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Prologue

The fifteen-thousand-ton asteroid had been named, in the degpness of time when men still did such
things, AE-513-49. In the latter twenty-first century, when every chunk of ice and rock that was of any
concelvable danger to the earth had been mapped and tracked, it had been concluded that AE-513-49,
which looked abit like an eephant's foot and was composed of nicked-iron, had a probability of impact
with the earth low enough that the heat desth of the universe was amore likely problem.

AE-513-49 had been considered for mining until it was determined that, as a Helios asteroid, one
closein to the sun, bringing out the materials would be more costly than those on the relative
"downdope' towards the outer system. Then asteroid mining, after avery brief heyday, went avay as
the human race started to dwindle and, with it, the need for metals from beyond the atmosphere.

Thus AE-513-49 had been permitted to continue on itslondy orbit, circling the sun like avery
small planet, hanging out at the very edge of the "life belt" between the earth and Mercury.

Until acuriousthing happened.

A couple of years before, smal gravitic nudges were applied to it. They first sent it inward towards
the sun whereit would, of course, have impacted without any noticeable trace. But then it encountered
the gravity well of the small planet Mercury and "dingshotted” around it, headed back "outward" in the
sysem.

More small nudges, some of them infinitesmaly faint, adjusted itstrgjectory until it was precisaly
aigned with apoint in space through which the earth would pass. Then, for dmost ayear, nothing.

Asit approached the earth, however, more nudges were applied. A few adjusted the course so
that it would assuredly hit the earth and, what's more, on a particular circular zone of the earth. Other
nudges sped it up or dowed it down so that it would hit aparticularpoint on thet circle. Then, asit
approached the atmosphere, the nudges became more distinct. 1t was now targeted on that one small
point.

Asit entered the atmaosphere, thin and high, it began to fluoresce, coruscating waves of firelegping
off of it asthelighter materidsit had picked up on itstwo-billion-year journey through the solar system
burned off leaving the solid nicke-iron core reveded. This, too, began to burn asit hurtled closer and
closer to theface of the earth, the metal subliming off in waves of fire.

Thusit wasamelted bal of nicke-iron, hurtling downward at far more than orbital velocities,
trailling an immenseline of fire behind it, that dammed to astop in midair thirty-five metersfrom an
unassuming home that was Sitting, againgt al reason, in apool of lava

In keeping with the laws of physics the nicke-iron, which was half ionized by hest, exploded
outward in titanic fury. But this, too, stopped in midair and the enormous detonation, which would have
destroyed much of thelocal area, was captured by someinvisible force and quickly dissipated.

The nickd-iron that had once been AE-513-49 spread itsdlf across an invisible hemispherica
barrier, practically covering the house and shutting off dl light to itsinterior for amoment, then did away,



bubbling asif from the application of some tremendous energy, to join the rest of the lava.

Inside the hemispherica protection field, the asteroid impact was noted as only asimple thump. At
the thump, Sheida Ghorbani opened up aview-screen, as she did at least once aday, and looked at the
lake of boiling lavathat surrounded her home. The whole valey around her home was amass of red and
black liquid rock, fuming and spitting plumes of yellowish sulfur-laden steam. Asaways she cdled to
mind the lofty Douglasfirs, winding paths and crystaline mountain stream that had once been. Back in
the days before the Fall.

The human race had brought itsdlf so far. Rising through the mists of hitory. Surviving warsand
famines. Until they had finally come to atechnological point where so much was available, war, and even
government, had been dl but forgotten. The Al entity called Mother, which had started as a security
protocol for the nearly mythica "internet” had morphed over the years until it was She who wasthe fina
arbiter of need. Mother, with her Argus eye and processors ranging from extradimensiona quantum field
systems to the honeycomb of bees, knew dl and could see all. Beyond who was naughty and who was
nice, it was She who saw the sparrow fall.

But the dangers of such an entity were known long before it was possible to create one. And
Mother's creator, knowing the danger that She represented, She who wasthefirst true Al, had
established human controls upon her. Thirteen "Key-holders," each with aphysica passitem, who could
"tweak"" Her protocols and, in extreme cases, open up her kernel and reprogram Her. The latter,
however, required complete unanimity.

The Keys had first been held by mgjor corporate heads and by governmentsin the early days of
Her youth. But over the years some of them had falen into a shadowy underworld. As Her power grew,
more and more capabilities and decisions were loaded upon Her shoulders until in the last millennia She
had become the defacto world government. She was controlled, primarily, by the overt "Council” of
thirteen Key-holders. They were the human link in the chain and mostly ensured that Her protocolswere
tweaked and maintained while She did the grunt work of managing distribution of goods and services.
Thelast human-controlled world government had dissolved nearly two hundred years ago from sheer
lack of utility.

The reason for thelack of utility was Smple; with no want there was limited conflict and crime.
Replication, teleportation, nannites and genetic engineering had created aworld where any human could
live asthey desired. A house on a mountaintop was easily created and the mountaintop could be
anywherein the world, since with tel eportation going € sewhere was a matter of wishing. Body
modification had taken wide forms, with humans Changing themsdlvesinto mer, unicorns, dolphinsand a
host of other shapes. All conflict, and crime, comes down to a breach of written or unwritten contracts.
It was Mother that ensured that contracts, by and large, were not breached. In the rare case in which
they were, theindividua involved was hunted down by an efficient, if small, police force and "adjusted,”
in extreme cases by amemory wipe and replacement to create anice, docile, well-adjusted human.

But there had been problems with unlimited wealth and ease. Over the years both human birthrates
and scientific progress had fallen by the wayside. World population had pesked at twelve billion inthe
latter twenty-first century and then had started along, dow, decline until the population, pre-Fall, had
been amerebillion or so individuas, mostly residing in widely scattered homes and smal hamlets. With
limitless recregtiond activities, and birth, thank God, removed from the bodies of women and moved to
uterine replicators, raising children was at the very bottom of most peopleswish lists. And strong
protocols, enforced by Mother and voted upon in earlier times when massive socid mistakes had
occurred, prevented any group from willy-nilly producing children. Each human being created in a
uterine replicator had to be from the base genetics of two humans and one or both had to teke
responghility for rearing the child "properly.” Failure to do so resulted in theloss of birth privilegesto
both individuds.

In the year before the Fall, less than ten percent of the population had produced children. Using
graight-line projections, in an estimated five hundred to a thousand years, the last human would have
closed the door on an extinct species.



Scientific progress had gone the same way. While there continued to be individuals who liked to
"tinker" with the borders of science, the last mgor breakthrough, tel eportation, had occurred nearly five
hundred years ago.

Looking at both of these trends, the most senior council member, Paul Bowman, decided that
Something Must Be Done. He had decided that humans needed to learn to work again. That humans
needed to learn to be "strong” again. That implementing awork ethic, by limiting power to only those
who "produced” for the community, would bring back the science, and art and literature and birthrates,
which had languished over the past millennia

Over the years he had gathered members of the Council who, for their own reasons, looked to him
for leadership. And in the end, when the rest of the Council refused his demands, they had struck,
attacking the others at a Council meeting with insectsthat carried adeadly binary neurotoxin.

Sheidawas one of the Council who opposed him, arguably the leader of the opposition. And she, a
student of history as most of them were not, had feared that his fanaticism would lead to violence. She
had consulted with afriend who was even more steeped in the history of violence and had prepared as
well as she could. Very little that was dangerous could be brought into the Council chamber. Thetoxic
wasps had only worked because individually they were not poisonous; it was only with the sting from
two different types that the neurotoxin activated.

She had been stung, twice, by one type. Others of her faction had died.

But at the sametime, they had struck back, killing members of Paul'sfaction. The late Javlatanugs
Cantor, awerebear, had killed one, faling himsdf in the battle. Ungphakorn, a Changed quetzacoatl,
had killed another, and seized that one's key.

However, in the end, Sheldaand her surviving cohorts had retreated. And the war had begun. And
the Fall started.

The Council now waged war amongst itself with the energy that had once powered the society.
Thelavaoutside her home was the side effect of the massive energy beam being directed upon the
shields of her fasthess by Paul's side, which had taken the name "New Degtiny.” Just as other energy
beams attacked the power stations under the control of her faction, which had taken the name "The
Freedom Codition." The Codlition had attacked in turn and now virtudly al of the energy that had
supported human society had been used in attacks and defense by the Council.

This had left the rest of the world in atruly apocalyptic state. Food had been teleported or
replicated for centuries. Homes were often in placesimpossible to live without ongoing power. Failure of
persona energy shields had doomed humans from the bottom of the ocean to the photosphere of the
sun. Failure of food delivery, or being left on amountaintop, or far out at sea, had doomed others more
dowly.

Thus had begun the Fall, and the Dying Time that followed it, when more than ten percent of the
population of the world, some one hundred million human beingsin their various forms, had died. Some,
mercifully, before they knew what was happening. Othersto fals or drowning or dow desths from
gtarvation and exposure.

And thelives of those | €ft after the Dying Time were anything but easy. The world had descended
to apreindudtrid environment with farmers scratching atoe-hold in the land, and armiesfighting a
thousand smdl battles with bandit gangsto hold the line and maintain some semblance of civilization.

The most important single group who saved the remnant popul ation of earth was made up of small
groups of "reenactors," people who had wrapped their lives around earlier times. There were small
communities where people lived thelives of their forefathers, using hand tools and domestic animalsto
replicate the lives of the ancients.

Many of these people had been living their hobby for decades, or even centuries, and knew
techniques that no single person from any period in history would know. They had used every trick,
every technique, to save the lives of the refugees, an old word that had been forgotten prior to the Fall,
who arrived at their doorstep.



Inthe areathat had fallen to Sheida's purview, the areas of the former North American Union, the
reenactor societies had gathered the refugees, taught them how to survive, and in extraordinary cases
even thrive, and dowly rebuilt society and government. Not so dowly, even. In no more than ayear
there was a core government, a congtitution and a burgeoning ground and naval force,

Thelatter two were vital because in Ropasa Paul had been doing the same thing. But he was taking
adifferent tack, establishing himself as dictator and using the power in the bodies of people to Change
them into aform "more suitable for the current conditions." His Changed legions, growing in Sze every
time they took another section of Ropasa, had quickly overrun the entire area and established an
iron-fisted rule. And then he had begun his plan to invade the Norau heartland of his enemy.

Sheida often wondered if she had been right to oppose Paul. On the face his plan was not nearly as
horrible aswhat had actually occurred. And he was getting most of what he wanted from the war,
anyway. Populations were booming since the release of energy and most protocols had caused women
to becomefertile again. People were certainly learning how to work.

But all she had to do was ook at what had happened in Ropasa. Over the centuries the strictures
againg usng Mother asauniversa eye, auniversa tool of coercion, had grown strong. Mother knowing
your innermost secrets was one thing; a person could handle that if they were sure no human was
watching. But everyone had secrets they didn't want the world to know. Everyone had the occasiondl
minor moral dip. Under the protocols pre-Fal, Mother could not be used for crimind surveillance,
period. For the smal, volunteer and chronically overworked policeto track acrimind, to prevent a
crime, to read a person’'s mind, meant using other methods, other systems, rather than the All-Seeing
Mother.

If Paul had taken full control of the system, Mother would change from adistant, uncaring, deity to
onethat was poking into everyone's lives congtantly. The way that Paul was going, She would be used
for the most extremes of coercion. To Change a person, now, required direct, personal, intervention. If
Paul had control of Mother, he could turn the whole human race into a series of separate, speciaized,
insects.

Itwasa just war , she thought, turning off the view-screen and going back to the myriad duties of
the chairwoman for the Freedom Coadlition, and the newly crowned "queen” of the United Free States.It
has just cause, it has a chance of winning and the group against which it isfighting is clearly and
unmitigatedly evil, for all that the evil, on Paul's part at least, stemmed from "good" intentions.

Now, if they could only winit.

CHAPTER ONE

The horseman reined in at a Side road and looked at the fields stretching to the east.

The rider was massively built, but he sat the war-horse lightly despite hisarmor. He waswearing a
gray cloak fastened with abronze brooch worked in the figure of an eagle, loricated plate—segmented
armor that was overlapped like the plates on a centipede's back—sted greaves and bracers and akilt
made of straps of leather with iron plates riveted on the outside. Tied to theright Side of hissaddiewasa
large helmet with anarrow T dit in the front while on the left was alarge wooden shidld with iron rim and
abossworked in thefigure of a stooping eagle. The armor, the bracers, the heimet and the shield were
nicked and battered but well polished and maintained.

Hisright hand rested loosaly on hisleg while the hook and clamp that subgtituted for aleft hand
held hisreins. The device was decidedly out of character considering the tech base of the rest of his
equipment; it was acomplex curved prosthetic clamp with asharpened inner blade. It looked asiif it
were made for cutting smal limbs and would probably make opening bottles atreat. Therewasasmall
scar under his right eye and more scars could be seen scoring the skin of hisright arm wherever the
bracersdidn't cover.

Also tied to the saddle were a short sword in a scabbard and alarge bow case. On therear of the



saddle there was alarge pack, a blanket roll, aquiver of arrows and a bag of feed for the horse. Despite
the sze of therider and the weight of the equipment, the horse bore the load with no sense of worry. It
stamped after amoment, but that ssemed more impatience than fatigue. Therider shushed at it and the
horse settled down without another shiver.

Therider, his panoply and the horse were all covered in athick layer of dust.

Despite the battered armor and weather-beaten |0ok, the rider was a young man, good looking in a
hard-faced way with short black hair and green eyes. It was hard to tell from his expression but he had
just passed his nineteenth year. And agood bit of the fields he was looking at were his.

They were being harvested in alate autumn Indian summer with the skies blue and warm above.
Onthefar sde of thelarge field two men were managing the take from a combination harvester. One
drove the harvester while the other drove awagon that was capturing the grain. The grain was short and
asthe ox-drawn harvester passed it left behind stubble and straw that waslaid out in rowsfor baling.

Therider paused, indecisively, then turned his horseinto the field. The near end of thefield hadn't
been harvested yet and the horse whickered at him until he paused to let it strip a mouthful of the grain.

"Go ahead, Diablo," the young man said, humoroudy. "Mike shouldn't begrudgeit.”

The harvester looked up at ashout from the man driving the wagon and pulled the oxen to a stop.
They nuzzled at the grain but since their mouths were covered by feed bags they couldn't emulate the
horse. He said something to the man on the wagon then climbed down off the harvester and walked
acrossthefiedstowardstherider. At that the rider pulled the horse's head up with aword and tapped
him into an easy trot. When he approached the other man hereined in and smiled.

"'l will feast my horse on the standing grain,' " he said, then dismounted, hooking his reins onto the
saddleto tell the horseto stay.

"Herzer," the harvester said with asmile, holding out his hand. "It's good to see you, man.”

"Good to seeyou, Mike," the young man replied, clasping hisfriend'sforearm and gesturing with
his hook at the fields. "Damn, you've been working hard."

"Yeah, but it's paying off,” Mike said, looking at hisfriend and shaking hishead. "Y ou look tired.”

"l am," Herzer admitted. "And I'm glad to be home. But I'm due for atour at the Academy, so
maybe | can chill therefor awhile.”

"What doyou haveto learn?' Mike asked.

"What do you haveto learn about farming?' Herzer replied.

"Lots”

"Y eah, same here. But Edmund's talking about an ingtructor postion. | figure I'll be doing some
research at the sametime. Timeto brush up on my ancient Greek."

"Makes sense," Mike said, wiping at hisbrow. "What are we doing talking about this out here?
Let'sgo up to the house."

"What about the field?' Herzer asked.

"It1l keep," Mike said. "Therain's supposed to hold off for another couple of days and thisisthe
last onel haveto cut. | saved minefor last.”

"Yours?' Herzer asked, waving at the horse to follow as they walked back towards the reaper.

"| could scratch up enough capita to float aloan for the regper,” Mike said. "I've been harvesting
haf thefiddsin the valey the last month. And, yes, thisisactudlyyour fidd."

"That wasn't what | meant and you know it," Herzer said with agrin. "'l wouldn't know thefirst
damned thing about farming this place.”

"Wl, I'mlearning,” Mike admitted. "I'm learning every day."

The hel per had been watering and feeding the oxen during the break and he nodded at Mike and
Herzer asthey walked up.

"Harry, thisisHerzer Herrick," Mike said. "Herzer thisis Harry Wilson. HEs got asmall farm
downtheriver."



"I've heard of you," Harry replied, wiping his hand and shaking Herzer's.

"I'm taking Herzer up to the house. Go ahead and use the basket on the reaper, then cross-ill. I'll
be back inawhile."

"Okay," Harry said, getting on the regper and clucking the oxen into motion.

"Sower that way, but it'll get some of thefield done," Mike said.

"Y ou want aride up to the house?' Herzer asked, gesturing at the horse.

"I canwadk," Mikereplied gruffly.

They strode up the side road towards a distant hill, passing through a screen of trees that was
apparently kept as awindbreak. On both sides of the road, before and after the trees, there werefields.
Some of them were ready for harvesting, in grain and corn, others had plants that were not quite ready
for harvest and afew were apparently falow. The latter were covered in an odd golden plant that
looked like aweed.

"Cover clover," Mike sad at agesture from Herzer. "Very good for fixing nitrogen and it formsa
'standing hay' that horses and cattle can et in the winter." He gestured to one of the fields where low
bushes were covered in purple-green berries. "Olive bushes. I'm hoping to get agood crop of olives off
them.”

"| thought olives grew on trees," Herzer said, fingering the eagle emblem at histhroat. In the left
talon it held abundle of arrows and in the right an olive branch. The eagle€'s screaming besk was pointed
to theleft.

"They do. And the trees take decades, centuriesredly, to grow to maturity,” Mike said with a
shrug. "These grow in a season and you can get more olives per acre than with trees.”

"Seemslike chegting," Herzer grumbled. "Y ou know why the olive is the symbol of peace?’

"No."

"Because it takes so long for the treesto grow. If you have olive treesit shows that armies haven't
fought over theland in along time. Take away the long maturity and what does it mean? Nada."

"Grest, but I'm getting fifty chitsabarrd for mature olives" Mike said, with gpparent grumpiness.
"And | can get two crops ayear off the bushes. Even with the cost of field hands and preparation I'm
getting ten- or elevenfold profits per season. So you can take your philosophica objections and stuff
them.”

Herzer laughed and pointed to agroup of trees on the back side of the olive fidd. They were short
and had broad glossy leavesthat were adark, rich green.

"Rubber plants," Mikereplied. "I'm trying them out. They're supposed to be freeze resstant and
fast growing. They grow fagt, that'sfor sure, but thisisthe first winter they've been out so well see how
they do."

Therewas more. Growing fruit and nut orchards, stands of hay, partialy cleared fields with cattle
on them. Herzer pointed to the latter in question.

"| got together with some other farmers and we rounded up more feralslast year," Mike said as
they passed thelast fidd. "That'swhere| got the oxen, too. And you've never lived until you'vetried to
turn aferd bull into a plow-ox."

Herzer laughed again asthey camein sight of the house. It was alow, log Structure, rough in
appearance but sturdy and well made. The barn to the side of it was much larger and made of a
combination of logs and sawn wood. Therewere two or three other outbuildings aswell.

"Leaveit to you to have a better barn than you do ahouse," Herzer chuckled.

"That'swhat Courtney keeps saying,” Mikereplied. "But were not made of money.”

Thewoman in question came out the door as Herzer was loosening Diablo's saddle. Shewasa
short, buxom woman with fiery red hair and an open, smiling face. Having watched her negotiate, Herzer
was well aware that that heart-shaped face masked amind like arazor, but he wasfairly sure the smile
inthis case was genuine.



"Herzer," sheydled, pulling her skirts away from the child at her side and running to the hitching
post. "Where did you come from?"

"Harzburg," he said, picking her up and kissing her on the cheek. As he did he noticed a decided
roundness to her abdomen. "Got another onein the oven?'

"Yes," shesaid with atone of asperity. "Thiswill make three.”

"Three?' he asked then nodded. "I hadn't realized I'd been gone that long."

"Little Danehisinthecrib," she said, gesturing at the child that was il hiding by the door. "Mikey,
come here. Thisisour friend Herzer."

The boy shook his head and then, as her face clouded up, darted in through the door.

"I doubt he's used to strangersin armor at hisdoor,” Herzer said then frowned. "I hope he doesn't
get familiar with strangersin armor at hisdoor.”

"Trouble?" Mike asked.

"Not down herethat I've heard," Herzer said. He finished loosening Diablo's saddle and lifted Al
the gear off, then led the horse to the trough and tied him off. "That waswhy | was up in Harzburg.
Tarson had been taken over by aband of brigands, for want of a better term. They had been raiding
Harzburg and the city fathers requested federa help. They got me.”

"That must have been a pleasure for them,” Mike said with a chuckle.

"Y eah, they'd requested a century of Blood Lords, asif wehave acentury of trained Blood Lords
to send. And they had amilitiabut they'd never founded aloca Blood Lord chapter. Or even sent
anyoneto the Academy. So | got to go whip them into shape." Herzer laid his saddle, tack and blanket
on arailing, then grabbed the rest with hishook and dung it over his shoulder. "L ead on, Macduff!"

"How'd it go?' Courtney asked as they went in the house. She brought over aflagon and set it on
the table, then laid out cold pork, cheese and bread.

"Thank you," Herzer said, taking adice of the cheese. It was sharp and tangy and went well with a
dice of the cold pork. "I'd thought about eating on the road but | figured I'd stop by and you might be
willing to feed me something other than monkey on agtick."

"Not aproblem.” She smiled, nibbling at the cheese hersdlf. "And | repesat, how'd it go?"

"Wdll, it was alittle icky to sart,” Herzer admitted. "They'd expected someone. . . older.”

Mike chuckled and shook his head. "Y ou've got the sllver sword and the laurel of valor."

"Which meant just about nothing to most of them,” Herzer said around a mouthful of cheese and
bread. "So | just worked at it until they redlized they could do it my way or die. | madeit pretty clear |
didn't care which. The Tarsonsfindly attacked the town, where we wiped out most of their fighters, then
more or lesswalked in and took Tarson over. The leader of them had set up a'citadel' made of a
free-standing stockade and a couple of 1og blockhouses. They burned quite nicely with the gpplication of
alittletalow and brush." He frowned at the memory, then shook his head.

"Y ou makeit sound easy,” Mike sad.

"Easy. Yeah. Only took me ayear and ahaf." Herzer shook his head again and took another bite
of the pork. "Nice. So what's been happening around here?"

"It'sbeen quiet, thank God," Courtney replied. "We had a petroleum prospecting party through
here"

"I've heard about that,” Herzer said. "They sold some processed product to the Academy and
welve been experimenting with it."

"Doing what?' Courtney asked.

"Well, it burnsatreet,” Herzer said, grimly. "Useful if we can figure out away to get the burning
suff overthere where the bad guys are,” he continued, pointing in arandom direction. "Therés adevice
caled aflamethrower that we're working on. If we perfect it we're going to have to figure out a new way
to fight because it's going to make tight formations suicida, especidly wearing armor.”

"Ouch!" Courtney said. She shook her head and changed the subject. " The town's pretty much



stopped growing. Hotrum's Ferry has been drawing off alot of people. Were starting to sell alot of
produce down theriver."

"Getting good pricesfor it, too," Mike said. "They can ship it up river to the dwarf mines from there
more easily than we can truck it from Raven's Mill."

"I hope they've got decent defenses,” Herzer said. " Paul's going to make agrab for Norau sooner
or later."

"Well, that'stheir beef," Mike replied. "Were the Tarson brigands working for Paul ?*

"We never were sure," Herzer replied. "If | had to guess|'d say yes. Paul and Chansa have got
their fingersin alot of the piesthat are causing ustrouble.”

"But it's settled now?" Courtney asked.

"Asfar asl cantdl." Herzer shrugged. "The people of Tarson are certainly on the side of light.
Harzburg . . . you can burn the place to the ground for dl | give adamn.”

"So are you staying the night?" she pressed.

"No, unfortunately,” the soldier said with asigh. "My orders were to report ‘without delay.’ So I'm
going to have to head into town pretty soon. But | figured | could take enough time to stop by and have
somered food at least.” He grinned and carved off another dice of the pork. ™Y ou're both looking
good. Thefarm islooking good. I'm glad." He chewed on the pork with athoughtful and sad expression
for amoment, then smiled again. "Life could beahdl of alot worse."

"Herzer, tell Duke Edmund that held better et you get somerest or hell betalking tome "
Courtney said dangeroudy. "And you had bettertake it, Herzer Herrick."

"I will," Herzer replied, looking around at the low room. It was clean andhomey in away that
nothing in hislife had beenin along time. It was like adice of some peaceful place that he was afraid he
would be shut out of for al eternity.

"I've got to get going," he said after abit. "Thanksfor lunch. Hopefully well be able to get together
somewhileI'm around.”

"Well do that," Courtney said with asmile. "Well make an event of it."

Herzer grabbed his gear and headed back out to the horse. Diablo looked at him baefully when
the gear started going on but the horse sat quietly as Herzer saddled up and loaded item after item.

"Isdl that necessary?' Courtney asked.

"Not redly,” Herzer said. "1 suppose there are thingsthat | could pick up aong theway. But | like
thetoolsthat | have.

Finaly hewas saddled up and gave Courtney a hug and shook Mike's hand.

"Seeyou intown," Herzer said, mounting the horse with a grunt. Diablo sighed and shook himsdif,
not so much telling Herzer to get off as settling hisown gear to his satisfaction.

"Well take care of your farm until it'stime to come home,” Courtney said. "Y ou just come back,
okay?'

"Home," Herzer said, shaking his head. "What an interesting abstract notion." He smiled and waved
as hetrotted back down the road.

CHAPTER TWO

Herzer turned | eft and headed south when he reached the road, then quickly moved Diablo to the
sSide asadispatch rider came trotting from the direction of town. Therider, who was aprivate in the
Federal Army by thelook of it, gave him a glance then a salute as he passed. Herzer returned the salute
abstractedly, concentrating on a problem.

At the time of the Fall, world population had been just about one billion. The aftermath of the Fall
had not seen as much die off as anticipated, mostly because of smal townslike Raven's Mill. But the
effectively tota loss of technology had crested enormous implications that were just beginning to sSink in.



The onethat was near and dear to his heart was military manpower. The military technology available
was pregunpowder because of the explosive prohibitions still davishly followed by Mother. Historical
battlesin pregunpowder days meant that each side had anear parity of forces. But raising large armies
was practically out; there was too great alabor shortage. Conscripting large groups meant that
something vital Smply wouldn't occur; farming, manufacturing, something wasgoing to fail.

Thusit was up to relatively smal handfuls of soldiersto protect civilization from the barbarians.
And to protect the new and fatering United Free States from the various feuda warlords and the
technologica despotism of New Destiny.

Like aship captain of old, Herzer lusted for more men, more soldiers. Too many times he had had
to fight in battles outnumbered. Mike would make a superlative soldier but heneeded to be right where
hewas, farming.

Some of the pressure was relieved by new/old technology. The harvesting that Mike was engaged
in would have been done by ateam of six, at least, in preindustrial times. Powered looms, Bessemer
forges, meant that there were fewer people producing more per person. But even with the productivity
increase there weren't enough workersfor al the potential positions. Which meant fewer soldiersaswell.

It was an insoluble problem, but one that Herzer wrestled with constantly. The dispatch rider, for
example, was supported by way stationsin the controlled areas of Overjay. Each of the way stations
had to be manned, and what's more had to have horses at it. Figuring out a better means of
communication would mean freeing up al of those people, and horses, for soldiers. Which might have
meant sending more than one barely trained lieutenant to Harzburg and ending the problem in aweek
instead of ayear and a half.

These musings carried him through the fields on the way to town and up to the gates. Most of the
fields had been cleared before he left but he saw new orchards on the hillsdes aswell as new
outbuildings. Thetown, whatever Courtney might think, continued to build.

There waswork going on & the top of the hills north of town aswell but it was more martid in
nature. A wooden gate was under construction and a stockade stretched up the hill to the Academy on
theright. On the | eft the stockade had been torn down and abed of gravel followed the track of the top
of thehill.

"Lieutenant Herrick," the team leader of the gate guards said, nodding his head.

"The duke's pushing ahead on the curtain walls?' Herzer asked, nodding at the gravel that was
being dropped by ox cartsthen leveled out by prisoners. More than afew of the prisoners were
Changed, taken in the brief foray by Dionys McCanoc againgt the town. They were, asfar asanyone
could tell, norma people who had been caught up by McCanoc and converted, against their wills, into
soldiersfor him.

The actions of the raiders even before their attack on the town had been such that life sentences
had been handed down for al of them. There was, however, agood bit of sentiment suggesting thet at
some point the "norma™ humans might be rehabilitated. The Changed, however, short of being Changed
"back," were subject to no such sympathy. Generalized sympathy for what had occurred to them, yes,
but not direct sympathy for their plight because they were asvicious as a pack of oversized weasdls.
They wereincredibly strong, short, and brutish in appearance and had the persondities of rabid pit bulls.
They had been christened "orcs' on first sight and the name had stuck.

Whenever Herzer, persondly, felt sorry for them he just watched a group of them, like thisone,
working, and got over it. They were unwilling to work except under threat of immediate punishment and
even then spent more time fighting among themsel ves than working. Slowly, over the last couple of
years, their numbers had been reduced through one accident or murder or another until it looked like
clemency might be unnecessary; in another couple of yearsthey'd have killed each other off.

In away the use that the prisoners were put to was a shame; they'd make decent sword fodder.
For that matter, the Changed were apparently New Destiny's idea of what made good soldiers. Which
just showed that New Destiny had its head firmly up its ass. They were tough and aggressive but they



also had a strong tendency to bresk if they took too many casuaties and were impossible to discipline.
They were just fine with scream and charge but no damned good at holding ashidd line.

Using them as garrison in atown that was being particularly resistant to reason had its attractions.
Renan came to mind as did Tarson. But Raven's Mill, not to mention the Freedom Codition, couldn't do
something like that; they were the good guys.

Diablo knew the way home and had broken into atrot beyond the construction on thewall so
before Herzer knew it he was a the gates of the Academy. Heredlized it when he heard afamiliar voice.

"Y ou gppear to be thinking deep thoughts, Lieutenant.”

"Just considering the lack of manpower, Gunny,” Herzer replied with agrin.

Master Centurion Miles A. "Gunny" Rutherford had been areenactor prior to the Fal. In hislatter
career he had specidized as a noncommissioned officer in the Norau Marines, aposition caled
"Gunnery Sergeant,” and he had lived hislifefor yearsin that role to the point that he lived, ate and
breathed the modd, in hismind, of such aperson.

Asit turned out, he had more background for the role than most people had redized. He was born
shortly before his parents decided to move to the province of Anarchia, aregion that was maintained,
prior to the Fall, in anontechnologica environment. Gunny had never been too sure what happened to
hisfolks after they emigrated but it was probably smilar to what had happened to Duke Edmund's
brother. It was an areaused asa"bleed off" for people who didn't want to live in paradise and it was
anything but. Anarchia, in those days, had been run by groups of feudal warlords, and newcomers had a
tendency to diein distressing numbers. Gunny had grown up in that environment, eventually becoming
one of the punk soldiers of the "Baron" of Mebun. It wasthere that he had first run afoul of Duke
Edmund, when the man born by the name of Charles came looking for his missing brother and decided
that Anarchianeeded a good shaking up. The "Baron" had learned, the hard way, that undisciplined gang
members didn't stand a chance againgt adisciplined army. The survivors of the Baron's men had been
inducted in the burgeoning army of Charlesthe Grest.

That had been years ago, centuries before Herzer was born. Afterwards, when Anarchiawas
pacified and the sad story of his brother pieced together, "Charles' had returned to the world and
become "Edmund Tabot," just another reenactor. And with him had come hisfriend, Arthur Rutherford.

After the Fal, Gunny made hisway to Raven's Mill and took up his position again, trainer for the
new corps of Blood Lords.

Of which Herzer was, by far and away, the best known member.

"Y ou do what you can with what you've got," the NCO at the gate said with ashrug. "Were doing
well enough," he added, gesturing around.

The area at the base of Raven's Hill had been part of the Faire grounds prior to the Fall. Asthe
town began accepting refugees the area had first been used as a processing area, then with the
establishment of the Blood Lord Academy the Hill had been turned over to the Academy.

Where afew buildings had once stood there were now headquarters, barracks, stables, and on the
top of the hill, one of the highest in the area, was abuilding fortress.

Herzer considered the answer as he looked around. While it wastrue, it was a so the reason that
Gunny was going to dways be an NCO. Hisfocus was on the troops, not where they might come from.
Training them was his passion, using them in battle was a close second. But Gunny dways thought a
those, essentially tacticd, levels. Herzer was, dowly, learning to think beyond the here and now, atrick
he was picking up from Duke Edmund. The New Destiny forces had the same manpower problems as
the Freedom Codlition. Their answer had been to support Norau forces that were hampering the
Codition while building, from reports, alarge army at homein Ropasa

Gunny could, and would, focus like alaser on training the raw troops given to him. And the end
product was excellent, as Herzer himsdlf had proven. But he distrusted alies and gave most of his
thought processes to better use what he was given. It was up to officersto find more bodies and
integrate untrained dlies.



Because no matter how good the Blood L ords were, and they werevery good, there was no way
the rdative handful of fully trained soldiers could stand up to the army that Paul was building.

"Well, well be getting some new recruits from Harzburg and some of the surrounding towns, soon,”
Herzer replied, waking Diablo over to his paddock. "Then well have more to do with."

He dismounted and started stripping off Diablo's tack as a pony-sized unicorn, followed by a
young colt nearly her own Size, cametrotting over.

"Hi, Herzer," the unicorn said in ahigh-pitched voice. "I'm glad you're back.”

"Hi, Barb. Admit it, though, you're gladDiablo's back." Herzer chuckled, opening up the gate and
letting his mount into the paddock.

"H'zer!" the colt shrilled then butted Diablo in the sde with his short, sumpy horn. "D'ablo!”

"He doesn't redly know who you are,”" Barb replied, ignoring the jibe. "He does that with
everybody."

Prior to the Fall, Barb Branson had been through several Changes and just prior to the Fall she had
turned hersdlf into aunicorn. The Fall had caught her in that form and, after severa unpleasant
experiences in the aftermath, she had been recaptured from Dionys forces. Despite the fact that she was
now in better hands she found herself unable to adapt to "human” society and lived with the horses, and
Diablo particularly. The relationship had been the source of some crude jokesinitialy but now had
become so normal the people of the town barely considered it. The colt wasthe result of mating with
Diablo and seemed to be progressing somewhere between a human baby and a horse. He had been
ableto walk dmost immediatdly but speech was ardatively recent acquistion.

"Hesgrowing fast," Herzer said with anod. The colt, from reports, had been barely the size of a
cat when born and now stood taller than his mother at the withers. He looked asif he was going to try
for hissressze.

"And getting intoeverything ." Barb sighed. She went over to the feed supply and dipped her horn
into ahole. A lever insde dispensed ameasure of grain and she nipped at the colt to keep him away as
Diablo waked over to feed. "We had to fix this so his horn wouldn't reach; he figured out how to use it
when he was about three months old.”

"Well, take good care of Diablo," Herzer said. The horse in question looked up at his name, then
took another mouthful of grain and, still chewing, walked to the center of the paddock. When hewasin
the right spot he lay down and rolled onto his back, writhing from side to sde to get the dust good and
thick. Herolled until hewaswell covered in dust, then walked back to the trough to finish hisfeed. Barb
had stood by patiently, keeping the youngster away, until he returned. " Anything you need?'

"Nope, we'refine" Barb said. "Thanksfor setting thisup.”

"Not aproblem," Herzer said. He carried the tack into the barn attached to the paddock and put it
away, then picked up his baggage and headed to the barracks.

AsaBlood Lord officer he had aroom of hisown but it was Spartan in the extreme. Every time he
returned he promised that he'd do something about decorating but he never did. The room had arough
bed, adesk, afootlocker, an armor stand and awall-locker. He dumped his gear on the floor and then
sripped off hisarmor, working his shoulders around as the weight came off. Then he carefully put away
everything that didn't need immediate cleaning. He knew there was an orderly around somewhere and he
could leave the cleaning of his clothes and armor to the orderly's attention.

He drew the short sword he'd been carrying and checked its edge but he'd cleaned and honed it
sncethelast time he used it so it didn't need anything. He polished and oiled it out of habit, then
consdered his next moves.

He was supposed to report to Duke Edmund but he figured he could at least get the road grime off
before he did. The question was whether to walk across town and use the baths or just shower at the
barracks. Finally he decided on the latter and stripped off his clothes, wrapping atowe around hiswais.

The showers had been added to the barracks just before he left. There wasn't much to them, just a
series of gpigots overhead surrounded by concrete floor and walls. Compared to the bathhouse they



were positively primitive, but it beat the heck out of walking al the way acrosstown. For some reason
heredly didn't want to talk to haf the people in town, which was more or lesswhat would happen if he
headed to the baths.

The barracks were deserted thistime of day—the ingtructors were out chivvying sudents or
working in their offices, which were across the quad, and the permanent guards were drilling—and he
wandered down the corridor alone. The showers were at the center of the wooden building, past officer
territory and into the area where the NCOs bunked. He nodded at the charge of quarters as he passed,
then turned into the bathroom.

Therewas an orderly in there cleaning up but, again, he just nodded at him, then walked into the
shower room, pulling the towd off and hanging it on ahook before turning on the water.

The water took forever to get hot, but at that it was still better than anything Harzburg had had for
along time. Therewasadiver of sogp on aledge and he used it liberaly including on his hair. The latter
was starting to get long again and it was about time for acut. But that, at least, would have to wait. By
now the duke would have heard he was back. He turned off the shower and grabbed histowd, heading
back to hisroom.

In the main bathroom there was arow of spigots spilling water into a concrete trough with along
metal mirror mounted over it. Herzer paused by it to survey hisface. Hed had hair-growth on hisface
stopped prior to the Fal so he didn't have to worry about five o'clock shadow. His hairwas atad long,
gtarting to touch hisears at least, but it would pass ingpection. Only the Blood L ords conformed to
Gunny's remarkable stlandards of persona grooming.

He headed back to his room and began donning afresh uniform. It was atad loose—he'd lost
weight on the Harzburg mission aong with everything ese—but it dill fit well enough. Cosilk underpants
and shirt, gray cosilk trousers and the kimonolike overtunic. Thelatter'slapd and trim wasin light blue,
from timeimmemoria the color of infantry, and there was ablue stripe down the outside of the trousers.
Bluefor theinfantry, yellow for cavary, green for the archers and red for engineers. He stopped before
putting the tunic on and pinned the two pips of alieutenant to the lapel. Helooked at it for amoment,
then shrugged.

"Might aswell go full blast," he muttered, opening up the footlocker and extracting asmdl leather
box. From it he pulled adevice like ashield, which he pinned on the left upper breast of the kimono.
Below it he pinned four medds. The one on the uppermost row was a representation of agold laurel.
The three on the row below were asilver eagle, wings outspread, another shield, formed in bronze and
pair of crossed swords.

As soon asthe medals were arranged to his satisfaction he dipped into the kimono and belted it
with his sword-belt. He picked up his sword, gave it an automatic check, and dipped it onto the belt.
Normdly the weapon sat high on hisright Side, attached to hisarmor but held spent so much time in both
configurations either one was rdatively comfortable.

He stepped out of the room and down the corridor to the main entrance.

"If anyone asksfor me I've goneto report to Duke Edmund,” Herzer said as he headed for the
double doors at the front of the building.

"Yes, gr," the charge of quarters replied. He was reading something and didn't look up.

Herzer paused and turned on one hedl. "That's the sort of thing you're supposed to write down,
Private," he growled.

"Yes, gr," the private replied in amuch more focused voice. He opened hisledger and reached for
the quill ganding inanink bottle.

Herzer nodded at him, then turned and walked out the door.

* % %

"Come," Sheida said at the door chime.
Her aide Harry Chambers camein, followed by atal, thin, dark-haired man. He could have been
anything from thirty to two hundred. He had an expression of dightly distracted amiability on hisface as



he nodded at the council member.
"Jod Travante," Sheida bresthed. "Welcome. Most welcome, Sir. Sit, please. Harry, if you don't

"Not at adl," Harry said, stepping out and cycling the door shut.

Asthe door shut the man in the float chair changed subtly. Whereas he had been smiling, the smile
dropped from his face to be replaced by ablank, hard mask, and hislanguid pose, while not shifting a
millimeter, dropped away. He went from seeming to be anice, smple, professiona to something that
looked more like adrawn sword.

"How areyou?' Sheidaasked, nodding a him, hard. "Where have you been?’

"Inthe Asur Idands, maam,” the ingpector said, sitting forward and nodding back. He had a deep,
baritone voice and his eyes were blue and cold.

Prior to the Fall, theworld had had little crime. With nearly infinite wedlth, persona protection
fidldsand the availability of semilegad meansto fulfill even the darkest fantasies, there was very little
opportunity or need to causeiit.

There were, however, individuas who for various reasons committed offenses of one sort or
another.

Given that people could live any sort of life they desired, it required an odd person to commit
crime, especidly particularly vicious and predatory crimes. And with alife of luxury, it required an even
odder person to devote their lifeto finding criminas.

But just asthere were persons who could not resist breaking laws, there were others who had
something in them that drove them to search, find and just as often destroy the worst of the criminals.
These were the Council Inspectors. There were very few of them, no more than ahundred in the year
prior to the Fall, and most of them worked part-time. But among them there was an elite, the Specia
Inspectors, who had powers nearly equaling those of the Council. And Inspectors only got to be Specia
Inspectors by both having along career of tracking down the worst of the criminals and by showing
exemplary conduct doingit.

Jodl Travante had been a Specia Inspector for nearly forty years prior to the Fall.

Direct accessto Mother's DNA database was closdly restricted. To obtain ageneral DNA search
required a plurdity of council member approva, and adirect location search required a super mgjority.
But prior to the Fall the ingpectors had enormous resources to find their subjects. The dightest clue at
the site of a crime could be used to track down the perpetrator. A shred of DNA, afiber of clothing,
any digtinctive chemicd or biologica residue, and the ingpectors had alead that they would follow until
they died or hell froze over.

Or the whole world came apart.

"What were you doing there a the Fall?' Sheida asked.

"There was a person who had committed astring of offenses;”" Joel said, one cheek twitching for
just amoment. "Primarily rape and murder, concentrating on very young females. Hewould . . . seduce
them in order to get them to drop their shieldsand then . . . ensure that they were too overwhelmed to
rasethem . .. afterward.” Hisjaw worked for just amoment and he shook his head angrily.

