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XVI — Gunpowder, treason and
p/ot

A fifth of Novem]:)er-celebra’cion, waiting to happen. That was what Neville had called
the riots in Bradford. While he had never participa’ced in such a celebra’cion, Joe had to
believe that Bradford was worse. A lot worse. Joe had seen riots before, but this was
deﬂnitely the ugliest one he had witnessed yet.

He had 1iteraﬂy passecl three corpses, left in the streets.

Buildings were ]ourning. Many ]ouilclings. He didn't think he'd scen a single window on
the grouncl or first floor that hadn't been smashed since entering the city centre.

Getting there hadn't been easy, cither. Bradford was a city of some three hundred and
fifty thousand {-urs, but it had been cordoned off very egectively ]ay police ancl, as far as
Joe could Jceu, some kind of home guard. He'd heard a lot of rumours about the army
coming in to put down the riots Ly force, too. Even’cually, ’chough, he had managed to
sneak past the barricades. He'd spent most of the night waﬂzing , until he finaﬂy found a
place where two police—ogicers were on guarcl in a car at a checlzpoint, but t}ley had been
fast asleep, and he had simply walked in. He'd slep’c in an abandoned home ... just for a
few hours , as it was, and then he had started towards the city centre. Finding a map of
Bradford hadn't been digicult, either, and the National Media Museum was prominently
displayed practicaﬂy alongside Bradford City Hall.



Which of course meant there was a good chance it had been wrecked. City Hall would
be the first place rioters would storm.

It had been harder to figure out where on the map he was , until he located a sign saying
"Buttershaw" and rememlaering he had seen that on the map. Loolzing it up, he nodded

and £ound the street-name as WeH.

Finaﬂy he knew where he was, and where he was going. He found an abandoned car and
managecl to hotwire it, but it only took him near the city centre before he realized it had
been abandoned for a reason. It splutterecl and stoppecl and Joe was a goocl enough
mechanic to know that the sound the engine made was the automo]oile—equivalent of a
prolonged death-rattle.

So he got out. Ci’cy Centre was still a mile and a half away. He hadn't seen a single fur
yet, since entering Bradford and 19y now, that was really, reaﬂy cerie. Most of the city had
been evacua’ced, but the rioters, accor(ling to the radio in the car, held parts of the city

under their control and those areas hadn't been evacuated yet.

According to the femme on the radio , reports were coming in of indiscriminate killings.
g P g g
The death-toll was expectecl to be many times higher than the first estimates }Jy now, and
quite ﬁanlzly, Joe believed her after seeing dead furs left behind in the streets.

It was 11126 a warzone.

Turning a cornetr, he could see down a broad street towards an open square. On his le{"t,
he had some old masonry ... parts of a medieval city Waﬂ, apparen’cly. On his righ’c, a Lig
hole in the ground loolzing like a construction site that had been abandoned decades ago.
And Straight ahead, he could see the open square.

That would be where Bradford City Hall was located. Which meant he had to cross to

get to the museum.
If anyone was wa’cching that area, he'd be the world's most inviting target.

He had no choice, ’choug}l. He needed to get to that museum and hope it was still
intact. Or at least that the parts he needed were still intact. He checked his map again
and nodded to himself. There was a small airfield outside the city. He would make his
way there once he was done in Bradford itself.

He moved up as close to the street-corner in front of him as he dared. If he got too

close, someone migh’c spot him, after all.



Damned, if he'd only been twenty five years old again, he could sprint across the square
in no time ﬂa’c, but at his age, it'd be a 1umbering gait at best. Normaﬂy, he had no
pro]olem with growing olcler, but just for once he grumblecl about not ]oeing as fit as he
had been as a youth.

Closing his eyes to focus and ’calzing a couple of deep breaths , he broke into as fast a

run as 1’16 COlllCl.

He didn't even get halfway into the square, before a group of furs came into view ahead
of him.

And t}ley were armed.
HHH

"Honored Oracle, [ come before you to once again ask for your insigh’c," Shiori said,
Lowing deeply.

There was a hissing sound in the darkness. But no answer as such. Shiori did not like
the situation and she was unable to hide her discomfort. The stench in the darlz,
cavernous room was not}ling short of epic. Rotting flesh never smelled nice, regarclless of
whether it came from something inteﬂigent or not, and in the case of the Qracle, Shiori

didn't want to lznow either way.

