet broad and supported on eight interleaved road whedl's, underlying nearly half the
surface of the vehicles. She dropped to the ground with a grunt—her body-armor weighed about a tenth
of her mass—and walked over to the commander's vehicle.

Theten UATVsof thelight infantry company were parked around the perimeter of the scrubby clearing.
They'd dl turned off their ceramic diesdls, and the loudest noises were the buzzing of insects and the
raucous cries of birds. Everyone waslooking at her asif she knew a solution to their problems; all
seventy-five of the troopers, and the half-dozen or so hangers-on, mostly girls. Everyone looked hungry.

They were hungry.

"There was aroad through here," she said to McNaught. "Problemis, | don't think anyone's used it since
before either of uswas born. Since things started going bad—and they went bad there first.”

"Big Brother can use the route?' Sergeant Jenkins flipped up the faceshield-visor of hishemet. The path
behind them was crushed flat and hard; the Bolo pulped hundred-foot trees asiif they were stalks of
cane.

"Oh, sure—but if thereisn't enough traffic to keep it open, where are we going to get food or fuel?"

The Mark 111 was powered by ionic batteries; it could travel thousands of miles on one charge, and
carried acres of monomolecular solar filmin one of its dispensers. The UATV swere combustion
powered; their ceramic diesels would burn anything from raw petroleum to bathtub gin, but they needed
something. So did their passengers.

The three leaderslooked at each other. McNaught had freckles and thinning reddish hair, and arunner's
lanky body; Jenkins was the color of eggplant and built like adab of basdt; Martinswaswiry and
olive-skinned, with short-cropped black hair and green eyes. All of them had been together through the
Glorio war and its aftermath; they could communicate without much need for words. We can't go back.
They'd left ahornet's nest behind them, one way and another, and gringos had never been too popular
down here. We can't stop. Thisjungle wouldn't feed a coatimundi, much less ninety human beings.

"Why do the locas keep fighting us?' McNaught asked.



Because they're starving themselves, Martinsthought irritably, then forced hersdlf to relax. The Captain
was hurting and pumped full of painkillers. Thelocals were hurting too; first the world-wide collapse, a
dow-motion catastrophe that had gone berserk in the last year. Chaos with that, and the famine that
usually followed anarchy, harder than any drought. At that, things seemed to be going down the tube
even faster back home. When worst came to worst people around here could go back to being
subsistence farmers, and try conclusions with the hordes of cityfolk-turned-bandits. That wasn't much of
anoptioninthe USA.

They were going home because there didn't seem to be much aternative. And they couldn't go forward
without something to run on.

"Hey, Top," Martins said meditatively. "Doesn't Carmody's squeeze come from around here?”

The big black man frowned, then grinned. "Now that you mention it, El-Tee, she does. Most recent
intdlligencewerelikely to get.”

"Lord of the Mountain, First Speaker of the Sun People, thereisno doubt.”

The cool whitewashed room was empty save for the old man and the messenger. The man who had once
been Manuel Obregon leaned back in his chair and examined the youngster who sank to one knee before
him, still panting with hisrun, trim in cotton culottes and sandals. Seven-Deer was one of hisbest; a
steady young man, and reliable.

"Goon," Obregon said, stroking his chin reflectively.

Pleasant sounds drifted through the tall arched windows, masons chisdls, the clack of aloom, awoman
snging. Therewere samdlsof tortillas cooking, flowers, turned earth, and undernegth it afaint sulphur
reek. He used them to cut free of worry and thought, making his mind aclear pool for the scout's words.
Hewould absorb it, and then andyze.

"Sixty, perhaps seventy of the yanqui soldiers, and with them some Ladino women from the south. A
dozen little trucks with Six wheels each, some pulling carts.”

"They are yanqui, beyond doubt? Not government soldiers of San Gabriel, not terrorists of the Glorious
Way?'

"No, Lord of the Mountain, First Speaker of the Sun People." Seven-Deer touched thejade plug in his
lower lip for emphasis. "The farmers | spoke with saw them closely and heard them speak English.
Also..."

He hesitated, hiseyesdiding asdefor thefirst time. "Go on," Obregon said, schooling impatience out of
hisvoice.

"They said the yanquis had with them amountain that walked."
Obregon's age-spotted hands tightened on the arms of his chair. The scout swallowed: "1 only repeat—"
"YS’ yS.II

The old man stood and walked to the window. Across the plaza and the town, over the patchwork fields
of the basin, athin trickle of smoke rosein the air from the notched summit of the Smoker.



"l ;saw myself great tracks and crushed jungle,” the scout went on, gathering confidence. "Likethis." He
unfolded a paper.

So. A tank, Obregon thought, surprised. It had been avery long time since heavy war vehicles cameinto
these remote uplands. Then he caught the neatly drawn scale. Each of the tread-tracks was wider than a
man wastall, and there were four of them impossibly close together.

"A mountain that walks," he said to himself—in Spanish, not Nahuatl. "But doesit burn?"

Seven-Deer's eyesflicked sideways to the sky-pillar of dark smoke that reached upward from the
mountain, and he shuddered with awe and fear and worship.

"Your orders, Lord of the Mountain, First Speaker of the Sun People?’

"Report to One-Coyote that the Jaguar Knights are to be mobilized, and the border guards strengthened.
We cannot alow outsidersto prey upon our people.”

"Lord of the Mountain, First Speaker of the Sun People,” Seven-Deer said, grestly daring, "they are only
L adinos beyond the mountain—and perhaps the yanqui will turn aside before the pass.”

Obregon nodded. "Y et they pay ustribute,” he said. "And their blood is ours." His own face showed
more Europoid genes than the scout's did, or than most of the peoplein thevaley. "In time, they will
return to the ways of the Ancestors; aswe did, after many years of following the false gods of the
Ladinos. Thisvalley isour base, not our prison—we must be ready to expand beyond it. Now go."