"I had a hard gene coding on the person, he'd been going by the name Rob Morescue, mostly, but
he had seemingly dropped off the face of the earth. None of the secondary surveillance systems picked
him, or hisDNA, up, anywhere. | was able to secure the information that the person had turned himself
into akraken. | had reason to suspect that he was residing somewhere in the deep trenches near the
Asur Idands. | had been asking around; there was a pretty large delphino population in the areaas well
asorcas and various fishermen and sailors. At the time of the Fall | had gotten three confirmed sightings
of akraken in the areaand was about to perform a search of the depths. Then, with the Fal, | was
forced to forego my investigation.”

"And since?' Shelda asked.

"| took ajob with one of theloca sailors who had converted to commercid fishing,” Travante



replied. "Intime | was able to secure my own vessdl, asmall sailing caique. When New Destiny forces
took over theidand | maintained my cover asavisting tourist and post-Fa fisherman. When thetime
was right and the westher looked good | set sail for the mainland.”

"Inafishing caque?' Sheidasad, aghast. "How large?’

"Four meters, malam,” Jodl replied. "1 had reason to suspect that some of the orcas that had
willingly joined the New Destiny forces had suspicionsthat | wasnot al that | had said. Some of my
questions, pre-Fall, had apparently been insufficiently circumspect. And, frankly, maam, | didn't think
much of New Destiny's charter or actions. So as soon as| felt it was probable I'd survive, | set sall. It's
not that difficult asall from the Asur Idandsto Norau, provided nothing goeswrong.”

"Charts?' Sheidaasked. "Navigation?'

"| was able by that time to secure a compass and had some training from my previous employer a
gelar and oceanic current navigation,” Joel said, shrugging asif athree-thousand-kilometer voyage
across empty ocean in asmall boat was no grest feat. "Dorado tended to congregate around the boat so
that | had aready supply of food. | had alarge store of water when | left and picked up more from
occasionad rain showers. | made landfall on the coast of Flora ninety-three days after setting sail, made
my way up the coast to the base at Newfdll, contacted a person that | had known prior to the Fall and
was put in touch with the Freedom Codiition rump of the Council. Upon being summoned by you |
traveled by stagecoach and horse to Chian and was ported here."

"Amazing, Inspector,” Sheidasaid. "Will it bother you if | say 'abit too amazing'?'

"No, maam," theinspector replied. "If you wish to perform truth detection, fed free." Like most
intrusive protocols, truth detection required permission of the subject or agreement by a plurdity of the
Coundil.

Sheida frowned and then shrugged, drawing a smidgeon of power and running alie detector test on
the surface of the ingpector's thoughts. There was no indication that he had any reservations about his
story. He had some persona problemsthat were beating at him, though.

"What'swrong?' Sheldaasked. "Y ou're calm on the surface but you're not so calm underneath.”

"Itis... persond, maam," theingpector said, then sighed. "My wife and daughter are missing. I'm
aware that most families were broken by the Fall, maam, but it doesn't make me any happier. Now that
I'm back in contact with higher, | am hoping that | can search recordsto try to find them. The problem
is...asfar asl knew, my wifewasin the Briton Ides at the Fall. What isworse, my daughter wasin
Ropasavigting friends." He paused and then shrugged again. "Frankly, maam, I'm afraid that if New
Destiny finds out who they are, and that I'm working for you, they will useit asahold on me. If they do
0. .." He paused, hisface hard. "1 will bein avery uncomfortable position.”

"An uncomfortable position indeed,” Sheidafrowned. "For reasonsthat I'll get into in amomert,
don't discussthat withanyone except mysdlf. If you encounter anyone who knew you before the Fall, tell
them that you have definite proof that both of them died during the Fall."

"Yes, mdam," Travante said, hisface hard. "They might have."

"l hope not,” Sheidareplied. "We have very few assetsin Ropasaor the Briton Ides. | think it
unwise, furthermore, to put out any sort of feders about your wife and daughter. Our intelligence assets
have been being . . . rolled up' isthe term, compromised and just as often interrogated and then
Changed, with unfortunate regularity.”

"Inthat case, maam," the inspector said, "please donot put out any feders”

"The unfortunate regularity iswhat | wish to discusswith you," Sheidasaid. "I'm beginning to
suspect that while we have not been able to get much intelligence out of New Destiny's aress, the
reverseis not the case." She summoned a holographic representation of Norau and pointed to a series of
red dots.

"While we can prevent Paul's associates from teleporting into our territory, we cannot prevent
communications or avatars," she said. "But by the same token, since weve locked out virtudly al
programs under pass codes, wecan detect when non-Coalition pass codes are being used, and



non-Coalition avatars or projections are entering our territory. These are records of all such
transmissonsover the last sx months.”

"That's. .. bad,"” Travante said, looking at the traces. They dotted the map like pustulant sores and
were found wherever there were latter day concentrations of survivors. "Thisisjust the last Sx months?!

"Yes," Sheidafrowned. "Some of them might be avatars appearing for alook at some occurrence.
Paul gill hasadight surplus of energy over ours and heis gpparently using it for the devel opment of
intelligence”

"Wiseof him," Travante said. "Trying to throw it a your shidds, unlessit's extremdy high power,
would be awaste of assats.”

"But the problem isthat we're losing agents,” Sheida frowned. "And bleeding information to the
enemy. You're not the first ingpector to turn up, athough you're the first Specia. And I've set most of
them on this problem. Eventudly, | want you to have acloselook at . . . possible problemsin our higher

"Y ou mean in the Council ?* Travante frowned.

"No, I'm sure of dl of our council members” Sheidareplied. "1'd like you to investigate other
possibilities. But beforeyou dothat . . . are you up for along ride again?”

"At your command, maam," the ingpector said.

"I want you to goback to Newfdll Base," Sheidareplied. "There'samisson being prepared there.
We'redefinitely losing datafrom Newfell. Thereis probably more than one source. But | want you to
ingnuate yoursdlf into the mission, probably as asailor on the ship given your recent experience, and try
to determineif thereisan agent or agents amongst the crew. When you return from that mission, youll
probably stay at Newfell, or in the Fleet, pending the outcome of the investigation.”

"Yes, maam," the ingpector said.

"Just that?' Sheida smiled. "Back on horses and stagecoaches, al the way across the continent?”

"How do | contact you, maam?' was al Travante asked.

"Hold out your left wrigt, face up,” Sheldasaid. When he did she waved her fingers over hiswrist
and, for amoment, a picture of an eagle was superimposed on it asif by atattoo, then faded.

"If you need to contact me, touch the eagle and say or think my name," Sheidareplied. "Sheida,
Sheida Ghorbani, whatever. Just think of me . Edmund Tabot, who isalong-term friend and as
trustworthy asthey come, is going to be on the mission. If you need assistance, contact him. He will be
informed that there is an agent of mine present. Try not to step on each other's toes."

"l won't, maam," the agent said, rubbing hiswrist. There had been no feding to the invisible tattoo,
but there was a psychosomatic tingle left behind.

"Asit turns out, you won't have to take the coaches back," Sheida said with asmile. "Although you
might prefer it. Thereé'sadragon, awyvern rather, that is headed that way. Hell take you to Washan.

Y ou'll need to hop once you get there to make it to Fleet headquarters before the misson leaves."”

"Yes maam."

"I will keep an inquiry out in my own awareness for your wife and daughter,” Sheidasaid. "If | find
any information about either of them, | will contact you."

"Thank you," Travante said.

"Harry will giveyou your traveling money and brief you on how to get more,” Sheidasaid. "He's
not aware of your mission; you're only going to be sent asfar as Washan. Make the rest of the journey
on your own."

"Yes, maam," Travante said, standing up. "By your leave.”

"Good luck, Ingpector,” Sheidareplied, standing up and touching his shoulder as sheled him to the
door. "I will pray for, and search for, your family."

"And | will pray for you and yours," Travante said, hisface changing into amask of amiable
competence as the door opened.



CHAPTER THREE

Thewalk to Duke Edmund'swas mercifully uninterrupted. Herzer couldn't figure out, for most of
the walk, what waswrong. He knew that he was fedling intensively antisocia but it was more than thet.
Raven's Mill was the town where, in many ways, he had grown up. Admittedly he spent lessthan ayear
in the town after the Fdl, but he should have fdlt at home upon hisreturn. God knew held thought
longingly of getting back haf the damned time held been a Harzburg.

But for some reason "good fedling” just wouldn't come. For some reason the town felt like his
uniform: Just alittle too loose. Little changes, like anew sign over Tarmac'stavern, stood out and left
him feding even moreirritable.

Just as he reached the town hal he started to get ahandle on the problem. Part of it was
uncertainty about hisfuture. The plansthat had been sent to him during most of the Harzburg mission had
spoken of bringing him back asatrainer. Not one of the sadistic madmen who ran the first phase—
Herzer understood the importance of running the trainees into the ground while having no desireto
perform thejob himsalf—but as an ingtructor in the forming Officer Basic course. He was, in hisopinion,
more suited totaking the course, but the pool of trained officers was so smdl he could understand the
need to throw him into the breach.

However, the peremptory "return at earliest possible moment™ did not bode well for aroutine
training assgnment. What he particularly did not want was to run into someone who might ask him why
he was back so soon. And bein the position of being able to satisfy neither their curiogity nor hisown.

As he approached the entrance to the town hal the two guards at the door braced to attention.
Gone were the days of haf-awake guardsmen with rusting wegpons leaning up against thewall. The
guards were permanent members drawn from the militiaand trained with the Blood Lords. Just enough
to know they didn't want tobe Blood Lords was the joke. Blood Lord training and "winnowing" was
merciless and even after arecruit passed the teststo join the fraternity, training continued unabated.
Running up and down Raven Hill in full rucksacks was just the start of adaily regimen that was brutd to
the point of sadism.

But that, and abelief in teamwork that went al the way to the bone, meant that Blood L ords could
outfight and, often more important, outmaneuver enemiesthat were their numerica superior. "Fight until
you die and drop” was just one of their unofficia mottoes. And nobody fought like Blood Lords.

Hewalked insde and took the | eft turn to Edmund's office but was stopped almost at the door by
asecretary. That was another new iteration.

"Can| help you?' the woman asked. She wasfaintly familiar but Herzer couldn't quite place her.
Dark hair, just below median femae height . . . nope, wasn't coming.

"Herzer Herrick," Herzer replied. "I'm under ordersto see Duke Edmund ‘a the earliest possible

"He'svery busy,” the woman said with asniff. Whoever she was, she didn't ppear to recognizehim
ether. "Why don't you just teke a seat?"

Herzer didn't bother to smile; he just took a parade rest position, hands behind his back, legs
spread shoulder width apart, and smplylooked at her.

"Why don't you go tel Duke Edmund that I'm out here,” he said in atotally neutrd voice. Helet his
eyesdo therest. "Now."

It was atechnique heldd picked up from Gunny and as usud it worked. The woman was more than
willing to pass the buck to someone who, she clearly hoped, might put himin his place. It wasn't the
most politic way to deal with a petty-power-hungry functionary, but it tended to work.

In this case the woman looked at him poisonoudy for amoment, then got up and knocked on the
door.



"Duke Edmund,” she said, opening the door without aword from the interior, "aHerzer Herrick
insists on seaing you immediately.”

"That'sbecause| told him to, Crysta," Edmund replied, mildly. "Send himin."

AsHerzer walked through the door he remembered where he had met her before.

"Niceto seeyou again, Crystd," he oozed ingncerely as he stepped through the door. "How's
Morgen?'

He carefully shut the door behind him and then saluted with right fist to I eft breadt.

"Lieutenant Herrick reporting,” he said nestly.

"Canit, Herzer," Edmund growled, standing up and stepping to a cupboard. "Careto cut thetrall
dugt?'

"If you please, Sir," Herzer replied. "What's with the Cerberus at the gates?”’

"She's anything but adog,” Edmund replied. "But whether she knowsit or not, she'stemporary. |
had a protégée of June's holding down the desk but she's on maternity leave." He handed the lieutenant a
glassdark with liquor. "Saut!"

"Blood and sted," Herzer replied, taking agp. "Very melow."

"Laid it down nearly thirty years ago,” Edmund replied. "It should be."

Herzer observed Sir the Honorable General Edmund Talbot, duke of Overjay, carefully but could
seelittle Sign of changein the last year. The duke was heavy-set with afull beard and a shaved head. He
was wearing gray linen trousers and a blue tunic of afine woolen materid, the edging of which was
embroidered in yelow. The clothing was worn smooth from use but had the look of being comfortable
clothing rather than old. He could have been anything from ahundred to two hundred years old, judging
by the fine lines on hisface and the flaccid skin on hisforearms, but Herzer knew he was closer to three
hundred. He had asolid, calm look that he somehow projected to those around him. Wherever the duke
went, even if it wasin the middle of a battle, chaos lessened and order followed. It was another trick,
like his ability to pitch hisvoice to be heard above a battle and the knack of aways knowingwhere to
be, that Herzer was desperately trying to figure out.

"Y ou'rewondering why | called you in so abruptly but we redly should wait until . . ." the duke
said, then paused as the door opened.

"It'sfine, we know him," Daneh Ghorbani said as she stepped through the door. "1 deep with him
every night, hewon't mind mebargingin.”

Doctor Ghorbani was middle tall for afemale, perhaps ameter and three quarters, with long red
hair that was currently braided down her back. She was heavily bosomed and inclining to a plumpness
that was decidedly odd in the post-Fall society. Prior to the Fall human genetics had been tinkered with
to such an extent that al but minimum fashionable body fat tended not to form. She wasn't fat; theterm
"padded" cameto mind, and on her it looked good. She, like her paramour Edmund, seemed to project
afield of camness around her, even when puiting down annoying underlings. And she looked well,
which Herzer found, to his surprise, was of sudden immense importance.

She wasfollowed by what could have been her younger sister but wasin fact her daughter. Unlike
her mother, Rachel Ghorbani was anything but calm.

"Father, you haveto get rid of that insufferable woman," she said hotly as soon as the door was
closed.

"So I've beentold,” Edmund replied with asmile. "Daneh? A glass of wine?'

"lan'tit alittle early?' Dr. Ghorbani asked, glancing at the drinksin their hands.

"I'm sure the sun is over the yardarm somewherein the world,” Duke Edmund replied, pouring a
glass of winethat caught the light through the window like aruby.

"Y es, thank you, Father, | will have some," Rachd said, acerbicaly.

"Of course." Edmund chuckled, pouring another glass and handing them to the women. "A toast: to
asmooth seaand afair journey.”



"Wheat journey?' Rachdl blurted ouit.
"The onethat Herzer and |, & aminimum, are going to betaking."
* * %

Chansa snarled and shook his head as the modeling projection completed its run. No matterhow
many times he ran the model, the current projections made invasion of Norau impossible.

The room that he worked in was low and cramped for his huge bulk, a subbasement under the
council chambersthat had only recently been found and reopened. It wasn't that he'd been relegated to a
subbasement, it was smply that latdly it fit hismood. Let Celine scamper about her [aboratories and Paul
create hisinsane workroomsto "do the work of the people.” Thistiny room controlled more raw power
than any other room on earth. But with al that power, he still couldn't make the impossible possible.

It wasn't amatter of forces. The implementation of the Change program, while hampered by the
various program lock-outs that bitch Sheida had started, was continuing apace. And the Changed males
made more than adequate soldiers, while their fema es were sturdy enough to do most of the drudgery of
food supplying. And arms were not an issue, ether. Not only did Ropasa have supplies of them for
historica reasons, inserting the same sort of training as the combat and farming training of the Changed
was not difficult. A specia class of Changed had been crested that made excellent artisans.

No, the problem waslogigtics.

Lifting hisentire force would |eave Ropasa stripped of garrisons. Not only did that mean that
Codlition forces could make strikes againgt them, it dso meant being unable to prevent interna revolt,
which wasavery red problem among the Unchanged. Second of al, supplying that entire force over
nearly two thousand kilometers of ocean was chancy at best. Impossible if there was any coherent
resstance. And the likelihood of such resstance was high.

So any invasion would have to be attempted with less than hisfull force. Since projections showed
that less than the full force would be inadequate to destroy current Norau forces, something had to be
done.

Thusfar the attempts to weaken the United Free States had been fallures. If anything they had left
them stronger. Firg the disaster with Dionys, which il left him cringing, then other attemptsto take over
territory had been stymied. There were neutrasin Norau, groups resisting integration to the UFS, but by
the same token they aso resisted aigning themselveswith New Destiny. And projections showed thet at
the current rate of UFS increasesin manpower and military buffering there was no point at which an
invasion had better than afifty-fifty chance of succeeding.

It was maddening.

He looked up as an avatar of the Demon appeared, and tried not to grimace. Just what he needed.

"Yes, Lord Demon?' he asked. The Demon was, like his namesake, afairly chaotic entity. It
always paid to stay on hisgood side, such as there was.

"I understand you suffered another setback in Norau?' the Demon rumbled. It wasimpossible to
tell what the actuad person looked like under the black armor, other than being an outsized humanoid.
The armor was full articulated plate from the horns on the helmet, through the tusks, down to the talons
on the boots. The rumor was that the being underneath was smply asmaller verson. "Would you care
to detail it?'

"Not particularly,” Chansasaid bitterly, then shrugged. "Harzburg is atown with some strategic
importance to one scenario of an invasion of Norau. | attempted to take over the town using proxies. |
supplied them with asmall amount of power and some arms aswell as guidance. They atempted to take
over thetown. They failed.”

"Edmund Tabot again?' the Demon said, soothingly.

"He sent one,one damned Blood Lord, and ayear's work went down the drain!”

"Themanisincorrigible," the Demon replied. "But he doestrain good subordinates. | have dways
found that choice of subordinatesisimportant in any endeavor. The Council, for dl its strengths, has
been agroup that had littlein the way, or need, of subordinates, so it isnot surprising that you have



less. . . experience with the handling of them. Inthat regard,” he continued, gesturing inthe air as
another avatar appeared, "might | commend the services of my protégé, Brother Conner.”

"Y ou do me great honor intheterm, lord,” the man said. He wastall but apparently entirely
unChanged with alean, ascetic look and less than hisfirst century in age. Dark hair fell to midshoulder
length. Hewas dmost normal until you looked at his eyes, theirises of which were dmost perfectly
white. His pupilsweretiny black dotsin the middle of them.

"You aretoo kind, Lord Demon,” Chansa said after amoment. "But I'm not sure what to do with
him."

"l wouldsuggest that you do what you do best, prepare the armies of New Destiny for the
invasion,” the Demon replied acerbicdly. "And let Conner handle the destabilization. He
has. . . experiencein these matters.”

"Ah." Chansa paused again, then shrugged. Favors from the Demon generaly had a hidden cogt,
but they aso weren't to be turned aside. "Thank you, Lord Demon."

"I'll be leaving you two to your work," the Demon replied, fading out of the air. "Havefun ."

"Paul is preparing afleet on the coast of Ropasa," Edmund said, pulling out amap and setting it on
his desk. "Herein Brethan and in Neterlan. And he's assembling armies of Changed near both aress.”

"Invason?' Herzer asked.

"That's the apparent intent,” the duke replied. "And it's borderline that he could be successful.”

"At aninvason?' Daneh said. "How? He's got to cross the whole Atlantis ocean and then attack a
prepared enemy. I'm not much on the military end, but that doesn't sound feasible to me.”

"We don't have much in theway of troops, Daneh,”" Edmund replied with ashrug. "There's
unorganized and organized militia, yes, but they're not going to count for much but positiona defense.

Y ou can't even really use them for sdlies. And the 'positions that most of the towns have aren't much.
And you'd be surprised how many over the beach invasons have been successful. If the country was
castellated, that isif we had lots and lots of castles as Ropasa does, it would beimpossible. Asitis, it's
just very risky.

"One of thewaysto play awar likethisis deterrence. That is, makeit clearly so impossible for
something to happen that nobody in their right mindswould try it. And hope that your enemy isin their
right mind. In this case, we have to diminate any chance of such an invasion succeeding. To do that, we
have to control the sea-lanes.

"We're working on that on the coast. The Navy has been working on anew class of warship that
should make things very unpleasant for anyone atempting to cross. But afew warships, probably inthe
wrong place, aren't going to deter New Destiny. Nor should they.

"What we need are dliesthat control the sealanes.” He looked up significantly at Daneh, who
shrugged.

"| think that's supposed to mean something, but | have no ideawhat.”

"The mer," Herzer interjected. "Weren't they reported as concentrating, post-Fall, downin the
Southern Ides?’

"Exactly," the Duke said. "If we have the mer on our Sde, between them and the del phinos, who
are going to follow their lead, and the dol phinsthey have attached to them, at the very least we have
total reconnaissance of the potentid invasion fleet. Fighting it might be another matter, but I'd be
surprised if they couldn't do something along those linestoo.”

"Soit'sadiplomatic misson?' Herzer asked. "Why you? Why me for that matter?'

"It'sadiplomatic misson with military implications,” Edmund said. "I'm the best known, | dmost
said 'notorious,’ person available on the East Coast and I'm probably going to be one of the point
generdsfor any defense.”

"Y ou're probably going tocommand the defense," Daneh corrected.



"Probably. And Herzer for some similar reasons.”

"So what this meansisthat whilethe rest of us suffer through the winter," Rachdl said, somewnhat
bitterly, "you're going to go galivanting down to the Southern Ides?"

" Sheldawants me to go handle the negotiations. Shetold me| could take whatever staff | thought
was necessary. What | considernecessary isHerzer."

"So youare leaving us behind and sailing off to the Idesfor the winter,” Daneh said humoroudly.

"Well, maybe," Edmund replied, in amuch more serioustone. "Herzer isadamn fine junior officer,
but there's nothing absolutely vital he hasto do here. Between Kane and Gunny the town should be
good againgt anything but amgjor attack. And | know what's out there well enough to know that isn't
going to happen short of invasion. So | can leave the town and be pretty sure it will be herewhen | get
back. The question is, can the town do without both of its doctors?

"I'm not adoctor,” Rachel replied, but she nodded. "But | see what you mean.”

"Say that you're the best of the trainees, then,” Edmund admitted. "There are reasonsthat | want to
take one or both of you dong. Frankly, I'd prefer Daneh. But | don't think it wise to take both unlesswe
can make provisions for adequate medical care here.”

"Wadl, how long isthis going to take?' Daneh asked. "I mean the negotiations. Port down, port
back and aweek or two there."

"One problem,” Edmund grimaced. " Sheildasaysthat it'simportant, but not important enough to
port us. She'sworking on some sort of device that will reduce porting power drain; shehasan
experimental one up and running so she can get in and out of her house. But even that will be point to
point. In the meantime, were still down to the speed of horse and wind."

"How long?" Daneh repeated.

"A month? Two? Possbly moreif the weather turns against us.”

"I know my respongbilities,”" Daneh sghed. "And there's Charlesto condder; I'm not sure | want to
be away from him for that long. I'll stay.” Daneh's son had been born as the result of her rape, shortly
after the Fall, by Dionys McCanoc and his men. When the child was born it was clear who had
bestowed the male genes. Just as clear asthe fact that the father was no longer living. Herzer rather liked
the kid who, except for atendency for mischief, appeared to have gotten nothing but hislooks from his
fether.

"I want you to consider carefully what | said,” Edmund replied. "1 would preferyou to go and
Rachd to stay. Including taking you away from Charles."

"Why?" Daneh asked and was rewarded with ablank stare. "Edmund, quit being mysterious.”

"I'm not being mysterious. | have my reasons and | have reasons not togive them.”

"That's just Edmund'sway of saying 'I'm being mysterious,’ " Daneh said with achuckle.

"I'll giveyou onethat's up front,” Talbot replied after amoment. "We want an aliance with them, a
military aliance certainly and atrade agreement by preference. We need to know what they need, that
we can supply, for that to happen. | won't say that | want you to go talk with the women while| do the
‘mentak'..."

"Good!" Daneh said withagmile.

"...Butl will say that we have different strengths and areas of knowledge. I'd take Myroniif |
thought agriculture was going to be important, but | think that areas havingto dowith. . . lifestyleare
going to befar more s0."

"I'm adoctor, not an anthropologist,” Daneh said. " For that matter Rachel has afirmer grasp on
preindustrid cultures.”

"You haveapoint. But | trust your judgment more than Rachdl's." He turned to his daughter and
shrugged. "That wasn't meant to be offensve, it'sjust Danehis. . ."

"Older and wiser?' Rachd said, then shook her head. "'I'm redlly not offended, because |
understood what you meant.”



"I can turn over control of the local power system to Emily," Daneh suggested. " She'sup to just
about anything that Rachel would be. And | assumethat if something mgor comes up, we can consullt.
She'scartainly up to deliveries and smdl repairs. Dr. Beauharnoisis up in Hotrum's Ferry if something
serious occurs.”

Talbot thought about it for amoment then shrugged. "I guessyou'rein, Rachd.”

"When do we leave?' Herzer asked.

"Not for at least aweek or two," Edmund said. "I didn't think you'd makeit back thisfast and it's
going to take at least that long for the rest of our party to get here.”

"Andwhoisthat?' Daneh asked.

"Youll see" Edmund replied. "It'sasurprise.”

CHAPTER FOUR

Jod was surprised to see Harry practically hovering outside Sheida's office.

Sheida used what had once been her mountain home as her central headquarters. Since she often
hosted parties and other functionsit had been large enough to support the minimal staff that she needed.

But sinceit was now surrounded by bubbling lava, getting anything in and out required porting,
which was extremely highin energy use.

The answer, as he had discovered on hisway in, was a permanent portal . Step through the arch
and you were suddenly "dsewhere." He wasn't sure what the energy level to the portal was, but it
couldn't be high; he had been only one of a dozen or so people who had passed through it while he was
there.

Instead of heading for the portal, Harry waved him in another direction. Jodl noted that he had a
dight limp.

"I've set up your transportation,” the aide said, leading him to asmal office. It had, apparently,
once been abedroom. There were now three desks in the room, along with boxes of paperwork. There
were no external windows so it smelled dank and musty.

Harry pulled out asheaf of papersand asmal bag that clinked when he set it down.

"Gold has, again, becomethe internationa currency,” Harry said with asarcastic amile. "Make sure
you're not set upon by ruffians.”

"I'll try," Joel replied, smiling amiably. He opened up the pouch and dumped it out. "I takeit | Sgn
for this?'

"And welll need expenserecords,” Harry replied. "Did you know Sheida before the Fall ?*

"Y es, we were acquaintances,” Jod said, piling up the square chunks of gold. "I'd studied the
history of management and business before the Fall. She wants meto look at logistics at Washan and
other facilitiesdong the East Coast.”

"Mind you don't step on Edmund'stoes," Harry replied. He dapped histhigh and grimaced. "He
gavemethis™

"Thelimp?' Jod asked. He pulled over the receipt and signed it, apparently without reading it. In
fact he'd read it upside down while the aide was holding it and while the total was close it wasn't exactly
the same. Held just signed for achunk of gold, the equivalent of two months wages for afield hand, that
wasn't there.

"Happened right after the Fall," Harry said. "Drove a sword through my mail and tore a hole right
into my thigh. He dways said that the only way to fight wasto intend to kill the other person; | never
thought he was serious until then.”

"Didn't he know what would happen?' Jodl asked, widening hiseyesin horror. "And haven't you
gotten it fixed? | mean, power isshort, but . . ."

"Wdll . .. wedidn't know thefiddswere down," Harry admitted. "And, yes, Sheidafixed it. But



it'sdill not quiteright.”

Nannites either fixed something or they didnt, at least when it came to grosstissue damage. They
didn't just ftitch things back together but reformed them to the cdllular level. Which meant that any
remnant injury was psychosomatic.

"I'll try not to get my legs chopped out from under me," the ingpector said. "How am | getting
back?'

"Sheldawants you to fly on awyvern that's headed that way," Harry said, looking at him oddly.
"Apparently she'sredly worried about thislogistics problem.”

"Just agood use of resources.” Jod shrugged. "How do | find thiswyvern?'

"Not worried about riding on one?' Harry asked, frowning dightly.

"Looking forward toit, actualy,” Joel smiled. "Better than the coaches.”

"Well . . . take the portal then ask around for Robert Scott, he'sthe travel coordinator. HEl know
where you're supposed to go." Harry stood up and offered his hand. "Good luck."

"Sametoyou," Jod replied. "I'm surewell be meeting again.”

"Oh?"

"Sure, thelogigticd issues around here are just amazing.”

"There are severa issuesthat 1'd prefer to set asde,” Chansasaid, looking over a his new
assgant. "They're taking up my time and energy; time and energy | need to devote to theinvasion plans.”

"Understood,” Conner said. He had a very ol d-fashioned writing stylus and pad of paper and
nodded as he took notes.

"The two aspectsthat are taking up most of my time at the moment, though, are trying to establish a
political climatefor our eventud invason and amission by Edmund Tabot to gain an dliance with the

"We have pods of orcathat are dlied with us," Conner said. "Surely they can deal with the mer.”

"The mer and the del phinos have along-term friendship,” Chansasaid. "The ddphinos, inturn, are
well thought of by those few idiotsthat have turned themsalvesinto true whales. And the latter travel
throughout the oceans. Between those groups they will know, to aminute, where our shipsare. It's
important that they are neutrdized. And | meantotally neutrdized; either on our Side or unableto affect
us. Theinvasion fleet isgoing to be on the ragged edge of possibility asit is. The mer have to be taken
out of the equation.”

"l see" the agent said, apparently doodling. "Where are the mer at thistime and what assets do we
have in place? For that matter, I'll need access to power for communications and a budget, not to
mention updated intelligence.

"| can give you everything except the power," Chansasaid. "Since that idiot McCanoc got himself
killed, that's been in short supply; even we council membersare limited.”

"Well, it will be quiteimpossibleto perform my job without power, my lord," the agent said, closing
the pad. "And there are other things. To get to the mer will require ships. I'll need soldiersaswell as
contacts with the orca. And the way that | work, my lord, isthat you tell me what needs to be done and
| doit. My ownway."

"That's pretty damned impertinent,” Chansasaid, flexing hisjaw.

"I'm sorry if you fed that way, my lord,” the agent said. "Buit that's the way that | work."

"Why don't you get your power from the Demon?' Chansatemporized.

"l don't work for Milord Demon, sir," the agent said with asincere smile. "'l work for you. Asking
him for powerwould be impertinence. And he can be so direct about such things.”

Chansa chuckled and nodded.

"I'll get you alist of what'savailable. Find yoursdf an office; therésdl sortsin thiswarren. Give me
aligt, areasonable lit, from that. And besides the orcas, I've talked to Celine and we have somespecial



assgtantsfor you. After that you're on your own. Y ou'd better be worth it.”

"I'm surethat I'll be worthy of the trust you placein me, my lord,” Conner said.

"I'm not," Chansareplied. "Now get.”

The one problem with the portal was that you couldn't see who was on the far Sde; it wassmply a
shimmering wal of opalescent light. As Joel gpproached it he wondered who all the people going in and
out of the house were and, for that matter, how they were cleared for entry. Asfar as he could see,
anyone who reached the town could use the porta to penetrate Sheida's innermost sanctum. He was
sure therewas security on the passage, but what and how had not been discussed.

There was ashort line waiting to pass through and he joined it, nodding at the woman in front of
him.

"You'renew," the dightly built woman said. She was barely up to Jod's chest in height.

"Just passing through,” Jod replied. "I had ameeting with Harry about improving the logistics.”

"Not much to be done with just the one entry," the woman sniffed. "Getting fresh food in and out is
red bother."

"Youreacook?" he asked, automaticaly fishing for information.

"For Hersdlf," the woman replied with anote of pride. "I'm on my way out to have aword with the
butcher. Thelast |oad of meat was Smply dreadful. Not that Hersalf eats much, she egtslike abird to
tell truth, it'sredly terrible. | try to get her to eat more but even my best pastries she barely nibbles. It'sa
red shame."

"Do you cook for the rest of the complex?' Joel asked asthe line moved forward.

"I'm one of the cooks, but I'm mainly to supply Hersdlf," the woman said. " Sometimes when she
has abig meeting I'll take charge of that. Theré's ahead ‘chef' but he's such apain, ared primadonnaif
you know what | mean.”

"Uh-huh."

"But when they do have abig party it'sared pan. Firs getting everything through on porta and
then getting al the guestsin and out. Y ou have no idea how much food it takes for abig party, oh, but |
guessyou do if you handle logistics?!

"Rather large parties, yes," Jod said with an amiable grin. "But | just do paperwork, you know. |
don't have to do the cooking."

"Well, you have noidea. | mean, at least we have a decent kitchen but it's still too smal and the
stoves could use agood upgrade. Fortunately 1'd made astudy of real cooking before the Fall. None of
thisthree sprigs of over-spiced carrot and apiece of chicken the size of your thumb, no Sirree. . ."

After they passed through the portd into the receiving room Joel managed to extract himself from
the woman and mentally groaned. He wasn't sure who wasin charge of Sheida's counterintelligence but
it left agreat ded to be desired. These people smply didn'tthink interms of security. That her senior
cook wandered in and out talking to any stranger was bad enough. But if there wasn't agood filter on
the portal anyone could go in and out. Or anything. Slipping atoxin into the food would be no problem.
A time-release binary would take down everyone in the complex.

Hewas half tempted to turn around and go see Sheida about it but after amoment's thought he
decided to continue the mission. HE'd be reporting at some point and he could ask her, or one of her
avatars, about it later.

Helooked up the "trangportation coordinator” and found out that his dragon wouldn't be leaving
until late morning the next day. With that information, and where to meet the dragon, he set off into the
town.

Like most of the post-Fall towns, new construction was evident. Most of it was packed earth,
what was cdled adobe in other areas. Chian was at the base of the western mountain ranges where they
met the plains, drawing from both areas. The town wasfilled with herdsmen from the plains, most of
them wearing rough bison coats againgt the early fall cold, and people that he designated "townies." After



casting around for a bit he found amoney changer. The building was one of the few made of stone and
obvioudy old, not only pre-Fall but probably from the semimythical "settlement” period. There were
guards armed with short swords and they frowned at him as he stepped through the open door.

Theinterior wasdim, lit only by smal windows set high on thewadlls. Hewaited for hiseyesto
adjust, then walked over to the barred counter at the end.

"I'd like to change some gold for credit chits and some chunk slver," he said to the woman behind
the counter.

"Let'sseeit,” the woman replied, pulling out ascae and jeweder'sloupe.

Hedid over one of the chunks of gold, wondering if they'd ID him asfrom Sheida.

"Federa mint," the woman frowned after aglance at the imprint on the bar. "We haven't seen many
of these"

"Neither havel," Jod replied with his patented vapid smile. "I did some contract work for the
Federas and that's what they paid me with."

"] ill need to assay it." The woman sniffed. She rubbed the metal on an emery block, then
dropped asolvent on it. Therewas a brief hiss and she compared the color to achart. She gave another
sniff and put the gold on ascde, frowning dl thewhile. Finaly she looked up with areduced frown.

"Theresafixed vaueon these" she said, rummaging in adrawer until she pulled out a sheet of
paper. She compared the date, then shrugged. " Four hundred twenty-three credits.”

"Close enough for government work," Jodl replied. "I need it in as smdl apackage as possible.”

The woman opened her cash drawer and extracted ahandful of bills, ssamped bronze coinsand
someloose siver inirregular chunks. She put the silver on the scale and added atad more then did the
whole under the bars.

"Three hundred creditsin cash,” she said, counting out the bills. "Five twenty-cred piecesand
twenty-threein glver.”

"I've never seen these," Jodl admitted, picking up one of the bills. It was printed on one side with
the eagle of the UFS and on the other with an image of some person he didn't recognize. It said "Fifty
Credits' onit. He rubbed at the printing and the ink stayed in place.

"It'sthe new scrip currency they're distributing,” the woman explained. "It can be exchanged for
fifty chit credits anywherein the UFS. If you go to one of the unincorporated towns, most of them are
willing to accept it, too."

"Seemsabad trade for gold," Joel temporized.

"Wadl, if youwalk back in with that we give you the exact same amount, less atwo percent
transaction fee," the woman replied, clearly used to explaining the facts of life to utter newbies. "Or, if
you have an account with us we waive the transaction fee.”

"So you act asabank aswdl?’

"Yes, were Federdly licensed and act under charter of Ildoma,” thewoman said. "It'sabit different
than before we chartered, but not much. And we'reinsured against loss, which isanicefeding. Too
many moneylenders and changers have been robbed since the Fall. Now it's a Federa offense and the
ingpectors will chase anyone who robs a Federd bank to the ends of the earth.”

"Or one of Paul'sregions,” Jod noted. "Okay, I'll takeit. Can you direct meto someplaceto
degp?I'm leaving tomorrow.”

"TheHotd Brixonisnice" thelady said, pointing out and to the left. " And they have agood dining
room."

"Thank you for al your hep," Jod replied, picking up the cash and dipping it in his pouch. "I'm
sorry | can't open an account.”

"Well, perhapsif you spend moretime here," the woman replied. "Chianisredly growing, dmost
like asecond capita city. There's dwayswork to be had.”

"I'll condder it," hesaid. "Have anice day."



"What isit that you do, again?' the woman asked.
"Contract work," Joel replied, asheturned away. "l liketo think of it as. . . salvage."
* * %

The man currently using the name Martin St. John sipped at surprisingly good wine and looked
around the crowded tavern. He wasn't casing hisfellow diners. The Brethon merchant who had had the
misfortune to meet the seemingly friendly young man on the road from Setran was returning from agood
sdestrip. It was the merchant's nuggets of silver, each the Sze of a knucklebone—the preferred
currency in Ropasaover theinflationary paper scrip of New Destiny—that had paid for the bad stew
and good wineto follow.

The wine was the reason the inn even existed. The building had been at the crossroads for literaly
millennia, first as an inn dating back to the time of the Hundred Y ears War, then asa private residence
that was maintained across the millennia. The last owner had used hiswine cellar, and the broadsword
that hung over the fireplace, to reestablish it asan inn in the years after the Fall. Until he ran afoul of New
Dedtiny's Changed legions and the ownership had passed to cronies of New Destiny.

The food had been better before the coming of the new owners. But they had held onto the wine
cdlar. Intime, they might even learn how to make a decent stew.

But for now, it was good enough. He was out of the rain that was pissing down outside, he had a
full belly, and the mature claret was putting him into a nearly expansive mood.

That was until the door opened and atdl, sparefigure waked in out of therain.

The man took off his broad-brimmed hat and shook it, looking around the room with eyes that
were amogt entirely white. The denizens of the inn looked at the stance and, most especidly the eyes,
and turned away, the conversation dying for amoment then picking up to an almost unnatura chatter.

Martin hoped that the man was |ooking for someone, or something, else. But the newcomer caught
hiseyesand smiled in an entirely friendly way and then made his way across the crowded room.

"Brother Martin," Conner said. "What a pleasant surprise.”

"Surprise, hell," Martin replied, bitterly. "What the hell do you want, Brother Conner?

The Brotherhood of the Rose had existed before the Fdl. In the pre-Fall world, there was very
little need, or reason, for criminality. It required both incredible cunning and adeep desire to do harm;
when literdly anything could be had a awhim, crimetook on atruly bizarreform.

For the Brotherhood it was agame, away to while away the time between birth and desthin a
world surfeited with luxuries. To sted awoman'svirginity and betray her trug, to find the onething that a
person cherished and relieve them of it, to kill, in aworld where everyone was protected by energy
fields, nannites overcame toxins and hedling was virtualy instantaneous, took cunning and skill, especidly
snce the few remaining police of the Council had accessto investigation technology that was nothing
short of magica. And it was amatter of points among the "Brothers' to do such thingswith style.

In the Brotherhood, Conner had racked up atruly amazing point total.

Sincethe Fal, the skillsthat Martin had devel oped had kept him warm, fed and as comfortable as
it was possibleto bein the Falen world. Heredized that al of those things might be coming to an end.
Or not.

"How have you been?' Conner said, sitting down across from him and crossing hislegs at the
ankles. He waved to the server, ayoung man who looked harried by al the customers, and looked back
a Martin. "How'stricks?'

"Oh, you know," Martin said, leaning back also. "I get dong. Thisand that.”

"Yes" Conner said, smiling. "I'm sure. | passed a bit of agaggle on the road. It ssemed that some
local merchant had been set upon by vagabonds. Such aterrible thing. Paul's doing all that he canto
reduce crimein the areas under his control. I'm sure that the neler-do-well will be caught in time."

Martin tried not to gulp as he took asip of winethat suddenly tasted of vinegar. Before the Fll,
getting caught generaly led to close supervision. In extreme cases, and he knew hefdl into the latter
category, a brain-wipe might have been ordered, with anice, docile personality imposed upon the



crimindl.

Sincethe Fdl, crimewas generdly aloca thing. If athief was caught, the locals tended to be direct
and final. Rope was cheap and, after dl, could be reused.

With the coming of Paul's legions, though, things had changed. Paul had much better usesfor
criminas than making corpses. Hislegions were aways|ooking for new bodies, bodies that gave up
their own energy to be Changed into the brutd, bestial beingsthat served asthe bulk of hisarmy.

It included abrain-wipe, of course, but instead of a nice docile persondity and alife of ease, if not
interest, the former thief became just one more orc to be sent into the camps.

"I'msure” hesaid. "How are you?"

"Well, | have to admit that 1've found an employer,” Conner said, taking the cup of winethat the
harried serving boy had fetched for him ahead of adozen other customers. "I hate to think that I'm going
legit.”

"Legit, yeah," Martin snorted. "l can just see you pulling down apay-chit.”

"Well, | have to admit that regular food, the money to buy clothes. . ." he said, eyeing Martin's
weather-beaten ensemble, "has a certain pleasureto it. Especially sincethejobs so far have
been. . .rightupmy dley."

"I hateto think of the body count,” Martin said.

"Well, asit happens, I've currently got too many projects to handle on my own. So I've convinced
my employer that | could find suitable . . . subordinates. Such as yoursdlf.”

Martin eyed him for amoment, then shook his head.

"No. | don't know what racket you've gotten yoursdf into, but | know | can't trust you asfar as|
can throw thisinn. | think I'll just keep going my own way, thanks."

"I'll add," Conner said, more or lessignoring him, "that the offer would include a pardon for any
little offenses that you might have, accidentaly I'm sure, committed againgt the caring government of
New Degtiny." Conner smiled in an open and friendly manner. " Such as a certain merchant on the Setran
road."