"My sister and her foolish comrade-in-arms have allied themselves with a power£u1
Agen’c ..." she s’carted, but was interrupte(l l:)y an angry hiss.

"NO!" came a broken voice from the darkness. "Not ... an Agent!"

"Then what? The barbarian equine is a fearsome warrior and we need to be preparecl so
we can kill her," Shiori said, 12eeping her voice respect{‘ul and her eyes cast down. One did
not look at the Oracle ... even if it was hidden in darkness.

"Barbarian? Yes ... yes indeed. A good clescriptor, if unintentionaﬂy so. You are ]olind,
as always, Shiori. Your arrogance makes you Wealz, and in your weakness , you think
yourself superior. [ see the equine, covered in blood. I see a I)urning city,” the strange
voice said from the darkness. "I see a lot of death.”

Shiori smiled. "Good. Death and destruction is good. And Lord Anane?"
"... will be t}lere, with ... and][or ... the barbarian."
"Then all is as it should be."



The Oracle was quiet. There was no further answer. Shiori, however, smiled as she left.
There was no’ching to worry about.

Lord Anane Would destroy the equine.

As the door closed behind her, the Oracle hissed in disgus’c. "Foolish creature,” it

Sneered.

"Yes, but I am not," Hirokichi saicl, stepping out of the shadows and into the sligh’c
beam of light. "But of course, you already know ’c}lis, Oracle. And you know why [ am

here."

The Oracle fell quiet for a while. "You know my price, traitor," it £inauy said.

Hirokichi smiled croolze(ﬂy and puuecl out an obscenely oversized pawgun, pointing it
into the darkness. "And as opposed to the imbeciles who usuaﬂy come to you for answers,
[ am ready to pay it."

Out of the darkness slithered an oozing, wrecked creature. It had three heads , none of
which seemed to belong to any recognizable species of fur. It was nalzed, with patcljes of
matted fur clinging to its bocly. Open, pus—fiﬂed sores oozed unspealza]ale matter onto the
ﬂoor, creating a slimy trail for the dark gray, slug—lilze ]oocly to puﬂ itself along on.
Hirokichi had never seen the Oracle this clearly before and he had to summon all his
considerable Wiupower to not retch at the sight. A broken and La(ﬂy reset arm was held

out towards him.

"Then what do you wish to know?" the Oracle said, Wearily.

"Tell me what I must do to stop Anane," the otter saicl, narrowing his eyes. "Merciful

ancestors, what has been done to you?"

"As opposecl to S}liori, Hirokichi ... I know that insight comes at a terrible price. One
must always sacrifice something ... to gain it," one head said, turning towards the otter

Wi’ch a slurping Sound.

Another head tried to turn but it couldn't ]:)ring its neck around far enough. "I was
beautiful once. The fairest creature under the rising sun, but I wanted more. And 1
wouldn't heed the warnings. This ... this is the price | paid,” it squelched.

The last head looked up, meeting Hirokichi's pitying stare. "You must Lring toge’cher
that which was divided. The barbarian is strong ... but only if you Lring her friend to her
will Anane be stoppecl."



"So where do I find this friend?"

"Tf he survives ... you will find him in Bradford, England. You will know who it is when
you see him. But you will miss him if you don't hurry. Now pay me!"

Hirokichi nodded. If he puued the trigger, there would be no going back. But that was
accep’cable to him. Sometimes , ultimate decisions had to be made ... without

compromise.
"Then may you find peace at last, creature," Hirokichi said.
Then he pulled the trigger.
Three times.
Only smoke and the scent of cordite moved behind him as he left.
#H#HH#

Down l)elow, the streets were ]orealzing apart. Anane was having an excellent time of it,
hearing how distant screams drifted towards him. Tiny s}lapes down there were trying
despera’cely to avoid dea’ch, but the fallen Angel ol:)viously couldn't see them. He didn't
need to. Even at this clistance, he could hear them.

"Sefior Soto, is it not glorious?" he aslzed, smiling Widely, "So many deaths. All these
ﬁl’chy, s’cinleing creatures, praying for deliverance, and all ’chey’ll getis ... ignored!"