And, Obregon thought, looking up at the darkening sky, Venusis nearing the holy place. Thefavor of
the gods was not bought cheaply. The yanqui troops could be vauable, in their way.

Outside, the masons shouted cheerfully to each other asthey worked on the last level of the stepped
pyramid—small, but brilliant with whitewash, gaudy aong its base with murasin the ancient style he had
reconstructed from books and disks. It would be ready soon. "

And in the end you must go, hethought regretfully, looking at that library. In away, he would missthe
ancient videos more than the anthropol ogica texts. The latter held the voice of the ancient gods, but they
would live—live more truly—when they existed only as words spoken among the people. The videos
were hisonly vice; he was not aman who needed much in the way of women or wealth or luxury. Ina
way, it was sad to think that they must diewith him . . . for hetoo could never redlly be apart of the
world he was bringing to birth.

He sdlected hisfavorite; viewing it would calm him, and it was aminor indulgence, fter dl.

"The Wicker Man," heread from the spine, ashe did the chip into its ot and pulled the goggles over his
eyes.

Me and my big mouth, Martins thought. The problem wasthat she was the best one for the job; her
Spanish was better than Jenkins, since sheld grown up in Santa Fe.

The view through her faceshield wasflat and silvery, asthe sandwich crysta picked up the sarlight and
amplified it. Thefighting patrol eded through the undergrowth from treeto tree, their heads turning with
lizard quickness asthe sensorsin their hdmetsfiltered light and sound. These were big trees, bigger than
sheld thought survived anywhere in theisthmus. Not too much undergrowth, except where one of the
forest giants had falen and vines and saplingsrioted. Not much light elther, stray gleamsthrough the



upper canopy, but the faceshield could work with very little. The Americans moved quickly; every one of
them had survived at least three yearsin the bad bush, where you learned the right habits or died fast.

Martins made ahand sgnd, and the patrol froze. They went to ground and crawled asthey neared a
clearing. Thick bush along the edges, then scattered irregular orchards of mango and citrus and plantains.
She fdt saliva spurt over her teeth at the sight, and somewhere a cow mooed—steak on the hoof. And
where there were people and food, there would be some sort of dash; digtilling wasauniversa art. The
UATVscould run on that.

"Careful," she whispered on the unit push. 'We don't want to off any of theindigsif we can avoid it."

Not that lifting their stuff was going to make them fed very friendly, but there was no need to put them on
afast burn.

Planted fields, maize and cassava and upland rice. Then avillage, mud-and-wattle huts with thatch roofs.
It smelled cleaner than mogt, less of the chicken-shit-and-pigs aromayou came to expect. Nothing
dirring; through the walls she could see the faint IR traces of the deeping inhabitants. A man ssumbled
through one door, fumbling with the drawstring of his dingy white-cotton pants. A trooper ghosted up
behind him and swung hisarm in ashort, chopping arc. There was adull sound—a chamois bag full of
lead shot does not make much noise when dapped againgt a skull—and the indig dumped into waiting
ams.

"Proceeding,” shewhispered on the unit push. Captain McNaught would be watching through the
helmet pickups.

She wasn't quite sure which was worse; being out here at the sharp end, or being stuck back there
hel pless with abroken leg. Cdl-signs camein as the squad-leaders took up position.

"Right." Sheraised her M-35 and fired aburst into the air, ashort sharp braaap of sound.

Voicesrose; afew at first, enquiring. Then achorus of screams. Martins sighed and signaled; aflare
popped into being high overhead, bathing the village in actinic blue-white light. That wasfor the benefit of
the locals, to let them see the armed soldiers surrounding them.

"Out, out, everybody out!"

That and damming on doors with rifle-butts was enough to get them moving. Martin's mouth twisted with
distaste. Robbing peasants wasn't what | joined up for either. There had been atogether too much of
that, back in San Gabridl, after the supply lines back to the US broke down.

Although when it came down to a choice between stedling and starving, there wasn't much of adispute.

The noise died down to aresentful babbling as the two hundred or so of thelittle hamlet's people
crowded into the dirt square before the ramshackle church. Very ramshackle; the roof had falenin, and
goats were wandering through the nave. That was adightly jarring note; mostly the peoplein this part of
the world took churches serioudy. And it wasn't one of the areas where everyone had been converted by
the Baptists back in the '90s, either.

Jenkinstrotted up, flipping up the faceshield of hishelmet. There wasadight frown on hisbasdt face.
"Not asingle goddam gun, El-Tee."

She raised abrow, then remembered to raise her visor in turn. A village without afew AKswas even
more unusud than onethat let its church fal down.



"Not just rifles—no shotguns, no pistals, nothing.”

Something coiled benesth her breastbone. They might have hidey-holes for the hardware that would
defeat the sonic and microray sensorsin the Americans helmets, even the scanner set Sparky was
packing, but they wouldn't have buried every persona gat and hunting shotgun. In fact, snce they hadn't
known the soldiers were coming, they shouldn't have hidden anything. Y ou keep agun for emergencies,
and agun buried ten feet degp isalittle hard to get toin ahurry.

Shelooked at the peasants. Better fed than most she'd seen over the past half-decade, and almost plump
compared to what had been coming down recently, with thefina collapse of the world economy.

"If the indigs can't defend themsealves, bandits should have been al over them like ugly on an gpe,” she
sad meditatively.

"Right," Jenkins said. Which meant that the locals—or somebody—had been defending thisarea

The locals were murmuring louder, some of them trying to snesk off. She was getting hard stares, and a
few spat on the ground. That was wrong too. Far too self-confident . . .

Well, | can fix that, shethought, keying her helmet.
"Front and center," she whispered.