"Who in the hell are you working for?' Martin asked, his eyes narrowing.

"Why, New Destiny of course," Conner smiled. "Such afresh and forward looking name, don't you
think. Do say yes, Martin, it would mean the world to you."

Martin flexed hisjaw and took another sip of wine, then nodded.

"Okay, what's the job?"

"It ssemsthat thoserascals from the United Free States are getting concerned about a certain fleet
that is building on the coast,” Conner said.

Martin just nodded; the movement of the Changed legions, and dl the provisionsto support them
aswdl asthebuilding of afleet of ships, wasimpossible to miss anywhere within ahundred klicks of the
ocean.

"They seem to think that the mer will do them some good,”" Conner continued. "1've been tasked,
among other things, with ensuring that the mer, one particular group of mer to be clear, don't dly with the
UFS. One way or another.”

"Where arethey?'

"Well, that's the nice part,” Brother Conner said. "It seemsthey'relocated in the Ides off Flora. So
you can look forward to arelaxing sea voyage and then a pleasant tropica vacation.”

"I'm not going to be able to do much about this by mysdlf." Martin frowned, but given the cold
autumn rains outsde, atropical vacation sounded just about right.

"Of course not," Conner snapped. "You'l be.. . . managing agroup of orcas and anew breed of
Change called ixchitl. Youll bethe contral. I've afleet of six shipsthat will take you to meet them and
then carry you to the Ides. They're some of the first completed and you'll have Changed marines aswell
astheir leaders under your command. Stop the dliance with the mer, wipe them out if you have to, and



destroy the UFS group, and their ships, at the sametime. Our information is that they're sending anew
type of ship, a'dragon-carrier.’ The dragons, wyverns actudly, aren't going to be a problem; they don't
have away to attack the ships. Isal of this clear enough for you or do I have to write it down in words
of one syllable?’

"No, that's clear enough,” Martin said, looking at the shutter-covered windows beaten by rain.
"Whendo | leave?'

CHAPTER FIVE

Jason coasted to a stop parallel and dightly above Bruce the Black who was observing a group of
mer, men and women, repairing one of thefishing nets. The materia availablefor the netswas horrible, a
type of long seaweed, agreen algaein redlity, whose "stems' were soft and pliable. Braided it was
margindly effective asanet unless someone tried to capture, asin this example, aschool of dorado,
which were some of thefastest fishinthe sea

But between the nets, and scavenging for crayfish and the sea plums, and the occasiona largefish
that hunters like Jason speared with bone-tipped harpoons, hunger was kept at bay. That was about all
that could be said about the happy life of the mer-folk. Oh, and the Work went on.

"Representatives Freedom come," Jason pulsed. The mer, unlike dolphins or other marine
mammals, used gillsand had no air available to create sonar. Instead they had a small bone, equivaent in
basic design to those of the inner ear, located in the nasal passagesin their forehead. They could send
commands to the bone that pulsed their words and turned them into high frequency sonar. It was also
adequate, barely, to maneuvering in zero vishility, bethat in the dark or inacave or eveninlight sit.
And they could receive and process, to an extent, the sonar images created by the del phinoids, who had
amuch more advanced system. But for conversation, the mer relied on verba shorthand.

"Dedtiny, too," Bruce answered. The name "the Black™ referred to ajoke that had circulated early
inhisyearsasamer. He had said that hisreal purpose wasto find the treasure of an ancient pirate
named Blackbeard and spent afair amount of timein the search. He was anything but black. His skin
was anearly perfect white, hishair was blond and his tail-section was covered in golden scales. But
someone had called him "Blackbeard" and it had stuck, even after he became one of the leaders of the
Work, the apparently eterna project of putting the cora reefs back into a " prehuman condition.

The Fall had set back the Work, beyond question. Even Bruce the Black had been forced to
recognize that hunting and gathering on the reefs was a necessity, not a barbarous hobby. And sea plum,
ahuman-generated weed for dl intents and purposes, which had been ruthlessy pruned, was now
tended with nearly the same care as mer-children. But the Work went on.

Bruce the Black had been one of the most notable members of the mer community and he had
been an outspoken proponent of continuing the Work to the best of their ability. It had been taken up as
an article of faith among the mer, that the Work was more important than any temporary squabble
among the Powers-That-Be.

Sometimes Jason wondered if there might not be more to life than the Work. Such as, for example,
trying not to get trampled by the oncoming war.

"FHght will," Jason said.

"Fight/lose" Brucereplied. "Alwaysfight/lose. Neutral are. Neutra stay.”

"Freedom . . ." Jason replied.

"Destiny! Freedom! Fight/lose! Neutrd stay!" The last was said with ablat of sound borrowed
from the dolphins. In tond shorthand it said "'I'm the leader and you're not and youwill obey!™

Jason, however, recognized the undertone, that of a porpoise mother chastising her infant, and was
less than happy about it. There was, however, not much that he could say in return.

"Freedom representative Tabot. Going am.”



"Where?" Bruce asked, findly turning to look at the younger mer.

"Hunt will," he said with a contemptuous gesture at the nets. "Food need. Neutrd stay." With that
he turned and gave a powerful flick of histail, enough motion that the water assuredly washed over the
older mer.

If Brucetook it as an insult, that wouldn't bother Jason one bit. He was half tempted to peein his
wake.

Herzer turned down an offer to have dinner with Edmund and gravitated to the officers mess
instead. For one credit chit he was served overcooked and oversalted roast beef, lumpy mashed
potatoes with dightly burned gravy and greens cooked to mush. However, he consoled himself that it
was better than monkey on astick. He didn't recognize any of the people in the mess, except
occasionally by sight. Hed checked around and there were none of his class currently present, not that
there had been many survivors. After dinner he drifted back to his room, uncertain about where to go or
what to do. He could get al spiffied up and go to the O-club bar and get shit-faced, but that had little
apped . There were aways some women hanging around and if he flashed his medals held probably get
laid. But heliked to think that he was beyond that. He lay down on his bed and tucked his hand behind
his head, and tapped his prosthetic in thought. He should have gone to dinner at Edmund's. He'd barely
said hello to Rachel and Daneh, who were two of hisfavorite people on earth. He should go to the bar;
at least with afew beltsin him he could probably deep. The bottom line was that he had gotten so used
to having something to do, constantly, that he didn't know how to relax anymore.

Findly he stripped off histunic and opened up hiswall locker. It took him two checksto determine
that he had, precisdly, zero civilian clothes.

"Herzer, you're getting way too into this shit," he muttered. Findly he pulled out an undresstunic
and afield cloak and stomped out of the quarters.

He headed downtown in the generd direction of Tarmac'stavern, then took aleft and, on an
impulse, headed for the public baths. When he got near them he stopped and whistled. What had once
been arather small set of three wooden buildings was now acomplex of at least half adozen. And from
the traffic going in and out half the town wasthere.

He headed up the front entrance and passed through one of severa doors. There was a smdll
antechamber, heated against the growing cold of fal, and he stripped off his cloak before passing
through the second set.

The far room, which smelled of chlorine and was, frankly, overheated, had tables down ether Sde
with at least Sx people at each of them. He didn't recognize any of them and he hoped that it was
mutua . He stepped to the right where ateenage girl wearing a bathing suit nodded at him.

"Lord, youreabigone" shesaid withasmile. "I haven't seen you before.”

"l haven't been herein .. . ." He had to stop and think for amoment. "Oh, at least two years. So |
think you'll have to wak me through the procedures.”

"Well, | haveto stay here or I'd be happy to." She grinned. "Buit it hasn't changed much.” She
dipped under the desk and came up with abag marked with a complicated symbol and awooden
marker. "Take the bag, go through the doors. There are disrobing roomsin there and towels. Grab a
towd, put al your stuff in the bag and giveit to an attendant. They'll sedl it and you keep the marker.”

"What are dl the buildings?'

"Wdll, there's a shower room, please pee and take a shower before you climb in the baths" she
sad with her first frown. "There's one building for women-only baths, another for men; they're marked.
Then theres the pool room, which isunisex. Y ou can edt in there aswell. And the fitness center.”

"Fitness center?' Herzer asked. "I'm getting asinking feding. Do people wear bathing suitsin here?!

"Some do, somedon't,” thegirl smiled. "And there are somefor salein the gift shop, which isright
around the corner," she added, pointing.

"I think I'll stop there, firet," Herzer said.



Hefollowed her directions and found afully appointed gift shop. Not only were there bathing suits,
there was a complete line of toiletries, sogps, shampoos, towelswith the Raven's Mill logo and even
shirts and coffee mugs. He picked one of the latter up and grimaced. "Raven's Mill, Home of the Blood
Lords' was baked into the ceramic.

"Can| help you?' acold femae voice asked from behind him.

"Morgen!" he said, when he turned around. "I thought you'd run off to another town!"

Morgen Kirby was about a hundred and seventy centimeters of dim redhead. They had had avery
brief relationship just after the Fal, before he had joined the Blood Lords. Very brief. Bascally ahdf a
day a the end of which they had aflaming argument. He couldn't, off-hand, recall about what.

"l did," shesaid, Sghing. "'l went to Resan.”

"Oh, shit,” was al Herzer could say. The town of Resan had been one of thefirdt that Dionys
McCanoc's forces had hit and because the town elders had a policy of "strict nonviolence' hisforces
had gone through it like ahot knife through butter. And that reminded him what the argument had been
about. "I'm sorry. | didn't know. How . . ." He paused, unsure how to go on.

"McCanoc attacked just before dawn. | wasworking for one of the established peoplein the town
and had gone out to one of the farmsfor milk; Mistress Tabitha had to havefresh milk for breakfast
every morning.”

"So you got out,” Herzer sighed.

"Not . . . entirdly unscathed." She frowned. "After that | went to Washan but after you and Edmund
stopped McCanoc | decided the one place | wanted to be was back in Raven's Mill. Eveniifl didn't
have my head screwed on straight, | could at least be somewhere where othersdid.”" She paused and
shrugged. "Y ou wereright. Shilan and Cruz and dl the rest wereright; thisworld can't afford peaceful
innocence. There are too many bad peopleinit. | dways sort of expected you to turn up and gloat. But
after awhile| figured out you weren't the gloating type."

"No, I'm not," Herzer said. "I'm the worrying type. | actualy thought of you earlier today; | saw
Crystd. She's Edmund's secretary.”

"Y ou were right about that, too," she snorted. "Shewas being snippy because | waswith you.
When | got back here | was abit loopy and she tried to ‘comfort' me. Big mistake. She found outhow
over 'nonviolence | am.”

"Um..." Herzer scratched hischinand frowned. "l . . . well we get briefings about combat
aftermath. Y ou know, you redlly need to talk to acounsdlor . . ."

"l have been," she smiled. "For damned near ayear |'ve been going to the post-rape trauma
groups. I'm actually bucking for ajunior counsdling spot and Mistress Daneh thinks | can makeit." She
suddenly frowned again and looked at his prosthetic. "What the hell happened to you? Where's your
hand ?'

"McCanoc," Herzer said with ashrug, raising the prosthetic. "It's okay, it'sgot alittle latch for
holding my shield, takes al the trouble out of it. Better than ahand in some ways."

"I didn't know." She frowned again, looking at the clamp and hook of glittering metd.

"And you work here?' Herzer said, changing the subject.

"And | work here." She shrugged, still looking at the prosthetic with atroubled expresson. "Three
nights aweek. And the sawmill during the day. So, were you looking for me, or ... ?'

"Actudly, | waslooking for asuit," he admitted. "I haven't been to the bathhousein ayear or two
andit'sredly changed.”

"Not as much as you might think." She smiled. " Some people use them by the pools, but most
don't. And, frankly, I don't think we have anything that will fit you."

"Story of my life" he grumbled.

"Well, you never were an off-the-rack kind of guy," she said with agrin.

"I guess!'ll go brave the baths then,” he said. "I've been in Harzburg for ayear and



they're. . . pretty uptight about body modesty. | guess some of it rubbed off."

"Oh, I'm sure you'll get back into the evil ways of Raven'sMill." She grinned again.

"Wdl . ..seeyou later?!

"Maybe," shesaid withashrug. "I'm . . . not sureit would be agood thing to just pick up where we
left off. I'm.. .. over it but not thet far.”

"Believeme, | understand,” Herzer said, frowning. "I've never had that particular experience, but
I've seen the aftermath enough times. Take care of yoursdf, and . . . I'm here. Shoulder, bed, sword,
okay?'

"Okay," she said, dimples appearing on her cheeks. "Go have fun.”

"Fun, right,”" he said, throwing the bag over his shoulder.

The changing room had altered aswell. There were closed stdlsfor changing; before it had been
totaly open. And there were two attendants waiting for his clothes and gear. From prior experience he
knew he could trust them to not pilfer anything out of the bags so he added his money pouch after a
moment's thought. That done, he tucked atowe around hiswaist firmly and headed through the door
marked " Showers."

More changes. The showerswereindividud stals; before they had smply lined one sde of the
room. There were males and femaesin the room and when one of the latter, atdl, lithe blonde, came
out of ashower sl stark naked he actudly started to fed more at home. He still put the towel back on
before leaving hisown .

Beyond the room was cross corridor with severa doors. One was marked "Baths, Mae" another
"Baths, Fema€' and athird "Pools." He pushed open the male bathing room and saw aline of large
wooden tubs, much like he remembered. There were afew guysin the far tub but the room was
otherwise empty. He didn't recognize any of them so he headed for the room marked "Pools."

He wasn't sure what to expect but it wasn't what he got. The room was long, apparently one large
building, the wals made of paneled wood and lined with oil lamps. More ail lamps were hung throughout
the room and in severd spotsthere were round fireplaces with meta covers and chimneysto let the
smoke out through the roof. The floor wastiled and the "pools' were just that, nine pools of varying sizes
scattered around the room. There were benches and low tables aswell and most of the people who had
been coming in and out apparently gravitated here. The conversation was loud and echoed acrossthe
room.

He stepped through the door and looked around trying to decide what the standard mode of dress
was but there didn't seem to be any. Some of the people had on light bathing suits but the mgority were
naked and there didn't seem to be any discrimination. A blonde in a suit so sheer she might aswell have
been naked was talking to amae who was. Two guysin bikini bathing suits were talking to the woman
who had walked out of the shower starkers. He findly recognized one of theingtructors a the Academy
and had started across the room when he heard his name screamed and the next moment found hisarms
filled with naked femde.

He was having such a hard time trying to figure out where to put his hand, and hook, that it took
him amoment to recognize her.

"Shilan!" he yelled. "Damn, it'sgood to see afamiliar face." Hsu Shilan had been part of his
gpprenticeship class, alovey trim brunette with whom held had an " off-again” relationship until hejoined
the Blood Lords and basically lost track. Last held heard she was atextile designer at one of the mills.
Sheld put on a bit of weight since then, but since she had been skinny to the point of anorexiait looked
good on her. Too good. Herzer found himsalf stroking her back and wished he had more clothes on.

"Well, if youd stay intown for awhile," she said, sternly. If she noticed the stroking it was only to
leanintoit ahit.

"My magter'svoice," hereplied, carefully removing hishandslest he get alittle too enthusiagtic. "I
go wherethey tell me. Thistimeit was Harzburg for ayear and ahdf."

"Y ou haven't met my husband, David," she said, dragging him to one of the pooals.



"Husband?' he squeaked.

One of the bathers had risen out of anearby pool and held out his hand.

"So you're Herzer Herrick," the man said. Herzer noted as he took the hand that it was soft and
that he out-massed Shilan's husband by at least twice. So if it cameto cases, he could probably punch
David through the nearest wall. He till intended to be extremely correct and punctilious. Damnit. The
mission in Harzburg meant that he was trying to uphold the reputation of the Federa forces. And
athough an ancient genera had said " A soldier who won't fisk, won't fight,” the Harzians were such
stuck-up pricksthat he'd had to play saintly soldier boy the entire year. It had been alooong yesr.

"Shilan hastold me an awful ot about you," David continued.

"It'sdl liesand damned lies" Herzer said, squatting down as modestly as he could with atowe on.
Shilan had did back into the pool but her breasts, which were noticeably rounder and fuller than the last
time Herzer met her, were fully exposed.

"Comeon," Shilan said, waving & the poal. "Jump in. Theweater'sfine.”

"Um..."One hundred twenty-eight timesthreeis. . . threetimes eight, carry thetwo . . . By
the time he was barely aquarter of the way into the equation he'd gotten to the point he wouldn't
embarrass himsdlf and he pulled off thetowd.

"See, told you hewas hung like an ox," Shilan said with a chuckle.

So much for not being embarrassed.

"Y ep, the reason we never had arelationship was she saw me in the showers and fainted,” Herzer
replied with agrowl.

"With excitement, maybe," David laughed. "1 see some of us got ‘enhanced’ beforethe Fall.”

"Natural genetics," Herzer replied, tightly. "I had the muscles built on, but that was because | had a
degenerative condition. I'd worked for them, they just wouldn't stay. When | got cured, | had a
bod-mod, but it was only for the muscles. Then | maintained them. Therest isgenetics. The Sze overdl
and...inplaces”

"Big hands" Shilan chuckled. "That'swhat you meant.”

"Hand," Herzer noted, holding up his progthetic.

"Sorry," Shilan said, suddenly contrite.

"Not a problem, it's great for opening beers," Herzer replied with a shrug.

"Y ou're Herzer Herrick?' The woman from the showers did into the pool, looking a him with a
quizzica frown. She looked to bein her twenties but her movements were so smooth and precise she
had to be nearing her first century. "1 was expecting someone.. . . older.”

"At your service, Midress. .. 7'

"Miss," the woman said with asmile. " Stephanie Vega." She held out her hand, reaching acrossthe
pool to do so.

Shewas blond, anatural apparently or at least with either transformed genetics or very ready in her
use of dye, long and dender in the hipless, bustless ook that was fashionable pre-Fall. A facethat wasa
little too perfect to be naturd. Herzer wouldn't kick her out of bed for eating crackers. Well, maybe if
shewasredly messy about it.

"And, yes, I'm Herzer Herrick," Herzer said, giving her his patented big-dumb-goofy grin. To most
women big seemed to equa dumb and if dumb was what they wanted, he was their man.

"The Blood Lord?' she continued, her eyeswidening, asif she il didn't quite believeit. Her pupils
were dilated so far it was hard to tell she had green eyes.

"Y ou might say the Blood Lord's Blood Lord," Shilan said somewhat cattily. "When they recruit
they ask ‘Do you think you can be as good as this? "

"l wasn't disbelieving you," Stephanie said, smiling disarmingly as she leaned back againgt thewall
of the poal. "But the storiesthat you hear . . ."

"We only est babiesif they're particularly tender,” Herzer said. The woman was 0ozing charm,



which suddenly st off darm bells.

"Fight until you die and drop and dl that,” Stephanie said. "Y ou've been out of town?"

"Harzburg," Herzer said. "Grest placeto visit, wouldn't want to live there."

"What were you doing?" Shilan asked.

"Tarson had declared for New Destiny," Herzer shrugged. "They were raiding Harzburg. Harzburg
screamed for help. They got me”

"Onewar, one Blood Lord?" Stephanie asked.

"One minor little campaign,” Herzer said with afrown. "They had some issues with their 'support.’
They got over itintime."

"How?" Stephanie asked, leaning forward again and putting her hand on his knee, under the water.

It had been along year so he recited some more multiplication tables.

"Tarson had been sending partiesto raid the outlying farms," Herzer said. "L ook, do you redly
want to hear this?"

"l want dl of it," Stephanie said, throatily.

"I want to hear it, too," David replied when Herzer just looked at her, hisface blank and hard.

He looked up at the ceiling when he redlized other people, including the Blood Lord instructor he
had seen across the room, had gathered around. He thought about the blood, the hacked remnants of
what had been human beings scattered across afarmer's field. He redlized what hisface must ook like
S0 he, with difficulty, did afriendlier mask onto hisface,

"Tarson had been sending raiding parties out,” he repeated, turning to look a Shilan. "They'd
burned a couple of the farmsin the areathat wouldn't, or couldn't, pay their ‘taxes.' | took to riding
around . . ." He paused and shrugged.

"Blood Lord training isdesigned for formation; fighting asan individud isentirely different. But we
crosstrain." Helooked over at the ingtructor from the Academy who nodded at him. "I'd . . . done more
crosstraining than normal, for that matter. Anyway, | was out a one of the farms, just vigiting. 1'd been
riding around to them, helping out sometimes, meeting people. And there was a scream from outside and
Diablo waswhinnying." He closed his eyes and tried to smile but it just wouldn't come,

"The farmers had a daughter, just about eleven. When | got outside some of the Tarson had her on
the ground. Others were headed for the house, torchesin their hands. | . . . well, it gets pretty blank in
that kind of combat. My shield was on Diablo but | wasin armor. They weren't." He stopped talking.

"That'sit?" Stephanie said after along pause. "What's the rest of the story?"

"Therest of the story isin the after-action report,” the instructor said. "Fifteen raiders, motley
weapons. Axes, swords, spears. One Blood Lord. Y ou did us proud that day, Lieutenant.”

"Thank you, Sr," Herzer said, modestly, trying very hard not to remember. "I don't really remember
most of it," helied.

"What happened to the girl?* Shilan asked.

"She's never going to look at daughtering the samefor therest of her life" theingtructor said, grimly.

"Shewasfine" Herzer said. "Shaken up, but fine. They hadn't had timeto get their pants down
much less get stuck in. | talked to her afew times afterwards, she needed to talk it out and she didn't feel
like she could with anybody else. She'sfine.”

"Y ou're not much of agtorytdler are you?' Stephanie asked.

"It'shard to talk about some things with people who haven't been there," Herzer admitted with a
shrug. "The. . . fed of your sword crunching through arib cageis difficult to describe. What it fedslike
to have your sword stuck in a corpse's spine while someone is hammering on you with an axe. What a
field looks like after you've chopped a dozen human beingsinto their congtituent parts. Having to decide
whether to try to save someonéslife or just give them mercy.”

"| take it back," Stephanie said, leaning back. "Y ou can fed freeto leave out thelittle details.”

"| didn't care about the ones headed for the house," Herzer said, suddenly loquacious. "If | raised



enough of aruckusthey would either run to help or run off. | do remember bowling a couple of them
over as| went through, and . . ." Helooked up and hisright hand made amotion like a butterfly drawn
inair. "And abit moreto a couple of others. | made amistake with the girl, though. | was soangry . The
guy who wastrying to rape her . . . histeeth chattered on my sword blade like atoy.
Chit-chit-chit-chit-chit. That was when it got stuck, inthe back of hisbrain redly." There were grimaces
in the audience but he didn't notice, being somewheredse.

"I'd kicked one of the guys holding her down on hisface but another one was hitting me on the
back with an axe. It was just bouncing off my armor so | turned around and punched him and took his
axe away. | chopped a space around me and got my sword freed up." He shook his head and
shuddered.

"What?' Shilan asked.

He shrugged and made a stomping motion as his gripped hands moved back and forth asif hewas
trying to free something. More grimaces, including from Shilan who clearly wished she hadn't asked the
question, and afew of the audience wandered off, hurriedly.

"Diablo had turned up by that time and | made sure he didn't step on the girl. The oneswho had
been planning on burning the house were headed back by then and some of them threw spears. |
remember one of them bouncing off the armor and another stuck. That just gave me another weapon. |
hit them with that for awhile, until it broke, then went back to the sword. When there weren't any more
people bothering me, or the girl, or my horse, | went over to the spring and cleaned up.”

"Tired?' theingtructor asked, professondly.

"Not redly,” Herzer said. "A bit of a case of the shakes, but it hadn't taken five minutes, al total.”
He stopped and shrugged. "It was more like anot particularly intense drill. They weren't very good.”

" 'Nah, fifteen of 'em, " Stephanie mimicked. " 'Wasn't really what you'd call afight.' Lord! Brag
for God's sake!"

"Why?' theindructor said, lightly. "I'll admit thet it was atough fight. There are few among the
Blood L ords who would have done aswdll. | doubt that | would have. But for Herzer, yes, it was child's
play. Heis the Blood Lord's Blood Lord, the icon that we hold up to the students, just as this young lady
said. I'm sorry, | didn't catch your name," he added.

"Shilan," Shilan said. "'l hadn't realized that you heard.”

"I'd moved over. The point isthat the Blood Lordstrain to do one of three, or dl of three, thingsto
their opponents. Outmaneuver them, chop them to ribbonsand if al dsefailsoutlast them. We do that
partialy by being ableto rotate units, but the individua Blood Lord istrained to fight, literdly, for a least
an hour without being sgnificantly fatigued. A five-minute fight—he shouldn't have broken aswest."

Stephanie leaned sidewaysin the pool and supported herself on one elbow, arching her back
dightly towards the ingtructor.

"In pretty good . . . shape then, eh?" she asked, tossing her head so her hair swung back and forth.

Theinstructor just looked at her for amoment, then nodded sharply.

"Pretty good, yeah."

Stephanie languoroudy did back to her place and took adeep breath as she smiled up at him.

"I'm soglad to have such big srongmen guarding usl”

Herzer gripped the bridge of his nose to keep from laughing, hiding hisface behind hishand. He
looked sideways and saw that Shilan wasjust staring at the woman, her mouth open. She closed it after
amoment with aclop.

"Whatever were we talking about?' Stephanie asked.

"I dunno," Herzer said with alaugh. "Economics comes to mind for some reason.”

"Why economics?' Stephanie asked, clearly puzzled.

"Becauseit'sthe most boring subject | canimagine," Herzer answered, laughing.

"Oh, I dunno," Stephanie replied, pushing her hair back with both hands behind her ears and then



posing with them out to the Side as she thrust her chest forward. " Derivativescan befascinaing.”
Herzer laughed again and shook hishead at her incredible forwardness.

"So, | kill people and break things," he said, looking for any subject thatwouldn't get another rise
out of her. "What do you do?'

"l work at the bank,” she said, flatly, frowning. "Let's not talk about work."
"Bank?' Herzer said. "What bank?"
"Raven Federd," Stephaniereplied.

"Used to be Tom Soan's Loan Shark and Credit Destroyer,” Shilan said with agrin. "They've
comeup intheworld.”

"Huh," Herzer said. "Tom handles dl my accounts. I've got to see him tomorrow.”

"Accounts?' Stephanie said, raising an eyebrow. "Plurd.”

"Flurd," Herzer said flatly. "What are you doing Shilan?'

"I'm gill atextile designer,” Shilan said. "That'swhere | met David. Hesin salesat the plant.”

"Whichisalosng cause" David said unhappily. "We used to be the only mill in the area. But these
days Hotrum's Ferry hasthree, and transportation costs are making us unprofitable out of theimmediate
region.”

"Well, thisisjust fascinating but I've got adate with abottle of wine," Stephanie said, standing up.
"Herzer, pleasure to meet you," she added, holding out her hand.

"Same here," hereplied, shaking it. She turned immediately and climbed out of the poal.

"Okay, what just happened?' he asked.

"Socid butterfly," the ingtructor said, diding into the pool. "' She got exactly what she wanted out of
the conversation, then went off to find one where she could get more."

"Whatever," Herzer replied. "I'm sorry, | cannot for the life of merecal your name.”

"Mike Fraser," theingtructor replied, holding out hishand. "I'm in second phase a the Academy.”

"I wassupposed to be coming back for an instructor's gig at the O course," Herzer said, shrugging.

"Whét are you doing instead?" Shilan asked.

"| just got told,” Herzer admitted. "But I'm not sure | should talk about it."

"Open secret,”" Fraser said. "Y ou're going to the Southern 1des with Duke Edmund.”

"So much for military security,” Herzer grumbled.

"Like| said, open secret,” Fraser shrugged. ™Y ou can't organize something like that without it
getting out. And there are no secretsin the baths.”

"Noneat dl,"” Shilan said. "Worst gossip spot in the town. Even including the 'ladies get-togethers
that resulted from counsdling classes. Although those are more catty. | knew that Edmund was going to
the Ides, but not that you were going."

"Daneh and Rachd took it asasurprise,” Herzer said.

"They don't comein here much,” Shilan shrugged. "Rache rarely and I've never seen Danehin
here"

"l canimaginewhy," Herzer sad.

"It'snot that," Shilan replied. "1 think she's about as over her rape asit's possibleto be. If not she
certainly controlsit well. | think she'sjust very body-modest. Rachel, too, to alesser extent. And, of
course, they have their own baths at the house. Daneh probably would have picked it up at one of the
meetings but she's been missing those the last couple of weeks. | only heard about it . . . two nights ago.”

"l don't care how hard it isto keep a secret in the baths," Herzer said. "Thisis till aproblem.”

"Yup, sureis," Fraser nodded. "I'm not sure what can be done about it, though."

"Education comesto mind," Herzer replied. "I don't know what the security classfication ison this
mission, but | don't redlly care. It shouldn't be talked about in public, period. That's basic OPSEC, sir.”

"No rank in the baths, either,” Fraser noted. "But | get your meaning. Y ou're probably right about



the education aspect, but were dl still feging our way. A couple of years ago, none of uswere soldiers.”

"Not my problem," Herzer shrugged. "It just bugs me."

"Speeking of feding our way . . " Shilan said, then blushed. "That didn't come out right.”

"It'sokay," Herzer chuckled. "It would take avery dirty mind to find anything wrong with that
comment. Admittedly, | haveadirty mind. . ."

" Speaking of trying to figure out stuff about thislife,” Shilan said, clearing her throat. "Why ishea
captain and you're alieutenant?"

"A very good question.” Fraser nodded. "The answer isthat | came to the Academy as a lieutenant
and have gotten promoted since. | think you were enlisted, Herzer?"

"Yeah," Herzer said. "l just got my commission before going to Harzburg. That was another one of
their gripes. | basicaly got the commissionfor the mission and that was pretty obvious.”

"But you got them to see the error of their ways?' Fraser asked.

"It took awhile," Herzer admitted. "The town isrun by guilds and they took to their prerogatives,
post-Fall, redly damned quick. It was more feuda than it sounds. They didn't want some no-class
low-life newly promoted lieutenant telling them howthey were supposed to run their militia. For one
thing, the militiawas only open to those they thought ‘acceptable.” Which meant those they could trust
with aweapon at their back.”

"Under the congtitutionall voters are supposed to be armed,” David interjected. "I meanrequired ."

"Y eah, and that has holes you can run an dephant through,” Herzer said. "They were using the
'bondage labor' provisionsto exclude most of the people in the town, not just the refugees but others
they didn't like and had squeezed out of power. Y ou had to be afull guild member to be a member of
themilitia”

"About afifth their available bodies at aguess,” Fraser mused.

"About that,” Herzer said. "And al too busy to bother actualy training. | mean, most of them were
honestly busy, you know how it is. They had real jobs, hard ones. And the labor pool guys, who were
mostly stting around hoping for work, were restricted from training. I'd been railing about it, quietly, for
quiteawhile. Therewas aso ared split between the farms, who were the ones getting hit, and the town,
where they thought nobody would attack. Well, shortly after my little encounter a the farm Tarsondid hit
the town. Things were pretty screwed up but we managed to stop them after they'd burned the
tanneries”

"We?' Fraser interjected.

"I'd. . . been training some of the bond labor on the side," Herzer admitted. "And that wasitem
one in the meeting after the attack. But it was me and afew of them that drove the attackers off."

"Blood Lord tactics?' Fraser asked.

"Modified," Herzer admitted. "More of a phalanx approach. Redly, | just had them makelong
gpears and learn to march in formation with them. And, yeah, that was tough to arrange. But we got our
tools together and drove the Tarsons off. Then the shit hit the fan. Therewasapretty . . . intense
meeting. But they had afew unpalatable choices. They could throw me out and try to get something else
from the Federas. Pretty damned unlikely. Or they could actualy train their ‘'organized' militia. Equally
unlikely. Or they could trust the scum with weapons.”

"Thescum?' Shilan said, angrily.

"That's how they felt about the labor pool guys," Herzer said. "And some of themwere scum;
Harzburg had ahdll of acrime problem for that matter. They started off the meeting wanting to kill me.
'Violation of local ordinances wasthe crime | was accused of. | more or lesstold them "Y ou and what
army? By the end of the mesting they'd given me gpprova to recruit among the laborers. And | made a
tiddly little company out of them if | do say so mysdf." Helooked up at the rafters again and shrugged.
"Maybe I'll have acommand again, someday.”

"Count onit," Fraser sghed.



"So when the Tarsons attacked again we routed them and drove them back to their town. Took
the town, burned the ringleadersin their 'stronghold' and | put afew of the better of the laborersin
chargein Tarson. The people of the town were mostly glad as hell to be liberated. The guild guystried to
make like it was their town but we told them where to stuff it. | worked out acharter for Tarson, got
their gpplication in to the UFS, waited until the eection—which was as cold and stacked as | could
make it—was over and just afterwards got the word to head home. Mission accomplished.”

"In spades,” Fraser said. "What are you getting for this one?”’

"Another misson," Herzer laughed.

"Excuse me, Mr. Herrick," asoft voice said from over his shoulder.

Helooked around and was faced by atiny tuft of pubic hair. Looking farther up he was stunned by
thevision. If thegirl sanding over him wasn't absolutely perfect in every way she could seeit on aclear
day. Brunette, about ameter and ahaf, perfectly rounded breasts, high and incredibly firm, flat belly,
rounded mons. He redlized he was staring.

"Yes?' heasked, hisvoice ending in asquesak.

Thegirl didinto thewater to hisleft and smiled a him.

"My name's Sheena. | don't think you know me."

"I don't think so either,” Herzer replied, al charm out the window. Three hundred fifty-seven
times four . . . down boy!

"Back before the attack on the town, you went out with a cavdry patrol,” she said in asoft little-girl
voicethat practicdly drove arithmetic out of hisbrain.

"Yes?' Carry thetwo. ..

"My brother was one of the guys on the patrol,” she said, leaning forward and kissing him on the
cheek. "l want to talk to you, but I'll be right back.”

"Okay," he croaked, then turned back to the group in the bath, all of whom were smiling and trying
not to laugh.

"How old do you think sheis?' Fraser asked, trying not to be smug.

"Seventeen?' Herzer said.

"Try twelve" David replied.

"No fisking way!"

"Way," Shilanreplied. "Way, way, way."

"Wheat the hdll is she doing naked in the public bathd " Accosting perfect strangers and ruining
their whole day.

"They're public baths," Shilan replied with ashrug. "I guess her parents decided shewasold
enough.”

"They need to have theirheads examined!"

Sheena suddenly did back into the water next to him and laid her hand on hisarm.

"I'mredly glad to finaly meet you,” she said, huskily.

Down, down, down, down, DOWN! Twelve! TWELVE!

"Me, too," Herzer replied. "So are you going to school now?”

"Oh, yeah." Sheenafrowned. "1 didn't have much before the Fal, you know? So I'min thelittle kid
classes. . ."

Okay, I'm clearly not going to get laid tonight, thank God . . .

CHAPTER SIX

Herzer fdl out the next morning a first cal in PT gear. It fdt good to have nothing in front of him
but some smple physica training. He ran the Hill once, then picked up apack and rucked it four more



times, each at increasing speed. He was out of shape and knew it, but he did a credible imitation of
Blood Lord speeds on the Hill. After that he moved over to the salle areafor the permanent party. None
of his class was present but he found someone who was a close match and got in asolid two hours of
sword and shield work. He might be light on wind but he hadn't logt his touch with sword and shield and
his opponent damned well knew he had been kissed, even through the padded armor.

"Very nice, Herzer. | never figured you for beating up on the babies.”

He turned around and dapped Bue Pedersen on the arm.

"Bue! Damn, wherethe hell have you been?’

"We'reforming alegionin Washan," Bue said. "I've been 'asssting' in that endeavor.”

"Wish | had been," Herzer said. "Spar?"

"If you think you're up toit." Bue grinned. They had both been in the first Blood Lord class, and at
the defense of Raven's Mill. But their careers had seldom crossed paths since. Bue was atriari sergeant
while Herzer had been "promoted” to lieutenant. The Blood Lord had few formed units; they tended to
be the cadre for other forces and thefirst class had found itself scattered up and down the eastern
seaboard. Herzer had picked up that some were even asfar away asthe centra plains.

Bue donned padded armor and found a practice sword to hisliking. The Blood Lord technique
was not precisely suited to one-on-one dueling, but both of them were trained inindividud fighting as
well.

The rules of the game were that they could not move to either side, but had to act asif they werein
aunit, moving forward or backwards only dightly. Herzer centered himself and started the battle with an
attempted shield bash which Bue turned to the sde deftly and then they began hammering.

With no ability to move around it was just that, the swords licking out to jab and chop relentlesdly.
The shidds stayed in front of the body and could be moved up and down, or, dightly, to either sde. And
they did move, fast, the two fighterswieding the heavy shields asif they were made of balsawood
instead of oak and iron. Blows dipped past repeatedly, though, damming into shoulders and arms, but
none of them would have been disabling so the fighters drove on, each attempting to either getina
crippling blow or force the other to give up from sheer fatigue.

Herzer noticed that most of the other fighting had died down as the two continued to hammer at
each other. He had aready had a good solid two hours of mock combat and his wind was not what it
had been before the Harzburg mission. Bue, on the other hand, seemed to be made of iron. No matter
what hetried he couldn't get in acrippling blow nor did the NCO seem to betiring.

"Y ou're getting soft, Herzer." Bue grinned.

"All that easy living up in Harzburg," Herzer admitted, gritting histeeth. He knew one blow that
might work, but it was chancy and right on the edge of illegd in competition. When he redized he was
about to die or drop he hooked Bue's shield with his and lifted both of them, an almost impossible
maneuver. Then he dropped to one knee and drove his practice sword upward into the NCO's
unprotected stomach, doubling him over retching.

"I'mdtill . . . better than . . . you. . ." Herzer gasped, bending over and panting.

"Crigo, I'm unmanned,” Bue said, clutching at his ssomach.

"And now you see why we keep Class One asfar gpart as possible,” Gunny said to a background
of applause.

Herzer didn't know how long the NCO had been watching but he managed to struggle to hisfeet.

"And | thought it was because we were the best of the best,” Herzer said, grinning despite his
faigue.

"Y ou're pretty good,” Gunny admitted grudgingly. "But you want to try that maneuver on me?'

"Not inalong lifetime," Herzer admitted. He walked over to the armor rack and hung up hisshield,
helmet and sword, then stripped out of the sweat-soaked armor. "Y ou okay, Bue?!

"I'll be okay," the NCO admitted, walking over to rack hisown gear. "Wherein hdl did you learn



thet littletrick?"
"Tarson," Herzer said. "Desperation isthe best teacher.”
* * %

After showering off, he had breskfast with Bue and Gunny. The mess hall was neutral ground and
Blood Lords did not maintain strict separation between enlisted and officers so severa other officers
were having breakfast with the "troops." They caught up on what had been happening and talked about
the"old times," just acouple of years before, when the Blood L ords were being formed.

After bregkfast Gunny and Bue went off to their duties and Herzer headed downtown. He thought,
again, that while Gunny was still sharp asatack, he seemed to belosing the edge just ahair. HEd
picked up that Gunny no longer ran the basic entry test for the Blood L ord trainees; the first ruck run up
the Hill. He just couldn't make the time anymore. It had only been two years, but two years of running
class after class had clearly taken it out of the old NCO.

Retiring him was out; held either be one of those guyswho just hung around dl thetime or hed die
or commit suicide. All he had known before Fall wasliving what he had researched asthe life of asenior
noncommissioned officer. Something was going to have to be done, but offhand Herzer couldn't think
what.

Herzer wondered, not for thefirgt time but the first time clearly, what Gunny had been like when he
was ayoungster. Or Duke Edmund, for that matter. He had looked at both of them, when hefirst
started out, asthe near order of gods. And now there were people who looked at him the same way.
Had they been screw-ups? What was the force that drove them to be who they were? Y ou had to have
something serioudy odd in your background to live the livesthat they had lived before the Fall, not to
mention what they had done after it.

Who were theyreally ? People looked at him asif he was something specia. Even as he walked
downtown, people would come up to him and nod and whisper as he passed. Herzer, the victor of the
Line. Herzer the Undefeatable. He knew he wasn't any of those things. But he wore the mask, wore it so
well sometimesit felt asif he was becoming their belief. But he knew, ingde, that he was the same
screwed-up kid who had run away from Daneh's rape. Who had needed to be hammered on the anvil of
the Blood Lords, and of life, to attain any sort of competence. Who still screwed up from timeto time.

Who werethey, redly?

Those thoughts carried him asfar as the bank and he wandered in abstractedly, scarcely noticing
when he reached the newly ingtalled desks.

"Can | help you?' thewoman at the desk asked.

"Stephanie?!

Gone was the flippant socid butterfly. The woman had her hair up in abun and a severe expression
of lessthan friendly competence on her face.

"Lieutenant Herrick, | believe?" Stephanie replied.

"I'mlooking for Tom," Herzer said.

"Do you have an gppointment?’

"Nooo," Herzer replied with adight grin. "But | thought I'd drop by for old time's sake.”

"Mr. Soanisquite busy, but I'll seeif he hasamoment.” She got up and went through a side door
as Herzer took hisfirst redl look around.

Tom Soan had started small. Prior to the Fal there was no such thing as " currency.” There were
energy credits but they were traded, to the extent that any trading occurred, through the Net. Everyone
had ardative sufficiency. Even Herzer, who as ayoung man had been "released” by his parents, had
enough to not only pay for advanced medical trestment but aso to maintain elaborate "enhanced redlity”
smulations. It took rea energy to use up dl your energy credits.

After the Fal, currency had at first been based on food. Food was distributed based on " credit
chits." One chit, one medl. Or rough food, dightly more than one med, if you knew how to cook it. Over
time the chits had transformed into the standard currency and asthe society got more complex they had



become the standard monetary form. Y ou till could buy amed or food from the government with chitin
hand. But most of them were traded through what was becoming more and more of an economy. And
even theterm "chit" wasfalling out of the lexicon, replaced by "credit.”

Tom had gotten into the trading of chits early. He had accumulated stores of them, based on loans
from the government and deposits by people who had a surplus. And he'd put the money to use, loaning
it out in turn at often usurious rates. But he was scrupuloudy fair and honest, which went along way to
peopleletting hisinterest rates dide; too many of his early competitors had played fast and loose with
people's money. He had also handled investments and contracts for people like Herzer, people who had
asmal surplus and wanted to put it to work.