The fur crawling around on all furs next to him drooled something incoherent in his
stupor. Anane had killed his entire family over the course of one night, cach one
progressively more pain{-uuy. Sefiora Soto had gone last ... while her husband watched as
she 1iteraﬂy screamed until her vocal cords burst and she drowned in her own blood.

It had been quite a spectacle. By the end of it, Sefior Soto had been no’c}ling but a
quivering, uninteﬂigible ball of ﬂesh, fur and Lones, his sanity irretrievably gone.

He was a no]oocly, of course. Anane had simply picleecl someone at random from the city
down below. Someone whose only flaw had been a deep, unbreakable faith in God. Or
perhaps not quite so unbreakable. Anane didn't reaﬂy care, it had simply been some 1ight
entertainment before starting his next lziuing spree.

So Why this ci’cy? It had little in common with Omdurman, but that was largely the
point. [t was still out of the way. [t was in a third world country, but from a comple’cely
different culture. There was nothing to link the slaughter in Omdurman with what was



happening here. Particularly since he was malzing sure this appeared to be a massive
ear’chqualze.

It had taken considerable amounts of power to do some’ching like this. Old magic.

Sefior Soto's family had provided the power. The fact that it was so enjoyal)le was Why
he ’chough’c of it as "entertainment". He could have had the same power from finding a
handful of cultis’cs and Lutchering them instead. Whose 1ives were used was irrelevan’c.

And now, creatures were dying. Tomorrow morning, if an alien species landed in the
ru]oble, they would never be able to guess that the city of Cusco had been there the night
before. Qh, many would no doubt survive this clisaster, but that was acceptable to Anane.
In fact, the majority of the city's popula’cion would survive the earthqualze. But to what
effect? Peru was a poor country. Even with international relief-efforts, hundreds of
thousands of lives would have been destroyed, if not snuffed out outrigh’c. Tens of
thousands migh’c die of hunger or disease directly caused Ly the devastation and the
prololems left behind. It would be at least a decade before the area recoverecl, and Anane
hopecl the world did not have that 1ong in the first place.

Hopping off the rock he was s’cancling on, he left the clrooling s}lape of his "toy" ]oehind,
alreacly forgotten as he made his way towards the city.

#H#H#

Joe was sitting on a Lench, loolzing at his paws. Behind him, Bradford City Hall
loomed. It was a beautiful building. It almost looked like a castle or at least a 1arge
manor-house. But Joe didn't notice. He sat ’chere, staring at his paws and the gun he was

holding.

Less than twenty feet away, scattered in a small semi—circle, five furs 1ay dead.

Joe didn't reaﬂy know how to get up. He was so utterly shaken that for all he carecl, the
world could crumble around him and he probably wouldn't notice.

The museum was nearl)y. He could see it if he raised his head and looked up. It was
right up the hill, may]:)e another two hundred and £i£ty yards away. He could make it

there in a minute or two. But he couldn't ... £ocus on it.

All he could think of was what had happenecl. The £ive, armed furs now dead nearby had
approached him. They had demanded to know who he was. He had answerecl, truth£uﬂy
...and they had been angry. Angry that he was there at all. T}ley heard his accent and
realized he was American. That he was foreign. It didn't matter where in the world he was



from, so long as he wasn't English. In fac’c, Joe realized, it hadn't even mattered if he was
from Scotland or Ireland. Those five furs would have seen him as no less £oreign for that.

So they had threatened him. Called him a cowboy and told him to ”ge’c his horse and

ride on into the setting sun' or some’ching along those lines.
Then one of them had offered to help him find his sunset.

He had pullecl a large pawgun. Joe wasn't about to get into a ﬁreﬁght with five heavﬂy
armed furs if he could help it. Good shot or not, he had tempted fate once alreacly
against three Swiss guarcls. And while they were infinitely better trained than this ralable,
five guns to one were reaﬂy bad odds any day of the week. So he hadn't drawn his own
weapon, at that point concealed inside his jaclzet, down the back of his pants.

He had tried to tell the furs he didn't want any kind of trouble and that he simply had
to get to the nearby museum. After tha’c, he'd be more than happy to vacate the country.

It hadn't made any kind of difference.

He had held up his paws to show that he didn't want trouble and he wasn't holding a
weapon. Anyt}ling to seem inoffensive. He'd even poin’cecl out to the furs in front of him
that he was old enoug}l to be their father and that he was no threat to them.