It took awhile for the sound to register over the frightened, resentful voices. Wheniit did it was more of a
sensation, atrembling felt through the feet and shins. A few screams of earthquake! died away; the
ground was shaking, but not in quite that way. Harsh blue-white light shone from the jungle, drawing their
eyes. Treesshivered & their tops, then whipped about violently and fell with a squedling, rending crackle.
What shouldered the forest giants aside like stems of grass was huge even in relation to the trees. The
sted-squed of itsfour treads grated like fingernails on a blackboard, crushing a path of pulp stamped
harder than rock behind it. The snouts of wegpons and antennas bristled . . .

Now the villagers were silent. Martins walked up to the huge machine and swung aboard asit dowed,
climbing the rungs set into the null until she stood at its gpex. When it hated, she removed her helmet.

When she spoke, her voice boomed out like the call of agod:

"BRING ME THE JEFE OF THISVILLAGE!" Best to strike while the iron was hot. Eyes stared at
her, wide with terror. A whisper ran across the sea of faces; the mountain that walks.

"l dont likeit."

Martins aso didn't like the way McNaught was punishing the tequila they'd liberated; the bottle wavered
as he st it down on the rough plank table beneath them. Liquor splashed onto the boards, sharp-smelling
inthetropica night. Big gaudy moths fluttered around the sticklight sheld planted in the ceiling, taking no
harm from its cold glow. A few bugs crawled over the remnants of their med; she loosened the tabs of
her armor, feeling it push at her shrunken and now too-full somach.

Hed aways been agood officer, but the news from the States was hitting him hard. Hitting them al, but
McNaught had family, awife and three children, in New Jersey. The broadcasts of the bread
riots—more like battles—had been bad, and one blurred shot of flames from horizon to horizon before
the'casts cut off altogether.



"Plenty of supplies,” he said carelesdy. Swest trickled down hisface and stained the t-shirt under his
arms, athough the upland night wasn't dl that hot. "More than we can carry.”

"It'stheindigs” Martins said, searching for words. "They're.. . . not as scared as they should be. Or
maybe not as scared of us. The Mark 111 sureterrifiesthe shit out of them.”

McNaught shrugged. "It usually does; whatever works."

Martins nodded. "Sir." Somebody had to be boss, and her misgivings were formless. "Wed better scout
the basin ahead; according to the maps there's afair-sized town there, San Pablo de Cacaxtla. Wewon't
get much fud here, but there should be some there even if the town'sin ruins.”

McNaught shrugged again. "Doit.”

Six hundred men squatted together in the circular ball-court, ringed by the empty seets, a stoneloop at
each end where the hard rubber ball would be driven during the sacred game. Now it served asa
rallying-ground. They were young men mostly, leanly fit, their hair bound up on their headsin topknots;
they woretight uniforms of cloth spotted like the skin of jaguars. Those and the hair and the jade plugs
many worein lipsor ears gave them an archaic cast, but the German-made assaullt rifles and rocket
launchersthey carried were quite modern. So was the e ectronic equipment hung on racks by one end of
the enclosure.

One-Jaguar finished hisbriefing; he was a stocky-muscular man, dark and hook-nosed, till moving with
the stiffness of the professional soldier he had been. He bowed with wholehearted deference as Obregon
stood, and gestured to his aides to remove the maps and display-screens from the stone table.

Obregon wasin ceremonid dressthistime, feathered cloak, kilt, plumed headdress, pendants of jade
and gold. Heraised his hands, and absolute silencefell.

"Warriors of the Sun," he said. The armed men swayed forward, eyes glittering and intent. "When the
mother of our people, the holy Coatlicue, was pregnant with Left-Handed Hummingbird, hisfour
hundred brothers congpired to kill him—but Standing Tree warned him. As Seven-Deer has warned me
of the gpproaching enemy."

In the front rank of the Jaguar Knights, Seven-Deer looked down at the ground, conscious of the
admiring eyeson him.

Obregon continued: "And L eft-Handed Humminghbird—Huitzilopochtl—was born in an ingtant; hisface
painted, carrying hisweapons of turquoise; he had leathers on the sole of hisleft foot, and hisarms and
thighs were striped with blue. He dew the four hundred Southern Warriors, and our people worshipped
him, and he made them great."

A long rolling growl of assent. "That wasin the day of the Fifth Sun. Huitzilopochtl showed us how to
greet enemies—and made us great. Y et when the new invaders came from the sea, the First Speaker of
the Sun People, Montezumawas wesak. He didn't take up his wegpons and kill them, or send them as
Messengers. So the Fifth Sun was destroyed. Now the Sixth Sun has been born here; we have returned
to the ways of our ancestors. While al around usis starvation and desolation, we grow strong.

"Will wefollow the word of Left-Handed Hummingbird? Will wekill the invaders?'

Thistime the growl grew into aroar, asavage baying that echoed back from the empty seats of the
auditorium.



"Before we go into battle, we must appeal for the help of the gods of our people. Seven-Deer, bring out
your beloved son.”

The young scout bowed and walked to the entranceway. His role was symboalic, like the cord that ran
from his hand to the prisoner's neck; two priests held the bound captive'sarms, their facesinvisible
behind their carved and plumed masks. The prisoner was a thin brown man with an acne-scarred face,
naked and shivering. His eyes darted quickly around the amphitheater, squeezed shut and then opened
again, asif hewaswilling the scene before him to go away. He was neither old nor young, wiry ina
peasant fashion, afarmer from the lowlands driven into banditry by the collapse.

"Come, my beloved son," Seven-Deer said, hisface solemn, "Hear the messages you must take to the
land beyond the sun. Be happy! Y ou will dwell asahummingbird of paradise; you will not go down to
Mictlan, or be destroyed in the Ninth Hell." He bent to whisper in the man's ear.

Evidently the lowlander spoke afew words of Nahuatl, or he recognized the stone block for what it was,
because he began to scream as the Feathered Snake priests cut his bonds and stretched him out over it
on hisback. That too was part of therite.