Hed clearly come up in the world. The smal office he used to have had been expanded into alarge
building. There was a counter with some women behind it and afew offices off of the main lobby which
apparently had Stephanie to guard it. There were aso two inconspicuousreal guards, hulking men nearly
Herzer's sze. One of them he recognized from the town militia. Hed tried out for the Blood Lords but
hadn't been able to make the full training. He ill looked more than capable of ripping any troublemaker
in the bank limb from limb. Herzer nodded at him and the guard nodded back, not warily but fully aware
that the Blood Lord would be difficult to rip if push came to shove.

"Herzer!"

Tom Soan was atdl, good-looking guy anywhere between thirty and a hundred and fifty yearsin
age, wearing afinelinen tunic and apair of light-blue cosilk pantsthat just matched hiseyes. He had
sandy hair, aready smile and afirm grip. Herzer was sure that he practiced the smile and handshakein
the mirror every morning.

"Hey, Tom, got aminute?' Herzer asked.

"Always" Sloan replied with atoothy smile. "MissVega, could you pull the lieutenant'sfiles and
bring them to my office?'

"Certainly, gr,” Stephanie smpered, then scurried away. Herzer had been sure that the woman
could never scurry, but she did it well.

"Comeon," Tom said, laying his hand on Herzer's arm and leading him through the door. There
was a corridor with more officesto either side. Most of them had their doors open and in each there
were people, mostly women, poring over piles of paper.

"If one morething changesin thistown I'll scream,” Herzer said.

"You'vegot noidea" Tom sighed. He opened adoor with "Soan, Presdent” on a brass plaque
and led Herzer insde.

The room was comfortably but not flashily appointed. There were a couch and table, a couple of
chairs and amedium sized desk. An étagere behind the desk had afew persona effectsinit, including a
amall ail painting of Tom and awoman. Herzer vaguely recognized her but couldn't place the face.

"Youremarried?' he asked, taking one of the chairs. Hefit in it poorly, which was normal, but he
redlized hislegswere shoved up higher than usud. Then heredlized that if hewas"normd" szed he
would have been looking up at the bank president.

"Lagt year," Tomsad. "l had aninvitationfor you . . ."

"But | was out of town?" Herzer grinned.

"Somewhat."

"So what's with the banker look?' Herzer asked.

"Changes." Sloan grimaced. "Practicaly the first thing the new Congress did was pass banking laws
and set up an independent federal bank board. | had to get investors, set up acharter, and do dl the
paperwork. Stuff that | could keep up mysalf blossomed into a full-time job to manage the reports that
thefedsrequire. | had to shift most of the investmentsthat | was managing to another firm. | sent you a
|etter about that."

"Got it," Herzer admitted. "But they're fill filtering the returns through you?!

"Yes, but | can't advise on any of it or manageit,” Sloan admitted. "But | can bring you up to date



on what were keeping in-house. Y our deposits, fixed securities, thingslike that.”

"Okay, what isafixed security?' Herzer said.

"Well," Tom grinned. "Y ou remember when | used to say: 'L ook, Herzer, leave it with meand I'll
giveyou five percent ayear, guaranteed'?"

"y egh”

"Fixed security,” Tom said asthe door opened up. "Ah, thank you, MissVega."

"Yourewelcome, Sr," Stephaniereplied, laying athick file on his desk and walking out without a
backwards glance.

"Put your eyes back inyour head, Herzer," Tom chuckled.

"Actually, | got a pretty good look last night in the baths," Herzer admitted.

"I've been keeping up with your accounts,” Tom said, ignoring the comment. "'But they're managed
by Posteal, Ohashi and Deshort . . ."

"Deshort?' Herzer asked. "Isn't he the economy guy that Edmund was, isfor that matter, aways
muttering about?"

"l don't know," Tom said, frowning. "His background isin preindustria economic modding. He's
on the board. But | didn't know that he and the duke had problems.”

"Not problems, redlly," Herzer said with agrin. "Morelike amutua disadmiration society.”

"He's on the board of the bank, aswell . . ."

"Inthat case, | think | need another bank." Herzer chuckled. "If Brad Deshort isinvolved in
managing my money, I'd rather play the ponies.”

"Areyou serioudy disturbed about this?' Tom asked.

"I don't know; how much havel lost?' Herzer said, il chuckling.

"Y ou haven't lost anything, Herzer," Tom replied, serioudy. "1've been very careful about your
investmentsand so hasPO and D."

"I'm joking, Tom," the lieutenant said, shaking his head. "Never joke with abanker about money."

"If it redly bothersyou. . ."

"It doesn't,” Herzer said, definitely. "Let'slook at the books, okay?"

It took nearly an hour to go over al the investmentsthat Herzer had accumulated. He was
surprised at that; he had no idea hed gotten hisfinger in so many pies. But the eventua tota was
pleasant.

"Anyway, it'sawell digributed portfolio,” Tom finished. "Therehave been some losses; the
sand-gravel business folded completely in fact. Y ou came out of that with only afew pence on the
credit, but everything eseisgoing well. Fortunately most of your investments till fal into tax credited
areas. Welll seewhat theidiotsin the legidature come up with next year."

"And then theres Mike Boehlke'sfarm,” Herzer added.

"Y es, we don't manage that, but Mr. Boehlke has made it into quite abusiness. A solid, if
long-term, investment.”

"And another subtlejoke,” Herzer pointed out.

"One of the expressonswe usein the military for getting killed is'buying thefarm," " Herzer said,
hisface digant. "Soldierstalk about findly getting out and buying afarm to settle down on. So when one
getskilled, we say he'bought thefarm.' " Hisface suddenly cleared and he grinned. "Either I'm aready
dead or I'm never going to get kilt."

"l see,” Tom said, shaking his head. " So are you ever going to settle down on the farm you aready
have 'bought'?"

"I dunno, Tom," Herzer replied with ashrug. "I guesswell both haveto live long enough to see.”

* % %



The worst problem for Jodl about the dragon ride had been landing at the base a Washan. It was
one of the growing army bases along the coast, though, and he quickly faded into the background. Hed
ridden wyvern afew times before the Fall and the only new iteration was the length of thetrip. Since
wyvern could only make a couple of hundred klicks per day it had been amultiday trip acrossthe
country. But wyvernswere dtill faster, and marginaly more comfortable, than coaches.

When he landed at the base he made himsdlf scarce, then started looking for transportation. The
base was not actually at Washan but across the PomaRiver and there was asmall town that had grown
up outside the base, mostly to support the needs of the sailors and soldiers that roamed the area.

Hewaked down astreet lined with pawnshops, bars and barbershops, watching the smal groups
that moved on it. There were aremarkable number of barbershops and they seemed to do a brisk
business. As he passed one he noticed that the "barber” was a scantily clad young woman and had to
make arapid reassessment of the Stuation.

It was the middle of the day, though, and there weren't many crowds. He considered stopping in
one of the bars, or one of the barbershops for that matter, and seeing what he could pick up. But that
wasn't part of hismission so he continued down the road to where asmall complex of buildings was set
off to the side of the town. There was a corra with about a dozen horses, most of them in decent
condition, asmdl barn and an even smdler building with aporch out front. He walked to the latter and
dippedingde.

Theinterior was dim; there were only two unglazed windows in the front area and the afternoon
was overcast. So he was startled to hear afemale voice from the rear of the room.

"Helpyou?' shesad.

The woman wasn't young, wasn't old, probably somewherein her first century. She was seated
behind a counter looking at him over the top of apiece of paper.

"I need to catch the stage down towards Newfdll," he said, stepping up to the counter.

"Next stageisn't for three hours," the woman replied, setting down the paper. "Stage goes all the
way to Newfd| Base."

Reaching the base on the stagecoach was not part of his plans. He glanced at the wall, where a
map was mounted, and then down. "Wdll, I'm only going to Tenerie, not Newfdl. I'm actualy headed
for the coast; | just found out I've got friends over there who made it through the Fall.”

"Teneriesthirty credits," the woman said, pulling out aledger book. "Can you afford it?"

"I think s0," Joel said, pulling out the silver he had gotten in Chian and one of the bronze coins. "I've
got atwenty piece and somediver."

The woman sighed at the latter but pulled out a scale and measured out the silver to make thirty
credits. Y ou need to get this changed, you know. Hardly anybody out here uses chunk metal anymore
and | can't give you what you'd get at an assayer's office for it."

"Okay," Jod sad. "I'm from up the road towards Raven's Mill. Plenty of people sill useit up there."

"Y eah, wdl, welcome to the big city,” the woman grinned. "Nobody around Washan, or Newfdll
for that matter, uses that stuff anymore. Y ou might over on the coast, | don't know about those hicks."

She wrote him out a chit for the stage and picked up the paper in apparent dismissal.

"Thanks so much for your help," Jod said, turning and going back out into the strest.

Three hours. Assuming it was on time. That might mean two hours. Or four. Or ninefor that matter.

Beyond the corrd was an inn, clearly for the use of overnight customersfrom the stage. Acrossthe
street from it was a bar with two barbershops closdly adjacent. But on the other side of the barbershops
was abuilding with alarge, freshly painted, Sgn that said " Sundries.”

Jod wasn't surewhat "Sundries’ meant in this case; it might be alarger and more complicated
version of one of the "barbershops.” But he suspected it might mean such lost luxuries as, oh, arazor,
soap, maybe even new clothes.

Hewalked over to the shop and was pleasantly surprised. It was well stocked with shelves of



clothing, toiletry items and even premade shoes.

"Can| hep you?' the clerk said, coming from around the counter at the rear.

"I need anew set of clothes," Joel said, fingering afolded pair of pants made of some heavy
material. "And sometoiletry items. And abag to carry itin."

"Of course," the clerk replied. "We sdl alot of such thingsto soldiers and sailorswho are being
moved other places. That'sameaterial caled 'denim.’ It'sjust starting to come off the lines, quite the new
fad. Heavy, double-woven cosilk with double stitching. A pair of those will last you for years and years,
just getting more comfortable with each wearing.”

"l need apair of those, a shirt, some underthings,not made out of that . . ."

"Of course, Sr," the clerk smiled. "Might aswell be legther, like the dwarves.”

"Or hair shirtslike the Blood Lords," Joe said.

They found clothesin hissize and Jodl picked up a selection of toiletries. He had never had his
beard growth permanently stopped before the Fall. It made more sense to intermittently stop it; growing
abeard dways|ooked more natura than even the best implant. But that meant he had to either grow
one permanently or shave, and of the two he preferred a clean chin.

He bought everything that he needed, including sometravel food and awater bottle for thetrip, and
gtill had plenty of time before the coach wassupposed to arrive. On histrip across the country he had
discovered the unrdiability of the service. Some people had discussed building railroads. But the
explosive protocols prohibited al but low-power steam. And alow-power steam engine could only pull
acouple of loaded cars, making the plan economicaly unviable. Canas were being built but they could
only reach certain aress.

He had aplate of not particularly good food and a cup of worse ale and sincerely considered
visiting one of the"barbershops.” He had not been celibate since the Fall. Before the Fall he and Dedra
had maintained an open relationship and he was sure she would not begrudge him the release under the
conditions. But for some reason, despite the fact that most of his relationships post-Fall had
been . . . economic, he chose againgt it. Finally, he walked back to the stage office and took a seat on
the porch, closing hiseyes and thinking.

Sheida had as much as said that she suspected ahigh leak in the Council. Hisimmediate suspicion
was her aide, Harry. But just because he was peculating, that didn't make him atraitor. Still worth
checking out. Frankly, if he ever was put in a position where he could effect a change,
counterintelligence would be avery high priority. That led him to wonder why so many of the agentsin
Ropasa had been rolled up. Some of that might have been from leaks, but he suspected that if the
counterintelligence people on Sheida's Sde were as oblivious to trade-craft as they seemed, theintel
people were probably as bad.

Faceit, hedid not like this minor mission that he had been assigned. If he had hisway, just about
every ship and unit would have at least one covert agent in it. But that would mean ahost of agents.
Which meant atraining program. Well, you'd need one of those for actua intel gathering, might aswell
combine the two to an extent.

Working out the details of the proposed plan carried the sun down and it was just before sunset
when the stage pulled to astop. There were only two passengers, both of whom got out to stretch their
legs as the horses were changed.

He gavethe driver hisreceipt and put his new bag on the back of the coach, climbing in and settling
himsdf while the other passengers were gtill outside. Hed taken the front, less comfortable, seet in
deference to the two people who had preceded him on the trip. When they got in he nodded his head.
One was ayoung man in aNavy officer's uniform and the other was older dressed in nondescript civilian
dothing.

"Enggn Jonah Wallis," the officer said, offering his hand.

"Jod Annibde," Jod said, shaking the officer's hand. He hoped like hell the ensgn wasn't assigned
to Newfdl Base and that, if he was, they wouldn't run into each other.



"Rupert Popadiuk,” the other man said, nodding his head.

"Going to Newfel?" Jonah asked. It was clear that the two continuing passengers had used up any
small talk they might have had. "1'm being assigned to headquartersthere. | was at the basein Balmoran.”

"I'm on my way to live with some friends on the coast,” Jod shrugged. "Getting off a Tenerie and
hiking overland. They've got afishing boat over there; I've got some experience a fishing boats.”

"Y ou ought to join the Navy, then," the officer said, smiling. "It'sahard life but agood one and
very important. If you're redlly experienced with small boats, you could probably buck for dmost ingtant
petty officer rank. Where were you before?’

"Horalagt," Jod said, lying glibly. "I sailed with a packet up to Washan. | looked at the base here,
but . .. Anyway, I've got these friends. It's not much of alife, but | get by. What do you do in the Navy,
Enagn?'

"I'min counterintelligence," Jonah said as the coach started into motion.

"That'sinteresting,” Jodl said. "But what'sit mean?"

CHAPTER SEVEN

"Cdine," Chansas avatar said with anod.

Most of the business of the council members was managed through avatars. Thefully sentient
projections had been prohibited pre-Fall, since they tended to have some bad side effects. But the
council members, with myriad duties and no experience of delegation, used them to keep an eye on the
various activities of their regions.

Chansa had gotten arequest from Celine to attend a"demonstration” and, with reluctance, he had
agreed. He admitted that the New Degtiny faction had benefited by her "creations' but he often found
them personally uncomfortable. The basic Changed that made up the bulk of hislegionswere bad
enough. He had given what he thought were understandabl e modifications, but in Celine's hands what
had been delivered were monsters. He had considered smply overriding her; the Changed of the legions
were hisresponsibility after al. But Ceine could be particularly nasty when balked. So hetolerated
hordes of half-wild beasts. He had to admit that very few groups had been able to stand up to them and,
ingenerd, smply the threat of having the hordes sent against them tended to make most resstance falter.

But some of her "specias’ were smply ungodly. Abominationsthat turned his somach. And while
most of them required too much power, or time, to have truly become common, she had been promising
a"new breakthrough" soon.

He had therefore met one of her avatars a arefugee camp in the southern Briton ides. The south
had been relatively easy to overrun, but the north till held out stubbornly, holding onto smdl glensand
highlands that were monstroudy difficult to maneuver in. The ancient fortresses that dotted the
landscape, many of which had been rebuilt by reenactors prior to the Fall, were an additional challenge.
Then there was the stubborn nature of the defenders. They seemed to postively rdish fighting al the
forces he had sent against them. If he wasto use Celine's "specials' anywhere, it wasto be against the
damnable Gadl.

The refugee camp was standard, along curtain palisade with a collection of wooden huts. The
refugees were fed and sorted out, most of the men and some of the women ending up going through the
Change process. The basic process was designed to produce beings that were more suited to the
post-Fal world. They were sturdier and stronger than standard humans with some innate skills. That, at
least, had been the basic specifications. He had added, to his continued dismay, a suggestion for
"aggression” so they would make better soldiers.

The humansin the line to be Changed had to be bound and guarded by soldiers. As he watched, a
woman darted forward and tried to drag aman out of the line, only to be clubbed to the ground by the
guards. One of them picked her up by her hair and dragged her down the line to afarther hut, part of the



barracks complex for the guards. The man she had tried to grab dumped to his knees but was clubbed
and then dragged forward by more guards.

"Chansa," Cdine answered, also watching the byplay. She turned to him, her black eyes bright and
smiled. "You look so glum, Chansa. It'snot asif they're being eaten or something.”

"Where did they take the girl?" Chansaasked, knowing in his heart the answer.

"How should | know?' Cdline amiled. "I don't keep up with every little operationd detall.”

"Y ou had something to show me?* Chansaground oLt.

"Over thisway," the avatar waved, leading him back behind the Change rooms from which roars of
pain could be heard. In most of the huts the humans were being Changed into the formsthat were the
basic sword-fodder of the legions. But Celine had thoroughly let hersalf go and there were other huts for
"speciaties.” Armies needed soldiers. But they also needed construction workers, servants, medica
personnel and other specidties. In the secondary huts each of the base humanswas transformed to a
more "suitable" shape. At the sametimetheir origind memories were removed, so that they wouldn't be
depressed by the conditions of this Fallen time, and replaced with smple operationd ingtructions, training
on how to livein this new world.

There were paddocks behind the huts where the newly made Changed stumbled into the world.
They were thin and scrawny and often had to be kept from killing each other, but he knew that with a
diet heavy in protein—and he often wondered where some of that protein came from—they would flesh
out into tough, if undisciplined, fighters. Two of the new Changed charged each other as he watched and
more mature ones that had been posted as guards closed on them, clubbing them with fists and tearing at
them with their talons until the two haf-dead fighters were separated.

Back behind the areawas a section designated for women and children who had not been subject
to the Change. Children were smply too fragile, with insufficient internd reserve of energy, to be
Changed and at least some women had to be left to manage them.

He saw more guards wandering in the area, some of them going in and out of the hutsand ashe
passed behind one he heard awhimpering shriek from the interior. The "refugee’ camps were managed
by Cdline and if he had hisway he'd change that. But since it was beyond his power to correct, hetried
not to think about it. This extended walk was making that hard. He closed his earsto the sound of cries,
some of them from children, as Celine led him to amuch larger hut.

"Asyou know, weve been unable to find ahome for most of the femae refugees,” Celine said.
"They are of limited utility in thisworld. And the children are nothing but aresource drain. But | think I've
findly found asolution.”

Inside the hut there was aring of guards around asmall group of people. One male, afemaewho
might or might not have been hiswife, and three children ranging in age from askinny, feverish-looking
toddler to agirl just under puberty. One of Celine's acolytes wasin the room aswell and as soon asthe
two avatars appeared he began to mouth nonsense syllables.

A globe formed around the group and the air around them filled with light, presumably from nannite
interaction. Suddenly the air was split by screams of pain which dwindled and changed into pure rage.
When the globe cleared, standing in the center was athing. Aslarge as Chansaand if anything broader.
The beast was heavy bdlied with apiglike face and long, curved tusks. Hisarms dangled nearly to its
bowed knees and his fingers and toes were tipped by razor sharp talons. He was definitely, even
disgustingly, male, with an enormous penis and alarge scrota sack. He looked around the room and
lunged at the doorway but was stopped by an energy field. The beast struck at theinvisible shield
repestedly with fist and shoulder, bellowing in fury, until the acolyte spoke again and the monster settled
into a quiescent Sate that, nonetheless, radiated rage.

"Where. . ." Chansasaid and then cleared histhroat. He didn't want to ask the question, knowing
in his heart the answer, but he found himself unable to stop. "What happened to the people?!

"The maewas used asthe nucleus for my newest cregtion,” Celine said with a bestific smile,
stepping forward to stroke her hands over the monster; her avatar passed through the field since it had



been keyed for flesh and blood aone. "Hisinterna energy was aso used. Aswasthat of the other
resources. And their material was added to his. Perfect. Hawless" she said, stroking the cresture oniits
am. "The penisisfully functiona, and he can reproduce with human females, assuming they survivethe
experience. The offspring . . . well, my models have several potentia outcomes. I'm looking forward to
empirica data."

"Cdline, evenfor you. . ." Chansasad, then pulled himsdlf up. "Thisismadness ."

"Paul said that he wanted horror,” Cdinereplied, turning to look at him as she stroked the
creatures arm. Her eyes were bright and mad. "I can do horror."

"Yes" Chansareplied. "That you can." Hetried to consider the Situation objectively but could not.
And, strangely enough, it was not the image of the family disappearing that kept coming back to him, but
the woman being dragged away by her hair.

He wished that he could delude himself, as Paul did, that what they were doing was good, wasjug,
was right. But he could not. He had long ago concluded that it was an evil beyond redemption, aforce
of ill more powerful than the world had ever known. He knew that he had dug himsdf into a hdllish pit
that it might never be possible to dig out of. And he knew what had brought him here: delight in power.

Each taste of it had been like adrug to him so he had clawed hisway up until, with Paul'shelp, he
was a council member. But with each step on the ladder, as an inspector, as a specia inspector, asan
associate council member, aweb of responshility, checking that power, had woven around him, taking
some of the heady drug away. When Paul presented him with the ability to throw off those webs, asif
they weretruly gossamer, he had taken it, knowing full well with whom he had dlied.

Andit had led to this.

If they won thewar, if Paul managed to survive, if they could . . . weed certain members of the
Council, Cdinewith her mongters, Reyeswith hisgirls and hiswhips and hisknives and, most especidly,
the Demon, if they could choose theright people to take the Keys of the Freedom Coadlition, maybe they
could dig ouit.

Which meant winning. And that meant using, yes, every wegpon &t their disposal. Even Celine.
Eventhis. .. mongtrosity.

"It's megnificent.”

"They're magnificent," Rachd sghed.

Herzer shook his head as the dragons winged in to alanding on Raven's Hill.

"You'rejoking, right?" he asked. "l see what you meant about the surprise.”

There were six of them, four with riders and two riderless. Five of them were wyverns, which,
unlike the classic "dragon,” had two powerful hind legs and avast span of wingsto support their flight.
Wyverns were nonsentient and trainable, barely. They had something of theintelligence, and persondity,
of horses. If, of course, horses ate flesh instead of grass and needed to consume close to their own body
weight in food every day. Their bodies were aso the Sze of alarge horse but their wings, even folded,
took up more cubic meters than their bodies. When opened, the batlike wings spread some thirty meters
to either side.

The one on the end, though, was atrue dragon. Four legs, long neck, massive wings, large enough
to overshadow the five wyverns. Dragons had been developed dightly before the elves and were
sentient beings, with al the rights, and responsibilities, of humans. But further crestion was hated shortly
after the Al warsin reaction to the various horrors of that war. Afterwards there had been a brief
population increase but over the succeeding two thousand years the race had dwindled away to amost
nothing.

And herewas one landing in Raven's Mill. Apparently with the purpose of flying them down to the
sea. And then accompanying the expedition to the Ides.

"Y ou have got to bejoking," Daneh repested for him. She was still puffing from the trip up the hill
and now looked at their "rides" with total befuddlement. "Tell me were not riding those down to



Newfdl."

"Okay, | won't," Edmund said, chuckling. "But you might want to start climbing on."

"Coal," Rachd said, then looked more closdly at the True dragon. "Excuse me, Miss Dragon?"

"The nameis Joanng," the dragon said, lowering her head down to Rachel'slevel. Despite amouth
full of very long teeth she had flexible lips and amobile tongue that permitted quite clear speech. " Joanna
Gramlich. Most humans have ahard time telling dragon sexes. How did you know?"

"We saw you at Marguerite's birthday party,” Herzer interjected. " So you're now part of the
Freedom Codition? That iswonderful to hear."

"That isalong story," the dragon replied acerbically. She had afairly high-pitched voice that il
rumbled. It wasatough trick. "l prefer to use the term 'independent contractor.' Duke Edmund prefers
the term 'mercenary.’ "

"A mercenarydragon ?' Rachel gasped. "Why?'

"Do you know how much food it takes to run this damned form?* the dragon said. "I was caught
likethisby theFall. | got redly tired of trying to catch my own food."

"Joannaworks for room and board and afairly high saary, which she takesin gold and gems,”
Edmund noted dryly.

"And don't forget combat bonuses,” Joanna said.

"l won't. But thisisadiplomatic misson.”

"Sure. Likeit'sgoing to stay that way with you around. Are we going to Sit here jawing al day or
areyou ready to go?| can take two. I'd prefer the females; they look lighter. One of the wyvern riders
can double up with the duke. | hope the big boy can stay on wyvern-back."

"l don't know," Herzer temporized. "How do you control it?"

"Dont try," Joannasnapped. "It will follow me; it knows who the pack-mommatis. Just strap in and
hangon.”

Herzer hefted his bag and walked over to the wyvern, looking up at it askance. The body wasn't
much longer than ahorse, but the giant legs bulked it to nearly twice the weight and three timesthe
height. The "saddle" was a pad on the back, held in place by double straps running from the neck back
to the legs; the wings attached al the way down the rest of the body. There were four reinsthat ran up
to the beast's head but Herzer knew darn well that he had no ideawhat they werefor.

The skin of the body was smooth with small, pebbly scaeslikealizard, and it was clear that the
wyverns derived most of their genesfrom lizards. The wing skin, on the other hand, was almost scaldess
and what could be seen seemed more like a bat's. There wasn't much to be seen of it because the way
the wings folded and refolded, most of the open skin was folded under the flight bones.

Thewyvern turned its short neck to the Sde and glared at him out of one baeful, and very
human-looking, eye. After amoment it made a sound, something like avery large dove, which sounded
either questioning or querulous. Or, probably, both. Or so it seemed to Herzer.

"Hi," someone said, waking up behind him. It was one of the wyvern-riders, and Herzer sarted
when heredized that it was ashe. In their leather uniforms and helmet it was hard to distinguish sex a
any sort of distance. "I'm Vickie. Let's get you Strapped up.”

"O-kay," Herzer said. "Where do | put this?' he asked, holding up his bag. Hed packed one spare
uniform and some light clothes including a bathing suit someone had dredged up in hissize.

"Don't ask Joanna, or you might not like the answer," Vickie said with asmile. Shetook the bag
and stepped nimbly up the wyvern'slegs to the top where she attached the bag just behind the saddle.
The dragon made another questioning sound and shifted the leg she was standing on a which she
dapped it on the side. " Shut up, Chance."

"Theway thisworksisyoulie down on his back.Don't try to St up. It looks greet in picturesand it
workslike shit in redity. Seethe dotson the Sde?"

"Yup," Herzer replied. HEd been giving the harnessagood look. "How do | handle the reins?!



"Like Joannasaid, don't,” Vickiereplied. "I'll hook them up, though. Thetop reinsarefor up, the
bottom reins, which hook to your feet, are for down. Pull right with the top reinsto go right, Ieft reinsto
go left. Don't try to do a stoop, you won't likeit."

"What'sastoop?'

"If you don't know what it is, you don't want to try it. Just hang on and don't messwith thereins.
Chauncey will follow usjudt fine aslong as you don't mess with anything.”

She waited as he climbed up the wyvern, then attached straps across histhighs. There were clear
grab strgps on the front but the only thing actudly holding him on were the thigh straps. Shefinished by
hooking the bottom reins onto his boots and pushing the top reins, which were one continuous circuit of
leather, under his body.

"Theworst part about riding dragon-back islearning to keep your legsstill . Y ou go and stretch
and this bad boy is going to head for the ground like afacon. Got it?!

"Gotit," Herzer said sttling hisbody in the seat. He was glad he hadn't brought his armor; it would
have been very uncomfortable. "IsitChance orChauncey ?* he asked.

"It's Chauncey," Vickie admitted. "I cal him Chancefor short.”

"What'staking so long, Vickie?' Joanna bellowed and Herzer redized everyone €l se was dready
mounted. "Y ou're supposed to be mounting him up, not arranging amounting!™

Vickielooked a him with adyspeptic expression. "Gottago.”

"Seeya." Herzer grinned, wriggling closer into the seet. "Well arrange the other some other time.”

Vickie chuckled and patted him on the butt as she climbed down.

"Thanks, but | don't go both ways," she said as she jumped nimbly to the ground.

"Pity," Herzer muttered as he watched her mount her wyvern. As soon as she was on, Joanna
spread her wings and with amassive blast of wind, lifted off the hill and swept down over theriver.

Chauncey was apparently well trained because with abound that caused Herzer's neck to snap
back he legpt forward and upward into the air, following the larger dragon. Immediately the air wasfilled
with wings as the formation of dragons reached for the sky.

For amoment it was dl that Herzer could do to control hisvomit reaction. The combination of the
height and the up and down motion of the wyvern asit got up air speed was sickening. But after that
brief pasm he found himself caught up in the spectacular view. The dragons were making a curving
climb to theright that carried them first out over the Shenan River, which glittered in the early morning
light, then over the town of Raven's Mill itsdlf. Looking around he redized that they were dready higher
than Massan Mountain. As he thought that he grabbed the straps because the wyvern suddenly stopped
flapping. For amoment he thought something had gone wrong but it was just aglide period asthe
formation turned towards the mountain acrosstheriver.

Asthey passed back over Raven's Hill Herzer felt an upward motion that wasn't from the dragon
and redlized that they had passed over atherma. Apparently to take advantage of it the dragons began
their dow wing-beats again and they rapidly gained height until they lost the therma and ceased flapping.
They crossed theriver a agentle glide and Herzer had to wonder where they were going. The ocean
was to the east but they were going west.

Just as heredly started to get worried, it wasn't impossible that New Destiny might have co-opted
this"mercenary” dragon to kidnap Duke Edmund and hisfamily, they passed over Massan Mountain
and hit another, much stronger thermd.

Thiswas, gpparently, what Joanna had been looking for because she began aclimb at the end of
the mountain, in the midst of the thermd, and the dragons seemed to rocket into the air under the power
of their wings and the much grester energy of therising air.

CHAPTER EIGHT



Daneh had ceded Rachd the front seat on Joanna's back and Rachel had initialy been quite happy
with that. She was looking forward to flying dragon-back. However, shortly after climbing on, asthe
dragon muttered various imprecations about sharp shoes, she rethought her position. For onething,
while she wouldn't have preferred to have the view to the front blocked by her mother's buttocks, it was
now hersthat were directly in view. What was worse, she badly needed to passwind. The changein
dtitude, the frisson of fear on the lift-off, the whole experience was causing her internasto rearrange
quite disastroudy. And while she and her mother had had some tough times, gassing in her face was not
going to be anything but killer embarrassng.

To take her mind off of it, she decided to brave the dragon's wrath.

"Joannal" sheyelled. "Can you hear me?"

"Yes," the dragon rumbled in reply, without turning her head. "But if you think I'm going to look you
in the eye you need to stop reading fantasies. Flying is hard enough without having to look backwards!”

"That'sfine," Rachd shouted back. "Can | ask you apersond question?’

"You can ak," the dragon said.

"Areyou dwaysthistouchy or isthere something in particular that has you pissed off?"

Rachd felt the seat under her shaking and clutched at the grab-straps, but after amoment she
redlized that it wasjust the dragon laughing.

"A little of both," Joannaadmitted. "I've been called abitch before, plenty of times. But thismisson
has meticked inamgor way."

"Why?' Rachel yelled. " Southern skies, warm sess, tropical sun . . ."

"Long damned flight," Joanna admitted. "We don't get to go on apleasure cruise. The ship's
supposedly set up to let usland from, but my guessiswe're going to haveto fly most of theway. That's
likedoing afive, Sx, ten daymarathon . We cando it, but it'sstill apain in the ass”

"Oh"

"And that'snot al," Joanna said, warming to the subject. "What the hell are we going to eat? The
ship were meeting can't possibly carry enough fresh mest for usfor the whole trip. So that means, what?
Sdt beef?Fish?Raw fish? | hate sushi!”

"Sorry!"

"Not your fault,” Joannasaid. "I hate this Fallen world. | want to be abletoChange . Any timel
want. | want to eatchocolate ."

Rachel just nodded at that; she felt the same way.

For that matter, if shewasin the pre-Fal days, evenriding like this, she could have her gas
bypassed rather than be impoalite. Oh, well, a least geneticists had long ago fixed the smell problem.

"Damn thing," Joannamuttered.

"What?' Rachel shouted back. Due to the rush of thewind, Rachd had to shout but any statement
from the dragon wasfairly clear.

"Oh, nothing," the dragon replied. "Y our boyfriend's mount isriding my dipstream. It'sjust an extra
weight to pull.”

Rachel looked from side to side and noticed that the other dragons had spread out in av, with the
exception of Herzer.

"He's not controlling hismount!™ she pointed out.

"l know, it'sjust Chauncey being lazy. Doesn't mean | haveto likeit."

"Why arethe other onesinav?' Rachel yeled. "They look like they're going to run into each other."

"Slipstream again,” Joannaanswered. "There's alow-pressure areathat passes out to either side.
Ever see geesefly over?'

"Penty of times™

"Samething. That doesn't drag directly on me, though, like Chauncey is. Damn idiot wyvern.”

They continued in adow spird upward, riding the therma and the power of the dowly flapping



wingsfor what seemed haf the morning. But by the rise of the sun it couldn't have been more than ahalf
an hour. Findly, Rachd felt adrop, moreafeding of lightness.

"Top of thetherma,” Joannasaid, banking to the east. "I got at least three thousand meters out of
it, which is pretty good for amorning in October.”

Rachel had been avidly looking at the view in the distance but at those words she looked down.
And then screwed her eyestight shut and grabbed at the straps.

"Don't look down," Joanna chuckled.

"Too late," Rachdl replied.

"Oh, what the hdll isthat idiot doing?" Joannagrowled.

Herzer had redlized during the climb-out that Chauncey was riding the bigger dragon's dipstream.
But hefor surewasn't going to try to messwith aspiraling climb. However, when the dragons lined out
and glided into the sun, he decided that it was worth seeing if he could shift down the line. The worst that
was going to happen was that he would release Chauncey and the wyvern would go back to his
accustomed place.

There remained one problem. He was directly behind Joanna, no more than twenty meters. Her tall
actually whipped back and forth past Chauncey's nose, close enough to nearly hit it. Thetail end of the
extended V formation of the wyvernswas actualybehind his present position. Which meant that he
would have to dow down, then catch back up. He knew neither command.

Going on ahunch, he dowly pulled back on the climbing reins until the dack was out, then pulled
back on thoseand the diving reins, very dightly. His clamp held the reins snugly but he was dways
careful not to flextoo hard lest he cut the reinslike snapping atwig.

Herzer wasn't even sure what Chauncey did, but they began to drift backwards from the larger
dragon, while staying more or less a the same height. He was actualy dropping dightly below her, but
staying on an even ked, not ina"dive" or whatever.

Herzer let back out on the reins and then pulled, ever so dightly, on theleft rein. Obediently,
Chauncey entered adight bank to the left, but they also began to lose height. Herzer loosened up on the
rein, pulled abit to the right, and shortly found himsdlf just outside the | eft-most of the riders on more or
less the same heading. Unfortunately, he was about sixty meters below the wyvern and nearly ahundred
behind.

Oh, well.

Therider just happened to be Vickie and he could hear her shouting at him, but he wasn't sure
what she could do about his experimentation.

The problem was smple. He had to get up to their level and get Chauncey to speed up so that he
could enter the proper formation. They were now, steadily, pulling ahead of him and either gaining
dtitude or he waslosing it in comparison. But Chauncey seemed content to obey orders and follow the
present course. Despite the fact that it was the wrong one.

He pulled, gently, on both up reins. All that did was cause him to lose more ground, but they did
gain some height, briefly. Then Chauncey pulled againgt the reins and reentered the glide. Herzer
suddenly remembered aterm "stal speed” and wondered, briefly, just how close he had come to making
the dragon "crash.” If such athing was possible.

He suddenly had avery clear vision of atreelimb in hisface. Shortly after the Fall he had been one
of the people chosen, because he had some limited riding experience, to "help out” with around-up of
feral animas. While he had been trying to keep aboar from killing afemale friend, Diablo had jumped
over the spitted boar and Herzer's forehead had impacted atree limb at nearly afull gallop.

Therecovery had been dow and painful. But if he screwed upthis ride, hewaslooking at a
severd-thousand-meter fal. That was not evenvaguely survivable.

But hereally needed to catch up to the formation.

"Up, Chauncey," heydled. "Go! Forward! Hut! Hut!" There didn't seem to be any way to besat at



him. HEd never redlly seen the riders makeany motions except smdl rein movements.

But. His boot was actualy over skin, not on the saddle. He doubted that was unintentional .

"Hi, Chauncey," heydled, digging his boot into the side of the dragon as hard as he could.

The startled wyvern began flapping itswings, rapidly gaining speed. So rapidly that the formation
was coming up much too quickly. And hewas il dightly below it.

"Up!" he called, pulling back on thereins. At the last moment he checked hisingtinctive reaction to
yank back and instead applied agentle pressure, asif he wastrying to get Diablo to go to amoderately
dower gdlop.

The control worked, Chauncey adjusted his angle of flight and went upward, losing some forward
Speed at the sametime, but when they returned to levd flight, by smply letting out on the reins, they
were above and past the formation. Also dightly farther out to the left and he had no idea how that had
happened.

"What the hell are you doing?" Joanna bellowed. "1 told you to just go dong for theride!”

"Hewasinyour dipstream!" Herzer yelled back. "I didn't think you should have to tow him!*"

"If it had been a problem | would havetold you!" Joannaraged back. "Now what are you going to
do, hotshot?"

He had to go backwards, down and to theright. The"dot" he wastrying to get to was about ten or
twenty metersto hisright and about the same back. About sixty meters down. He seemedto beina
dightly less efficient glide than the other dragons, probably because he wasn't coasting in the same
vortexes.

Wéll, hedd tried the up reins, and the up and down. And turned | eft and right.

"l guessI'll try thedown reins," he muttered and pushed back, lightly, on the right down rein.

* * %

Rachd had been watching Herzer's fumbling entry into flight with some amusement but she gasped
in horror asthe dragon turned over on its right wing and plummeted towards the ground.

"Oh, my God!" she shouted.

Joannaturned her head dightly to the sde and tisked. "That's what we cal a stoop."

"Is he going to be okay?"

"Well, the reason we cal it astoop isthat it'sfisking stoopid.”

* * %

Herzer grabbed at the straps as the dragon seemed to turn, briefly, upside down. He had avery
clear view of the underside of Vicki€'s dragon as he passed and he redlized he was screaming, but there
didn't seem to be anything else to do at the moment.

However, hewasonly briefly inverted, if he ever actudly had been, and he quickly gained control
of the beadt, taking the climb straps and pulling back on them dightly less gently than he had been.

The dragon pulled out of its dive in astrong swoop upward and to the left, pushing upward with
strong strokes of itswings and Herzer let out abellow of joy at theincredible feding of having that
power at hiscontrol.

"Yes!" he shouted, asthe dragon pulled up to the level of the formation. More confident now helet
it riseto dightly above the formation then angled it into the dot at adownward glide. At the last
Chauncey seemed to sense the vortex and entered the dot of his own accord.

"Oh, my God!" Herzer shouted over to Vickie, asmile plastered on hisface.

"You'refisking crazy!" Vickie shouted back. "Y ou could have killed yoursdlf."

"That'swhat's o grest!" Herzer yelled back, il grinning. "Normdly it's human beingstrying to kill
me. Thistimeit wasjust physicd”

"Givehim abreak, Vickie," the next rider over shouted. "The firgt time she stooped she pissed
hersdf."

"Thank you so very much, Jerry!" Vickie shouted back. "Y ou'd better check your strapswell for



thet!"

"It wasgreat!" Herzer yelled. "Let'sdoit again!”

"Not achance," Jarry ydled. "Thereason wereflying like thisisit'salong flight today. Y ou've
aready pushed him harder than was agood idea. Just |et it be. Time for aerobatics on thetrip.”

"He's not adragon-rider!" Vickie yelled back.

"Dragon. Rider. Dragon-rider!" Jerry pointed then laughed.

"How long areweflying today?' Herzer yelled.

"Long time, four or five hours," Vickiereplied. "That's pretty closeto thelimit of adragon's
endurance.”

"Oh," Herzer muttered. "I didn't know," he added in ayell.

"It should befine" Vickieydled. "It's not that they wear out, they just need to feed by then. And
full dragonsdont fly very well. We usudly fly acouple of hours, then feed them, then fly again. Thisway
weéll fly four or five hours, then they'll have to gorge. And once they gorge they won't be any good for
hours."

"What if they don't get fed?' Herzer yelled.

"Y ou don't want to be around ahungry dragon,” Jerry replied. "Y ou redlly dont.”

The dragons hissed like giant tea kettles, swinging their heads angrily from sideto sde. But the
chainsthey were attached to kept them far enough apart that even their tails couldn't strike a the onesto
gther Sde.

On the other hand, to get the large platters to them would require getting close enough to get bitten.

The destination of the group had been Newfell Nava Base, agrowing facility near the mouth of the
Gem River. It was at the very tip of amassve bay that marked the joining of the Gem and Pomarivers,
thelatter of which wasfed by, among others, the Shenan that ran by Raven's Mill.

The base had been formed in response to the gpparent intended invasion from Ropasaand it was a
scene of remarkable indudtry.

There were twelve large piers, each of which wasin use by averitable fleet of small vessels. Most
of the vessdl's seemed to be barges and lighters that were carrying materia from the interior, but afew
were larger sailing vessasthat had probably reached the base by sailing up or down the coast. Herzer
recalled that to the north were the growing cities of Bamoran and Manan, either of which might have
sent the ships.

Thematerid being unloaded from the ships made itsway to aset of warehouseslining the
waterways. From the warehouses some of it spread to support the rest of the base. There were
foundries that provided the iron-work for the ships, saw millsthat roughed the treesthat were rapidly
being turned into hulls and masts, rope manufactories that took the rough hemp from the interior and
made it into strong manilalines, and sail-factories where heavy cosilk bolts were sewn into the vast sails
needed for the growing ships.

But dl of it paled to the efforts of the shipyards themselves.

The wyverns had been parked at the edge of the shipyards aong the Gem River. On every side
ship hullslying on wayswere in the process of being built, surrounded by scaffolding. From every
direction came the sound of sawing and hammering, and besides the smell of tidd marshestherewas an
overpowering smell of curing wood and sawdust.

And dl of it was contributing to the unease of the wyverns.

The platters were large, over ameter in diameter, with raised edges and meta handles. The smell
from the steaming mess they contained mixed with the stench of the tidal marshesto create an aroma that
Herzer found truly nauseating.

But what heredlly wanted at this moment, rather than amask to cut the stench, was hisarmor.
Those wyverns hadbig teeth.



"What'sin this?' he asked, lifting one side of the platter as Jerry took the other. Herzer probably
could have lifted one himsdlf but it for most ridersit was atwo-person job.