It had been the wrong thing to say. The wrong thing entirely.

The fur pointing his gun at Joe hadn't taken too lzin(ﬂy to the idea that he might have a
£oreign father.

AH(J. he had made hlS displeasure very pulohcly IQIIOWIL He'd Shouted. Lou(ﬂy He'd

gotten extremely perfiolious and £inaﬂy, he had turned his head towards the other four
and said he had made up his mind.

He wasn't going to s’comach an American in Bradford any longer.

The pawgun he was carrying was a very heavy revolver and his ﬁnger had moved to cock
the hammer. By that point, Joe knew there was no arguing with the fur in front of him
anymore. [t was kill or be killed.

He'd puued his own gun in one fluid motion and put a bullet straigh’c through the
throat of his opponent. The bullet had gone in at a slightly upwards angle and apparen’cly,
it had hit the 1ziﬂing T, severing the brain-stem, 1ei”ing the fur imrnecliately.



The other four were so shocked that at first, they hadn't pulled their weapons. Joe had
held his gun at the ready, ’chough, ’celling them to back off.

They hadn't moved. Too stunned that one of their own was dead, Jchey had stood there,
loolzing at each other with open mouths , then loolzing at their dead comrade, then at

each other again.

They had all been armed with automatic rifles , and Joe had calmly pointed out to them
that as he alreacly had his gun trained on them, he could shoot them before they raised
their weapons to fire on him. He had told them to run. Turn around and just ... run

away.
But they hadn't listened.
And now they were dead.
And Joe's pistol still had a full clip.
He felt completely drained. Empty inside. What kind of world was this?

A world where he had just had to shoot five furs to survive? Five furs he had never met.
This wasn't war! It was just a damned riot! Had life become this cheap? This

unimportant to furs that they were wiuing to throw their existence away for something as
foolish as this?

Joe knew God didn't listen, and he didn't even bother to shout at the slzy anymore. Why
shout himself hoarse when there was no answer? He didn't see a point in it anymore. The
gun in his paw felt aw£ully heavy and he shook his head, unable to put the weapon away.
Instead, he stared at it. He couldn't take his mind off the fact that he had just ended five
lives. It was him or Jchem, he knew that. He had tried to talk them down.

Done his best.
[t wasn't enoug}l.

So now there were five more corpses in Bra(ﬂord, to add to all those alrea(ly littering
the streets.

Because furs still didn't understand that life was the single most precious Jching in
existence. Because society fostered furs who didn't care about others anymore.

Immunized to death and incapable to comprehend the discomfort or pain of others.

A whole WOl’ld, popula’ced by would-be sociopa’chs and comple’ce egomaniacs.



Finally, Joe put the gun aside. However useful it migh’c be to have a gun that never ran
out of ammo, Joe couldn't bring himself to look at the SIG 210 anymore. He had just
shot five furs with it. It made him feel dir’cy.

Life was precious. Invaluable.

Inviolate.
And yet there he was, having been forced into a situation where he had shot five furs.

Their faces mixed with those of the three Swiss guarcls from the Vatican to stare at him
from behind his eyelicls every time he blinked. But Joe had killed before, on missions ...

many years ago.

The situation had changecl since then. Then, he hadn't ques’cioned his beliefs.

No, that wasn't true either, and he knew it. He had questioned everything, even then.
But he had at least retained some semblance of core faith in the righ’ceousness of the

cause for which he fought.

So he had changed. Changecl more than the world around him. He wasn't wiﬂing to
accept that it was all because the world had changecl. Certain things hacl, yes. Certain
’chings. But overall, the change had been within him. A deepening unclerstanding of the
fact that perhaps , he didn't understand any’thing at all.

That ﬁight{ul, dreadful realization that he had lost his illusions.

The world was simpler when one could ascribe every’t}ling that happenecl to some kind
of Divine Wiﬂ, but it wasn't more riglzt.

He got up at last and started waﬂzing towards the museum. How was he going to
explain all of this to Annie? Or to Aslaug? Or to anyone?

He tried to be a good fur. Tried so very hard to be a good, decent inclividual, a goocl
father for his children and a goocl friend to his friends.

Behind him 1ay five cornpeﬂing reasons to question that clecency.
But he had no choice. They hadn't given him any choice.
Did he grieve for their dea’chs? Not as such.