Obregon—Lord of the Mountain, First Speaker of the Sun People, he reminded himsdaf—stepped up
and drew the broad-bladed obsidian knife from his belt. There had been enough practice that he no
longer feared the embarrassing hacking and haggling of thefirst few times. His original academic specidty
had been geophysics, not anatomy, but the sudden stab down into the taut chest was preciseasa
surgeon's. Therewas a crigp popping sound as the knife diced home, its edges of vol canic glass sharper
than any stedl. Ignoring the bulging eyes of the sacrifice, he plunged his hand into the chest cavity, past the
fluttering pressure of the lungs, and gripped the heart. It beat onelast timein hishandslike adippery wet
balloon, then stilled ashe dashed it free of the arteries.

Blood fountained, smelling of iron and copper and sdlt, droplets warm and thick on hislips. Heraised the
heart to the Sun, and felt the pure clean ecstasy of the moment sweep over him. The Jaguar Knights gave
aquick deep shout as he wheedled to face them, red-spattered and gripping heart in one hand, knife in the
other.

"We havefed the Sun!" he proclaimed. "And so shall you, Our Lord'sknights, be fed." The priestswere
aready taking the body away, to be drained and butchered. "Our Lord Smoking Mirror shdl fill you with
His strength, and you will destroy the enemy—take many prisonersfor thedtar. Victory!" The Knights
cried him hail.

"Looksgood,” Martins murmured under her breath.

The jungle thinned out around them as the UATV s struggled up the switchback road. Grassy glades and
forests of pinion pine and oak replaced the denser lowland growth; the temperature dropped, down to
something that was comfortable even in body armor. After yearsin the sseambath lowland hest, it was
amost indecently comfortable. The air carried scents of resin and cool damp soil and grass; for amoment
she was back in the Sangre Del Chrigto, longing like alump of scar-tissue beneath her breastbone. Then
she caught arotten-egg tang undernegath it.

"Air analyss." she keyed, on the Mark 111'sfrequency.

The tank was back downd ope with McNaught and the other half of the Company, but it should be able
to tell her something through the remote sensors she carried.



"Variationsfrom standard: excess concentrations of sulphur, sulphur dioxide, dilute sulfuric acid
compounds, ozone," the Bolo said. " Seismic dataindicate ingtabilities." A pause. "My geophysicad data
ligt no active vulcanismin thisarea”

Which meansit's as out of date as the street maps, Martinsthought.

She leaned ahand againgt the rollbar of the UATV, thelong barrdl of the autocannon on its pintle mount
swaying about her, tasting the dust and sunlight, eyes squinting againg it. The landscape |ooked empty
but not uninhabited; the grass had been grazed, and there was animal dung by the side of the road—goat
and cattle, from thelook of it. It was adifferent world from the ghost-grey limestone scrub of San
Gabrid, or thethick moist junglesthey'd been passing through since. Tdltalesin her faceplate gave a
running scan of therocky hillsdes. No indications of metal concentrations, no suspicious E-spectrum
radiation. She cracked one of the seals of her body armor to let inthe drier, cooler air.

"Our athlete'sfoot and crotch rot will dieif we're not careful, El-Tee" Jenkins said. "Doesn't look like
much eseintheway of danger sofar.”

Martins nodded. "Objective A deserted,” she broadcast.

That was asmall town near the top of the pass; a couple of thousand people once, maybe morein
shack-tenements at the edges that had long since dumped into weed-grown heaps. There wasthe
wreckage of an old colonia Baroque church and town hall near the center, and both might have been
impressive once. The snags of a couple of modest steel or concrete structures stood nearby. The
buildings looked positively crushed, asif toppled by earthquake, but they had a so been quite
comprehensively looted. Stacks of girders and re-bar hammered free from the concrete stood in orderly
piles; there wasn't much rust on cut ends and joints, which meant the work had been going on until the
last few weeks. Rubble had been shoveled back out of the main street.

"Hdt," shesad. Thisisserious. Bandits would steal food and jewery, but thiswas salvage. That
implied organization, and organization was dangerous.

"Take alook. Make it good, troopers.”
She collated the reports. Everything gone, down to the window-frames. Truck and wagon tracks. . .

"You," shesad. It was her private name for the Bob; she couldn't bring hersdlf to giveit the sort of
nickname Vinateli had. "How many, how long?'

"| estimate that several thousand workers have been engaged in the salvage operation for over ayesr,
Lieutenant Martins.”

Martins lips shaped asoundlesswhigtle.
"Y ou catch that, Captain?’

He grunted. "We need more data."

"Damn, that'simpressve,” Jenkinssaid.

The cut through the lava flow wasn't what he meant, though it showed considerable engineering ability.
Theview of the valley athousand feet below was. The road switch backed down forest dopes; much of
the forest was new, planted. The valey floor beyond was cultivated, with an intengity shehadn't seenina



long, long time. A rolling patchwork quilt of greens and yelows and brown volcanic soil rippled with
contour-plowing. She cycled the magnification of her visor and saw the crops spring out in close view;
corn, whest, sugar-cane, roots, orchards, pasture. There were people at work there, some with
hand-tools or oxen, but there were tractors aswell. Irrigation furrows threaded the fields, and so did

power—
"Damn," Martins echoed. "They've got agrid working down there.”
"Geothermd plant, | think," Jenkins said. "Over there by the town."

There were severd villages scattered through the valey, but the town was much larger. Itlay ina
semicircle around the base of the conica mountain, tiny asamap from this height. The usua hispano grid
centered on aplaza, but very unusud otherwise. The buildings were freshly painted, and there was new
congtruction off to one side, awhole new plazaringed by public structures and some sort of monument, a
stone heap fifteen meters on aside and covered in scaffolding.

"Widl, we ought to be able to get fuel here, right enough,” McNaught'svoice said in her ear, watching
through the hemet pickups. "All we want. Maybe even spare parts.”

"If they'll give uswhat we need,” Martins said dowly. They looked asif they could afford it, much more
so than anyone e se the Company had run across. But it was her experience that the more people had,
the more ready they wereto defend it. "1 wish we could pay for it."