"Offd, soybeans, vegetable oil and ketchup,” Jerry said. "Now they know the smell of this stuff and
they don't likeit. So they're going to be inclined to get abite of fresh meat. We stop just outside of lunge
range and dideit to them. On three."

"Ketchup?' Herzer asked.

"They like ketchup. One, two . . ."

From behind them there was aroar and Joannalanded to the sidein ablast of wind.

"Cut it out!" she bellowed, leaning over to peck the nearest wyvern on the back. The wyvern
ducked its head to the ground and got as close asit could to scraping its belly, letting out afaint mewing
sound.

"Nowfeed 'em," Joanna bellowed, pecking at another of the wyvernsthat had |eaned towards the
platters. "1 need you guysdive.”

Jerry and Herzer crabbed forward and dropped the platter under the wyvern's nose and then
picked up another and dropped it in front of Chauncey. By that time the other three had been fed aswell.

Likeit or not the wyvernsimmediately buried their nosein the mess, sucking at it Snceit had littlein
the way of texture.

"Wl that's done," Jerry sighed. "Now we check them over.”

The dragon's pebbly skin was fairly strong but it could be badly gouged by a misplaced strap.
Jerry, with Vickie occasondly giving acerbic advice, showed Herzer how to check for gouges or
scrapes. They then spent some time working on Chauncey, trimming histoenails. Jerry had alarge set of
bolt cuttersfor the job but Herzer gently lifted one of the talons and inserted the tip into his clamp.

"They'restrong,” Jerry said.

"Not aproblem,” Herzer said. "Probably.” Herzer flexed hisforearm and thetip of the nail flew off
with a"snick" sound.

"Cool," Jerry said. "Very useful.”

"Also opens bottles and makesjulienne fries" Herzer said with agrimace. "1'd rather have ahand.”

"How'sit work?'

"If | grasp like I'm grabbing with forefinger and thumb it clamps” Herzer said. "If | grasp with
middle and ring finger it engagesthe cutters. If | pull with the pinkieit engagesagear on the cutters and
the clamps. Gives me about six timesthe grip or cutting strength.”

"Did you usethe clamp?’

"Nope, didn't need it," Herzer said, running his hand up Chauncey's leg as he cut the other nalls.
"That'sdonethisone."

"Chauncey's one of our newer wyverns," Jerry explained as Herzer worked on the other talons.
"He'sjust out of the rookery but since he's biddable and didn't have a designated rider and we were told
we needed one spare we brought him along despite the fact that he's not full grown.”

"Big enough,” Herzer said. "How fast do they grow?"

"Tenyearsto get thisbig,” Jerry said. "Hell add another sixty, maybe eighty kilos before he stops
in another ten.”

"Tenyears?' Herzer said. "Then . . . he was born before the Fall ?*

"Yeah," Jarry said with asmile. "Nobody's been able to do time travel yet. There was awyvern
racing league; we came from that."

"I'd thought that Sheida had had them bred,” Herzer said then paused. "Why did you join up?'

"Well, we had to keep them fed somehow," Jerry replied with ashrug, giving Chauncey alast wipe
with arag. "And between Sheida and New Degtiny there wasn't much choice, was there?"

"No, | don't think s0," Herzer answered honestly. "I . . . | wasinvolved with somefolks that were
alied with New Degtiny at firdt. | didn't know they were until after I'd Ieft. They weren't very good



people even before that, though.”

"Well, | joined up with Sheidaamost immediatdly,” Jerry said. "'l had arookery near her homein
the Teron mountains. After the Fall | flew over and she saw the benefit immediately. So | and acouple
of othersflew around to the rookeries and recruited.”

"Where did Joanna come from?' Herzer asked.

"l don't know. Sheidafound her someplace.”

"Doyoumind her . .. sort of being in charge?’

"Not at al,” Jerry replied with ashrug. "She'slike agod to the wyverns, which helps as you might
have noticed. And when she getsinto a battle the other side doesn't have much of achance. The
wyvernsredly aren't very good at fighting; al they can do isbite or claw down, and when they do they
lose airgpeed. Joanna goes through the enemy like amechanica reaper. She can redly use that tail for
some serious damage. I'm glad she'son our side.”

Herzer and Jerry were gathering up the rags and cutters when Herzer spotted Rachel picking her
way through the wyverns. The dragons had settled down after their feed but afew of them hissed at her
as she passed.

Rachd ignored them, making abedine for Herzer. When she got close she stood with her hands on
her hips and shook her head.

"So thisiswhere you've been hiding?' she asked. "I thought you were happy in the infantry?"

"l am," Herzer admitted. "But we're going to be working with the dragonsalot. | figured it wasa
good ideato get to know them aswell aspossible.”

"Well, Father thinksit'sagood ideaif you two atend the mission briefing, whatever that means,”
Rachel sad. "Whichiswhy I'm here."

"Arewe done?' Herzer asked.

"Done enough,” Jerry answered. "Let'sgo."

CHAPTER NINE

Jod had permitted the enthusiastic ensign to recruit him; it seemed like the Smplest way to manage
the insartion given the complications. Ensign Waellis had even picked up the ticket from Tenerieto
Newfdl. So after arriving a Newfell Base, the ensign led him to the recruiting station and then took off
to report for duty.

Jod shook hishead at that, wondering at many levels about the ensign's naiveté. They had stopped
overnight south of Washan, staying at one of the coaching inns; the price of the cramped room was
included inthe fare. So it had been midmorning by the time they arrived. Technicdly, the ensign did not
have to report until just before midnight the day of hisarrival. If he reported now, held either St around
inan officeal day or be assgned busywork until somebody figured out what to do with him tomorrow.

The other leve of concern about Weilis naiveté was Jod's conviction that whoever was running
counterintel couldn't find their asswith both hands. The ensign had gladly told him al of hisdutiesin
Bamoran and some of what he thought he would be doing in Newfdl. In fact, the kid was such a
chatterbox, Joel now knew haf the story of hislife. He either had his cover down pat, or he was an
idiot. No, the kid wasn't an idiot, he'd beentrained by idiots. And that was worse.

Joel shook his head again and opened up the door to the recruiting office. Therewasadesk inthe
room with two comfortable chairs placed in front of it. Behind the desk was a stern-faced older guy ina
uniform just about covered in medds. His face broke into afriendly grin when Jodl came through the
door.

"Hello there, son,” the NCO boomed, coming to hisfeet and walking around the desk. "Glad to
seeyou, I'm Chief Rishell, but you can call me Chief."

"Hi, Chief," Jodl said. When the chief limpingly cleared the desk it became apparent why hewas
behind it; hisright leg was gone from the knee down. "Got bad newsfor you, | think thismust bethe



recruiting office, right?"

"That'sright, son," the chief said, pumping hishand. "It'saman'slifein the Navy, but we only take
the best. Good strong hands there—you working as a plow-hand before?”

"No, Chief," Jodl said. "The point is, that nice young lieutenant directed me here. I'm looking for
receiving.”

"Y ou dready got recruited?" the chief replied, dropping Jod's hand.

"Yeah, | used to work fishing boats, before and after the Fall,” Jodl replied with agrin. "They said
something about making me a petty officer.”

The chief looked a him with ablank expression for amoment, then pointed to his|eft.

"Recaving'sthree buildingsdown.”

"Gotcha, Chief," Jod said, trying not to grin.

"Y ou on orders?"' the chief asked, looking at his shabby traveling clothes.

"Verba iswhat they told me," Jodl replied with ashrug. "Basicaly they swore mein and put me on
astage coach for Newfell."

"Hmmm . . ." The chief peered at him for a second and then went back behind his desk. " Siddown,

Jodl did so, cocking his head to the side.

"Thething is, you're not required to report until just before midnight,” the chief said with adight
frown. "If you go over therethistime of day, they won't have any way to use you. They might tell you to
take off and take care of personal business. But they'll probably put you on some temporary detail
nobody wants to do, like raking grass or shoveling shit. Now, everybody hasto do those sometimes,
anyway. But there's no damned reason to put yoursdlf in the way of them, if you know what | mean.”

"I appreciatethat,” Joel said. "But | don't know what thereisto do."

"If you've got any cash, I'd suggest going over to the Post Exchange. They've got a snack bar and
there's even books you can buy now in the PX. Maybe take awak around the base, but if you're out of
uniform people are going to ask you questions and if you run into some officious young prick he's gonna
tell you to report in right away. Go get abook and some lunch and find an out-of-the way spot to hide.
I'm only letting you in on this, you redlize, 'cause youre afdlow sailor.”

"Thanks, Chief," Jodl said, rising. "Can | ask you what happened to the leg?”

The chief looked a him intensely for amoment, then shrugged.

"Got aline caught around it in agae off Cape Far," the chief said. "Just remember, the seg, she'sa
mother.”

"Been there, done that, Chief," the spy replied. "Take care.

"Sure," the chief replied as he walked out the door. "Y ou too."

Joel found the PX and, sure enough, there were some books. He had no idea of authors or titles so
he smply picked the one with the most lurid cover. It was as bad as held expected. It wasthe "true”
gory of Raven's Mill's defense against one of New Degtiny's proxiesin thefirst year after the Fall. It
centered, to an amost mind-numbing degree, on the training of the Blood Lords. On the other hand, if
there was any accuracy, he needed to talk to their trainers. They dready had afunctiona nucleus of
professond training going and if the spy school he had in mind ever got off the ground, sometraining
aong the same lineswould be useful.

The book, however, was another story. No way was he letting the writer anywhere near anything
thathe did. The guy introduced characters for no particular reason and then killed them off, just when he
was getting to like them. Sure, it was ared story and the peopleredly died, but giveit arest. Heaso
had clunky prose and aredly strange sense of humor. Thisguy was never going to win any awards.

On the other hand, itwas a page turner and the snack bar guy had to throw him out when they
closed. He tucked the book away, unsure whether to burniit or finish it later, and headed over to
receiving, still chuckling. He hoped that thisidiot never got ahold of his life story. Heldd probably kill him



off, just when everybody was getting to like him.

* * %

Herzer and Jerry followed Rachel back towards the headquarters and Herzer took the opportunity
to have acloser look at the shipbuilding. There were more than a dozen ships under construction,
ranging from asmall boat that probably was meant to be used in the bay all theway up to amassive
vessd, fully sixty meterslong. Thelatter only had itsframes up, but it was clearly desgned to befast and
powerful. He had no clue what it was going to look like when completed but it had the look of awarship.

Behind the warehouses there was another row of buildings on dightly higher ground. Most of the
dructures were extremely rough, obvioudy madein thefirst rush of building after the Fall. Some of them
were aready being torn down for materids, the large tree sections that had been used to construct the
early cabins could be sawn into wood to make three buildings out of one. One of them, however, was
having additional construction added on and it wasto that one that Rachel led them.

"Thisisthe base headquarters,” Rachd told them as they approached through streams of workmen
and sailorsin blue trousers and off-white shirts. "It's also Fleet headquartersfor thetime being. They'rea
bit bunched up.”

"l canimagine," Herzer said, chuckling. They were having much the same problem in Raven's Mill
with the Academy and the Overjay loca defense headquarters occupying the same suite of buildings.
"What gets me is how many people there are here; it must be two or three times the number in Raven's
Mill. And that's more than there were in Harzburg. Most of them are prime soldier materia and we're
dying for soldierd"

"Fromwhat | picked up in the headquarters they've been filtering in from the north and south ever
sncethe Fal," Rachel said asthey approached the entrance. The two guardsin blue uniforms saluted
Herzer asthey passed and he gave them awave in return. "There's alot of emphasis being put on getting
aflest built."

"Wl I'd rather fight Paul'sforces at seathan on land,” Herzer admitted. "So | won't begrudgeit.”

Sheled them through the building to an office in the rear that was part of arecent addition; theair
was gtill thick with the smell of sawdust and the stud-covered walls were weeping sap.

The party from Raven's Mill was grouped around a desk, behind which sat a short-coupled man
with aheavy tan and a shock of iron gray hair that had been cut short on top and to stubble on the sides.
He had cold blue eyesthat searched the newcomers unhappily.

"Lieutenant Herzer Herrick, Jerry Riadou, thisis Skipper Shar Chang. Hisrank iscolond inthe
Free States forces. He's the skipper of theBonhomme Richard , which isgoing to be conveying usto
theidands. Skipper, Jerry isthe senior dragon-rider and Herzer is one of my officerswho isacting as
my adein thismisson."

"Sir," Herzer said, snapping to attention and rendering asd ute.

"Genera Tabot outranks me, Lieutenant,” the colond said, dryly. "One of the many wonderful
aspectsof thismisson.”

"You'rein charge of the ship, Skipper,” Tabot said, camly. "Werejust dong for theride.”

"The dragons aren't,” Chang replied. "Let me explain to you al the problemsweve got to dedl
with. TheRichard isahbrand-new ship, adragon-carrier and the first one to be launched. It's specifically
designed to support dragons. Thefirst problem isthat weve had to design it in theory, Sncethese are
thefirst wyvern we've had on the base. She's designed to carry thirty-six wyvern and their riders or four
great dragons and a support team at seafor one hundred days. The five wyverns and one great dragon
are going to rattle around in her like peasin apod but that's the good news. Weve just completed
builder'strids. There are problems|eft to fix. She hasn't had ashakedown cruise. Her rigging needs
adjustment. Dragon support isgoing to need adjustment. And in the midst of al of thiswere tasked with
this high-priority misson. Y ou begin to seewhy I'm so enthusiastic.”

"I can understand that, gir," Jerry interjected. "We were informed that the mission had both aspects
in mind, working out doctrine and supporting the diplomatic misson. Well doit, Sr. We haveto."



"Agreed. What's your rank, son?" the skipper asked.

"Wdll . .." Jerry temporized. "We don't actudly have ranks as such. I'm just the most senior guy. In
most cases, | defer to Joannawhen she's around.”

"Grand," Chang sghed. "So you're not officidly members of the UFS forces?!

"Weare, sr," Jarry replied, cautioudy. "At leadt, that's how we get paid. But the subject of ranks
has never been raised. Wejust go where Sheidatells us and do what we can. We'vedone combat
missions, gr. It's not been aproblem.”

"And what happensif one of your riders decidesthey don't like the misson?' Chang asked.

"It's. .. never comeup, Sir," Jerry admitted.

"I'm going to send along memo to Atlantis Command,” Chang said. "That'sfor sure. Until further
notice, Mr. Riadou, your new rank iswarrant officer first class. | don't know what you've been being
paid but that's also your pay-grade, starting now. If it's more than you've been being paid, you just got a
rase. If it'sless, well figure something out. Flight pay, maybe. Choose one of your riders as your senior
noncommissioned officer. The rest will be given the rank of sergeant. Do you have any questions?”

"No, sr," Jerry replied.

"Y ou should. Y ou're now under military law and discipline. That'safar cry from being acivilian. |
can have your riders flogged or hanged for failure to obey an order. So can Genera Tabot. For that
meatter, you'll have to obey orders from Lieutenant Herrick, here, snce he's a commissioned officer and
outranks you. I'll have a copy of the regulations sent to your barracks.”

"What about Joanna?" Talbot asked.

"Shelll get arank of commander,” Chang said after amoment. "Shell be equd in rank to my XO
but outrank everyone ese on the ship except you or me. In generd, shell have full control of the dragons
and their riders. Shelll dso be responsible for ther actions. Will that be a problem?”

"Unlikely," Edmund replied. "But she's got a very specific pay sructure. It'sin my orders.”

"Understood,” Chang said. "Now, to the mission. AsMr. Riadou noted, we've got adud priority,
getting the dragons trained in and handling the diplomatic mission. Comments?”'

"Getting to theidandsisthe highest priority,” Edmund replied. "Dragon training cannot interfere
with that to any greeat extent.”

Chang sighed and shook his head. "More or lessthe point that 1'd cometo. Well, well just have to
handleit." There wasaknock at the door and it opened almost immediately to reveal abrown-haired
young man with a distant expression. He stopped, startled, at the group in the crowded room and
looked at the commander behind the desk.

"Sorry, I'll come back," he muttered, starting to |eave the room.

"Y ou were supposed to be here fifteen minutes ago,” Chang sighed. "Comein, Evan. Evanis. . ."
He paused and looked Duke Tabot with a puzzled expression. "We're not sure exactly what to call
Evan. Generdly wejust refer to him asaship's designer, but he's more like an efficiency expert.”

" liketo think of mysdlf asasystemsdesigner,” Evan said with asmilethat relieved his puzzled
countenance. "About that, theré's achange | want to make to the feeding system on theRichard . . ."

"Evan, we have to have the things in place long enough to write doctrine, you know," Chang
replied. He had an amused expression on hisface asif thiswere along-running complaint.

"I know, Shar, but | think | can cut one crewmember . . ."

"Tdl it to melater, Evan, theré's something more important at the moment." Chang turned to Jerry
with agesture. "Thisis Warrant Officer Riadou. He'sthe senior dragon-rider of thefirst dragon-flight
weve received. Y ou should get him dided in on the facilities on theRichard as soon as possible. Jerry
Riadou, Evan Mayerle.”

"Okay," Evan said, holding out his hand. "Does that mean we actudly havewyver ns to work with?!

"And agreater dragon,” Chang said with anod. "Y ou hadn't heard?"

"Uh, no," Evan replied. "Well have to bresk down the stdls on the hangar deck and—"



"Takeit up with the XO," Chang said, cutting him off. "Were sailing on the morning tide. I'll be out
in no more than an hour. Passthat on to the XO, will you Mr. Riadou?'

"Will do, sir,” Jerry said. "Should I move my people out to the ship?”

"Therésnoway | can think of to get the dragons to the ship without them flying out, so thefirst
thing were going to have to do in the morning isfly them on. What do you think?"

"I'll go out to the ship, make sure that everything isarranged and that I'm familiar with the system
and then come back on shore?'

"That'sright," the skipper replied with achuckle. "1 want to see you this evening o stay on the ship
until | arrive™

"Yes, gr," Jary sad.

"Thisisthe Navy, Warrant Officer," the skipper replied with asmile. "When you get an order you
say 'aye, aye, Sr.' "

"Aye, aye, dr," Jerry replied. "Should | go now?"

"And thetermis by your leave or by your permission.’' " Chang sighed. "Yes, go. Y ou too, Evan.
I'll see you both on board.”

When the two had left Chang shook his head and |ooked at Duke Talbot.

"Isit just me, or iseveryone having to make this up asthey go dong?'

"Everyoneis." Tabot chuckled with therest. "Daneh is having to haf-train doctors, Herzer
congtantly hasto make soldiers out of straw and mud. Everyoneis.”

"Do you have any ideahow complex alarge ship is?' Chang asked. "Just gathering the necessary
materidsfor it to go to seais mind-boggling. Enough food and water for ahundred days, forthirty-six
dragons? Not to mention the two hundred and twenty-five crew members, twenty officers and warrant
officers, dragon-riders, passengers . On that subject, water isat apremium on-board. Thereisaration
of one galon aday per person and it is not adjustable. There are saltwater showers and you can have
thirty seconds of secondary water for washing the st off. Don't drink it; it's not potable. We have a
low-power steam engine for powered support and it produces the shower water, but there's only so
much. The cabinsare small and tight; there's no room for much gear. And the food rangesin quality from
poor to very bad.”

"So much for apleasure cruise to theidands," Rachel said with alaugh. "1t's better than things were
right after the Fal, Skipper."

"That itis" Chang said with anod. " Speeking of gear, thiswasported over. Or formed here, I'm
not surewhich.”

He reached behind his desk and pulled out agray plastic box, setting it on his desk. It was
gpparently seamless.

"l can't openit,” he added in aless than amused tone. "I have no ideawhat it contains.”

Tabot placed his hand on the top of the box and it opened down an invisible seam on the top.
Inside were four transparent bags, some mixed items on the bottom and a sealed envelope. Talbot
pulled out the envelope and broke the sedl, then shrugged at the contents.

"Moreingructionsfrom Sheida," he said, folding it and putting it back in the envelope. Chang was
visbly annoyed that he was not made privy to the communication but Tabot ignored him. "Breath-masks
for working underwater and suggested trade materids," he added, closing the box. "Could you have this
sent out to the ship, Skipper?"

"Of course, Generd," the officer replied. "Will there be anything e se?'

"No, | don't think so," Talbot said. "It would probably make sense for usto go out to the ship as
soon aspossible”

"I'll make arrangements,” Chang replied, gesturing at the box. " That way your luggage can come
withyou."

"Thank you," Edmund said with abroad grin. "Now?"



"Horacel"

CHAPTER TEN

Herzer shook his head at the sight of the massive ship.

"They've only got a couple of hundred peopleto manit?' he asked.

The ship was nearly eighty meterslong with three madts, the rearmost and highest of which
sretched forty metersin the air. Sailswere furled in every direction and Herzer had ahard time sorting
them out. There were some that looked like they dropped down from crosspieces on the masts, but
others were twisted around soping ropes or something on the front.

The ship dso looked awfully odd because where more masts should have been at the rear, there
was alarge platform. In fact, the wheel and deck that he'd expect to be at the rear was entirely missing.
It might be under the platform, but if so it waswell hidden. And alarge, cantilevered platform angled out
forward on the near sde of the ship. And the whole ship was painted adull gray, which Herzer found
drange.

The group was being rowed out to the ship in one of the many small boatsin the harbor. Thisone
was rowed by two people, aman and a brawny female who seemed to be in charge. The boat was one
of many headed to or from the ship and as they approached they could see agroup of seamen lifting
pallets onto the ship from one of the lighters dongside. Next to it was another lighter that had snaked
four hoses over the side. It had asmall steam engine going and was apparently pumping something
aboard ship.

Asthey approached the ship aset of Sairswith afloating platform was lowered over the sde and
the two oarsmen pulled the boat up to it.

Herzer had been surprised when Duke Edmund had had them board in reverse order of seniority
but he understood now as the duke was thefirst to hop from the craft onto the platform and rapidly
ascend the stairs. Herzer followed Daneh out of the boat and up the sairs. He wastrailed, in order, by
Vickie, Rachel and one of the other dragon-riders, the latter of which was carrying the featureless gray
box. From the top of the stairs came an odd sound, like very high-pitched whistling. He got to the top of
the stairs just in time to see the duke drop his salute and hear aleather-lunged petty officer bellow:
"Overjay Command, Arriving!"

At thetop of the stairs there was adouble line of sailors and the blue-uniformed soldiersthat he
had seen at the Navy base. The sailorswerein their day uniforms but the soldiers were turned out in
armor, which was well polished, and boarding pikes, which were held verticaly at attention.

Edmund had briefed them on the way out so Herzer first saluted the rear of the ship, wherethe
UFS Navy flag, adiamondback rattler on an orange field, wasflying, then the officer greeting them.

"Permission to come aboard, Sir?"

"Permission granted,” the Navy commander replied, returning the salute. He was wearing the same
undress uniform as the sailors, blue trousers and off-white shirt, but wore a broad brimmed hat, turned
up & one sde, on which were fixed the two vertica silver bars of acommander. He was nearly astall as
Herzer but much thinner and he held out his hand with afriendly grin. ™Y ou're going to have asmuch
trouble moving around thisship as| do."

He turned to the duke and waved towards the rear of the ship asthe petty officer in charge of the
greeting party ordered it to stand down and fall out.

"I'm Commander Owen Mbeki, executive officer,” the commander said.

"I'm Edmund Talbot, obvioudy," the duke said with asmile. "My wife Doctor Daneh Ghorbani
whoisacting asmy culturd attaché, Lieutenant Herzer Herrick my military attaché and aide, my
daughter Rachel Ghorbani, Daneh's aide, Staff Sergeant Vickie Toweeoo, senior NCO of the dragon

contingent.”



"Charmed, I'm sure,” the commander replied, shaking their hands. "I'll show you to your
staterooms, Generd. Sergeant Toweeoo and the other dragon-riders are quartered by their beasts." He
waved to the leather-lunged petty officer and gestured at the two riders. "Have someonerelieve this
poor man of the baggage, Chief Brooks, and show them the dragon facilities. Then round up Evan and
that dragon warrant.”

"Aye, aye, dr," the CPO said.

Once on the deck it was clear that the overhang, what was apparently a dragon landing platform,
covered agood third of the ship. The commander led them towards a gangway that was actualy under
the shade of the platform and gestured above.

"That thing's going to be abloody nuisance, Generd," the commander noted. "Not only doesit
mean losing a mast, perhaps two, with the concomitant loss of speed, but it'sgot ahuge sail area.
Maneuvering thistub isastone bitch.”

"What do you think about it?" Tabot asked. "Are the dragonsworth it?'

"WEell haveto see, won't we, Sir?' the commander said with atone of amusement. "From what |
understand they don't have much of ameans of attacking anything below them. At the moment I'd have
to say no. On the other hand, preparing for them has given usthislovely huge ship to play with and if
they don't work out we can smply add a couple of masts and have ared fighting ship at our fingers.”

He led them down the short flight of tairsto the next deck. The top of the opening to the
passageway was covered in padding and painted bright yellow and black.

"Watch your head," he said, ducking in example. "Especidly you, Lieutenant. Turn to face the
ladder, please; it's safer that way.”

The corridor beyond was low and narrow. There were two crewmen, amale and afemale, coming
from the opposite direction and both of them flattened themsdlves against the wall as the party passed.

"Sorry about this," Daneh muttered.

"Not a problem, maam," the female crewman murmured while the male gave Rachel araised
eyebrow.

"Moving protocols," the commander said as he pushed aside a curtain and entered aroom to the
right of the corridor. "When you're moving in acorridor, the junior givesway to the senior. Since that
means| only haveto stand aside for the captain | think it'salovely deal." He pointed to two bunks aong
the side of thetiny cabin. "I'm not sure about arrangements. We're amixed crew but we have separate
bunking for males and femaes. Therésthis cabin and the master cabin, which is designated for the use
of Duke Tabot sinceit'slarge enough for mesetings. Either the two ladies can bunk in here, or the
lieutenant and Mistress Daneh's aide share, or, | suppose, the duke could give up his cabin to the ladies
and bunk in here. Theré's also alarge cabin in the dragon-rider's area but 1'd prefer to set that aside for
theridersif you don't mind. Or one of them could bunk with the riders.”

Edmund looked at Rachdl and raised an eyebrow to which the girl shrugged.

"I've been living, one way or ancther, with Herzer most of my life; | don't have anissuewith
rooming with him."

"l could bunk with theriders," Herzer said at almost the sametime.

"No, | want you to work with them but I'll want you handy aswell," Edmund said, rubbing his
beard. "Bunk here. If thereare issues, dedl with them.”

Herzer shrugged and went into the room, tossing his gear on the top bunk. It had alow wooden
railing on the outside and the cushion was made of some rdlatively soft padding; he wasn't sure what. It
wasn't straw or feathers, of that he was sure. There was just enough room for him to turn around, with
his head bent, in the smdl cabin. Climbing into the bunk was going to be an interesting operation. His
gear, not much of it, just one bag, went at the foot of the bunk, which gave him about a hundred ninety
centimetersto work with. Given that he was two hundred ten centimetersin height, it was going to be
cramped. He'd just have to prop hisfeet on the bag.

"And just down the corridor,” Mbeki said, thistime opening adoor into aroom, "we have Duke



Edmund's cabin.”

The room, while low, wasrelatively spacious. Besides alarge bed it had atable large enough to
handle six people, eight if they crowded. Therewas aso afairly large window made of thick glass, and a
few meters of open floor space.

"Y ou're on the port side of the ship here, just forward of the captain’s cabin,” the commander said.
"My cabin isright across the corridor. Wardroom is just down from the aide's cabin on the port side.
Therest of the officers quarters are forward of the companionway.”

"Thiswill dowell," Duke Edmund said. "Put that over there," he continued, gesturing to the seaman
who had been following them.

"Duke Edmund,” Herzer said. "I'd like to look up Jerry and get alook at the dragon quarters.”

"Warrant Officer Riadou is supposed to be meeting with the captain soon . . ." Mbeki said.

"I'd like Herzer to attend that,” Talbot interrupted. "Herzer's going to be my liaison with the
dragon-riders. I'd like himin on discussons of their use.”

"Very wel," the commander said, nonplussed. " Seaman, show Lieutenant Herzer to the captain's
dayroom.”

Herzer followed the seaman though a bewildering series of corridorsto adoor guarded by a sentry.

"Lieutenant Herzer to see the captain, orders of the duke,” the seaman said, stepping aside.

The guard looked the lieutenant over and raised an eyebrow. "Blood Lord?!

Herzer leaned forward until his nose was an inch from the sentry and nodded.

"Blood Lord. Thereisone captain. There are two lieutenants. I'm the other one. And if you give me
alook likethat again I'll wipethe floor with you. | don't take lip from privates. Especiadly oneswith
newly issued armor and who haven't seen shit to make them salty. Do | make my point?

The sentry flexed ajaw muscle and nodded. "Yes, Sr," he said, then knocked on the door.

"What?' Chang cdled from theinterior.

"A Blood Lord lieutenant to seeyou, Sr," the guard said.

"Lethimin."

Herzer marched in and saluted the captain, who was bent over atable, head nearly touching
Evan's, both of them poring over aschematic, presumably of the ship.

"Message from Duke Edmund?" the skipper asked.

"Actudly, Sr, hesent meto. . . look in on the meeting, sir. I'll just stay out of theway.”

The skipper sared at him flatly for amoment, then shrugged. "No, if you have anything to
contribute, fedl free. We've only been working on this project for ayear. I'm sure you have al sorts of
useful suggestions™

"I'm much more likely to ask questions, gr," the lieutenant said. "But | intend to avoid even that.”

"Questionsare good,” Evan said. "Doing something likethisisal about questions. Like, what's
going to happen to the handling of the ship when thirty-six wyverns are coming and going al the time?”’

"Something well haveto find out,” the skipper said. "Right now, I'm wondering if we can even get
them on and off."

"We can do thelanding, gir," Jerry said doggedly. "The wyverns can land on adime.”

"Thiswill beamoving dime, Warrant," the skipper growled. "Up and down, side to side, forward
and back. I'll limit the movement to the extent that | can, but | can'tstop it."

"Well figureit out, Sir," Jerry replied.

"Know anything about logigtics, Lieutenant?' the skipper asked. "Y ou've fed those wyverns. How
much feed per day?'

"Depends upon the type, sir," Herzer answered. "From what | wastold, two hundred kilos per day
of the mess, lessif it'sgood qudity protein and fats.”

"Accessto the latter will be restricted at sea," the captain said. "Y ou've helped feed them?'



"Sir," Herzer said, nodding his head.

"Think about doing that on aralling shipinthemiddle of agde,” the captain said with asmile.

"Sir, have food bowls set into the sdls, air,” Herzer replied. "Have dotsto feed the mess through
the dots. Better yet, have some sort of amoving trolley that automatically feeds them; that prevents
humans accidentally diding into the stals. Have the edge of the food bowls sufficiently high that the mess
isunlikely to dop over. Feed in increments rather than lots at onetime. Moretimeintensive but if there's
an automated feeder that's not aproblem. Sir."

The captain raised one eyebrow. "Isthat an officid recommendation, Lieutenant?”

"But. . ." Evan said then shut up asthe captain raised a hand.

"Sir, no, ir, it'sjust anidea,” Herzer barked, standing at the position of paraderest. "'l was
Specificaly asked, ar.”

The skipper leaned back in a chair and actually appeared to look at Herzer for thefirst time.

"Whotrained you, Lieutenant Herrick?' the captain asked.

"Gunnery Sergeant Miles A. Rutherford was my advanced combat trainer, air,” Herzer replied. "He
developed the Blood L ord training system. Along with Duke Edmund.”

"Gunnerysergeant?’ the skipper asked. "That'saMarine rank.”

"If you have an issue with the use of that rank, gr, | respectfully suggest that you take it up with the
Gunny, Sr," Herzer said sardonicaly.

"Think you're salty, Lieutenant?" the skipper asked, tilting his head to the side.

"No, gr, never beento seq, Sir," Herzer replied. "But . . "

"Yes?' Chang said, with araised eyebrow.

"I've been wounded with arrows, axe, spear and sword, had my hand cut off by a powered blade,
fought my way through acloud of nannitesto try to dig my dagger into aman protected by aforcefield.
I've been smashed off my horse, trampled and seen my best friends die on every side of me. I've flown
dragons, fought cavary battles and clashed shidd to shield with ten times my number of Changed, dl
davering for my blood. For twodamned years I've been fighting thiswar on thefront lines,Sr . If you're
trying to intimidate me, Colond, you're going to find it a hard row to hoe."

The skipper stared a him for just amoment, then nodded his head.

"We'retrying to figure out how to land and recover dragons on this ship and how to keep them
dive healthy in extreme conditions. We're a so trying to figure out how to make them more of an
offengve wegpon. Warrant Officer Riadou has apparently fought with them before, but if the enemy isntt
disheartened by their gppearance there's not much that they can do except flap their wings and hiss.
They're not even very good at using those impressive talons of theirs. Air to air, dragon y dragon, they
might just be formidable. But we need to figure out how to make them aformidable force againstground
andsea enemies. Now, they make decent scouts but | don't want aship that's relegated to a scouting
mission. | want anoffensive weapon. Understand?

"Sir," Herzer said with anod of his head.

"Isthere some way that you can help with that?"

"Not at thistime, sir," Herzer admitted. "1 wasn't planning on contributing, as noted. I'm hereto be
Duke Edmund'seyesand ears. But . . . Sr?"

v

"Therésnobody that | know of who is better at wringing an offensive edge from awespon than
Duke Edmund.”

"Perhaps hélll have someidess, then." The skipper shrugged. "By the way, you came up with the
same plan that Evan hasfor feeding the wyverns. Mr. Riadou has some issueswith it.”

"Wyvernsare pack animals, Sr," therider said. "I'm afraid that if they spend much time battened
down and completely separated they're going to be pretty unhappy. Depressed. A depressed dragon is
anonesting dragon.”



"WEeIl crossthat problem when we cometoit,” Chang said. "And that's your problem unless
there's something specific that | have to gpprove.”

"Yes, dr," therider sad.

"l want you to be thinking aong offensvelines” the skipper continued. "I want you to figure out
ways that your dragons can sinkships . Capture them for that matter.”

"Wdll, we can drop rocks,” Jerry said. "But we have to toss them over the side and hope we both
missthe wyvern'swing and hit the enemy. It's not very efficient.”

"You and Evan talk it over," the skipper said. "I've spent enough time on this problem. Take Herzer
with you. Figure something out.”

"Will do, sr," the warrant officer replied. He straightened up and saluted, fist to chest. "By your
leave, ar.”

"In the Navy we sdute to the brim of the cap,” Chang said, tossing him asdutein return. "And not
indoors. Gads, classes on basic military courtesy for riders. Add that to thelit.”

"Isheinthe Army or the Navy?' Herzer asked. "Sir."

"He's damned well under my command on this ship, Lieutenant,” the skipper replied tightly. "He
can damned well follow Navy protocols.”

Herzer nodded in reply and pushed open the door.

Jod had been assigned abunk in the transient quarters and the next day hurriedly assigned uniforms
and filled out amyriad of forms. The only one that gave him any trouble was the last will and testament.
He had no one, at least no one he wasin contact with, to leave his belongingsto. On the other hand,
"Jod Anniba€e" didn't exist, anyway. Findly, heleft the form blank and when heturneditintheclerk in
charge pointed to the empty line.

"Y ou gottaleave it to someone or something,” the clerk said.

"l don't have anyone,” Jod said, hisface hard.

"Most of usdont,” the clerk replied. She was a young woman and she shook her head, sighing.

"Y ou can leaveit to the Navy fund. Thisismy family, now. | guessit'syours, too."

Jod filled in the line and signed the form with astrange feding. He knew he probably wasn't going
to be with the Navy long, but for the time he had ahome.

He was sent down to the docks with hisill-fitting uniforms, bulging seabag and new boots that
dipped on hisfeet. He was assigned to a boat and got thefirst look at his new ship.

The damned thing was huge, aclipper ship if he recalled the design right. But the mastswere dl
screwed up because of the big platform on the back.

Therewas aworking party loading on the starboard side and before the new hands were even
assigned quarters they were put to work hauling up the supplies. There were hogsheads of sdt beef and
pork, sted barrels of ration biscuit, bag after bag marked "Soya"' and innumerable other items. Winches
had been secured to the crosstrees and the material came over in large cargo nets. Then it had to be
hand carried below and stuffed away in the holds. On hisfirst trip down he was surprised to seethat the
materia was only supplementary to what was adready on-board; the ship was stuffed tighter than atick.

As soon asthelighters had pulled away from the ship he was accosted by afemale petty officer.

"I'm PO Su Singhisen,” the petty officer said. ™Y ou're Seaman Annibae, right?’

"Right," Jod said. "Joel Annibde." The PO was amedium-height blonde with her hair pulled back
inatight bun.

"Y ou looked like you knew what you were doing, there" she said, waving a him to follow her
below.

"I've worked ships before," Joel said. "Nonethisbig, but it's pretty much the same.”

"And they made you a steward?" Singhisen laughed.

"They did?' Jod replied. "Nobody told me what my duty station was going to be."



"Grand," the PO chuckled. "The navy findly finds somebody withexperience on shipsand they
make them an officers steward.”

"Sounds like any bureaucracy to me," Joel chuckled.

"What did you do before the Fall?' Singhisen asked as sheled him bel ow. The companionway was
short and while the PO didn't have to stoop, Joel did.

"I moglly sailed inthe Asur Idands" Jod replied. "After the Fall | took up fishing for aliving.”

"How'd you get here?' she asked. She opened a door on an incredibly cramped room with four
tiers of bunks spread acrossit in Six rows. "Home sweet home."

"Grand," Jod replied as she led him down the narrow aide between the bunks.

"You'rethe newbie," she said, pointing to the top bunk. "So you get the worst spot.”

Jodl had aready seen that the seabags were et at the base of the bunks. He climbed up and lashed
hisin place.

"What next?'

"Galley and then | get somebody to show you the route to officers country. Then we put you to
work."

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Herzer followed the two far back into the bowels of the ship. The corridors were impossible to
figure out, or so it seemed; most of the time he didn't know if he was facing the rear of the ship or the
front. But findly they entered ahigh, wide corridor that was unmistakable.

"Thisiswhere the dragonswalk?' he asked.

"Wecadl it Broadway," Evan replied with anod. "Therésaramp for them to walk down. The hatch
isamgor structural weakness, but we think we've shored around it sufficiently.”

"Jerry, how much weight can one of the wyverns carry, over the weight of the rider?' Herzer asked.

"About two hundred kilosdepending on the weight of therider,” Jerry replied.

"Sowhy was| told to fly one dlone?' Herzer mused. "I could have doubled up with, oh, Vickie. Or
you, for that matter."

"Wed brought aspare,” Jerry replied with ashrug. "Why overload them?”

"Hmmm . . ." Herzer followed them down to the stalls and checked out the arrangements. Sure
enough, there was a method to dip food through to the permanently instaled food troughs aswell as
spigotsfor water at each of the pens, feeding into a separate watering trough. The stalls had pointsto
hook up chainsin case the wyverns got out of hand aswell aswaysto close the stall down and pressthe
wyvern up againgt the back if one got completely out of control.

"| think thiswill work," Jerry said, reluctantly. "Actudly, it's better set up than our rookeries. I'll
take some of these ideas back. Where'sthe mixing areafor the mess?'

"Down the corridor,” Evan said. "Y oull loveit. The materid isbrought up on liftsin premeasured
quantities and then you just pour it in the mixer. That's powered aswell, if we have take-off time. If not
theres afour-man capstan for mixing and running the feeding chutes.”

"I hope you remembered the ketchup,” Herzer said jokingly. The mechanica feeding contrivance
looked like arecipe for feeding body parts to the wyvern to him, but as an officer he hoped heldd be
spared the job of using it.

"Weve got two tons of ketchup powder," Evan said earnestly. "That should cover ahundred days
even at the standard use of onekilo of ketchup per day per wyvern, which was what we were given as
the measure. How do they like fish?' he asked.

"I havenoideg,” Jerry said. "Werefrom inland. Why?'

"l waswondering if it becomes necessary if they would bewilling to subgtitute dried fish or fish



sauce for mest or ketchup?”

"Well find out," Jerry said with alaugh. "I'm surewewill find out.”

"Evan, we met a'Chief Brooks earlier,” Herzer said, rubbing hischin. "Who ishe?"

"Brooksis the command master chief, the senior chief on board,” Evan said. "Why?"

"Know where I'd find him?' Herzer asked.

"Just go up on deck and ask, somebody will know where heis."

"Jerry, I've got the funny feeling that I'm going to be ordered to get a, pardon the pun, crash course
indragonflying,” Herzer said. "But | assume one of you will be bringing in Chauncey?"

"Absolutdy,” Jerry said with afrown. "I'm not even sure about . . "

"Trust meonthis," Herzer said. "I'velearned to read part of the way into that opague mind of my
boss. WEell haveto figure out how to get me trained on aship.”

"Well try," Jerry Sghed.

"Okay, I'm going to go find Chief Brooks," Herzer said. "L ater."

"Later," Jerry replied as he walked away.

"I wouldn't want to bein his shoes," Evan said. " Chief Brooks doesn't like histime wasted. If he's
not happy with alieutenant it doesn't keep him from, with grest respect, of course, eating the lieutenant a
new asshole”

"I'm not sure I'd want to be the chief that tried to eat Herzer anew asshole,” Jerry said musingly.
"Now, human being quarters?'

"I think | can live here for awhile," Daneh said, looking around the cabin after the others had | eft.

"It's more comfortable than | expected,” Edmund admitted. "1 wasfiguring we'd bein bunks."

"Y ou're aduke now." Daneh smiled. " Anda general. People want to pamper you."

"Like | need pampering,” Talbot said. He reached down and opened up the box again, then dug
into the bottom, pulling out asmal gemlike device.

"A datacube?' Daneh said. "I can't believe she's expending so much power on this! I've had people
die because| didn't have power."

"Daneh, if we get thiswrong far more people are going to die than will ever go under your knifeina
very bad lifetime," Edmund said. "And it'snotjust a datacube.”

"What'sit for, then?' she asked.

"Communications among other things,” Edmund temporized. "And. . . . in the event of adirect
energy strike by Paul or any of hisfaction, they'll draw power from Sheida's protections. That's how
important thisisto her. But we're not to useit unlesswereally haveto.”

"Thisismorethan just an invasion,” Daneh said. "I mean, about more."

"There are S0 many bdlsbeing juggled I'm not even surewhich areintheair,” Edmund admitted.
"But just concentrate on your mission and well befine.”