T}ley had threatened him, after aﬂ, so that wasn't it. This was about some’ching deeper

and more pro£ound than Jcha’c. Something more serious.



He didn't grieve for their (iea’ciis, but he did grieve for the loss of innocence he saw in
the world around iiim, every (iay.

Did that make him a hopeiess idealist? Hadn't the world lost its innocence centuries,
even millennia ago? Wasn't tiiat, in iac’c, one of the core principies of Christianity? That
innocence had been lost in the Faii, and then lost again on Caivary?

Twen’cy years i)eiore, Joe would have recognize(i that concept. He would've felt it made
sense. But now, he had changea’. But not so any more. Because the proi)iern with the
iclea, that innocence had been lost at the Fall and lost again at Caivary was that in both
cases, that loss had happened because of a limited number of furs ... but the horrible
consequences were appiie(i to everyone. Which made God nee(iiessiy Vengefui.

Which made God imper][ect.

He coui(in"c set’cie ior ’cije oi(i, worn out answers anymore. ”GO(i iias a pian ior us aii" or
"GO(i Worizs in mysterious WayS" just didn't do it for him anymore.

"Put your faith in the Lord" neariy made his knuckles itch and his stomach turn i)y
now, in fact. If one put one's faith in God, the irnpiie(i reasoning was that then the
Aimighty would make everyt}ling oieay. He would make sure that good furs got rewarded
and bad furs got their comeuppance, if not sooner then at least after death.

But that wasn't good enougii for Joe Latrans anymore. Nor did he reaiiy believe it.

He had simpiy come to realize that in a world where God didn't answer prayers and
didn't care about even ioyai, seii-sacriiicing followers , life was all the more precious.

When God's love was drawn into (ioui)t, the life a fur led on Earth became far more

important.
Not to live to piease God ...

But just to live well.

#A#

The two Shinto Agents were cha’ctering in Japanese, and Asiaug didn't understand a
word of it. N ormaiiy, she would've considered it rude to speaiz a ianguage she didn't
un(ierstan(i, while she was s’can(iing next to those speaizing , but in this case, she
understood. First of aii, they were taiizing about compiex reiigious issues that were more
easiiy defined in their own ianguage, and secon(iiy, while t}ley were cooperating with her,
Jchey no doubt needed to ieeep some secrets.



She wouldn't tell them every"thing cither. Some things were ... trade secrets. Like Seja] ,

for instance.

Miho and Lee were clearly agitateol ... Or perhaps excited was a better way of putting it.
Aslaug wasn't quite sure Which, but she could tell that her new friends were discussing

something important, at least.

They were Waﬂzing back from the docks. They would talk more about what had
happenecl there when they were back at the safehouse.

Finaﬂy, after they turned down an empty sicle—stree’c, Lee turned around and looked at
her. "I'm sorry. We do not mean to be rude ..." he ]aegan.

"I understand per£ect1y," Aslaug said, olisarmingly. "I don't know how to explain things
in English half the time either."

Lee looked gra’ceful. "Thank you. It is simply that ... Weu, it 's difficult to explain the
concept. We believe the spirits of our ancestors guide us. In £ac’c, for Agen’cs like Miho
and myself, it is more than belief. It's 12nowlec1ge. [ am sure it is much the same for you."

"Tt used to ]oe, before my "promotion", yes," the Vaﬂzyrie admitted. "More so than you
probably think. Ancestors are important to the Norse as well, though they are not
venerated in the same way you seem to. But we cherish the memories we have of them,

and the faithful sometimes sacriﬁce in their honor."

Miho looked surprised, but Lee nodded and said a few words in Japanese. Miho blushed
and Lowed, respectfuﬂy.

"I must apologize," the tigress said a moment later. "I always thoug}lt .

"That we were nothing but barbarians. You'd be surprisecl how common that is even in
the West," Aslaug chuckled. "We built great fortresses, and the best ships in the world
until the invention of the caravel, we £orged an empire and made beautiful coins, sang
beautiful and power£u1 songs. We had ... and have ... our own magic. We were the first
Europeans to set foot or hoof in America, we traded with furs from Kiev and Moscow to
Dublin and Yorle, from Kaupang to Baghdad, and we told epic stories of gods and great
heroes that are still told to this (lay. But because we didn't write it down, we were thought
of as barbarians, as opposed to the Greeks or Romans. Or the Japanese."