"Maybe we can,” McNaught said thoughtfully. "I've been thinking . . . the computer capacity in the Beast
is pretty impressive. We could rest and refit, and pay our way with its services. Hell, maybe they need
some earth-moving done. And if they won't ded—"

Martins nodded. "Y essr.”

We have the firepower, she thought. Using it hadn't bothered her much before; the Company wasdl the
friends and family she had. These people looked asif they'd hit bottom and started to build their way
back up, though. The thought of what the Mark 111 could do to that town wasn't very pleasant. Sheld
seen too many ruinsin San Gabrid, too much wreckage on the way north.

"Well, wed better go on down,” she said. "But carefully. One gets you nine they're watching uswith
passve sensors, Eyebal Mark One, if nothing se”

"No bet," Jenkinssaid, hisvoicereturning to itsusud flat pessmism.

"Right, let'sdoit." She switched to the unit push. "Sow and careful, and don't start the dance unlessit
lookslike the locals want to try us on. Wefight if we have to, but we're not hereto fight.”

"Surely you see that precautions are reasonable,” the old man said to her. "'In these troubled times."

Helooked to bein his seventies, but hedthy; white haired and lean, dressed in immaculate white cotton
and nest sandals. The "precautions’ conssted of several hundred mean-looking indios spread out along
the fields behind him, digging in with considerable efficiency and sporting quite modern wegpons, dong
with their odd spotted cammo uniforms. The helmet scanners had detected at least one multiple

hyperve ocity launcher, and the Mark 111 thought there was an automortar or light fiel d-piece somewhere
behind.

This close the town |ooked even better than it had from the pass. The additions upd ope, near the black



daggy-looking lavaflows, looked even odder. The building benesth the scaffolding was roughly the
shape of her Bolo; amemory tugged a her mind, then filtered away. There was a ddegation of townsfolk
with the leader, complete with little girls carrying bouquets of flowers. It made her suddenly conscious of
the ragged uniforms patched with bits of thisand that that her Company wore. The only parts of them
that weren't covered in dust were the faceshields of their helmets, and those were kept clear by static
charges.

The spruce locals dso made her conscious of the twenty-odd troopers behind her inthe UATV; if the
shit hit the fan the rest of the outfit and the Mark 111 would come in and kick butt, but it could get very
hairy between times.

"Hard times, right enough, sefior” she answered politely, Some of the crowd were murmuring, but not in
Spanish. She caught something guttura and choppy, full of tz sounds.

"Y ou've done very well here" Martins ,went on, removing her hdmet. A face generaly looked less
threatening than ablank stretch of curved synthetic.

The old man smiled. "We seek to keep oursalvesisolated from the troubles of theworld,” he said. "To
follow our own customs.”

Looking around at therich fields and well-fed people, Martins could sympathize. The well-kept weapons
argued that these folks were redistic about it, too.

"You've aso got alot of modern equipment,” she said. "Not just wegpons ether, 1'd guess.”

Thejefe of thevalley spread hishands. "' went from here to the university, many yearsago,” he said.
"There | had some success, and returned much of what | earned to better the lives of my people here.
When the troubles came, | foresaw that they would belong and fierce; | and my friends made
preparations. Luckily, the eruption sedled the main passinto the valey of Cacaxtlawhen the government
was no longer ableto reopen it, so we were spared the worst of the collgpse. But come, what can we do
for you?'

That's a switch. "Weretravelling north, home," she said. "We need fue—anything will do, whatever
your vehicles are running on—"

"Cane spirit," thelocd said helpfully.

"—that'll do fine. Some food. We have spare medica supplies, and our troops include alot of specidids,
in eectronic repairs, for example.”

Actudly the self-repair fabricators of the Mark I11 were their main resourcein that field, but no need to
reved everything.

"You aewdcome," the jefe said. "The more so asit iswise to—how do you say in English—speed the
parting guest.” Helooked behind the brace of UATVs. "I notice that not al your troops are here, sefiora,
or the largetank.”

Large tank, Martinsthought. Nobody really believesin that mother until they seeit.

Sheinclined her head politely. " Surely you see that precautions are reasonable,” she said. "In these
troubled times."

The jefe's laugh was full and unforced. "I am glad that we understand each other, teniente Martins. If
youwill follow me. . ."



Fearless, he stepped into her UATV; the children threw their bouquetsinto it, or hung necklaces of
flowers around her neck and those of the other troopers. Martins sneezed and looked around. The jefe
noted her interest.

"Asyou sy, ageotherma unit,” he said, pointing out alow blocky building. "The waste water is il hot
enough for domestic use, and aso for fishponds and other uses. Very smple. We have afew
machine-shops, asyou see, and small workshops to make what household goods we need.”

There were actual open shops aong the streets, selling clothing and leather goods, tools and
food—something she hadn't seen for years. And people sdlling flowers. That shook her abit, that
anyone could still devote time and energy to aluxury like that.

"Weissue our own money, as a convenience for exchange; but everyone contributes to things of public
worth," hewent on. "As our guests, your needswill be met from the public treasury; and first, snce you
have travelled far, baths and refreshment. Then you must join usfor dinner; tomorrow, we will seeto the
fud and travelling supplies you need.”

Martins and Jenkins looked at each other and the spacious, airy house the Americans had been assigned.
"Isit just my sour disposition, Tops," she said meditatively, "or does what |ooks too good to be true—"
"—yprobably too good to betrue, El-Tee," the sergeant said.

"Seetoit.”

"All right. Listen up, shithedls! Nobody gets out of reach of hisweapon. Nobody gets out of sight of his
sguac—washing, crapping, | don't care what. Nobody takes more than one drink; and you keep it in
your pants, | don't care what the local sefioritas say, understand me? Michaels, Wong, you'refirst guard
on thevehicles. Smith, McAllister, Sanchez, overwatch from the roof. Moveit!"

"Omigod," Jenkins muttered. "Beer. Red, actua, honest-to-God-not-pul que-piss beer."