"I hateit whenyou get dl inscrutable,” Daneh said, sghing. " Speaking of which, | have aninterestin
Herzer'swell-being. Why did youreally bring him dong?'

"When Jerry and hisfriends were racing wyvern, Herzer was fighting orcsin enhanced redlity,”
Edmund said, frowning. "With the pain protocol s turned up. He'sahard, cold, thinking bastard of a
fighter. Harry tried to get those flyboysto pay attention to the mission, which isto force the enemy to
admit defeat. He didn't manage it. I'm hoping that Herzer has better luck.”

"And?

"And..." Edmund smiled. "After the job he did in Harzburg he needed anice vacation to the
Southern Ides. A pleasant cruise, abeautiful roommeate, who knows what might happen?’

"Edmund, are you matchmaking?' Daneh said, aghadt.

"For Herzer? Always."



"Y our own daughter?"

"Why not? They're young, they're compatible. . ."

"And Rachd treats him like a brother,” Daneh said, throwing up her hands. "Herzer isagdlion
sud, Rachd, asfar as| know, istill avirgin. And apparently uninterested in changing that fact. It's not
going towork."

"Itsworth ashot." Tabot shrugged. "Frankly, Rachel needs him more than vice versa. She just
doemtredizeit.”

"She'smaking afinelifefor hersdf,” Daneh answered. But even she knew it sounded defensve.

"Certainly," Edmund replied with anod. "If shewantsto liveit done."

"That'sup to her," Daneh sad. "l tried it."

"How wasit?' Edmund asked. "It was hell from my end.”

"Not that good,” she admitted with asmile. " Speaking of which, how long until we need to make an
appearance?’

"Long enough.”

Jod's duties were smple enough, if rather time consuming. He had the middle watch, from midnight
until eight in the morning. He was to support the cooks that fed the watch and run coffee to the deck
officers or any officers who were in the wardroom. He was only the steward for the XO on down; the
captain had a separate teward who stayed on his schedule. It meant though, in effect, that he had the
run of the officers quarters and wardroom and if there was aleak among the officers, he had agood
chance of picking it up. In addition he had battle stations with the sickbay as a stretcher-bearer, was part
of the capstan crew for raising anchor and had a position lowering the wha eboats in air-operations. He
was pretty sure hewasn't going to be getting much rest.

After getting him familiarized in his duties PO Singhisen released him to go try to get some deep; he
had to be back on duty at midnight.

In the cramped quarters he tried to drown out the noise of acard game at the end of the
compartment, not to mention the quiet conversations of other off-duty seamen around him. Findly, he
rummaged in his seabag and pulled out the penny dreadful he'd picked up, opening it to the dog-eared
page and finding agrammatica error in the first sentence. Jeeze, this guy was bad. But at least it passed
thetime.

"| think we've waited long enough,” Shedol said.

"No, we havent,” Shanol answered, flicking him with histail.

Shanal Etool had spent plenty of timewondering if held made ahuge mistake taking a Changeto
orcaform. Admittedly, after the Fall it was easier to survive as a Changed orca; knowing how to climb
out of thewater carefully and get back in just as carefully had yielded more than he could eat of sedls.

On the other hand, an dmost continuous diet of raw fish and marine mammals paledquickly . He
might have starved in the Dying Timeif he hadn't changed, but while hunting dolphinsfor sport was one
thing, eating them raw was another. And they could bebrutal if you got separated from the pod.

The dliance with New Destiny had meant no more hunting, having servants on land to prepare food
and take care of the occasiona parasite, acomfortable and guarded harbor to rest in. But he knew,
even at thetime, that the markerswere going to be caled in eventually.

The pod of Changed orcas weretired and hungry. They had gotten a bluntly worded order to
move from their usua grounds near the Asur 19 ands and make their way to the deep water near
Bamude. The problem was that the open ocean between the two areas was nearly devoid of life. They
had happened upon one pod of natura dol phins but the damned beasts were hard to catch. Other than
that they hadn't eaten since leaving their home waters. And the swim had been brutal.

But the ships they were meeting were supposed to be bringing supplies, aswell asorders. Not to
mention the fact that the tersely worded orders had till contained enough to make clear they werenot a



request. So they would wait.

"Do you hear that?' Sikursuit pulsed. "Sounds like aboat.”

"Yeah," Shedol said. The second in command was nearly aslarge as Shanol, and both were
outsized for norma orcas. They had both Changed at the same time as various forms of underwater
hunting had gotten boring and they decided to try it "au naturae.” It had been their combined energies
that had gathered the pod together. They had separated out the female orcas and the females now
languished in pensin the harbor, reserved for mating to Shedol or Shanol unless one of the other maesin
the pod was especidly graced. "Waves dgpping on the hull.”

Skursuit lifted himsdlf up to the surface and looked in the direction of the sound but when he came
down he shook his head from sideto side.

"Still below the horizon," he said with raised pectord fins. Like dl the Changed he had stubby
fingers on the end that were barely capable of holding implements.

"I'mftired of waiting," Shanol announced. "WEéll go to them.”

* k%

"You'relae," Shanol squeded from hisblowhole, rolling an eye up at the figure leaning over the
sde of the ship.

"Thewindswere terrible and thistub isn't exactly graceful,” Martin replied. He dipped amembrane
over hishead and dovein the water.

"There, that's better," Martin replied. The membrane separated out oxygen from the water column
around his head and transferred it as he breathed in amanner that made it seem like breathing air. And
as he spoke the membranes converted his words into sonar pul ses that were comprehensible to the
orcas. "Unless I'm much mistaken, you're away from the rendezvous.”

"We heard you coming and we were hungry,” Shanal replied as the pod circled the unChanged
humen.

If Martin noticed the emphasis on "hungry” or the circling orcas he gave no sign.

"The point isthet it was ageneral rendezvous," Martin pointed out. "Old friends and new asthey
say. I'm Martin &. John. Y ou're Shanol Etool."

"I know who | am,” Shanol pulsed, tightly. "Where's the food?"

"Intime, intime," Martin replied. "L et's get things straight, I'm your control from here on out. Weve
got acomplicated little problem to work out and you're going to do it my way."

"Or?" Shedol asked, clashing histeeth. "Y ou're in the water withus little landsman; asfar aswe're
concerned, you're just dower lunch.”

"l understand your pogition,” Martin said. "There are many in the seathat tekeit." Hewaved his
arms, and up out of the depths rose a kraken, a human who had taken the extreme change into agiant
squidlike creature. The kraken whipped out one thirty-meter tentacle and wrapped it around Sikursuit
drawing him down into the depths as he squedled in pain and fear.

"| think we should be clear," Martin continued as the shrieks from the orcarose to a crescendo.
"I'min charge. Now, there are al sorts of theories about |eadership and management. But, redly, they dl
boil downto 'l tell you what to do and you doit." Y ou're not honorable, so | can't appeal to your honor.
You'renot patriotic, so | can't apped to your patriotism. Y ou're not moral, so | can't appeal to your
morality. But fear and intimidation are universally acceptable methods of leadership. Asyou, Shanol, and
you, Shedol, have proven," he added as the shrieks were cut off in abrupt finality.

Helooked around at the orcas who were pulsing into the degps. The kraken had faded from
eyesght but it was gpparently il in range of sonar.

"Oh, that'sjust Brother Rob,” Martin said. "Hewas. . . acompatriot in some. . . businesses with
me before the Fall. He made a couple of minor little errorsin, shal we say 'sexua gamesmanship,’ and
decided that taking a very long vacation somewhere extremely unlikely was called for. And while
Mother could find him in a degp-sea trench, the busybodies from the Council weren't ableto. But he,
too, has decided to aid usin our endeavors. Of his own free will, of course.”



"Of course,” Shanol pulsed. "But I'm now short an orca.”

"WEell, we can't have you short on personnd," Martin said, waving his hand again. From out of the
gloom of the depths rose a school of what appeared at first to be mantarays. But asthey approached,
the verticdly dit teeth made it clear what they were.

"What hdlare those things?' Shedol said. " Jesus.”

"No, far fromit," Martin chuckled. "They areixchitl, arecent little development of the Lady Cdline.
They will be supporting your endeavors. They, of course, don't have sonar or voca apparatuses. But
they do hear you quite clearly. Y ou might not want to say anything that would get them angry.”

"Not me," Shedoal replied.

"What'sthejob?" Shanol ground oui.

"The mer and the UFS are meeting. The UFS wants an dliance. The main group of mer islocated
inthe Ides. Were going to make sure that the alliance doesn't come about. Y ou're going to be
our . . . ambassadorsin this endeavor.”

"And theixchitl?* Shanol asked.

"They'refor if diplomacy doesn't work."

"Chief," Herzer said.

After getting lost twice he had found the chief supervising some sailors working with ahuge mound
of ropein aforward compartment. They were coiling it, carefully, and Herzer could appreciate why. The
rope was at |east two decimetersin diameter and the Bull God only knew how long; it was taking ten of
them just to move it and another fiveto get it coiled properly.

"Lieutenant Herrick," Chief Brooks replied. He was medium in every way. Medium height, brown
hair, brown eyes and the medium-brown skin that was normal after millennia of genetic crossing. If hed
ever had abody mod of any form it was to make him more medium. But he till had acommanding
presence that was unmistakable.

"Waswondering if you had aminute?' Herzer asked.

"Sure, Lieutenant, thisisunder control,” the chief answered, walking away from the working party.
"What'sup?'

"Well, when | was but ayoung lad, my Gunny told methat if | had something | couldn't handlel
should talk to the Gunny," Herzer said with agrin.

"Theres not agunny on board,” Brooks replied.

"Y ep, but you're the equivalent. | need some materials and some of them are going to be rare and
some of them are going to be hazardous. And I'd bet you'd know where and how to get them before we
wegh anchor.”

"And they're not coming on this ship without the CO's permission,” the chief answered. "Not if
they're hazardous.”

"I'll get the permission, if you can get the materias," Herzer said, handing the chief alidt.

The chief glanced at it and swore. "What the hell do you need thisfor, sir?”

"A little experiment,” Herzer answered. "But if you can get your handson alat, it might be agood
idea. If the experiment works out, we're going to need it in quantity.”

"I'll seewhat | can do, Sir," the chief said. "But it's got to be cleared.”

"Will do, Chief."

A sentry had been posted on the duke's door when Herzer got back but heignored him as he
started to knock on the door.

"Sir," the sentry said. ™Y ou might want to rethink that."

"Why?' Herzer asked, then he heard what could only be termed a moan through the thick oak
doorway. "Oh." He paused for amoment, then shook his head. "Unfortunately, we don't havetime.” He



knocked and waited.

There was muffled swearing from insde the cabin and then Duke Edmund said: "What?"

"Herzer, Sir. Just say "approved.’ " There was what might have been adtifled giggle.

"What am | approving, Herzer?"

"Do you want the long version or do you just want to say 'gpproved’ and have me go away?"'

"Approved, Herzer."

"Thank you, Sr."

"I'll seeyou a dinner.Not before.

"Yes, dr," Herzer said and nodded at the sentry. "Now, how do | find the skipper again?"

"Generdly, hélll bein hisday cabin, Sir,” the sentry said, nodding back up the companionway.

Thistime Herzer only got turned around once. He knocked on the door and entered at the
commeand: "Come!"

"Sir, with the gpproval of Duke Edmund I'm planning on conducting some experiments,” Herzer
said without preamble. "I need your approva to bring onboard some hazardous materias. Chief Brooks
will be seeing to their sowage.”

"What materials?' the skipper asked.

Herzer told him.

"What in hell do you want those for, son?' Chang asked.

"Y ou did say you wanted this ship to be an offensive wegpon, sr."

The skipper regarded him for along moment, then nodded. " Approved.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

"Matin."

Martin had been taking anap in his cabin when Conner's projection appeared. He had suffered
from seasickness a the beginning of the voyage, not to mention getting bounced around in the unhandy
vessd. But in time held gotten his sealegs and now was enjoying the rocking of the waves, wishing that
he'd had the sense to bring awoman aong to passthetime.

He opened his eyes and rolled up to sit on the edge of the cot, but didn't get up since he had an
unfortunate tendency, ill, to hit hishead on the rafters of the low room.

Conner's projection, normal sized, was "standing” with hishead just under the rafters and hisfeet
stuck through the floor up to histhighs.

"I made contact with the orcas and ixchitl,” Martin said. "Thanks for rounding up Rob. Hewas
useful in establishing my credentids.”

"So | heard,” Conner said with adry smile. "Shanol isnot going to be happy.”

"Shanoal thinks he'sthe biggest fishinthe sea," Martin replied with ashrug. " Disabusing him of that
notion was useful. What's up?"

"We have anew sourcein the UFS ship,” Conner said. "Obvioudy | won't say who; need-to-know
and al that. But | can now tell you of their position and plansin something like redl-time."

"Very useful.”

"Indeed. They 4ill don't have anything like offensive capability; they're not sure the dragons can get
on and off the ship for that matter. There are only acouple of dozen marines on the ship and the crew is
hardly trained in combat. Y ou should be able to take the ship, or at least sink it, with only one of your
own vessals, much lessdl sx.”

"Good to know," Martin mused. "That way | can spread them around. 1've been talking to the
captain and even with their position and plans known, finding one ship a seais, apparently, not an easy
task."



"I'm sure you'll be up to the task,” Conner replied. "Thisisusing energy | sorely need for the other
tasks I've been st. If you need me, use the data crystal to contact me. Keep it with you, that way 'l
know whereto find you."

* k%

Herzer was up before dawn to the twitter of bosun pipes and the cry of "All hands weigh anchor.”

He picked an out-of-the-way position, he thought, to watch the crew set sail. Most of it wasa
mystery, but he was fascinated by the way that the sailswere raised.

Much of the crew was up in the rigging letting the sail s out, which looked like lunacy from the deck,
and another group was engaged in raising the anchor. Since the sails had to be tightened up, thisleft a
relaively small group to do that. And he could tell that the sailswere going to be pulling hard, redlly
hard. No matter how many blocks and tackles were involved, and he quit counting at fifty, therewas no
way that the ten or so men could pull the sailstight.

But most of the ropes attached to the sails ran back to a position by the last mast. And there was
the answer; asmal, low-power steam engine. At the end of the engine was ameta pulley that was
creating a constant turn. Each of the lineswastaken, in turn, around the pulley and used for tensoning,
sometimes two at once. In ardatively short time, and with very few hands, the sailswere s, the anchor
was up and theBonhomme Richard was sailing out of the harbor. Asthe ship got under way he could
seethefirst of thewyvernslifting off from the beach, accompanied by Joanna.

He walked back to the stern of the ship and climbed aladder to a position at the rear. The skipper
was up there bellowing orders at the crew to get the ship "into the wind" whatever that meant, and
Herzer gave him, and the ship'swhed, awide berth. But at the very rear of the deck there was another
position with a pintle-mounted chair and board table. The XO, Commander Mbeki, wasthere,
occupying the chair and sipping on acup of sassafrastea, dong with Duke Edmund and Evan Mayerle,
al of them watching the approaching dragon.

"Welcometo primary flight operations, Lieutenant,” the XO said as he walked up. "We're going to
try to recover them in the bay; if they can't get onboard in this mill-pond there's no way they can land at
=a"

Joanna had lined up to try first and the line of dragons half-hovering in the light wind was asight to
behold; he could only imagine what it would be like when the ship got afull wing. Herzer watched her
comegliding in but he knew, ingtinctively, that she wastoo fast and too low. Asshe got towithina
hundred meters of the craft sheredlized it aswell and tried to correct but she was till too low and
amost crashed into the water before flapping upward and spirding off to their right.

Jerry tried it next and he wastoo high. Hetried to correct at the last minute aswell but fell out of
the proper glide path andalso nearly landed in the drink. Herzer thought he might be riding Chauncey,
but the wyverns till looked the sameto him.

"Thisign't working," Mbeki growled.

"I don't think they can figure out what's right from where they are,”" Edmund muttered.

"No, sr," Herzer said. "Sir, it occursto me that it's got to be something like catching arunning prey
and | don't think wyvernsdo that. We might be going too fast for thefirst time. If we could dow the ship
down, maybeturnit towardsthewind. . ."

" Skipper," the commander called. "Request you comeinto the wind, make minimum sail for
Seerageonly.”

"All hands! All handdl”

The sailors, once again, climbed the rope ladders and thistime pulled in dl the sails but one of the
triangular ones on the front. The boat dowed noticeably and the wind now seemed to be coming from
directly in front of the ship.

"We can't point directly to the wind, can we?' Edmund asked.

"No, but we're still making about four klicks," the commander noted. " There's not much wind today
s itfeds likeit'sfromright in front of us. But the wyvernswill be pushed to one side asthey comein.”



Herzer watched Jerry start to line up again and quietly backed away from the group. Therewasa
ladder up to the platform at the rear of the deck and he rapidly ascended it. The ladder was on the
outside of the platform and the deck so he found himsdlf precarioudy dangling over the water three
stories below.

When he reached the top of the platform he found it open with no recesses or obstructions of any
sort. He moved to the rear of the platform and waved his hands over his head, looking up at the
approaching wyvern. After amoment he saw Jerry's head come up and was sure that he was looking at
him. When he was he lowered hisarms until they were outstretched and then waved them upward; the
wyvern was well below the "right" glide angle to make alanding. There was amoment's pause then Jerry
coaxed the beast upward. The movement got him out of line and Herzer directed him left, then held his
arms out straight. As the wyvern neared he, again, dropped low so Herzer ordered him upward. Jerry
followed the command and as he swept inin aflurry of wings Herzer dropped to the platform and
shielded his head. He was rewarded with amassive "thump" and the platform shook under his body.

Herzer rolled over and looked up a the wyvern, which was eyeing him like dinner.

"Thereisno way to tell the right way to land from up there," Jerry yelled. "None!"

"Wefigured that out,” Herzer replied asthe rest of the party from below made their way up the
ladder.

"Gresat landing, Mr. Riadou,” the commander said, smiling. "I thought we weren't going to be able
togetyouin."

"I wouldn't have madeit if it weren't for Herzer," Jerry said. Handlers had come forward and were
attaching traces to the wyvern. The center-rear of the platform suddenly danted downward and the
handlers walked the wyvern down the dope and into the broad hatch to take it below.

"What did Herzer do?' the commander asked, looking at the lieutenant.

"He waved me down," Jerry replied, artlesdy then looked at the group who were dl eyeing Herzer.
"ltworked , Sr."

"Yesitdid,” the commander admitted. "Do you think you can do it again?'

"If the ridersfollow the commands, ar," Herzer temporized. "It might be better if Mr. Riadou did
the ordering; they're more likely to follow him."

"But he hasn't seen it from the ship Sde," Commander Chang said. "Has he?’

"The next oneup isVickie" Jerry said. " Sergeant Toweeoo that is. | think that shelll follow
Herzer'sdirectionsand | can follow through. One thing, though.”

"y e

"It was hard to see hisarms; | was catching more glints from his hook than seeing his hands. Could
we get some hand flags or something?!

"I'll have them brought up,” the XO said after amoment's thought. He looked up a the circling
wyverns and shook his head. "We need to set up asignaing system. Why didn't we think of any of this
in advance?'

"Wethought it would be easy,” Evan said, his eyes glazing as he got caught in thought. "We're
working on aflag signaing system for the fleet; the dragon signals can be worked into that."

"Work on thet later,” Chang said. "I'll get some hand flags up here and then you get those other
dragons down."

The others descended while Herzer and Jerry waited on the top-deck. Herzer noticed that despite
the fact that it was October and there was afaint breeze it was damned warm up here; controlling the
landingsin the summer would be unpleasant.

Findly they heard the ladder squeaking and Chief Brooks head appeared a deck level; he had
two flags gragped in hisright hand.

"Hereyou go, srs," the chief said, holding the flags out. "Have fun.”

"Will do, Chief," Herzer said with achuckle, taking the flags from the chief who, clearly, waan't



coming any closer to thelanding deck than that. He took oneflag in hisright hand easily enough but
found that the rounded handle of the flag was one of those surfaces his clamp had trouble with. Findly he
diditinto theinterior of the clamp and gpplied dight pressure of the cutting surfaces againgt it. It was
awkward but it would work.

Findly he had it juggled in place and looked up at the group of circling dragons until he spotted the
onethat he thought was Vickie.

"Isthat Vickie just turning out?" he asked Jerry.

"Yeah, | think s0," the rider muttered. "Another thing to add to the list: binoculars.

Herzer took the flags and pointed them outward at Vickie, tracking her around the sky until he saw
her wave, then pointed them down at the deck and spread them outward.

He saw immediately that she waslined up badly so he waved her off to theright. Then she wastoo
far over that way so he waved her back to the left.

He continued to coax her down but she was dl over the sky. Too low, too high. Asshe camein on
find it was clear that she wasfar too low and he waved her off wildly but she fill camein until the
wyvern with agobbled cry backwinged right at the stern of the ship, nearly hitting the pri-fly deck. It
backwinged hard but didn't have enough airgpeed to recover so, with atremendous splash, it landed in
the bay.

Jerry and Herzer ran to the rear, fearing the wordt, but from the curses emanating from below
Vickie wasfine. The wyvern, when they got there to look down, actualy seemed to be having agood
time paddling around in the water.

"What do | do now?' Vickieyeled. "Thiswater isbloody cold! By the way, thanksfor the steer,
Herzer!"

"Hissteerswerefing" Jerry replied, angrily. Y ouwere dl over the sky!"

"Whatever!" Vickie snarled back. "Whatnow ?'

"Away thelongboat!" Colone Chang yelled, then leaned over the transom to look at the rapidly
receding dragon. "'l was informed those beasts could svim!™

"They can,” Jerry said. "Vickie, swim Y azov back to the ship!"

The ship wasturned even closer to thewind so that it was practically standing ill, but Herzer
noticed thet it was drifting off to one Sde. The wyvern was swimming powerfully, though, occasiondly
ducking completely under water and swvimming that way so hiswings could give him afair semblance of
flying. He made such good time underwater that the last burst was entirdly submerged and when the
dragon findly emerged next to the ship it gave apleased burble asif it was having fun.

"Oh, yeah, sez you," Vickie choked; she had had to hold her breath for the entire swim. "Get me
out of here! Thiswater isfreezing!”

Sculling hiswings on the surface the dragon could easily keep up with the dowly drifting ship, and
the longboat, which had launched immediately on the crash, was able to recover therider easily. The
dragon was another matter.

"Recovery team, over the sde!”

With the longboat standing by, four seamen, three maes and afemae, wearing close-fitting
full-coverage clothing, went over the Sde. They were followed by alarge cargo net which, with difficulty,
was dipped under the wyvern. Throughit al Y azov wasfairly placid, poking at the divers asif they were
some sort of interesting sealife provided for his amusement. But when the ding pulled up on him he was
anything but amused. The net, though, closed hiswingsinto hisbody so dl he could do was protest as
he was raised up viaaderrick and siwung across and then down into the hold. Only anidiot would alow
an angry wyvern loose on the surface of the ship.

"We definitely need to work on thisplan,” Jerry mused.

"Do you want to cdl the next one down?' Herzer asked, aghast at the effort necessary to recover a
downed dragon.



"Nope, youre doing fine," Jerry said. "That was entirely on Vicki€'s hook."

"Saysyou," Vickie snarled as she reached the landing platform. ™Y ou were pointing me dl over the
sky!"

"That's because you were overcorrecting,” Jerry snapped. "And when he waved you off you tried
to land anyway. | wasthere, Vickie, don't try to snow me."

"Just because you got put in charge it's going to your head!" the femaerider snarled. "1 don't have
to put up with thisshit!™

"You can leaveif you want," Jerry said, coldly. "I'll get you aboat back to shore. ButYazov stays
and you're not going to be flying awyvern ever againin your life.”

"You can't dothat," Vickie said, softly. "Y ouknow what that meansto us"

"And that, Vickie, isthe point,” Jerry replied, much more calmly. "We need you. | don't want you
grounded. But you haveto learn that there are things that you're going to have to do to retain what is
now aprivilege , namely dragon riding. And if you're going to be flying off of carriers, you're going to
have to learn to take steers. Or I'll have you trucked back to Dragon Home and you can fly off of nice
steady aeries that don't move around.”

"Arewe done?' Herzer asked. "Because weve only got so many hours of daylight left and | redlly
don't want to be waving torches around.”

"Weredone," Jerry said. "Vickie stay up here and watch."

"Which one do you want?" Herzer asked.

"Take Koo, the onejust turning thisway," Jerry answered.

Herzer again pointed at the appropriate rider until he waved back then motioned him down. This
rider, though, took the steers well. The ship had barely gotten back underway so the dower speed might
have helped but the most important thing seemed to be that he reacted immediately to each of Herzer's
waved commands. He camein on find and Herzer waved him down, then the three of them hit the deck.

"That was ablast!" Koo yelled happily.

"l seewhat you mean,” Vickie said unhappily. "Y ou can't trust your ingtincts, or your beast's, up
there”

"No, you can't,” Jarry said. "And that means you have to turn over control to the guy with theflags.”

"That sucks," Vickie said. "I don't trust anybody that much."

"Youll haveto," Herzer said.

"And | bet there's one that has even more trouble,” Vickie suddenly said with amalicious note.

"I think well land Joannalagt," Jerry said, dryly.

The last wyvern, Dond, ridden by Vida Treviano, had pretty much the same problems as Vickie
but Vidatook the wave-off better, probably because hed seen what would happen if he didn't. Hetried
twice more but each time came in off-path and had to be waved off.

"Dona's getting tired,” Vickie said. "I don't think they can do it. | don't know ifl candoiit.”

"Herzer, try to tell him to head for the beach,” Jerry said. "'l have to get back there somehow and
pick up Shep. | don't know if Donal will be up for another try at landing by then or not. Hell, we're going
to haveto ferry in and out, those of usthat can manage landings, bringing out the verns.”

Herzer pointed hisflags at Donal and then waved in the direction of land. He had to do it twice
before Treviano either understood or was willing to agree. Finally, Donal turned to the south and headed
for the beach.

"What happensif were out of sght of land?' Vickie mused.

"Water landing,” Jerry said. "And, yeah, if the water had been colder that would have been a
problem. We need a better method of recovery for the dragons. Herzer, time for Joanna.”

"Okay," Herzer said, "but the two of you get below. If she actudly managesto hit thisthing I'm not
sure there's going to be room forme much lessyou two."

Herzer pointed the flags at Joanna until she waved ataon at him and lined up for alanding. She



had good correction for the drift of the ship but she had a hard time maintaining height; she kept diding
under the glide path. Herzer redlized when she was hdfway down that the ship was just going toodow
for her to easly land. She either had to start by pointing forward of the ship and hit the landing point asit
passed through her glide or the ship had to be going faster so she could increase the glide angle without
going into agtdl. There wasn't anything to do about it, now, but it bugged him that she had to keep
flapping her wingsto stay on the landing dope.

She had agood angle, though, on thefina run. Herzer, looking up at theimmense, and rapidly
approaching, dragon redlized that there was a very good chance that he was going to get squished likea
bug. The platform wasn't much larger than the body of the dragon and if she deviated in the dightest at
the last she would land right on him. He put the thought out of his mind, though, and gave her find
corrections. As she started to flare out on find he waved her down and dove to the ground.

Thear wasfilled with blasts of wind but they went on far longer than they should. He jumped to his
feet just in time to see Joanna, flailing wildly off to theleft, dip her wingtip into the water and pinwhedl
into the bay.

Herzer wasn't the only one bellowing but the dragon's head quickly popped up above thelight
chop and shook from sideto side.

"Sorry about that, Herzer!" the dragon bellowed. "Frankly, | lost my nerve at the last second. | was
going faster than the ship and | didn't think 1'd be able to stop on thet little platform. Oooh, thiswater's
cold."

The dragon's body submerged but her head stayed above the surface as she swam to the boat.
Instead of using her wings, as the wyverns had done, she sculled her body back and forth like asnake.
When she reached the side of the boat she disdained the recovery team, instead extending one
claw-tipped wing and grasping the side of the ship. Using this leverage she got her forward talons dug
into the wood of the bulwark and hoisted hersaf upwards.

Herzer was nearly pitched off the landing deck as the ship hedled hard over to one side. The
dragon quickly writhed over the Sde, leaving atrail of splintered wood behind her.

"Sorry about that, Skipper," Joannasaid, sticking her head into the quarterdeck. "I think we need
to work on the design of that areaif we're going to be recovering me very often.”

"I hope we won't have to, Commander," the skipper said, furioudy. "That's severa thousand
credits of damage!”

"Maketherail removable" Joanna said, reasonably. "Reinforce the wood. Maybe give me some
handholds. For that matter, maybe alowerable ramp. If it's good enough we might be ableto useit for
crashed wyverns.”

"WEell see" the skipper said.

"It'snot my fault if your ship'salittlefragile,” the dragon said, then shook herself hugely, spreading
out her wings so that afine mist settled over half the ship. "Ah, that's better.”

Herzer had climbed down from the landing deck and looked around at the group at pri-fly and on
the quarterdeck.

"What now, Srs?' Herzer asked.

"l have to get back to the shore,” Jarry said. "'l need to seeiif Vidacan land Dond. If not, we either
go for awater landing or I'll leave him on the beach and bring Dona out myself. If | bring Dond out
someone else will need to bring out Shep."”

"Il goinwithyou," Vickiesad. "I need to figure out how to do thisright.”

"No," Jarry said after amoment. ™Y oure more familiar with Y azov and you're not comfortable with
landing yet. I'll take Koo. His landing was better than mine."

"But . .." Vickiesaid, coloring up.

"Sergeant Toweeoo?' Edmund said.



"Y es, Duke Edmund?’ Vickiereplied, icily.

"Y ou're beginning to grasp what it means to be under military discipline, and why it's sometimes
necessary. We do not have dl day to discussthis. Warrant Officer Riadou, accompanied by Sergeant
Franken will go to the shore and fly out the two wyverns. Y ou, in the meantime, will observe their
landings and try to ascertain how to improve your performance. Isthat clear?"

"Yes, gr," Vickiesad.

"K oo, you can fly Shep,” Jerry continued. "I'll bring out Dondl. If | haveto I'll put himin the drink.
They don't seem to suffer for it, except thelifting out part.”

"How are you getting back?" Edmund asked. "We need to get moving."

"They can take the longboat," the skipper said. "Or the cat. Both have sails. If we don't make full
sall they can catch up. But it will belate today.”

"No, I'll take them," Joannasaid. "1 want to find out if | can take off from that ramp you have set
up. They don't add much weight.”

That stopped everyone as the image of the dragon running out the lever stuck on the side of the
ship struck them. Herzer dredged up the term "turning turtle”’ to what it might do to the ship.

"I'm. .. not surethat'sagood idea,” Commander Mbeki said.

"It...will be" the kipper said. "Well turn so thewind isfrom the port quarter. That will give her
more wind to work with and it will hedl the ship to starboard. It'll beinteresting, but well surviveit.”

"And then theres the catapult,” Evan said happily.

"What catapult?' Joannagrowled.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

There was awooden block on the top of the landing platform and adot running down the middle.

"The steam generator can be used to pressurize air,” Evan said. "Theré's a piston undernesth. Well
rig adiding platform, snceyou're so large. It will accelerate you off the platform and give you immediate
arspeed.”

"I can run off the platform and get that," Joannatemporized. "How much airgpeed?’

"An esimated forty klicks™ Evan burbled. "M ore than enough for you to start flying immediately.
No need for arun-up or dropping off acliff!"

"Accderateto forty clicksin, what? Twenty meters?' Joanna snarled. "Blow that!"

"Redlly, you just hold on, lean forward and spring up about halfway through.”

"Easy enough for you to say," Jerry interjected. "1'm not sure how to explain it to the wyverns.”

"We were thinking maybe an automatic release harness or something,” Evan replied. "But the
wyverns should be ableto take off, with one rider, without it. Greater dragonswill have problems.”

"Bloody right,” Joannasaid. "One of them being to get them to use thisthing.”

"l think it lookslike fun,” Herzer said. "But I'm not the one using it.”

"Fun?l just crashed in the drink once, Herzer!"

"Think about it," Herzer said. ™Y ou lean forward and spring off amost immediately. And youre
dready going thirty, forty klicks. Soundslike fun to me. I'll be surprised if people don't start using it for
kicks by the time the voyageisdone.”

"l suppose you want meto go ‘yee-haw' or something,” Joanna grumped.

"W, only if youwant to," Herzer replied. "Daylight iswadting.”

"I need something to eat before | try this" Joannasaid. "'l can tell most of my grumpinessislow
blood sugar.”

"It'stimefor lunch anyway," Jerry replied.

Herzer was surprised to find that he was right; it was past noon. The day had passed in ablur since



dawn.

Lunchwas. . . interesting. So that Joannawouldn't fed |eft out, the skipper had atable set up on
the flight deck and Edmund's party joined her for lunch. Therewas still fresh meat and vegetables
available but to give them an inkling of what the voyage would be like the skipper ordered "ship's food"
to be served dongside.

The ship food wasn't nearly as bad as Herzer had expected. He'd read about early sailing vessals
and the poor quality of the food, but the "ship biscuit” that were served, for example, were rather light
and dightly swest.

"Thisisn't hardtack,” Herzer commented, nibbling one of the biscuits. "I've had hardtack.”

"No," Skipper Chang said. "We know abit more about food storage than the early ships. Those
are what used to be called 'captain's biscuits.” They'd go bad in amonth or so if you stored them in bags,
but they're stored in vacuum-packed stedl barrels. The dwarves are able to make them in quantity.”

"We need accessto some of thistech,” Edmund said. "For field rations. Current field rations aren't
very good.”

"We're working up somefood service regulations,” Mbeki commented. "I'll make sure you get
copies.”

" Ships used to be hard pressed for water,” Herzer commented.

"Again, the dwarves came through for us," the skipper replied with asmile. "The shipissupplied
with two rather large water tanks, located in the bilges. Potable water is pumped in and out. They have
to be cleaned from time to time, which isachore and ahdf, but they carry more than enough water for
the voyage and are easly refilled. We dso chlorinate the water so that it doesn't go bad. We pack dried
corn, beans, wheat and ricein stedl barrelsaswell, dl of them vacuum packed. Then there's canned
beets, turnip greens, tomatoes, what have you. Dried fruit, dso vacuum packed. Storing it al is, of
coursg, difficult. But the worst part is meats. We're working on oversized canning processes for those,
but for the time being we're stuck with salting.”

Herzer had tried the salt beef and wasn't impressed.

"Better than monkey on agtick,” he said.

"And that is?' Commander Mbeki inquired.

"Fedrations" Edmund interjected. "A form of jerked and dried meeat mixed with fruit. Together
with parched corn it's the standard field rations on the march.”

"Y ou haven't lived, Colond, until you've lived for amonth on fried monkey on astick.” Herzer
grinned.

"I'll take your word for it," the skipper replied. "Wdll, this has been a pleasant interlude, but | think
we should get back to work. Commander Gramlich, have you concluded whether you're willing to risk
the catapult? Thisis not something where I'm prepared to give you an order.”

"I'll doit,” Joanna said. She'd finished off half a cow's carcass while the others had been having
their more limited meal and now looked in afar better mood. "Like Herzer said, it might beablagt.”

"Very wdl," the skipper said. "Chief Brooks!™

"Sir," the NCO sad, climbing up onto the landing platform.

"Have this knocked down and prepare the launching and recovery teams. Commander Gramlichis
going to be giving thefirst demongtration of the launching catapult.”

The table was knocked down, the riding harnesses were attached to the dragon, the longboat with
the recovery team onboard was launched and the catapult was prepared. This mostly consisted of
ensuring there was pressure, drawing back the launching platform and cocking it.

"All hands, make sall," Chang ordered, to be repeated by bellows dl down the ship. "Helm, come
to heading zero-one-three.”

"Zero-one-three, aye."

"Preparefor launching.”



The ship came around until the wind was blowing directly onto the launching platform with the ship
salling towardsit to maximizethe effect. Asthe sailswere unfurled and tightened the lively ship picked
up speed until she seemed to be flying over the light waves, even given the gentleness of the breeze.

"Shesatidy ship," Chang sad, amiling for thefirgt timein along time. "Commander Mbeki, launch

when ready!"

* % %

The catapult had been modified for the dragon. Now there were two separated perchesfor her
feet. She gingerly got on them and gripped tightly.

"Commander," Chief Brooks said. "When the lead perch reaches the edge it's going to detach and
fly away. Wed like you to have et go before then, but if you haven't, let go of both of them right after or
you're going to betrying to lift them aswell astheriders.

"Got it, Chief," the dragon replied. "L et's get this show on the road.”

"Lieutenant Herrick?" the chief said, pointing to alarge lever to one sde of the platform. "If youll
do the honors."

"Everyoneready?' Herzer asked, putting his hand on the lever.

Jerry and Koo gave him athumbs up and Joannajust growled.

"Okay, onthree..."

"Wait!" Jerry said. "Doesthat mean . .. 7'

"That meanswhen | say three I'm going to fireyou," Herzer replied. "Now get ready. One, two,
THREE."

Herzer pushed forward, hard, on the lever and was rewarded by a high-pitched whistling noise.
Then the catapult engaged and the dragon flew forward with a bellowed "Oh, shiiit!"

The catapult accelerated fast, but not excessively so, and Herzer could clearly see that Joanna had
let go before the end of the launch. She pushed forward with her own strength as her wingsflipped open
and she soared upward, ingtantly in full flight.

"That was COOL!" she bellowed. "Let'sdo that AGAIN!"

"First get the men on shore,” Mbeki ydled. "Then you havetoland . Then you get to try out the
catgpult again.”

Joannawaved an assent, then headed for the rapidly receding shore.

"Prepare to come about,” the skipper said. "Might aswell bein closer when wetry to recover
them.”

* * %

In no more than thirty minutes, two wyverns and a dragon could be seen gpproaching. Asthey got
closer it was clear that there were only two riders.

"Lieutenant Herzer," Commander Mbeki said. "Get doft and prepare to land the dragons. Skipper,
recommend we come into the wind and reduce speed.”

"Sir," Herzer interjected. "The last time Joanna seemed to have more problems with us being really
dow than not. Recommend . . . well I'm not sure what | recommend, but Joanna needed a higher speed.”

"What about the wyverns?* the skipper asked, testily.

"Either we increase speed for Joanna, ir, or we seeif they can land a a higher speed.”

"Prepare to come about!”

The ship tacked back into thewind and left dl itsjib sailsflying.

"Speed twelveklicks, sir,” the officer of the deck said. The speed of the ship was measured by a
small propeller at the rear that carried the information to a readout viaa complicated set of cables and
gears.

"Well see how they do at thisclip,” Mbeki said. "We were barely doing six before. Up you go,
Herzer."

Herzer climbed up on the landing platform, picked up hisflags and pointed at Jerry. Thistime he



maintained agood entry and there was barely athump when the wyvern landed.

He climbed down and walked over to Herzer, shaking his head.

"When | saw how fagt it was going | thought you were nuts," Riadou said. "But | think it'seasier.
More speed means we have more control on theway in."

"Makes sense," Herzer said, pointing at Koo. Koo's landing, too, was much easier. Finally there
was only Joannato land.

Joannadso had an easier time on the glide path but she had more of atendency to drift to the side.
The ship could not pointdirectly into thewind and the wind across her was pushing the larger dragon
sSdeways. As she got on fina approach the disturbance in the air from the ship's sailsthrew her off path
and it was clear she wasn't going to hit the platform so Herzer waved her off. She had enough airspeed
to recover and flapped back up to atitude. On the second try she figured out how to correct for drift
and came in straight as an arrow. At the last moment she backwinged and then dropped, heavily, onto
the platform as the two humans hit the deck. The entire ship shuddered at the impact of the multiton
dragon but the platform held.

"That was. . . interesting,” Joannasaid. "But I did it!" she added with agrin.

"Mesting in the wardroom,” Duke Edmund said, from the dairs. "There's a skylight so Joanna can
dick her noseinto things"

* * %

Everyone had some point that they felt could be improved on the dragon landing and launching
system. And they hadn't even tested the launching on the wyverns or seenif they werewilling to land a
second time.

"Tomorrow for that,” Skipper Chang said. "Generd Tabot, with your permission I'd like to spend
one more day in the bay doing work-ups. | know that puts you behind schedule but . . ."

"Better afunctioning dragon-carrier when we get to the Ides” Edmund sighed. "Agreed. But just
one more day."

"Mogt of the changesaren't crucid,” Evan said, looking up from his notes. "The biggest oneis some
placefor the flag guy to hide."

"We're going to need a better term than 'flag guy' aswell,” Commander Mbeki said.

"How about landing orders officer?' Jerry said.

" 'Keep your eye on theloo!" " Joannachuckled. " 'Follow theloo!" No, just doesn't have that ring
toit."

"Okay, landing signa officer then,” Jerry said. "Weve a so got the problem of five dragons and
threeriders”

"Do you think you can work Herzer up on-board?"' the duke asked.

"I don't know, Sr," the warrant officer replied, serioudly. "Training usudly takes severa hundred
hours, not just afew hoursin the air. And then thereslanding. I'd rather he learned that on land, if
posshble”

"And keep in mind that once we get to seaiit just gets harder,” the XO pointed out. "Thisisa
mill-pond. Out in the Atlantisit's solid rollers, even if were not having astorm.”

"Wewon't launch in foul wegather,” the skipper said. "But storms do come up suddenly. It's
something to keep in mind. Think about agood foul wegther recovery system.”

"Other than going for aswim?' Herzer asked.

"Inthe North Atlantis, which iswhere well be engaging theinvasion fleet, that's not going to be
possible," the XO pointed out. "The water will kill a person before we can get them ouit. 1t will be on the
deck or nothing."

"| think that's about it," the skipper said, rapping his knuckles on the table. "Unless you have
something to add, Generd?"

"No, nothing,” Edmund replied. "I think today went quite well."



"Better than | anticipated, frankly,” Chang replied. "Generd, I'll seeyour party at dinner?'
"Of course, Skipper."
"Very well, people, good work today. Flight operations commence at dawn tomorrow."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

"And what were you two doing today?' Edmund asked when he entered his cabin, Herzer trailing
behind. Rachel and Daneh were sitting at the table, looking at papers spread over the surface.

"Mostly checking out the ship's medical facilitiesand genera hedlth issues," Daneh answered.
"They've got an excdlent infirmary and the two medics were smart but they're not very well trained. We
also checked out the medl preparation area. The cooks are well versed in sanitation, which | was
delighted to discover. All inal it'sawel-designed ship and awell-trained crew.”