"You were violent conquerors as Weﬂ, may [ adcl," Lee pointecl out with a crooked smile

on his 1ips. "T grew up in one of the hundreds of small Villages still found in England



Jcoday founded I)y Vilzings. Any place with a name ending in —Stedt, -Ly, -’chorpe, or —

thwaite ... just to name some."

Aslaug shmgged. "That didn't happen until after I died, but even so ... we were no more
violent than everyone else in Europe at the time, Lee. We were just better at it. At least
in the North, every free male had a vote on Ting, and every free female had genuine legal
rig}lts. We did 12eep slaves, but so did everyone else at the time. No one in their right
mind would dream of doing such a thing toclay, hedni or ot}lerwise, but at the time, it was
common practice everywhere in the world. And incidentally, as | recaﬂ, Japanese culture
is not exac’cly devoid of the slaug}lter of innocents and aggressive conquest," she said,

matter—o£—£act1y.

Lee looked away. "That ... is a contentious issue to this day," he mumbled. "Anyway,
we visited a shrine. It was different. Since we were chosen as Agents, we've seen plenty of
shrines , and in the realities controlled ]:)y the Kami, such places are alive with the spirits
of the ancestors. Even those who are not Agents can 1iteraﬂy feel their constant presence.
Here ... and in other realities that are controlled }Jy other forces ... Shinto shrines and
temples are always colcl, empty places. The spirits were not there. They are still not. But
Jchey are /eaving through the shrines now. For other realities. They are ..."

Miho put a paw on his shoulder. "They are going home. To where they ]oelong," she
Said, Smiling a little.

Aslaug looked relieved. She nodded. "I am glacl to hear it," she said, after a 1ong
moment. "Now, if only [ could find ..."

She stoppecl ancl looleed at a television screen in the winclow of a harclware store across
the street. They were still alone. No one else seemed to need to go this way, and Aslaug
crossed Jche street Wi’chout another WOI'(J..

"T know where he is," she said, staring unblinlzingly at the images on the screen. She
had no idea what the subtitles were saying.

She didn't need to understand.

The images of a city sha’c’cered ]oy eartquualze and fire were like a red rag in the face of a
raging bull. Tt had Anane written all over it.

"Then we need to get to ... " Miho said and looked for the city's name on the screen,
"Cusco. That's in South America, isn't it?"

"We?" Aslaug asked. "This isn't your ﬁg}lt."



Lee grinned. "Says who? We're just as duty-bound to oppose the Malefic Council as
you," he said and stuck his paws in his pocleets.

Aslaug nodded slowly. "Then I thank you. But going to Cusco Would be the wrong
’ching to do, I'm afraid," she said.

Miho raised an eyel)row. Lee looked like he'd like an explana’cion too.

"Anane won't stay there. If he cloes, he'll draw too much attention to himseH, and the
Council will not stand for that. We have to be in place to stop him when he arrives at his
next intended target."

N odding slowly, Miho looked at the images on the screen again. "l doubt we could do
much good there anyway. Amaterasu protect them," she mumbled.

"Let's get back to the safehouse. And I can't believe I'm saying Jchis, but we're going to

need a compu’cer," Aslaug said and made a face.

Lee didn't quite understand the equine's revulsion, but he smirked nonetheless. "You're

in Japan, my friend. The only place in the world with more computers per square mile is

Silicon Va”ey."

Aslaug mumbled something about the evils of Sejal —machines, and started off down the
street.

#H#H#

" need to get in!" Joe said, leaning forward and supporting his paws on his knees.
g g pPp g his p

A British soldier twenty yards ahead of him shook his head empha’cicaﬂy. "I'm afraid
not, Sir," he said. "This is a restricted area."

"How come, it's just a ]oloocly museum isn't it?" Joe complainecl. "Loole, ['m an
American citizen. | have nothing to do with these riots. It's clangerous out here, unless
you haven't heard!"

The soldier shook his head again. "l know. And for the record, I'm not Mincl, Sir. What
happened down Ly Ci’cy Hall was clearly visible from up here. You took down five armed
enemies! That makes you both a po’cential danger and ]oloody capable of talzing care of
yourselﬂ"

Rouing his eyes, Joe stood uprigh’c. "Do I look like some twenty-year old hoodlum, out
for trouble?" he asked. "For crying out loud ... oleay, who's your commanding officer?"