The jefe—he'd answered to Manud Obregon, but the locals called him by something
unpronounceable—smiled and nodded and took a swallow from his own earthenware pitcher. There
were more smiles and nods from al around, from the tables set out across the plaza. Much of the town's
population seemed to be taking this chance for a fiesta. They were certainly dressed for one, athough
the clothes were like nothing she'd seen in the back-country, and very fancy. The rood was good enough
that she'd had to let out the catches of her armor—nobody had objected to the troopers wearing their
kit, or seemed to notice their M-35's and grenade launchers—roast pork, salads, hot vegetable stews,
spicy concoctions of meats and tomatoes and chilies.

Obregon st at their table, and quietly took asampling of everything they were offered, tasting before
they did. Martins appreciated the gesture, athough not enough to take more than amug or two of the
beer; Jenkins eagle eye and the corporas made sure nobody e se did either. It was intoxicating enough
just tofed clean, and have adecent mea under her belt.

"l notice you don't seem to have achurch,” she said.

Obregon smiled expangively. The Church dways sat lightly on the people here,” he said. "When the
campesions prayed to the Virgin, they caled her Tonantzin, the Moon. Always | hated what the
foreigners—the Spaniards—had done here. Since my people made metheir leader, | have spoken to
them of the old ways, the ancient ways of our ancestors; what we always knew, and what | learned of



the truth in the university in my youth, thingswhich the Ladinos and their prieststried to suppress.”

Can't argue with success, Martins thought. The helmet beside her on the table cheeped. She took
another mouthful of the coffee, thick with fresh cream, and did it on.

"Lieutenant Martins" the Mark l1'svoice said. "What now?" she snagpped. Damn, I'mtired. It had
been along day, and the soak in hot water seemed to be turning her musclesto butter even hours later.
"Please extend the sensor wand to the liquids consumed.”

Nothing showed on Martins face; except perhaps atoo-careful blankness, as she unclipped the
hand-sized probe and dipped it into the beer.

"Alkdoids," the computer-voice said camly. " Sufficient to cause unconsciousness.” "But the jefe—"
"Partid immunity through sustained ingestion,” it said. "Have you any ingructions, Lieutenant Martins?'

Bethany Martinstried to shout and pull the knife sheathed acrossthe small of her back in the same
instant. Somewhere asingle shot cracked; she was vagudly conscious of Jenkins toppling over
backwards, buried under a heap of locals. Her tongue was thick in her head, and hands gripped her.
Obregon stood watching, steedying himsalf with one hand againgt the table, his eyes steady.

"Basser sumbitch,” Martinsdurred. "Help—" The helmet came off her head, with awrench that flopped
her neck backward. Blackness.

A confused babble came through the pickups. Captain McNaught stiffened in the strait confines of the
Mark I11'sfighting compartment. His leg knocked against a projecting surfacein ablaze of pain.

"Get through, get me through!™
"None of the scouting party are responding, Captain,” the tank said in itsincongruous sex-kitten voice.

The pickupsfrom the UATV s showed bustling activity, and afew bodiesin American uniform being
carried by unconscious or dead—until thick tarpaulins were thrown over the war-cars. The helmets
showed smilar blackness; IR and sonic gave theinsde of asted box and nothing more. Until one was
taken out.

"Greetings, Captain,” Manue Obregon'svoice said.

Hisfaceloomed large in the screen, then receded as the helmet was set on a surface and the local
chieftain sank back in achair. The voice was durred, but with tongue-numbness, not acohol, and his
black eyeswerelevel and expressionless as asnake's.

"Release my troops and | won't kill anyone but you,” McNaught said, his voice like millstones. "Harm
them, and well blow that shithegp town of yours down around your lying head.”

Obregon spread hands. "A regrettable ruse of war,” he said. "Come now, mi capitan. | have more than
athird of your personnd and equipment, and your second-in-command. Itisonly logicd, if distressing
from your point of view, that you listen to my terms. | cannot in al conscience dlow alarge armed
body—uwhich has aready plundered and killed—to operate in the vicinity of my people.”

"| repest; release them immediately. Y ou have no conception of our resources.”

"On the contrary,” Obregon said, hisvoice hard and flat. "Y ou have forty men, light wespons, and one



tank—which must be short of fuel. Abandon the vehicles and the tank, taking only your hand weapons,
and you will be alowed to leave, with your advance party. For every hour you refuse, one of the
prisonerswill die. And, Capitan—do nothing rash. Thisvalley is protected by forces which are stronger
than anything you can imagine.”

Flat sncerity rang in the old man'svoice.

Something seemed to have crawled into Martins mouth and died. Shetried to Sit up and stopped,
wincing at the pain, then doggedly continued. Shewaslying in arow of bodies, some of them groaning
and dirring. They were al wearing white cotton tunics; aquick check showed nothing e se undernegth.
The room was bare and rectangular, with narrow window-dits along onewall and abarred grillwork of
iron at the other end, the holes barely large enough to pass a human hand and arm. Fighting weakness
and apain that made her sweat, she staggered erect and groped along onewall to the end. Beyond the
grill-work was a plain ready room, with a bench and nothing €l se except abarred window and
steel-sheet door.

And aguard in the jaguar-spot loca uniform, with an assault rifle across hisknees. He gave her asingle
glance and turned his eyes back to thewall, motionless.

Oh, thisis not good. Not good at al, Bethany, Martinsthought to herself.

More groans came from her troopers where they lay like fish on adab—an unpleasant thought shetried
to shed. Jenkinswas Sitting with hishead in his hands.

"Goddam native beer," he said, in apainful attempt a humor.

"Check 'em, Tops," shesad.

A minutelaer: "Wong'smissng.”

Martins chewed a dry tongue to moisten her mouth, striding back to the grillwork and trying to rattle it.

"I demand to speak to your leader,” she said in acalm voice, pitched to command 'Whereis Private
Wong?'