"That's good to know," Edmund replied, tiredly. "Frankly, it's more important to the misson than
that the dragons work. They might be helpful in the Ides. Then again, they might not be. | till don't see
where they're an offensive wegpon.”

"I've got someideasinthat area, Sr," Herzer said, diffidently. "But | want them to get more
comfortablein carrier operations before | bring anything ese up. It's going to mean the wyverns carrying
afair amount of weight if it works, which meansthey'll have to use the catapult.”

"We watched one of thelandings," Rachel said. "It was very cool."

"It was very hairy from where | was standing,” Herzer said. He felt asdrained asif held run the Hill
adozentimes. "l think theres going to be afair number of the ridersthat won't hack it. Y ou haveto be
very confident in your flying and confident that the LSO is giving you good steers. When you land
normaly, the wyvern does most of the work. Y ou just point in agenerd areaand they land. This
way . . .therider hasto really steer the beast to alanding. It's not easy.”

"None of it'seasy,” Edmund replied. "The system that's been set up for moving them around,
feeding them, launching them. The system that Evan has for moving them in and out of the weyr bays, dl
of it iseven more complicated than | think you redlize. Which isgood.”

"Good?' Daneh said. "Why?'

"So far, New Destiny has been very good at collecting, and even feeding, large masses of troops,”
Edmund said. "I'm surprised that they are, because they're not very good at using them. Paul's group
tendsto be very controlling; they don't think an ideais agood one unless one of them hasit. They
wouldn't have let someone like Evan have his head and just figure things out. They would have stopped
Herzer when he went up and tried to control the wyvernson theway in. | think they would have even
stopped him after it was clear it worked. Again, if they don't havetheideait is, by definition, bad.”

"Your point?' Daneh asked.

"It's pretty clear; | don't think they are ever going to be able to match this sort of ability. They may
have, probably do have, wyverns and even dragons. But | don't think they'll be able to come up with al
the things necessary to use dragon-carriers. And even after we use them against them, if we do, they
won't be able to match our quality. It'slike the Blood Lordsin away. Having a capability that your
enemy cannot match in war isawonderful asset."

"Ifthey can't match it, Sir," Herzer said. "'l don't redlly see that they won't be ableto.”

"Oh, they may figure out how to land them and take off," Edmund admitted. "But | don't think
they'll be asgood at it aswell be. And well keep improving. Because we let people like you, and Jerry
and Evan and even Commander Mbeki just figure out what to do. Rather than telling them what to do."

"Y ou'retaking about initiative," Rachel interjected.

"Absolutely. It's something that we support, stress even. It's something that New Destiny
suppresses. Intime, | hope to prove to them how wrong they are.”

* * %



Herzer waved Koo down and ducked into his station as Nebkas wings brushed just past his head.

"That's a.center shot for Koo," he called down to pri-fly from his station at the front of the platform.
The cuplike station had been hung off the end of the landing platform by ateam under Chief Brooks and
it lifted his head and shouldersjust over the platform itself.

"Generd," the skipper said. "1 think these flyers have got the technique down. Weve launched
wyverns, landed wyverns and launched and landed Commander Gramlich. | say we head to sea.”

"Concur," Duke Edmund said.

"Commander Mbeki, cease flight operations. Helm, come to heading zero-seven-five. Set full sall.”

"Zero-seven-five, aye."

"Now you'l seewhat sailing isall about, Generd.”

"Looking forward toit, Colond."

* * %

Herzer was a pri-fly when the ship passed out of the bay and into the open ocean. As soon asit
was beyond the protecting arms of the bay, they hit the full swells of the Atlantis and the ship, under full
sall, started to corkscrew through the waves.

"Oh, my God," Jerry gasped, grabbing the handrail at the rear of pri-fly. "We're supposed toland in
this?' From below the squawks and bellows of the wyvernsfilled the air.

"Thisisn't bad,” Commander Mbeki protested. "The seas are only two and a half, maybe three
meters”

Ashe said that one of the seasfirgt lifted then dropped the stern of the ship and Herzer staggered
across and dammed into Duke Edmund.

"Steady, Herzer," the duke said in astrange voice. Herzer glanced a him and for thefirst timein his
memory saw Edmund Tabot looking strained.

"I'm going to head below,” Talbot said. "I'll just . . . I'm going to head below.”

"Very wdl, Generd," the commander replied. "Take care.”

With anod Edmund headed for the companionway.

"I'm going to check on thewyverns" Jerry said, staggering across the deck. He did sdewaysasa
rogue wave pitched the ship to the side and was caught by one of the relief quartermasters who was
standing by to take over the whedl. He shook his head and plotted a course for the companionway and
after afew false starts made it and started to head below.

By thistime, Herzer wasfeding thefirgt hint of queasiness and looked appedingly at the
commander.

"Getseveryone a first,” Commander Mbeki said, in akindly voice. "The center of the ship'swhere
the motion'sthe least. And if you haveto go, try to do it over the lee Side. That's the side the wind'snot
blowing from. And keep it off the decks."

What had been alight breeze felt like a gale as Herzer staggered across the deck and headed
down to the maindeck. He managed to make it halfway up the ship by holding onto the railing on what
he'd cometo learn was the "starboard” side—in landsmen'stermstheright if you were looking forward
in the ship. The wind that had been pleasantly warm seemed to have dropped twenty degrees and he
was feding decidedly chilly. But the motion was less here. His somach was feding better. On the other
hand, he was starting to shiver and the wind seemed to be cutting to the bone. There was only one
choice. HeEd run below, get his coat, and head back up here. Maybe held just deep here; he didn't seem
to bein anyonesway.

Decision made, he crab-walked across the deck, occasionally scuttling from side to side, and made
it to the stairs down. He'd taken to going forwards down the stairs but thistime he carefully turned
around and lowered himself with hands on both railings. Despite that, he dammed into the wall asthe
ship hit arogue wave. He staggered down the corridor to hisroom, grabbed his jacket—naticingin
passing that Rachel was in the bottom bunk moaning, with abucket by the side of the bunk—and was



just opposite the officer's head when he redlized he had no more than three seconds before he was going
to throw up.

He made it into the head, hung his head over the toilet and began to spew.

It was one of the most miserable times of hislife. He seemed to be throwing up far more than held
eaten. The captain's chef had cooked a very nice chicken, heavily spiced with thyme, for lunch and heldd
eaten more than hisshare. And it was all coming back to him.

Thetoilet was operated by pressing down on afoot pedal and then pumping alever. Thelever
opened a sedl at the bottom of the bowl and the peda let it pump up salt water to wash the bowl clean.
AsHerzer dumped down to his knees he made the remarkabl e discovery that the foot pedal could, in
these circumstances, become a knee pedd and the lever was operable from that position.

Over the next few hours he made severd other discoveries.

The door of the head was difficult to operate while dithering around on the floor.

The foot/knee pedal could aso be operated by hand if you couldn't even get up the energy to get
to your knees.

The underside of the sink was remarkably free of graffiti. He felt he ought to add amanud for
future adventurers. Little truismsto hold dear in those specid and private moments when you're looking
at theunderside of asink.

Seadickness was one of the most unpleasant experiencesin the world.

The man who invented the flush toilet was one of the most important persons ever to live on the
face of the earth.

Knee and elbow pads. They're not just for sword work outs anymore.

No matter how many timesyou pull the lever, sevens arenot going to come up.

After awhile, it al tagteslike fish anyway.

When al the food was gone, the thyme just kept coming and coming and coming.

It started with what he cameto call "the three-second rule.” Y ou had the sudden, intense,
knowledge that in three seconds you were going to be seeing the contents of your scomach. Y ou had
those three seconds to make awill, pray to the godsthat if they got you out of thisyou were going to
lead agtraight life from now on, swim for shore or makeiit to the toilet.

When the three seconds were up the vomiting started. That would go on for what seemed like an
eternity, whether you had anything in your ssomach to vomit up or not.

When the vomiting was done there was amoment of blessed euphoria. Y ou weren't vomiting
anymore. In fact, you felt almost human. Y ou could wipe your face, wipe up any spills, try to get the
door open, and do all the usua things that humans do, like think about whether you were going to die or
the ship was going to sink.

Then camethe lethargy. Suddenly, it was asif none of your muscleswould function. All that you
could do was st on the floor and wait for it to pass. It would, in time; sometimesit seemed like days, but
it passed. A few timesit was S0 strong he felt himsalf stop bresthing and had to will each breath with all
his remaining might. Then, there was a brief moment when you thought it might be over, afew seconds
perhaps ten when you felt really human. And then . . . the three-second rule came into play.

Herzer wasn't sure how long this went on but it was hours at least. Findly, as he passed out of a
lethargic stage, his stomach, while protesting, seemed to be under control and the "good" period
extended beyond al norma ken. He dragged himsdlf to hisfeet, using the basin and his good friend the
toilet, figured out how to operate the insanely complex lock on the door and staggered down the
corridor to hisroom.

The bucket had spilled at some point but Rache had cleaned up most of the detritus. The room till
amelled foul. After careful congderation he grabbed the coat the kindly Navy had issued him, which was
meade of heavy wool, and staggered back down the corridor, out onto the deck and down to the
mainmast. When he got there he wrapped himsdf around it and fell dead adleep.

* * %



Jodl had never been so glad to go on duty in hislife. It was gpparent that most of the crew was
relatively inexperienced with life at seaand agood many of them had succumbed to seasickness as soon
asthe ship exited the bay. Hed been deeping and hadn't redlly paid much attention to the changein
motion until someone dammed into histier of bunks. His eyes flew open and he Sarted to roll off the
bunk, expecting an atack, when he heard the retching.

"Get it out of the compartment for God's sake," he muittered, lying back down. But the smell was
intense in the crowded compartment and others had begun to react from a combination of seasickness
and sympathetic nausea. He could even fed himsdlf starting to get queasy. Finaly herolled out of the
bunk, grabbed his peacoat and headed up on deck.

The wind was fresh and clean, which was a pleasant change from below, but there were plenty of
puking sailors up on the maindeck aswell. He headed forward to the bowsprit and stood looking down
at the ship's"foot," the wave that the ship pushed up in front of it. Sometimes dol phins would come up
and ridein thefoot but at the moment dl there was was foamy white water, just visble in the gathering
darkness. He had another few hours before he had to go on duty and what he'd like to be doing was
deeping. But given the conditions in the compartment, he'd have a better chance up here. So he curled
up againg the lines at the base of the bowsprit, pulled up the collar of his coat and nodded into arestless
deep.

The dinging of eight bells and the movement of the watch woke him up and he hurried to the small
gdley a therear of the ship. It was mainly to keep hot cider going for the crew and officers on the
quarterdeck. As he moved across the maindeck towards his duty station the companionway from the
officer's quarters opened up and alarge figure ssumbled onto the deck. He was one of Genera
Edmund's party, an aide or something, and obvioudy not enjoying the voyage.

Cometo think of it, Edmund figured largely in that horrible "true-life tale’ hed been reading. If there
was any truth to the book at al, this guy probably knew some of the people involved, maybe even the
lousy writer. Hed have to pump him for information sometime. But not when he was so seasick he didn't
even notice the steward in the darkness. The guy stumbled across the deck and more or less collapsed
at the base of the mainmast. If that was a Blood Lord, the book had to be purefiction.

* k%

Sometime during the night Herzer had made hisway back to his cabin and when he awoke Rachel
was aready gone. She had cleaned up from the night before and the air held only ahint of foulness. He
rolled out of the bunk, put on hislast clean uniform and staggered down the corridor to the wardroom.

Besides Rachel, Duke Edmund and Commander Mbeki were seated at the table looking at cups of
tea Just . . . looking.

"Morning," Herzer muttered, damming into the hard seat as awave caught him.

"Morning, Lieutenant,”" the commander said. "Enjoying yoursdf?"

"It was grest right up until we cleared the bay," Herzer said. " After that acombination of that
bastard Newton and some stomach bug has made it less pleasant.”

A steward stuck his head in the room and looked around.

"Food?" he asked.

"I'll take arasher of bacon,” the commander said. "And three eggs. Up. More teaand some for
Herzer"

"l think | could handle abowl of mush," Herzer muttered. "If you've got it."

"Coming right up. Duke? Miss?'

"Nothing for me," Rachd said.

"I'll take some mush, too," the dukereplied. "'l think | can keep it down. And if | can'tit'sat least
soft coming up.”

"Isyour throat as soreas mine, Sir?' Herzer asked, his voice hoarse.

"l sugpect s0," Edmund said. "l just redlized that in my long and varied career, | had spent it al on
land. | had no idea | was susceptible to seasickness.”



"Just about everyoneis,”" the commander interjected. "Most get over it after acouple of days at
most. There are some, however, who never do. There are aso those who say that keeping your
stomach full helps. | think they're cracked, frankly. Oh, and if youhad shipped out before the Fall, you'd
never have known; your nannites would have easily corrected it before the first symptoms.”

"l wish they would now," Rachel moaned. "'l don't think | want to even be in the sameroom with
food."

"Head to the center of the boat," Herzer said.

"Ship, Lieutenant," the commander corrected. "TheRichard isaship , not aboat ."

"Sorry, head to the center of theship ," Herzer said. "The ride's smoother there.”

"For now," Mbeki said. "And it will till be smoother than your cabin. But . . . have you looked
outsde?'

"No," Herzer sad. "Why?'

"Bit of ablow coming | think. Therésahoary old adage that an Indian summer will be followed by
the worst blow of the season. Didn't redlly hold true with Mother controlling the westher, but | think the
conditions might have reestablished themselves. The sky is quite black to the west.”

"Oh," Edmund said. "Greet."

"Actualy, it might be," the commander said. "We won't be working the wyverns, not that they're up
toit from what I've been told. But it will give usafair turn of speed south. Assuming we can keep this
tub upright; the way the sails are rigged will make fighting our way through astorm.. . . interesting.”

"Isthere anygood news?' Herzer asked.

"WEell, | hear that the ship's betting pool hasit three to one that youwon't dump your dragon the
first timeyou try to land," the commander said with agrin.

* * %

The storm hit just after noon.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Herzer had heard the call of "All Hands! Shorten sail™ and had made hisway up to the deck to
observe. The sailorswere aready doft doing their high-wire act by the time he got on deck and he
watched it again, in awe. To work with the sails required them to first climb to nearly the top of the mast
and then work their way out on thin foot-ropes. All of thiswhile he was having ahard time standing
upright. He did notice, thistime, that they were dl wearing some sort of harness attached to a safety
rope. If one of them dipped the harness would, presumably, keep them from faling to their degths.

Hed noticed alot of little toucheslike that on the ship. Danger areas marked off with yellow and
black paint. Notices pasted up where hazardous materias were stored. Warnings about lifting heavy
weights. The ship matched some of his expectations and violated others. He had read storiesfrom the
old sailing days and back then injuries and death were considered just the common lot of the sailor, like
bad food, hammocks and no decent bathroom.

This ship had showers, even for the crew, functional toilets and sinks. The crew berthed in cots,
abeit onesthat were stacked four high. The food waswell prepared and as varied as any that he had
seen in the pogt-Fdl period. They lived, cometo think of it, better than Courtney and Mike. Better than
Blood Lords on campaign.

But when he watched them shimmying on those ropes he had to admit that they deserved their
improved conditions.

Thefirst red blast of wind hit asthelast of the crew were descending from the rigging, and despite
thefact that most of the sailswere "furled" the wind pushed the ship over on itssideto the point that a
wave washed up onto the deck. The ship, though, responded to it duggishly. Thewind was howling in



the rigging but the ship was digging into the swells rather than running over them, water creaming over
the bow on aregular basis. She was riding them out, but it didn't look good to Herzer.

When the rain hit he decided that he'd like a bit more cover and headed up to the quarterdeck.
There were now two men on the whedl and it was clear that they were needed; it ssemed to be kicking
likealivethingin their hands.

"Following sea," the skipper yelled to him when he noticed the look. " The waves push into the
rudder and try to push it aside.”

"Won't happen with my hands on the whed, Sir," one of the sailors called. " She gripes, though, she
surely does™

"The pressure of thewind is pushing her nose down," the skipper trandated. "WEell have to move
some stores aft to give her more weight back there.” He turned and called below for aparty and gave
some rapid ingructionsincluding caling for Mbeki.

"Itl take awhile, though,” he added. "I'd appreciateit if you moved below, Lieutenant. This may
look easy, but it'snot.”

"Yes, gr," Herzer said, heading for the companionway. It didn'tlook easy for that matter.

Instead of heading for his cabin, though, Herzer headed for the hatch to thewyvern area. Themain
hatch had been closed and "dogged down," meaning that catches had been firmly sealed from theinside.
There was a personnel hatch, though, and he opened that and went below, carefully setting the dual-side
catchesin place before he climbed down the ladder.

The scene below was a veritable Inferno. The wyverns were not happy at the change of motionin
the ship and they were making their disquiet abundantly clear. They aso had decided that since they
weren't going to be let out to go potty, it wastimeto do it indoors. Between the screeches and the smell
he nearly climbed back out, but he stuck with what he considered his duty.

He saw Jerry dithering acrossthe dimy floor and, grabbing a convenient rail, headed in his
direction.

"Anything | can do?' heyelled over the squaling dragons.

"I dunno,” Jerry yelled back. "Can you ether get the ship to quit pitching or find me awyvern
seddive?’

"No," Herzer answered with alaugh. "Have they been fed?!

"Of coursethey've been fed,” Jerry answered. "Then they puked it back up. And | couldn't believe
it but it redlydid look worse coming back up. I'm starting to worry, they're not getting enough water."

"Thisgadeisn't going to quit any time soon,” Herzer said. Hed gotten close enough that they could
carry on aconversaion at normal tones. "What are we going to do?'

"Not sure,” Jerry admitted. "Whatever we can. Hopefully they'll get their sealegs after a couple of
days. I'm getting better; how 'bout you?'

"Yeah," Herzer admitted. "At least before | came down here. |sthere some way to clean this out?

"l haven't had timeto find out,” Jerry admitted.

“Twill."

Herzer made hisway back up the ladder and then paused when he reached the deck. The ship was
ill pitching and tossing and the wind was shrieking around him like abanshee. But from his experience
of gormson land, the first part was usualy worst. Onceit passed over, if it passed over he temporized,
it should get better.

He grabbed a passing seaman and was directed forward to where Chief Brookswas directing a
party that was attending to the lashings on the longboat.

"Chief, you need to tell me who to bother when you don't want to be," Herzer yelled over the
storm. The ship chose that moment to bury her nose in awave and aflood of green poured over the
dde. Herzer ingtinctively shot ahand out and grabbed arope, holding onto ayoung sailor that was
passing by with his clamp. As soon as the flood had passed he pulled the sailor upright, noticing in



passing that "it" was female, and tossed her back towards the longboat. "Back to work, seaman.”

"Well, youre here" the chief yelled back, grinning at the interplay. "Not bad for abloody
landlubber. What'cha need, Lieutenant?'

"Thewyvern areaisfisking horrible.”

"So | heard. But | don't have aparty to help you."

"That's not the problem. We just need someideawhat to do with dl the.. . . Suff.”

"There's awashing system down there. Didn't anyone show theriders?’

"Apparently not."

"Fsk!" the chief snarled. "Bosun! You'rein charge.”

"Got it, Chief," amuscular woman yelled to him over thewind and rain.

"Let'sgo, Sr," the chief said, working hisway &ft.

When they got through the hatch the chief said "Faugh” at the smdll, then looked around for the
riders.

"Warrant, weren't you briefed on the cleaning apparatus?’ he yelled over the screeching wyverns.

"No, Chief, weweren't," Jerry cdled back. "What cleaning apparatus?’

Asit turned out there was asdtwater pump and adraining system that the chief identified. Then he
gave ashort class on its use. The pump could be operated by two people, but four was better. The
water drained to one of four pointsin the compartment where it was collected in a pipe that led to the
exterior of the ship.

"Therésaone-way vave at the end,” the chief explained. "But in this seayou're going to haveto
pumpitout aswell." He showed them that pump. “"With only the two enlisted riders there's no way you
cancdeandl thisup," hefindly admitted.

"l can help,” Herzer interjected.

"No, I'll get aworking party,” the chief said. "Could | spesk to you two young gentlemen?”

Heled them over to a corner of the compartment and put his hands on his hips.

"| gppreciate as much as anyone when officers are willing to get their hands dirty,” he said, looking
them both in the eye. "Weve had some young gentlemen come on this ship and think they're too good to
do anything but walk around with their nosesin the air. But you're officers, Sirs, and your job redlyis to
supervise. That's not another word for Sitting on your ass, grs; it meansjust what it means. And, frankly,
thisisn't even ajob for officersto supervise, it'sfor apetty, one of your sergeants, to handle. Your job's
to figure out what's going to happennext , sirs, while my job, your sergeant's job, isto handlewhat's
happeningnow ."

"Undergtood, Chief," Herzer said, grinning to findlly fed back in the military. "Thanksfor thekick in
the ass”

"l understand too, Chief,” Jerry said with asigh. "'I'm too used to being the doer.”

"Wadl, you're awarrant, Sir," the chief said with afrown. "Warrants, redlly, are doers, too. But not
cleaning up shit and piss and puke. That'swhat enlisted men arefor,” he added with a chuckle. "Have
these boys been fed?"

"They puked it al up,” Jerry said. "And, yeah, that's got me worried.”

"And they get angry when they're hungry," the chief said.

"They'retoo sick and nervous to be angry now,” Jerry said.

"But when they're over being sick and nervous?' the chief prompted.

"I wouldn't put an arm though the bars,”" Jerry admitted.

"With al due respect, sir, I'd suggest feeding them. Even though they pukeit up. Asyou can see,
now, we can clean that up easy enough.”

"Agreed, Chief," the warrant said, then grinned. "Ever thought of being arider, Chief?"

"Not onyour life, gr," the NCO replied. "I'll tel you thetruth, | don't even like climbing the



rat-lines. I'm so afraid of heightsit's not funny. I'd rather eat dirt for the rest of my life. How'sthe
commander?'

"Y ou mean Joanna?" Jerry asked. "She's not sick, except at the smell. Shelll be glad to get the area
cleaned out.”

The chief looked at the deck overhead for amoment then smiled.

"l wonder if shemindsrain?'

They moved forward to where the dragon was curled up, looking at the bedlam with a beady eye.

"Commander Gramlich, we're going to get this area cleaned out,” the chief said. "But it will be abit
and it will get messy. | waswondering if you might be okay with moving to the landing platform.”

Joannalooked at him for amoment then rustled her wings.

"I weigh nearly two tons, Chief," she answered after amoment's thought. "I notice that the ship
tendsto. .. movewhen | do. That'swhy I'm placed damned near the center of the ship. Won't the
skipper have something to say about that?

"Well, maam, asit happens, were in the process of moving someweight aft . . ."

"And I'm anice mobile weight?" she asked with achuckling hiss.

"I'd not put it like that, maam," the chief said with asmile. "But we can lower the ramp easy
enough, eveninthis sea. The toughest part will be opening and closing the hatch. But if you wereto nip
through quick-like. . ."

"Be sureto tdl the skipper and then, yes, I'm game," Joanna said. "Anything to get out of this
damned hold."

"Annibale, Bodman," PO Singhisen said. "Fall out for aworking party.”

It felt like Joel had just gotten his eyes closed. With the ssorm held been in the galley getting the
fires put out and making sure everything was lashed down. So had Bodman, for that matter, who was
one of the mid-watch cooks.

"I just put my head down, PO!" Bodman protested, trying to roll over and go back to deep.

"Fdl out," the PO said, sharply. "Now."

Jod rolled off hisbunk and pulled on his clothes. The wind was till strong but the ship seemed to
be riding better.

"What are we doing?" he asked.

"The damned dragons had as much trouble last night asthe rest of the crew,” Singhisen said,
shaking her head. "We're going to go get their compartment cleaned out.”

"Oh, fisking joy," Bodman whined. "Why can't theridersdo it?'

"Because therés only two that ain't officers” the petty officer explained asif talking to asmall child.
"And officersdon't clean up shit and piss. It ain't their job."

"Join the Navy," Bodman complained asthey made their way forward. " Join the adventure.”

Fortunately they didn't have to make their way on deck and the dragon deck was amost
uncomfortably warm.

Singhisen had gotten more than just the two of them and there was a group of deck-gpeswaitingin
the wyvern deck when they arrived.

"Okay, McKerlie. Take your team and man the hose pumps. Mbonu, your people are on the
outfal pump; you know how to operateit?"

"Yes, PO," thelead seaman said, waving her group over to the pump that was at the forward end
of the compartment.

"Annibale, Bodman, you handle the hoses," she continued, waving around the room. "We need to
get these decks rinsed down. Then well swab everywhere but in the occupied cages. Then werinse'em
down again."

"Thanks PO," one of the riders said, coming to the aft of the compartment. "'I'm getting my riders



up here; well try to keep the wyverns from taking anybody's arm off."

"Isthat area problem?’ Singhisen asked.

"I dunno," therider said, shaking his head. "They're not in the best of moods.”

Jodl unreeled the hose and set to work as the deck-apes pumped. The. . . materia on the floor
was unpleasantly solid and splashed when the salt water hit it, throwing chunks of materid around the
compartment. He had to get down to alow angleto get it moved and that tended to splash more onto
him. Hed wondered why the two stewards were doing the, relatively, lighter job of using the hose but he
decided quickly that it was the worse of the two evils. Score one for the deck-apes.

The materid did move, though, doshing back and forth and forming an ugly puddle a the forward
end of the compartment as the team there pumped it out. Theriderswere diding around init, moving
from cageto cage and trying to cam the hissng wyverns. One of thelatter got a muzzle through and
took a swipe at him as he was spraying under the edge of the cage, trying to get alodged chunk
of . .. something sort of greenish yellow, worked free. The femde rider, who had sergeant stripes
instead of a PO's chevrons, whapped it on the nose and it pulled back into its cage. He gave the
sergeant anod, washed the chunk of . . . whatever loose and kept spraying.

Findly, when he and Bodman had the compartment more or less clear the PO got the deck apes
on the outflow pump working with mops. It didn't get long to get everything but the cages clean and by
Spraying under them they even got most of the crap out of those.

It was anasty, disgusting, job and not one he wanted to repeat any time soon. In his professiona
opinion, dragons belonged on the land and not in adamned ship.

Hewasredly gonna have to have along talk with Sheidawhen this mission was over.

In no more than twenty minutes Joanna was ensconced on the landing platform. The chief had even
rigged heavy ropes so that she could hold on; since the rear of the ship was still bucking up and down it
was necessary. After abit she thrust acouple of talons under the ropes, curled in aball, closed her eyes
and appeared to go to deep.

"Dragons, wyvernsfor that matter, tend to deep alot,” Jerry yelled asthey headed back down to
the quarterdeck. "They use high energy when they have to and try to deep most of the rest of thetime.”

Trueto Herzer's mentd prediction the wind seemed to be moderating and with it the seas. And
with Joannas weight to the rear of the ship, dong with whatever stores had been moved, the bows were
now sweeping over the wavesingead of digging into them.

They headed down into the hold again where ateam of sailors, with Vickie and afemae PO
directing, were cleaning out the wyvern stdls. With the materias available the ketchy cleaning didn't
take long and Jerry directed the feeding afterwards as the hands, most of whom were probably from an
off-duty watch, walked out of the compartment grumbling. Some of the wyverns barely poked at their
food but most of them ate asif they were starving. Some of their distress must have been hunger
because by the time they were done most of them had settled down. And, just as Jerry predicted, those
that had fed almost immediately tucked their heads under their wings and, swaying with the ship, went to
deep.

"Good," Jerry said. "That'sthe first decent rest they've gotten in two days." He frowned at
Chauncey and Y azov, both of whom had ignored their food. They were still mewling piteoudy dthough
they'd quit the meta-bending shrieks.

"If we found something tastier for them they might eet,” Herzer suggested.

"Y eah, and then the next time they didn't like their food they'd wait until we gave them something
better,” Jerry said. "No, they'rejust going to haveto edt it or not.”

Chauncey looked through the bars of his stall and mewed piteoudy at Herzer.

"I'm sure the cook has some scraps left over,” Herzer said. "What if we just gave them afew? That
might make them hungry enough they'd est their dop.”

"l dunno,” Jarry said. "It goes againg the grain.”



"IfI'd been puking,” Herzer said, mentaly addingwhich | have , histhroat was till raw withiit, "1
wouldn't want something that looked like puke.”

"You haveapoint.”

Herzer, getting lost only one time, made hisway to the main kitchen, which the sallorsinssted be
cdleda"galey," of the ship and caught the eye of one of the NCOs.

"A couple of the dragons are badly off their feed," he said. "We're hoping some scrapswill get
them eating again.”

"All the edible garbage goesin those pails,”" the petty officer said, pointing to aline of buckets
lashed to thewall. "Take whatever you want; we just pitch it over theside.”

Herzer went over and checked them over. Most of the garbage consisted of ship's bread and
vegetables, but one bucket had afair amount of stew from the evening medl init. He untied that one and
started to carry it back to the dragons.

"Hang on, gir,” the petty officer said. "Johnson, carry thet for the lieutenant, then head back here
when you're done. Bring the bucket.”

Herzer wasn't sureif the petty officer just wanted his bucket back or if he was getting another class
in"enlisted men do, officers supervise' but he followed the sailor, who didn't get lost, back to the dragon
deck.

The scraps, when added to their dop, were abig hit with the two dragons. They got enough meat
that they started sucking on their dop right afterwards.

"Sir, if you don't mind," Johnson said. "We can try to segregate the mest that gets thrown away.
And there's bones and things that don't get used, too."
"Aslong asthe PO saysit's okay, that would be great,” Herzer said. " Johnson, wasn't it?"
"Yes gar.”
"Thanksfor your help,” Jerry said. "'If you ever want aride, assuming we can get them back in the
ar..."
"That would be grest, Sr." The sailor grinned. "I'd better get back."

"Thanksagain," Herzer said. When the sailor had left, Herzer grinned at therider. "I think you've
got aconvert.”

"Oh, we've had plenty of people ask us about rides,”" Jerry said. "Or even becoming riders.
Especidly since we're down two."

"One of them being me," Herzer said. "Sorry."

"Not aproblem,” Jerry replied. "Duke Edmund has been fairly clear on that. As soon asthe
weather calms down, and assuming as| said that we can take off and land in this mess, well see about
getting you trained. But | warn you, landing on thisthing isnot essy."

"Y ou need at least one more rider than you have dragons," Herzer said. "Or, at least, dragonsin
thearr."

IIWW?I
"For the LSO. | don't know that I'd have been ableto do it if | hadn't had that one experience with
riding. It gave me agrasp of what | was doing."

"Point," Jerry said. "Waéll, snce weve got the wyverns settled and there's not much going on, |
might aswell start with giving you the ground school portion.”

"Ground school?' Herzer said.
"You haveno idea."

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

For the next two days, as the weather continued foul, Jerry and Vickie between them tried to cram



al the theoretica aspects of dragon riding into Herzer's aching head. At night he went to bed with terms
like"yaw" running through his head and every morning it sarted al over again.

He discovered what had been happening in hisbrief flight when held been trying to movethe
dragon around in the air. He learned about optimum glide paths, methods of spotting thermals, and the
anatomy of the wyverns. The wings were not, as held thought, just flesh, blood, skin and bone, but were
acomplex web of far more advanced materiasincluding biologicaly excreted carbon nanotubes.

"It'sthe only way the wing bones could support their weight and powered flight,” Vickie explained.
"There's no way that bone and skin done could do it. The largest previous flyer was afraction of their
dze. And there's someindication that overdl air pressure was higher in the Jurassic.”

"So Joannas got thisin her, too?' Herzer asked, looking at the sketch. "They've got to be some of
the strongest 'naturd’ materid on earth.”

"They are," Vickie sad, frowning. "We try not to make too much of apoint of it."

"l canimaginewhy," Herzer said, frowning in hisown turn. "Therésalot | can imagine to do with
wyvern wings." The bones would make excellent wegpons and the primary skinswould make
tremendous armor. Assuming you could figure out away to cut it."

"Asto Joanna, yes," Vickie said. "But more so. How do you think she keeps her head up in flight?!

"Bloody hell," Herzer said. "That's.. . . alot of nanotubes.”

"It's one of the reasonsthey grow so dowly," Vickie said. "And they're continuous filament
monomolecules. One of the strongest substances ever made.”

"Cutting them would be astone bitch," Herzer said. "Which meanstheir wings aren't going to be
subject to puncture in combat.”

"Trust you to think of that." Vickie chuckled. "But they can be didocated. It'sone of their big
weaknesses. But, no, they don't break wing bones or tear wings.”

"If they were fighting on the ground the thing to do would be to wrap their wings around them,”
Herzer thought. "Nothing would get through it."

"They can be superficidly scratched,” Vickie sad. "And that takesalong timeto hed. But their
wings are, for al practical purposes, invulnerable. On the other hand, they take alot of care and feeding.”

Which they did. On active daysthey required severd feedings per day, totaly nearly their own
body weight. On inactive days they required far less, but every day it was excreted.

"Fortunatdly, they tend to let go in air,” Jerry said, as he was covering that aspect. "But with them
cooped up asthey are. . ."

"It gets messy." Herzer grinned.

"That apparently was passed on, and Evan the Ever Efficient planned for it," Jerry said. "The ship
really does have enough stores to support them for a hundred days, but that's a the cost of crew. Thisis
aredly skeleton crew for aship thissize"

"I'd noticed," Herzer said.

And the skeleton crew was kept busy. While Herzer was cramming his head with information
about dragons the crew was busy fighting the ssorm. Again and again the sails had to be trimmed asthe
wind backed around, died down and then blew back up.

It was rough and nasty and apparently thelife of the Navy. Herzer decided that they could keep it.

Working the night shift was not helping with Joel's misson. Hed picked up arumor that the head
cook was peculating, probably with the help of some of the victudlersthat supplied the ship. But that
didn't make him aspy, dthough Joel would includeit in hisreport.

The problem with working the mid-watch was that he had minima interaction with the officers. If
there was aNew Destiny agent on-board, the most damaging position would be among the officers.
And adthough they rotated shifts so held been around each of them, if any of them were communicating
with New Destiny, it wasn't clear.



As he came on watch he picked up another jug of herbal tea and some mugs and stuck hishead in
the wardroom on hisway to the quarterdeck. Commander Mbeki was standing at the rear of the
wardroom table, just turning away from, apparently, contemplating the forward bulkhead.

Get you anything, Sir?" Jod asked, holding up the jug and mugs. "Nice shot of herba teafor acold
nignt?'

"Thank you, Jod, I'd like that," Mbeki said, hisface wooden.

"You okay, sir?" the stleward replied, frowning. ™Y ou look pretty down."

"I'mfine, seaman,” the commander replied, taking the mug that was poured for him. "Just wish this
sorm would abate.”

"Well, if wisheswerefishes, sr," Jod replied with a patented young and stupid grin. "Storms don't
listen to wishesis my experience. Y ou just ride with ‘em or turn into 'em and ride 'em out.”

"You've salled before?' the commander asked, surprised.

"Saled smdl fishing boatsin Flora, sir," Jod said, taking amug of teafor himsdlf. "Then took a
packet up the coast and joined the Navy. Seemed like the right thing to do."

"What did you do before?' the commander asked. He didn't have to say "beforethe Fall.” "Before’
was aways the same, before the world came apart.

"Modly saled,” Joel said, shrugging his shoulders.

"Family?" the commander asked, Stting down.

Jodl paused and then nodded. "Wife and daughter, Sir. Miriam, 1'd guess she was home in Briton.
We had aplace on the coast. My daughter . . . shewasvisiting friendsin Ropasa. Near the Lore." He
shrugged. "1 try not to think about it. No more than, oh, ahundred timesaday.”

Mbeki nodded sadly. "Don't tell anyonethat, if you take my advice."

"That | think about it?" Jodl asked.

"Wherethey were," Mbeki said, hisface hard. ™Y ou redly don't want New Destiny finding out.
Trust meon that."

"I will, gr," the seward said, mentdly filing the datum. And the face. And the body posture. And
theradiating anger. "'l surely will."

* * %

Findly, on the fourth day after they had |eft the bay, Herzer emerged in the morning to astrong,
cold north wind and beautiful clear skies. The seas were rough but held acquired some of the knack for
moving on the pitching deck and he made hisway down to the dragon deck gathering no more than two
new bruises on the way.

"It'sagood day to fly," Vickie said as he came down the ladder. She and Koo were engaged in
feeding the wyverns and they, too, seemed to think it was agood day to fly since they kept looking up
from their feed and cawing at the overhead.

"If you can get off the ship," Herzer said. "And back on. If you thought the water was cold
before. . ."

"What'sit like?" Jarry asked. "l till haven't been topside.”

"Cold," Herzer said, opening his coat in the warmth of the stables. "Windy. Redly windy."

"I'mwilling to giveit atry,” Joannarumbled, from forward. She had moved down after the first
night when al the stores possible had been moved aft and the dragon deck cleaned up. Now she
dretched to the limit possible and rustled her wingsirritably. "And if I've got to hit the water, | can
handle the cold."

"I'll go see Commander Mbeki," Jerry said, shrugging into afur-lined jacket.

"Seeif you can at least get the hatch open,” Joannasaid. "I'm tired of being cooped up down here."

Herzer and Jerry made their way aft to the quarterdeck where Commander Mbeki was striding up
and down, reveling in the breeze.

"Good morning, Sr," Jerry said.



"Morning, Mr. Riadou," the commander replied. "I suppose you want to see about getting off the
sip?'

"Commander Gramlich does, gr,” the warrant officer replied. " Shefed sthat even if she can't land,
she can make awater landing and hoist herself aboard.”

"And ajoyful moment that will be" the XO said with agrin. "The skipper istaking a much needed
nap; he was up through most of the storm. | have the con, but generadly evolutionslike air operations
would mean his presence.”

"I understand, gir," Jerry replied. "The commander requested that at |east the main hatch be opened
S0 she can get on deck and stretch her wings.”

"That | can comply with," the commander said after amoment. "And | would suspect that by this
afternoon the wind will have moderated somewhat and the skipper will be awake. We might be able to
commence ar operations then."

"Thank you, gir," the warrant officer replied. "I'll go see about getting the hatch removed.”

* k%

The commander was as good as hisword. By the time Herzer wasfinishing hislunch he heard the
command "All hands, prepare to come about!" followed shortly by "“Prepare for air operations”

By the time he got on deck, Joannawas on the catapult. The ship had been turned with the wind
off what he now knew to be her port bow. Jerry was on the launch lever and Evan was fussing with the
new launching mechanism. The detachable balk of timber had been removed and afixed device had
replaced it. Joanna had shown that she could release in time and they were trying the less wasteful
sysem for thefirgt time.

"Areyou ready, yet, Mr. Mayerle?' Commander Mbeki called impatiently. The primary flight
operations had been moved to anew station on the rear-mast, high enough that it could seeto the rear
of the ship but low enough that it wasn't in the way of the sails. From that perch the commander could
see both incoming dragons and the launching catapult.

"Reedy, gr," Evan replied with awave.

"Commence launching operation,” the commander cdled.

Jerry looked a Joanna, then leaned into the lever. The combination of the cold air, which Herzer
had learned was d so denser, the strong wind and the rapid rate of movement of the ship caused the
dragon to precticaly legp into the air.

Joanna ascended rapidly and Herzer hurried to hislanding station. But when he got there, Vickie
was dready in the station.

"Yourelate" she said with agrin. She held up the flags and pointed them at the dragon as Joanna
came around into the landing pattern.

It was clear that Joanna was having ahard time with the crosswind. She nearly madeit on thefirst
try but was blown off course by the effect of the sails at the last moment and banked off as Vickie gave
her awave off. Herzer could tell that it troubled the rider aswell and he patted Vickie on the shoulder.

"You'redoing fine" he said, redizing with agtart that he had far more experience at thisthan she.

"Do you want to take over?' she asked, uncertainly. "Thisis pretty rough conditions.” That landing
the greater dragon was far harder than the wyverns she didn't have to add.

"No, you're doing fine," Herzer said. "She can either land or she can't. If she can't, she goesfor a
svm.”

The second time the dragon almost made it but was too low on her approach. The wave off was
late and frantic and the dragon dmost caught awingtip again but managed to recover and stagger into
the sky.

"That timeyouwere late," Herzer said, neutraly. "And it was clear that she wasn't going to be
regaining the atitude she needed. Don't be afraid to wave off, even Joanna. Better awave off than a
crash into the ship. Remember, you're her eyesin this™



"I'll remember," Vickie said miserably and pointed at the dragon again.

Thethird time the dragon was high, but Vickie got her on glide path at the end. However, onfind a
wave lifted the rear of the ship and Joanna had to beat her wings frantically to clear the rear of the ship.
Shedid, however, make it onto the platform, well forward, nearly pitching off the end.

"Well, that was pretty awful,” she growled.

Jerry had reached the station by then and touched Vickie on the arm.

"Vick, let Herzer do landing control,” Jerry said. "Weal need to learn, but | don't think right now is
the best time."

"Agreed,” Vickiereplied, massaging her shoulder. "Those flagsredly get to you after awhile. How
doyoudoit, Herzer?'

Herzer frowned a her, puzzled for amoment, then laughed.

"Vickie, onceyou'vetrained to hold ashield and sword up for four hours, straight, thisis nothing,”
he said, flexing his shoulders dightly. It was apparent that they were corded with muscle.

"Timeto start working out.” Jerry chuckled. "Okay, I'm going to take Shep up. Y ou stay here and
watch the landing. When Koo takes off, go get Y azov and you follow Koo. As each of uslandswe
watch the next person'slanding.”

* * %

By evening the riders were covered in sweat and the dragons had started to lose their interest in the
game. When Koo had to be waved off twice and Nebka nearly dumped on the second wave off Jerry
cdled thetraining.

"Skipper,” Jerry said climbing the ladder down to the quarterdeck, "were going to pack it in for the
day. | think we've gotten dl the training the dragons are up for today."

"Agreed Warrant," Colonel Chang said. "Good job."

"Thank you, gir," Jerry replied with atired grin. He had stripped off hishelmet and his hair was
dripping with sweat despite the cool wind from the north. *With your permission well launch adragon
for top cover tomorrow around dawn and start working out scouting mission methods. We also need to
dart working out asgnaing sysem.”

"There are various thingsto figure out,” the skipper replied with athoughtful frown. "I'd like to
come up with away to recover them at night, and we still need to work out away for them to effectively
attack ships, that sort of thing. | think well have adinner meeting this evening. Before then, get yourself
cleaned up and get somerest.”