"That'd be Captain Saunders, but he's not ..."
"THEN GO GET HIM, WILL YA!"

Joe was waving his arms around in a gesture of rage and irritation. He was reaﬂy not in
the mood to stand out here, arguing with a grunt with armed gangs behind him.
Especiauy since he had left his gun on the bench. Simply Jcouc:hing that ’ching made him
feel dir’cy.

The soldier looked uncertain for a moment. Then he reached up to his ear and clicked
his radio transmitter on. "Captain, we've got a yanlzee out here who wants to get in.
Coyote from the looks of it. Yessir ... the one we saw down l)y City Hall. He says he just

wants to get out of danger."

There was a moment's pause, then the soldier nodded to Joe. "The Captain is coming

out here. You can malze your case to him.

N odding , Joe looked over his shoulder. ”Alrigh’c. But can I at least get over there behind
the barricades? I'm not armed and I'll 12eep my paws up but I'd rea”y pre£er not to stand

here with my back to the city if it's all the same to you."

The soldier took a moment to think it over. "Alright then. I've got a bead on you
though," he said and waved Joe closer.

"I'm not 1ooleing fora fight," Joe reiterated, but he walked closer, quite happy to get
behind some good cover at last. "Why are you guarding this place, anyway, as opposed to

so many o’chers? "

"Because the BBC used to transmit from the fifth floor of this l)uilcling. It hasn't been
used for years, but all the gear still works. The only news coming out of Bradford at the

moment come from this ]ouilcling ) came the answer, but not from the soldier.

Ra’cher, it came from a very taﬂ, very lean weasel in uniform coming out of the doors

behind the soldier Joe had been ’caﬂzing to.

"You must be Captain Saunders ’chen," Joe said and stood up straight.

"Correct. And you are?"

"Joe Latrans. | had no idea the ]ouilding was in use ]:)y the mili’cary. [ was hoping to use

some of the equipment."



The weasel raised an eyet)row. Joe tiaougtit of himself as a good ju(ige of furs , and the
Captain could have been taken out of a textbook on stereotypes of British officers. Calm
to the point of aiosurctity, with a stitt—upper—iip and a (iecictectiy aristocratic air.

He was aimost a caricature.

"That is not up to me. You would have to talk to the BBC about ttiat, Mr. Latrans. |
am simpiy here to ensure their satety. We are not here to protect the citizens of Bradford

against ttiernseives, however. Which means I am not even certain I should let you in."
"T don't live in Bradford. Like your trooper over there said, I'm an American citizen."
"Sir, permission to speaie?" the soldier asked.
Captain Saunders didn't even turn to look at his subordinate. "Granted."

"It would look pretty bad if we turned away a toreign nationai, Sir, oniy for him to get
killed somewhere out there."

"Thank you for that spien(ii(i moment of geopoiiticai insigtit, Private Weiiesiey," the
Captain saict, and for a brief moment, Joe felt certain he could break icicles off the
weasel's vocal cords. "Mr. Latrans, you have piacect me in an unpleasant situation. [
cannot turn you away, but if T take you in, and the word sprea(is , every toreign national
in Bradford will come running. And unless you didn't iznow, the reason for the riot is
preciseiy that the city has a ctisproportionateiy iarge group of toreigners within the city

iimits. I risiz my command post ]:)eing turned into a retugee camp in a matter of iaours."

Joe stirugge(i. "Ati, then I was mistaken. It was my impression after running into that
group down i)y City Haii, that the reason for the riot was that the locals were a bunch of
tucieing t)igots , Sir," Joe said. He didn't like the impiication that the Captain was maizing
one bit. Having a first name like "José" meant Joe had faced his share of t)igotry
ttirougtiout his life back in the United States, and as far as he was concerne(i, there were

i(iiots of all nationalities.

Captain Saunders' face went blank instantiy. "You may enter, Mr. Latrans. Stay out of
the way of my soldiers , however. We can't have trigger-tiappy civilians getting in the way

. "
O£ our operations tiere.

With ttiat, he turned around and marched back inside. Joe rolled his eyes and followed.