The guard turned, moving very quickly. Shewasjust quick enough hersdf to get her hand mostly out of
the way of the fiber-matrix butt of the man's weapon, and take a step back sucking at her skinned
knuckles.

Jenkins unbundled his shoulders as she turned. "What'sthe word, El-Tee?"
"For now, wewait until the Captain and the Beast get here," she said quietly. 'We—"

A risng swdl of noise from outside interrupted her, muffled by the high dit windows. Theniit cut off,
replaced by chanting. One commanding voice rose above the rest. Then ascream; words at firs, in
English, followed by ahigh thinwailing that trailed off into ablubbering don't . . . don't . . . and another
frenzied dhriek.

Jenkins bent and cupped his hands. Martins set afoot in the stirrup and steadied hersdlf against the wall
as he straightened, then raised his hands overhead until her compact hundred-and-twenty pounds was
ganding on hispams. That put the bars on the dit windows just within reach. Grunting and sweeting with
the effort and the resdua pain of the drug, she pulled herself up.



Brightness made her blink. They were on one side of Cacaxtla's new square, the one with the
odd-looking building. Her mind clicked, making a new association; the one with the unfinished stepped
pyramid. Because it was unfinished, she could see quite clearly what went on on the flat platform atopit,
over the heads of the crowd that filled the plaza below and the gaudily-costumed priests on the steps.
When she redlized what was happening, she wished with al her heart that she could not. A dry retch sent
her tumbling toward the floor; Jenkins huge hands caught her with surprising gentleness.

'What's going on, Lieutenant?' he said—theformal titteasign of real worry.

"Wong," she sad. "They've got him on the top of that pyramid thing. They're—" She swallowed, despite
years of experiencein what human beings could do to each other. "They're skinning him."

"Enemy in blocking positions two thousand metersto our front," the tank said. "Shal | open fire?"

Captain McNaught felt cold sweat leaking out from hisarmpits. The narrow switchback up to the pass
had been bad enough, but the passage through the recent lavaflow was worse, barely any clearance at all
on either Sde of the Mark 111. Every once and awhileit scraped the cutting, and sent showers of pumice
rock bouncing downd ope toward the UATVSs.

"Not yet, well wait until we can do'em all at once," he said, and switched to the unit push. "Take up
covering postions.”

Damn, damn. It was hisfault. Hed let things dide, gotten gpathetic—and the wound was no excuse.
There were no excuses. The Company was his.

Obregon's voice came though. "Thisisyour last warning,” he said.
"Fuck you."

If they thought an avalanche would stop the Mark 111, they could think again. Or an antitank rocket. They
might damage one of the treads, but that was a worst-case scenario; there was no precipice they might
hope to sweep the tank off, not here.

"Follow when I've cleared the way," he went on to the waiting troopers. Some of the guilt left him. He
might be behind afoot of durachrome dloy, but he was leading from the front, by God.

Thetank trembled. "Saismic activity,” it said helpfully. "Ingtructions?’

"Keep going! Bull through. We're going to rescue Martins and the others at all costs. Do you
understand, you heep of tin?"

"Acknowledged." Rock ground by, pitted and dull, full of the craters|left by gas-bubbles asit hardened.
"Anomalous hest sourceto our |eft.”

There was no view, but the rumbling underfoot grew louder. "Wheat the hell are they doing?’
"Inaufficient data,” thetank said. "Estimated timeto firing position—"

Obregon'svoice "Y ou arein the hands of Xotl-Ollin," he said regretfully. "Fed hisanger while| dance
for Xipe Totec. Better if thishad been aFower War, but the god's will be done.”

Theindig chief had clearly gone nuts. The problem was that the world seemed to have done so too. The
restraints clamped tighter around McNaught asthe Mark 111 shook. Rocks and boulders and ash



cataracted down around it, muffled through the armor but thunder-loud in the pickups until the guardian
Al turned it down. Something went off with arumbling boom, loud enough for the noise done to make
the tank vibrate dightly.

"What was that, what was that?' McNaught shouted.
"No weapon within known parameters,” the Mark 111 said. " Searching.”

At first McNaught thought that the wall of liquid was water, or perhaps thick mud. It wasn't until he saw
patches of dried scrub bursting into flame asit touched them that he recognized it. That waswhen he
screamed.

It was not entirely the lavathat made him bellow and hammer with his hands at the screens. The one
daved to Martins helmet was showing avisud; it was showing Obregon. He was dancing, and he was
covered in skin—Trooper Wong's skin, skillfully flayed off in one piece and then sewn on to the old man
like an old-fashioned set of long-Johns. Hands and feet flopped empty as he shuffled and twirled, his
eyes saring through holesin the sagging mask.

The molten stone swept over the Mark 111 in acresting wave.

The guard proved unbribable, to anything from promises of gold to offers of more personal services, and
he never came within arm'sreach of the grillwork.

The attendant who brought them water did. Martins eyes met her NCO's; from the man's frightened
scurry, they both did an identical, instant evaluation of hisworth as ahostage. He was old, older than
Obregon and withered with it, nearly toothless.

Somewher e between nada and fucking zip, Martins decided.

"Aqua" hesad.

Martins crouched to take the canteens through the narrow dot near the floor.
"Gracias' shewhispered back.

That seemed to make the man hesitate; he glanced over his shoulder, but the guard was staring out the
window at the pyramid. The screaming had stopped long ago, but the chanting and drumming went on.

"Itisagnagang God," the servant whispered fearfully. “They worship demons, demond! Itislies, but
the people were afraid—are afraid, even those who don't believe in Obregon'slies.”

"Afraid of what?' Martins whispered back, making the dow drag of the canteens on the rock floor cover
the sound. "His gunmen?'

"The Jaguar Knights? No, no—they fear his caling the burning rock from the mountains, as he has done.
Ashedid to cut us off from the outside world."

Oh, great, one sympathizer and he's another loony, Martinsthought.

The man went on: "Itislies, | say. | saw the machines he brought, many years ago—machines he buries
al about the valley. He saysthey areto foretell earthquakes, but he lies; he makes the earth shake and
thelavacome! It ismachines, not hisfalse godd™



The guard shouted in the local language, and the servant cringed and scurried out.
"What'd he say?" Jenkins asked.

'Werein the hands of the Great and Powerful Oz, Tops,” Martins said with a bitter twist of the mouth.
"But | don't think this one's agood guy—and this sureisn't Kansas, anyway."

"No shit."

Thisiswhere we're supposed to make a rush, Martinsthought. If this were movieland. One of us
wouldgetagun. ..

Sheld seen an old, old vid about that once—some snotnose got a vid hero into the real world, and the
stupid bastard got himsdf killed, or nearly.

In redlity, adozen unarmed soldiers with automatic weapons pointed at them were smply potentia
hamburger. The door in the grillwork was too narrow for more than one person to squeeze through at a
time, and there were grenade launchers stuck through the high dit windows on either side of the prison
chamber.

Jenkins muttered under his breath: "We could crap in our hands and throw it at them."”
"Canit, Tops, Wait for the Captain. | got usinto this, no reason more should get shorted than haveto."

Although it was taking an oddly long time for the Mark I11 to make it. The ground had trembled after
Wong. .. died. . . and then nothing, for hours.

She walked out from the huddle of prisoners. Hands pulled her through the dit door and clanged it
behind her, pulled off the tunic and I eft her nothing but aloincloth. Others bound her hands behind her
back and led her out.

The sun was blinding; no less so was the fresh paint on the pyramid, the feathers and jade and gold and
bright cloth on the priests. She ignored them, walking with her eyes fixed on the horizon and the smoking
volcano above the town. Her heart seemed to beat independently of hersalf.

Crazy bastard, shethought, as shetrod the first step. The stone was warm and gritty under her feet;
twenty steps up it sarted to be sticky. She could smell the blood aready, beginning to rot under the
bright sun, and hear the flies buzz. Sheets and puddles of it lay around the improvised dtar; she supposed
they'd build something more imposing when the pyramid was finished, but the block of limestone would
do for now.

At the top, Obregon waited. They'd washed the blood off him—most of it—when he shed Wong's skin.
Like a snake, shethought, light-headed.

"Lord of theMountain,” shesaid in aclear, carrying voice. He frowned, but the chanting faded a
little—asit would not have for screams. " The Mountain that Wakswill come for mel™

Obregon gave a curt sign, and the drums roared loud enough to drown any other words. Another, and
the priests cut her bonds and threw her spread-eagled back acrossthe dtar, one on each limb pulling
until her skin creaked. Her skin . . . & least they didn't have the flaying knives out.

"You are brave," the old man said as he stepped up to her, drawing the broad obsidian knife. "But your



tank isburied under ahundred feet of lava, and the valley sealed once more.” The plumes nodded over
his head, and hislong silver hair was streaked and clotted with crusty brown. "Tdl the Sun—"

"That youre afucking lunatic,” Martins rasped, bending her head up painfully to look at him; the sun was
inthe west, and she could just see Venusrising bright over the jagged rim of the valey. "Why? Why the
lies?"

Obregon replied in English, dowly raising the knife. "My people needed more than tools and medicines.
More even than a butterfly-effect machine that could control venting. They needed to believe inther
guardian.” A whisper: "Sodid I."

The knife touched the skin under |eft breast and then rose to its apogee.

Braaap.

The ultravel ocity impact that smashed Obregon's hand cauterized the wound. It twirled himin place likea
top, until his head sprayed away from the next round.

One of the priests released her left foot and snatched for his own knife. Martins pivoted on the fulcrum of
her hips and kicked the other at her feet in the face. Bone crumpled under the bal of her foot. Something
smashed the man with the knife out into the shadows of gathering night. One hand dacked on her wrist;
shewrenched it free with abrief economica twist and flipped erect, damming the hed of her free hand
up under the last priest's nose. He dropped to the blood-dick stone deck, his nasal bone driven back
into hisbrain.

Martins stood and walked to the head of the steep Stairway down the pyramid, the only living thing on its
summit. Below her the crowd screamed and milled, and behind them . . .

Mountain that Walks. It looked it, now, with the thick crust of lavathat covered it from top deck to the
treadguards. Cooling and solidifying, smoking, whirled and dripping like hot wax. A few antennae poked
through, and the muzzles of the infinite repeaters.

Two treads were gone, and the machine kept overcorrecting for their loss.
"Light," shewhispered.

Actinic glare burgt out from the Bolo, making it a hulking black shape that ground forward and shook the
earth. The same searchlight bathed her in radiance; she couldn't see much detail of the square below, but
she saw enough to know that townsmen and Jaguar Knights alike had fallen on their faces.

Bethany Martins raised both hands, fists clenched, her body spattered with blood and bone and brains.
She remembered treachery, and Wong screaming. One word, and everyone in ten miles space would
die

She remembered famine and bandits, and bodies in ditches gnawed by rats or their own kinfolk.

"They do need aguardian they can believein," she muttered to hersdlf. "A sane one." Whether shewas
gtill entirely sane was another matter, but she had more to think of.

A datue stood at the base of the stairs, squat and hideous. Her right fist stabbed at it, and stone
fragments flew across the square, trailing sparks. It was important to know when to stop. Therest of the
Company wouldn't take much talking around—and it was best to get things straight with the local s right
from the beginning. Hit ‘'em hard and let ‘em up easy, as her father had always said.



“Amplify.”

"YOU HAVE FOLLOWED FALSE GODS," her voice bellowed out, relayed at an intensity enough to
stun."BUT THERE WILL BE MERCY ."

The people of Cacaxtla shuddered and pressed their heads to the ground, and knew that agod—a
godess—stronger than the Lord of the Mountain had come.

He had brought fire from the stone. She had made stone walk.