"Yes, gr," thewarrant officer said, sluting. "Permission to leave the bridge?"

"Granted,” the skipper replied.

* k%

"Dragon returning off the port beam,” the lookout called.

"He'ssgnaling,” the communications midshipman added, looking through hisbinoculars. "Two
figure eightson the dip.” He consulted atable and nodded to himself. "That's 'group of delphinos.""

"Bearing looks to be about one-seven-zero,” Commander Mbeki amplified as the dragon flapped
nearer. "Eight of them."

"Probably just dolphins,” the skipper said. "Bt at least the Sgnding system works."

"Herzer's preparing to launch with Warrant Officer Riadou,” Mbeki said. "'I'm heading up to pri-fly."

"Thisshould beinteresting,” the skipper said and smiled at the chucklesit dicited.

* * %

Herzer hadn't been on adragon since thefirst flight but he found his position on Shep easily
enough. The extended rein system was confusing at first but he soon found his holds. The reins had been
extended so that Jerry had his own set behind Herzer and could take over if needed.

"Jugt let me handle the takeoff," Riadou said. "l tested this out with Vickie and we shouldn't have
trouble. But stay away from motions until were airborneand | tell you you can take over."



"Okay," Herzer said.

The wyvern hopped to the launch platform and grabbed the launching baulk automaticaly. The
wyverns had come to enjoy the takeoffs, at least the first few of the day. It was agood game until it
becametiring.

Herzer gripped the straps and |ooked at the launching officer. The position had been taken over by
one of the ship's petty officers since there were insufficient ridersto man it. The PO caught both their
eyes and their thumbs up, then hit the release.

Herzer had pointed his face forward and gasped as the wyvern was hurtled forward and suddenly
they wereintheair.

"What arush!" heydled with alaugh.

"Thatitis" Jerry sad. "Almost makes up for the landings.”

Jerry got the wyvern up to about seven hundred meters and then turned the controls over to Herzer.

"Now just follow my commands,” Jerry said. "1 know you can sort of control the dragon, but the
next time you're up by yourself you've got to get it back on the ship. And that takes a bit more control
than your firg time."

"Will do."

They worked through various flight contours. Level flight, dow spirds up, dow spirds down.
Findly Jerry sgnaed for landing and waited until the ship turned into the wind.

"Try tolineit up onthe ship," Jarry said, signaing to the LSO and getting awave in return.

"Got it," Herzer said, signaling in turn. He watched the motions of the LSO and grimaced. "1 fed
likeI'm going to overshoot.”

"Watch the LSO," Jerry said. "Don't think. Let the LSO do the thinking for you."

Herzer tried to control the dragon but he redlized hewas all over the sky. "I'm not up to this. Yet."

"True," Jerry replied. "My dragon.”

Herzer let go of the reins and watched the landing. Jerry's handling of Shep was much smoother
and in no time they thumped to the deck.

"I'm going to need alot moretimein theair,” Herzer said asthey dismounted and the grooms took
Shep below. He redlized he was swesting even though he had done practically nothing. The landing had
been physcaly debilitating.

"Yep, youare," Jerry said. "And that's going to be hard to arrange what with everything going on. |
hope by the time we get to the Ides you'll be quaified.”

* % %

Asthey sailed south it had become warmer and today it was, arguably, hot. Herzer thought about
that as he mounted Chauncey and looked over the Side. The water was a deep, cerulean blue, likeliquid
oxygen. The good newswasthat if he had to dump, the water was at least going to be warm.

But he put that out of his mind as he gave athumbs up to the launching officer and looked forward.

He had gotten used to launchings at this point and paid much more attention to the dragon than the
launching. Chauncey took the air eadily, though, and he directed him into aspird up and to theright.

"Just get up and into landing position,” Jerry had told him, so he spiraled the dragon upward until he
had good dtitude and directed it to the pattern.

Vickie was being recovered from arecon misson so hewaited for her to land, Chauncey gliding at
near sl speed on the light winds. He realized that the dragons were becoming more trained to the
landings and was cong dering that agpect when heredlized it was histurn to land. He turned on fina and
waved to the LSO, getting awave in return. He checked the telltale on the masthead and prepared to
correct for the wind being dightly off the starboard side. Joanna had gone for a swim and shewas
sculling dong on her back, watching his gpproach. On the other hand, it looked like everyonein the ship
had fallen out to watch the landing. The crew had gotten used to dragon-flights, but Herzer figured that
thefirst time for anewbie was an event.



He put that out of his mind, too, and watched the directions from the LSO. Again, Chauncey
seemed to anticipate some of hiscommands, asif he had gotten used to the ordersaswdll. But, while
thishelped, it was still abastard to make the landing.

He saw that cargo nets had been rigged to the rear and sides of the platform and that the recovery
team was standing by. Although that was standard procedure aswell, it made him chuckle faintly. If he
overshot or dumped it, it was going to be heartily embarrassing.

He automatically corrected as he entered the dead air behind the sails and then hewas on find. At
what seemed well past the last moment, the LSO waved at the deck and Herzer pulled back
smultaneoudy on dl four reins, dropping Chauncey onto the deck like arock.

He sat there, panting, and ignored the cheers, just quivering in reaction.

"Four ling," Jerry said, patting him on theleg. "But not bad. Hop her over to the catapult.”

"You mean | haveto do thatagain 7' Herzer gasped asthe cargo nets were lifted up and out of the
way.

"Wecometo maritimeaviation," Jerry replied with achuckle.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Herzer did three more landings then switched from Chauncey to Dond. He stripped off the legther
helmet the sailmaker had constructed as the wyvern was brought up from below and watched Koo
cominginfor alanding.

"Herzer," Jarry cdled asthe wyvern was hopping down the ramp. "Vickie's on sweep. | want you
to go up with her. Y ou need to get some experience with unpowered flight.”

Herzer forbore to mention that he'd already had some on the way because he knew what the
warrant was talking about. Figuring out how to stress the dragons as little as possible was asimportant in
itsown way aslearning to land on the ship.

Herzer gpproached his new mount cautiously and let it get to know him. Like horsesthe dragons
tended to get used to onerider, but since Treviano had decided he wasn't up to landing on the carrier,
Dona had been switched around extensively and it took the new rider phlegmatically.

Herzer mounted, hopped the wyvern onto the launch platform and again had the tremendous rush
of thelaunching. He then pointed the dragon into adow, upward spird towards the distant dot of Y azov
high above and forward.

It took nearly thirty minutesfor him to reach her dtitude and when he got there he discovered that
Vickie had found atherma and was coasting in acircle. Dona managed to insert himsdlf into her vortex
and followed the pattern of the other wyvern more or less automaticaly.

The dragon-riders had a complex set of hand signas that amounted to one-handed sign language
and, rather than shout across the distance, Vickie made aquerying sign.

Herzer thought long and hard and managed to dredge up the sign for “training” to which Vickie
motioned an assent. She pointed down and to the east of the ship and off in the distance he could seea
group of whales moving southward. Looking around he saw that the seawas patched with life. There
was alarge school of baitfish to the southwest that was being harried by birds and what looked to be
much larger fish. He pointed to that and motioned at the wyvern with the sign for food but Vickie just
shrugged. The ship had onboard facilities for catching fish, alarge seine net that could belaid out by the
ship's boats aswell as harpoonsfor larger game, but she clearly thought it awaste of time.

Very far off to the left there was a smudge of land that was probably the coast. It occurred to
Herzer, for thefirgt time, that despite the fact that they were paraleling the coast, they weren't staying
closein-shore and he didn't know why. He was sure Commander Mbeki could tell him when he landed,
assuming he remembered to ask. In the same direction there was a band of water that was a subtly
different color than that which the ship wasin.



Findly hejust paid attention to the flying. Dond was gliding well, maintaining atitude with only
occasiond flaps of hiswings and breathing easily. Herzer had dready noticed that when the dragons
tired they tended to heat up and bresthe much more heavily. Dona was still cool to the touch and
exhibiting no sgnsof trouble.

The ship had passed under their constant circle and Vickie made a gesture to the south so they
dropped out of the thermal and glided in the wake of the ship. She waslooking from side to side and
findly found what she waslooking for in agroup of vultures that were coasting upward. The therma was
off the path of the ship, southeast of its present position, but not far from where it would pass. They
banked gently in the direction of the vultures and before they had lost more than five hundred meters
they entered the new thermal and spiraled upward on easy flaps of the dragon'swings.

This pattern continued for, by Herzer's estimate, another three hours until aflag a the mainmast of
the ship commanded both of them to return. The ship turned towards the wind, which was from the
northwest, and they made an easy landing, Herzer going firs.

"Well, that wasinteresting,” Herzer said as he climbed off Donal and let him beled below. Thesun
was starting to set in the west and the deck of the ship was aready shadowed, which was why they had
caled inthe sweep riders.

"Anything to see?' Commander Mbeki asked.

"Not unless you count fish and whales" Vickie answered.

"Big schooal of fishintowardsland,” Herzer amplified. "Can | ask aquestion?’

"Go ahead,” the commander replied.

"Why arewe o far out?"

"Theresabig current, caled the Stream, that hooks around Flora and heads up the coadt. It'slike
ariver inthe ocean. If we stayed in it, weld take twice as long to go south; it was worth sailing out to the
eadt to avoid it. When we reach the Ideswell have to sail back into it since the mer'slast reported
position was on the western edge of the Id eswhere the Stream passes between Floraand the Ides.”

"l think | saw it," Herzer said. "The water was different looking."

"Probably where the school was," the commander offered. "The migrating fish on the coast tend to
follow the edge of the Stream. Plankton get caught in the eddies, there's more growth potentia in the
interface of different temperature waters, and lines of seaweed build up there and provide shelter.”

"How much longer to get to the Ides, Sir?" Jerry asked.

"Wel, if wedon't haveto get off courseto launch dragons dl the time, about another two days," the
commander said with agrin. He looked up at the sky where high clouds had started to cross the sun and
frowned. "That's assuming the weather holds and we don't have to heaveto.”

Herzer dumped into the chair in the wardroom and dragged his hemet off, rubbing at his sweaty
head. He'd thought about getting a shower but he was just too bone weary at the moment.

The door opened up and a steward stuck his head through. It was anew one, atal, lanky fellow
who looked both young and old. Herzer was sure he wouldn't be able to place hisage in theright
century.

"Get you anything, Sir?" the steward asked.

"God, would you?' Herzer grinned. "I thought sword work was hard but riding those damned
thingsis harder than it looks. Water? Maybe some tea?"

"Coming right up," the seward said. "Maybe abite to eat? There's some cold pork and some
ship's crackers| can get my handson.”

"That'd be great,” Herzer said, leaning back asthe steward |eft.

The man was back in no time and true to hisword he brought both water and herbal teaaswell as
aplatter with meat and crackers.

"Thanks" Herzer said, taking along pull of the dightly metallic-tasting water and then a bite of



cracker. "Join me?'

"Not done, sir," the steward said, but then picked up one of the crackers and took a bite. "Mostly."

Herzer chuckled and took another swig of water.

"Yourenew."

"The other guy busted his ankle on aladder, sr." The steward frowned. "I'm Seaman Annibae."

"Got afirst name, Seaman Annibale?' Herzer asked.

"Jod, gr."

"Ever flown on adragon?'

"No, gr," Jod answered. "l used to be asailor beforethe Fall. And after, but as afisherman then.”

"So what the hell are you doing as a steward?' Herzer frowned.

"You know, g, everyone asks methat," Joel grinned. "1 suppose | ought to go find theidiot that
did it and thank him one dark night." He paused for amoment and then shrugged. Y ou're with the
generd's party, right, Sr?’

"Yeah," Herzer replied and then stuck out his hand. "Herzer Herrick."

"Redly?" Jod sad, amiling. " TheHerzer Herrick?"

"Oh, gods," Herzer groaned.

"I mean, I've been reading thisbook . . ."

"Oh, gods. . ." Herzer groaned again. "Not you, too?"

"I mean, the guy's not a particularly good writer . . ."

"So I'veheard," Herzer replied. "And if | ever track himdown .. ."

"Did you redly kill fifteen guys?' Joel asked, sitting down.

"Not there," Herzer said then grimaced. "L ook, the book was way overblown, okay?1 just did my
job."

"But that's where you got the hook, right?" Joel asked.

"Yes, that'swhere | got the hook. But it wassix riders, okay? Not fifteen. And Bast got most of
them. And, yeah, we were outnumbered, but the Changed didn't cover the valley 'like arippling wave.'
Therewere. . . afew hundred. Look, you ever been in afight, | mean, where people are trying to kill
you?"

"Yeah," Jod answered, soberly. "And I've seen afew dead bodiesin my time.”

"Ever had afriend killed before your eyes?' Herzer asked, not waiting for areply. "Look, it'sjust
butchery, okay? It happens to be butchery I'm good at. | don't know what that says about me
except . . . I'mgood at staying dive. A lot of peoplethat day, and other days, that were just asgood as
me bought the farm. Sometimesit just seemslike luck. But if you've been there, you know that.”

"Yeah, | guess| do," Jod said, picking up the mug. "I've got to circulate, Sr. But thanks for talking
tome. You cleared up alot.”

"You'rewedcome," Herzer said, then grinned. "And if you ever find the bastard that wrote that
book . . ."

"I'll be sureto send you hisaddress." Jod grinned.

There was no chance of dragonslaunching the next day, as the ship wastossed by thewindsin the
morning. A bank of cloudswas to the north and the crew scrambled aoft to reef the sails. For the next
two days the ship was tossed by howling winds and blinding rain as the second front in as many weeks
hammered them unmercifully. Thisonewas, if anything, colder and stronger. And while the windswere
fair to send them to their destination, on the second day the captain had the ship heaveto, sailing into the
teeth of the gdle. Their destination had been the death of countless mariners over the ages and he was
not about to go sailing down on it, unable to get afix on their position and at the front of agae.

By thethird day the winds had started to abate and the rain had stopped. The captain had the ship
put on the starboard tack and sailed to the west, groping forward for aglimpse of Floraor anything else



to get afix on their position. Joannavolunteered to go aoft and try to spot land. She wasn't ableto land
in the tossing waves but the recovery area had been reinforced and redesigned so that she was ableto
pull hersdf out with minimal effort.

"Horasover tothewedt," she said, after she had shaken off. "Therésaninlet, but there'sinlets al
up and down the coast. That doesn't tell us anything. Thereare someidands to the southeast; we're
about sixty klicks from them. Nothing due east at dl asfar as| can see. Oh, and there's clear sky well
down below the horizon northwest. | think welll be clear of the clouds, or at least the cover will be
broken, by evening.”

The skipper and Commander Mbeki consulted their charts and came to the conclusion that they
were too closeto the Idesfor comfort without better conditions or aclear sky to get anavigation fix.
They dtered course towards Flora, which of the two was the lesser danger, and headed into the Stream.

By evening, as Joanna had predicted, the skies were clearing and the wind and waves had abated.
The latter were choppier, but far smaler and the ship rode over them with agraceful dip and yaw that
was easy enough to compensate for.

The next morning dawned clear but the winds were increasing and the area around the ship was
dotted with whitecaps. The skipper had managed to get a star reading the night before so the ship was
now under reefed sails, scudding southward over the tossing sea. When Herzer came on deck after
breskfast he groaned, sure that the skipper would want dragons up in thismess.

"We can launch, sir," Jerry was saying as Herzer reached the quarterdeck. The wind, hard and
cold from the north, blew hiswords away so that he practically had to shout. "But I'm not sure about
recovery. And I'm not sure we can read the water the way you would like. We can see shods, and we
can sgnd them, but we can't redly gauge the depth.”

"Just steer us clear of them,"” the skipper said. "Asfor recovery . . . the water'swarm,” he added
withagrin.

"Theair sureisnt," Jerry growled, but he was smiling. "Well do it, Sr. But we will probably haveto
do water landings, I'm not comfortable with the way the shipismoving.”

"Do what you can, Jerry," the skipper said, not unkindly. "I know you're worried about the
dragons, and their riders, but if we run up on an uncharted coral head, they're al going to drown.”

"Gotcha, gr," thewarrant replied. "Wdll, I'll take thefirst flight.

Hewas quickly inthe air and before he had even reached cruising dtitude the dragon was making
the dips and swirlsindicating shallow water. He angled to the east until he reached a point that looked to
be about fifteen klicks off the port bow, circled, then headed south.

"Werewd| out in the Stream, then,” Commander Mbeki said. "Thisis solid deep water on both
sides and ahead of usfor klicks, sir. If we had sonar we'd be looking at two hundred, maybefive
hundred, meters of depth.”

"Yes," the skipper said, "and it shoals outfast . Signa him to stay ahead of uslooking for shoa
water until he'srelieved. Signd him to look for mer, aswell and to sgnd if he seesany sign of intelligent
life"

"Will do, ar."

"Put awyvern on standby for launch. If he sees anything | want to recover him as soon as he'shad
agood look."

It was no more than an hour later when Jerry went into a hover against the north wind. At an
acknowledgement from the ship he sgnaled that there was a settlement below him. Then he sgnded that
there were several small boats.

"Recdl him and launch the standby wyvern," the skipper said. "Tell therider to ignore the
settlement and head southward. The mer are supposed to be somewhere around here. Oh, and send a
messenger to General Talbot and tell him that we're approaching the last reported position of the mer.”

* * %

The man who scrambled up the side of the ship was burned black by the sun with hands callused



and gnarled from fishing nets. But he looked around him with lively interest asamidshipman led himto
the quarterdeck.

"Colond Shar Chang," the skipper said, sticking out his hand. "United Free States Navy."

"Bill Mapd," the fisherman said. "Thisisone hell of aship you've got here, Skipper.”

"Yes, itis" the skipper replied with agrin. "We don't have much information from down here. How
isit?"

"Well, it'snot as good asit used to be." Thefisherman frowned. "I used to run afishing charter on
Bimi idand before the Fall and it caught me here. We haven't been starving, but the weather'sbeen a
nightmare and finding your way around without autodirectorsisn't the easest thing in the world. I'd never
learned star navigation, none of us had, so if welose sght of shoreit'samatter of making our way in and
finding a spot we recognize. Storms, reefs, atorn sail, things we never even thought of before the Fall
aredl disasters. And they're dl taking their toll. Weve had some problems with vitamin deficiencies,
too, but Snce we started getting some fruit from Florathat's less of aproblem.”

"What are you trading?' Tabot interjected. "Sorry, I'm Genera Tabot, UFS ground force."

"The generd isaso the duke of Overjay," the skipper interjected.

"Duke?’ theidander said with agrimace.

"Over my hitter objections,” Talbot said, "they've reindtituted a hereditary aristocracy. | at least got
them to include methods of turnover.”

"How'sthewar going?' Mape asked. "There's not much news."

"It'sbad in Ropasa," Commander Mbeki said. "New Destiny is Changing many of the people there
againg their will. But . . . it does give them some advantages.”

"In the short term,” Talbot snarled. "Weve had to fight them and even captured some. They're
brutal, aggressive, strong and dumb. Persondly, I'll pass, thank you."

"But surely they can be Changed back," Mapel protested. "1 mean, | wouldn't want to Change but
herewe didn't redly need to. | canimaginein Ropasathat having enough farmers. . ."

"Their Changeisunder the sedl of acouncil member," Talbot said. "It will take her, or aquorum of
Key-holders, to release the Change. Eventhey cannot releaseit.”

"Nowthat's evil," theidander sngpped. "Y ou're sure of that?"

"My wifeisadoctor, afully trained one," Tabot replied. " She was given enough power to
investigate the Change. Most of them are bound to Celine's security protocols. Bound by her nameina
very old way of putting it. Thereisno way to release them, short of winning thiswar. So, since many of
them are people who resisted them in the fight in Ropasa, if you fal into the hands of New
Destiny . . . well, you know your 'new destiny." "

"Shit."

"But on the subject of why we're actudlyhere ," Tabot continued. “"Have you seen sign of the mer?”

"They're not here, now,” Mapd replied after amoment's thought. "They've moved to the Ber
Idands because of the wegther; they're seminomadic. They told usthey were leaving and we were sorry
to seethem go; they and the delphinosthat cluster with them were helpful in finding fish."

"How are you fixed for nets?' Commander Mbeki interjected.

"Not well," the idander admitted. "Most of the onesthat we have are cast-nets from pre-Fall. We
don't have good materiasfor making our own."

"Genera?' the skipper asked.

Tdbot grimaced but then shrugged. "We have some we brought with us, but they're for trading with
the mer. | can release a couple of the gill-netsto you. That should help. But I'd gppreciateit if you could
show the skipper the location that you think the mer have traveled to."

"Eadly," Mapd replied. "And | redly appreciateit.”

"| think that you'll see some traders coming thisway soon,” Commander Mbeki said. ™Y ou might
want to think about what you can come up with in theway of trade goods. Well tell them that you need



netsand suchlike."
"Thank you, again,” Mape said. "Now, if you've got achart of the areal'll point out where the mer
went."

After theidander had |eft they looked at the maps and the skipper snarled, angrily.

"That's the other side of the Banks," he said, pointing to the soundings marked on the chart.
"There's shod water everywhere unlesswe go dl the way around the Ides. The areathey areinison the
edge of adeep, but everything to the north, west and south of them is shallow. They'rein asort of
crescent. It will take two or three more days, if we have fair wesather, for usto beat around to where
they are. Ther€'s a passagethrough the shoals, but it's just too damned shallow, and narrow, to dare
tryingitintheship.”

"I'd suppose that makes senseif they're trying to get out of the weather," Tabot said with another
grimace. "Jerry, do you think the wyverns can forage off of fish?'

"What are you thinking?"

"It'sslly for meto beimpatient after thislong,” Tabot admitted. "But | don't want to spend another
two or three days, if the wind holds, beating around the idands. On the dragons we can make it therein
an afternoon.”

"Wecan," Jarry admitted. "But they'll be ravenous by the time we get there.”

"Can we carry weight over and above us?' Herzer interjected. "We can have some of the salt beef
and pork cooked before we leave. Load it in bags and we can carry our own food. It won't be enough
for more than getting there, but it will tide them over. Surely we can find something when we get there.”

"What about water?' Jerry temporized.

"Therésagpring marked on the main idand that's by where we're going,” Edmund replied.

"Theseidands are nearly deserted,” Jerry said. "When it comes to wyverns getting fed, you don't
want to go withif ."

"Get Joanna up here," Tabot said. "l want her input.”

The dragon, when the problem was presented to her, was unsure and unhappy.

"I'm not sure we can catch enough fish to matter," she admitted. ™Y ou're talking about alot of fish."
She looked over the side and then turned to therail. Tapping it open she did over into the water.

"All salsaback," the kipper yelled. "Bring her into thewind.”

Herzer ran to the ladder to pri-fly and when that wasn't high enough scrambled up the shrouds to
the crow's nest on the mainmast. He could see the dragon's form in the clear water. She had submerged
and was coursing aong the reefs that were visible degp below the ship. Suddenly she lunged to the Side
and snapped at something, swvimming rapidly with her snuous, snakdike sculling. She gppeared to catch
whatever she was hunting and moved on. He redlized that she was holding her breath for along time and
wondered if that was anormal function of dragons. Finaly, she surfaced and sculled over to the side of
the ship.

"If these Ber Idands are anything like here, noproblem ," she said happily, working her tongue at a
morsdl stuck in her teeth. "With your permission, Skipper, I'm going to do abit moreforaging. Sushi's
not so bad with enough salt water and salt beef as an dternative.”

Tabot looked at the sky and nodded. "Jerry, get the wyverns up. Seeif they can do the same. If
they can find enough food herefor their midmorning snack, well load as heavily aswe can with rations,
afew of the nets and other things we brought and then head over to the Ber Idands.”

"Will do, sr," thewarrant said. "'I'm not sure about getting them in the water, though.”

In the event it turned out to be not too hard. Once the riders dove over the Sde, fighting the strong
current, the dragons followed. They aso quickly learned the technique of fishing from watching Joanna
and before long they were darting throughout the reefs, picking off the large fish that dotted it.

"Werein theidanders fishing area,” Herzer pointed out, looking over the sdelongingly &t the



water. "I'm not surethey'll appreciate usesting out al the big fish.”

"They'll eat better with the nets,” Tabot said with ashrug. "I'm sure they won't begrudge usafew
grouper.”

"Isthat what they are?"

"Probably, fromwhat | can see. Grouper and big hogfish. Hogfish is good egting; | wish we could
get them to bring afew back dive."

"Permission to go over the side, Sir?' Herzer asked. "I'm sorry, but the water looks awfully inviting.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

After jockeying his ship back and forth the skipper had dropped the anchor and theRichard now
floated in the current. Mogt of the riders were back on board. The few who were not were holding onto
arope let out over the stern.

"Come below," Tabot said after amoment's thought. " Do you think you can hold onto one of the
dragonsin the water?"

"I'm not sure," Herzer admitted. "And | know | can't hold my breath for aslong asthey do.”

"Widl, I'll show you something for thet."

Tabot led him to his cabin and opened the box from Sheida. He took fromit arolled up plastic
bag and shook it out.

"Thisisaswimming mask," he sad, putting it over hisface. The plasticimmediatdy shrunk so that
he should have been strangling, but he continued to talk and breethe, abeit with amuffled tone. "It brings
oxygen from the water to you, filters out carbon dioxide and exitsit when you breathe. When you're
underwater it converts your words to mer code speech and will trandateit for you aswell asthe
del phino language. The important thing to know isdon't hold your breath,” he continued, stripping the
bag off.

"When you're coming up your lungswill expand from the pressure drop and if you hold your bresth
you'll blow out your lungs. Just breathe naturally.”

Herzer took the bag somewhat reluctantly and dipped it over his head. It was an unnatura fedling
as it smoothed down but he noticed right away that he could bresthe normaly.

"How long will it [ast?" he asked, pulling it back off.

"It's charged for sixteen hours," Edmund replied, pointing at an almost unnoticeable dot of dark
plastic on the edge. "But it can recharge from the Net, dowly. And if you're underwater when it runs out
of chargeit hasahigh priority for power. Y ou won't run out. And if you do, you just swim up to the
surface and head for land; the mer tend to spend their time near the shore. The other reason that's
important isthat what you're bregthing is nearly pure oxygen. If you go too deep, oxygen becomes toxic.
Don't go extremely deep.”

"Okay," Herzer said. "Let'stry it."

"Onelast thing," Edmund added, pulling asmall block of plagtic from the bottom of the box. He
thumbed it and it sprang into the shape of apair of fins. "Some purists still used these before the Fall;
they're swvimming fins. Kick your legsin ascissor motion. They'll help with the current.”

Herzer went to his cabin and changed, aware that he'd hardly seen Rachel over the last few days,
then headed up to the deck, holding the mask and fins. He put both on and dove over the side.

As advertised he had no more trouble breathing in the surprisingly warm water than inthe air. He
took some rapid breaths and found that the mask hardly interfered a dl. Given that oxygen in the water
was far too diperse for him smply to be sucking it in, he wasn't sure what the mask was doing, but it
worked. He had drifted backwards in the current and he quickly kicked hisway over to the rope. He
could see the dragons hunting below him quite clearly and picked out the shape of Chauncey.

He surfaced and grinned at Vickie who was eyeing him askance.



"Blood Lords are always prepared,” he said.

"Yeah, | can seethat,” she grumbled.

"I'm going to down and try to catch Chauncey, any suggestions?"

"Y eah, don't try to ride adragon bareback,” Koo replied. "But if you do, you can probably hang
onto hisneck. It'sthe best bet.”

Herzer looked down again and watched the dragons for amoment before heading out. The
wyverns had their wings haf folded into av and they were moving quite fast through the water with
short, powerful strokes. They were fast enough that it was clear the reef fish stood little chance unless
they made it into shelter. The dragons would hunt for a couple of minutes then ascend to the surface,
blowing hard.

He waited until Chauncey surfaced to the rear of the ship and kicked towards him rapidly.

"Ho, Chaunce," he said as he gpproached the floating dragon. He wanted the wyvern well aware
that it was arider gpproaching and not lunch. They both were being carried in the current and it was
relatively easy to gpproach from the front. He grabbed at the wing-root so he wouldn't be carried past,
then dithered onto the back of the beast.

Chauncey didn't seem to mind but Herzer quickly found that dragon skin was dippery when wet.
He had just managed to get his arms around the wyvern's massive neck when it submerged.

The dragon went dmost straight down through the pellucid water, headed for a shadow that was
lounging under aledge.

Herzer suddenly felt asharp painin his ears and shook his head, yawning, asthey " popped”
painfully. He grabbed hisnose, haf ingtinctively, and blew against the obstruction, relieving the pressure
and popping them again. He blew one more time to be sure, then looked around at the sea-bottom,
which was coming up fast.

The bottom was sand with broken coral heads, and the big fish, maybe one of those grouper that
Duke Edmund had mentioned, was using the coral for cover. Asthe shadow of the wyvern swept over
it, however, it took off, abrown and gray streak, headed across the sand for another ledge.

Chauncey turned to follow and Herzer was nearly ripped from his perch asthe dragon pumped its
wings through the dense water. Clearly the reef fish wasthe faster but Donal suddenly stooped down
upon it and it turned desperately to the sde. Chauncey made another radical turn to the right and thefish
reversed again, but not in time as the wyvern's head darted down and snapped onto the body of the
man-sized fish.

The water was clear and the sun high above was shining down so that the sand positively glittered,
but Herzer was amazed to see that the blood that flowed from the fish, was bright, emerald green, like
new leaves or growing grass after aspring rain. Therewasalot of it, aswdll. It dways amazed him the
quantity of blood that abeing could hold.

The fish had been swimming into the Stream and for just a moment the sea.around him turned to
the same bright, emerad hue. He was so surprised that he nearly lost his grip again. But the wyvern
hungrily finished off thefigh, brilliantly colored scavenger fish darting out from the reef to get the dropped
morsdls, and headed off on another hunt.

Herzer had never been into underwater sports so he was amazed by the sights around him. The
shadow of the ship overhead was blue as was the deeper water to the west. The dragons passing in
every direction were unred and amazing, their wingstucked in and "flying" against the current asthey
hunted over the reef. The water was so clear it seemed that he could see for miles but he redlized that
the visibility was no more than seventy meters or so, as Shep kept drifting in and out of Sght in the
distance.

Sharks had started to gather to the feeding frenzy of the dragons and he was a bit worried by that.
The wyverns might be able to survive an attack by the much smaller sharks, but if they thought they were
prey it would be an ugly encounter. The sharks avoided the dragons, though, perhaps recognizing
through someingtinct or survival coding ancient beyond belief that the dinosaurlike flying creatures were



deadly fellow predators. And the dragonsignored the sharks, in turn.

The exception was Joanna. Chauncey was beating madly after one of the reef fish again, thisone
no larger than Herzer's thigh, when he saw the great dragon emerge from the gloom to the east and close
on one of the medium-sized sharks. A dart of her head on itslong neck and the shark was negtly bitten
intwo, thetail and head continuing to quiver asthey drifted for the bottom. Other sharks closed around
the remnants and her head darted in again to take one of the smaller oneswhole. One of the sharks
turned to bite at her but its teeth bounced off her folded wings as her neck turned al the way around and
did to the shark what it had been unable to do to her. Apparently satisfied, she sculled back towardsthe
ship, giving aspecid flip of her tall in the direction of what had once been the most dangerous predator
inthesea

Herzer had released Chauncey to watch the by-play and he suddenly redlized thathe was not one
of the most dangerous predatorsin the seaas agroup of sharks moved towards him. He wasn't sure
what kind they were, except that they were big and brown and the most "traditiond™ sharp shape he had
ever seen. And they gpparently considered him a potential med. With the exception of his bet-knife, he
was entirely unarmed and not sure whether to head for the surface or the bottom. The sharks were
between him and the ship, so heading for that was ouit.

He turned to the side and dove for the bottom just as one of the bigger sharks darted forward. He
managed to deflect it with awell timed blow on its snout, to which the shark reacted by turning and
swimming rapidly away, then to the Sdeto circle. The punch had not been without damage to Herzer,
however, asthe skin on his knuckles had all been ripped off by the sandpapery skin. He kicked towards
another, which took that as an opportunity to grab hisfin.

The fin was of dmost indestructible plagtic but the same could not be said of Herzer. The shark
reacted to the bite by trying to rip off abit of flesh, shaking its head rapidly and powerfully back and
forth. Herzer found himsalf being tossed like arat held by aterrier and distinctly felt something in his
ankle pop. After it was clear that nothing was going to come off the shark released him but by thistime
thefirst one had circled around and was coming in for another run a more vulnerable parts.

Just asit was about to reach him there was a blue shadow over it and Chauncey bit it just behind
the head. She wasn't aslarge as Joanna but her jaws could spread almost like a snake's and the
powerful jaw muscles cut through tough skin, bony cartilage and flesh, leaving the head attached to the
tall only by anarrow gtrip of skin.

The water around Herzer was suddenly filled with wings and green blood as the wyverns reacted
to the threat, and meal, of the gathered shark frenzy, snapping in every direction. The sharks tended to
head for extremities, biting a the wyvern'swings. But, to their dismay, they were just asimpossibleto
pierce as Joannas and the wyverns reacted by dragging the wings over to their mouths and having little
clingy shark snacks.

Herzer decided that the best thing to do was head for the bottom, like any good reef fish, and
watch the battle royae from the safety of aledge. There were seven sharks that considered the dragons
fair game, but the five wyverns had killed four of them before Joanna made her regppearance. She, in
turn, killed two more and the last wasfinished off by Dond, who nearly swallowed the rdatively smadll
shark whole.

Assoon asthe last of the sharks were nothing but bits drifting to the floor, Herzer pushed off from
hisledge and headed up to the group, favoring hisleg and doing most of the work with hisright hand.
The dragons, however, headed for the surface even faster and there was no way to keep up with them.
As he was ascending he considered what Edmund had said and breathed normally. He did notice that he
tended to seem to breathe out more air than he took in on the way up and wondered what he should do
about it. He also noticed that there weren't even bubbles, which surprised him, but he guessed that the
exhaled gasses were distributed by whatever mechanism gathered them in for breathing.

His ears started hurting again when he was close to the surface and he paused to let them clesr,
working his jaw back and forth. As he headed up he noticed that he dways seemed to beat the surface,
but it was dways farther away than he anticipated. It was something of a surprise when first his



outstretched left arm and then his head breasted the surface.

He surfaced downstream from the dragons, well away from the ship, but Joannawas aready
serpentining towardshim.

"Y ou were dmost part of the food-chain there, Lieutenant,” the dragon said, grinning with her
mobilelips. There was abit of white flesh stuck in her teeth with a piece of shark skin ill attached.

"Jugt think of me asbait,” Herzer replied with asmile,

"You'retaking it pretty well," Joannasaid, coagting up beside him. "Climb on.”

"I'm used to people, and things, trying to kill me," Herzer admitted. "It'sahell of athing to say, but
getting attacked by sharksisthe first normal thing that's happened to me on thistrip.”

"Youmust lead ahell of alife"

"You havenoidea"

* * %

"You've got asprained ankle," Daneh said, as she finished her wrappings. "Not bad, but you're
going to need to Stay off of it asmuch as possible for the next day or so."

The dragons had been recovered, aswell astheriders, and they were preparing to take off to go
try to find the mer. As soon as Herzer's ankle got taped up.

"Not much chance of that,” Edmund said, coming up behind her and holding out something to
Herzer. " Souvenir."

Herzer turned the shark tooth over and over in his hand and shook his head.

"Whered you get this?' he asked.

"Off the bottom of your fin," the duke said. "It was jammed in acrevice. There were score marks
on thefins, though. Pretty good considering that it was memory graphite.”

"Y ou were nearly killed, you know," Daneh said.

"l know, madam," Herzer said with afaint smile. "'l wasthere."

"Areyou capable of flying?' Edmund asked.

"If | can get aboot over this," Herzer replied, gesturing at hisfoot.

"Well figure something out,” Tabot replied, nodding. "I want to get going as soon as—"

"Boat broad on the starboard bow!" the mast-head lookout called.

"Boat?' Edmund said quizzicaly, looking off to the west. Somewhere over there was distant Flora
but it was on the other side of the Stream. And the lookout had distinctly said "boat” not "ship” which
they had dl learned, quite pointedly, meant alittle boat. Nobody in their right minds crossed the Stream
inasmal boat.

"What do you make of it?" the skipper called up. He had binocularsto his eyes but for thetime
being the boat was below the horizon.

"Lookslike asmal canoe of some sort, sir, maybe akayak," the lookout called down. "One
personinit. Coming up from the southwest."

Half the crew crowded the side of the ship, trying to get alook at the suicidal person who
appeared to have crossed the Stream in what the lookout noted was, indeed, a canoe,not a sea-kayak.
Asit gpproached his descriptions got clearer.

"The crew'safemde," he called down. "Dark hair . . . wearing . . . abathing suit? "

Herzer suddenly groaned and sat down on acoiled pile of rope, holding his head.

"That's no bathing suit,” he muttered. "Five getsyou tenit'saleather bikini. Which meansit'sno
humen.”

"No." Edmund sghed, turning away from therall. "It'san &f."

"Bagt?" Daneh gasped. "How did she?l mean. . ."

"Bast?' Rachel asked, having just appeared from below. She shaded her eyes and looked to port
where the canoe was now faintly vigble. "Areyou sure?’



"Who else would cross the Stream in adugout canoe?' Herzer asked.

"And theresarabbit in the bow!" the lookout yelled down.

"Well, that's one of lifeslittle rhetorica questions answered,” Duke Edmund said with achuckle.
"The answer being 'that damned bunny.'"

* * %

"Bagt," Herzer said, giving her ahug as she swarmed up the side. She kept right on swarming until
she had her legs wrapped around hiswaist and her lips planted on his.

The fema e he was referring to was no more than ameter and aquarter tal; she barely cameto his
waist. Her eyeswere green with verticaly split pupils and her earswere ddlicately pointed. She had high,
small breasts and was wearing agreen bikini of soft, washed leather. She carried abow and quiver over
her back and alight saber with ajewel-encrusted hilt belted to her side by ajeweed and tooled leather
belt. On her |eft shoulder was apauldron, a curved piece of armor to protect the shoulder, on her right
shin was agreave, another piece of armor, on herleft leg wasafur leg warmer and on both arms she
wore |eather bracers. Other than that she was naked. It was the most impractical getup imaginable, but
that was pure Bast.

"Hiya, lover," she said when shed findly drawn back. She leaned over and winked at Rachel. "I'm
not seding him, yet, an 1?7’

"No," Rache replied with agrin. "Asamatter of fact, you can fed freeto use my bunk. He snores.”

"Especidly when heé'sall worn out," Bast admitted, dropping to the deck as the rabbit scrabbled up
the side. It shouldn't have been able to but its claws bit the wood like talons.

"Bast . .." Edmund said, pausing. "Not that I'm not glad to seeyou, but . . ."

"But you're on thisimportant secret diplomatic mission,” Bast said, as Herzer ddlicately prized her
off and set her on the deck, "and you don't want two spirits of chaos ruining it."

"That's probably how I'd put it," Edmund admitted with achuckle. "At least mentally. Why areyou
here?'

"Well, you took lover-boy with you," she said, grabbing Herzer's arm and wrapping hersdlf around
it. This gpparently was too unfamiliar so she swarmed back up him, thistime on hisleft sde, and
wrapped her legs around hiswai<, leaning out for dl theworld like akoaaon her favoritetree. "'l
couldn't leave him to be al aonein the dangerous Southern Ided!”

"Okay, so what's with the bunny?' Edmund said, sSghing.

The rabbit in question was a brown-and-white, flop-eared mini-lop who looked for dl the world
like theworld's cutest, albeit dumbest, pet. That isif you ignored the black leather harnessloaded with
knives and a pistol crossbow. And the mad, red eyes.

"Hey! Idand vacation!" the rabbit snapped. "Big-titted blondes, warm beaches, sun, surf, sand and,
mogt importantly,alfalfa margaritas "

"Theré's no tequilaon board,” Edmund sighed. "And certainly no afafa”

"What?" the rabbit gasped in ahigh, tenor voice. "No tequila? In theidands?’

"Tequilacomesfrom Chiara," Edmund explained. "The guava plant grows there. Rum comesfrom
theidands”

"Well, that's a point. Navy ships dways have atot of rum once aday. I'll take rum. Rumisgood.”

"Unfortunately, UFS shipsare dry,” Daneh said, dryly. "Asin, not wet. Asin, no acohol.”

"DRY 2" the rabhbit shrieked. He whipped out a switchblade and hopped up on Herzer's shoulder,
waving the knife at Bast. "Y ou said theréd bebooze ! A pleasure cruiseto theidandsyou said! All the
booze | could drink! Maybe even tedlemarketers! I'm going to turn you into elf cutletsl™

"Y ou can try, black-heart,” Bast snapped, launching off of Herzer in what was aquite improbable
back flip and landing on the deck with her saber drawn. "Anytime , you flop-eared mongtrosity!”

"Bagt, why did you inveiglethis. . . this. . ." Edmund waved his hand at the rabbit. "Thisinsanely
programmed Al onto thisship?'



"Wel, | couldn't leave him in Raven's Mill with both of usgone, could 17" Bast shrugged, putting
away her saber. "And I'm sure we can find enough rumsomewher e in these idands to keep him happy.”

"Badt .. ." Edmund said, then paused as sheraised afinger a him.

"Ah, ah," she said, cocking her head to the side.

"Badt . .." hesad, awheedling notein hisvoice thistime.

"Ahl"

"Oh, damn," Edmund sighed. "We're just getting ready to leave and we need dl the weight we can
spare for the dragons, spare food for them and our gear.”

“I'mlight," Bast said. "I'll ride Joanna."

"l give up," Edmund said. "What about the bunny?"

"You're going to visit the mer, right?" the rabbit asked. "That means swimming, right?1 don't swim.”

"Rabbit, you make problems on this ship and they'll make you wak the plank,” Edmund growled.
"In concrete shoes.”

"Them and what army?" the rabbit challenged, hopping off of Herzer's shoulder and landing on the
deck with asolid thump. The switchblade waved back and forth menacingly.

"Theré's ahundred and twenty-five crew and adozen marines," Edmund said. "'If worse comesto
worg, they'll roll you up in aspare sail and toss you over the Side weighted with ballast. How long can
you hold your breath?"

"A long time" therabbit said, staring him in the eye. After amoment he quit to nibble & his
shoulder asif he could carelessfor the threats. "I'll behave. But you'd better find me some booze. | get
al ticky when | don't have booze."

"Theré're settlements around,” Edmund said. "Well see what we can do.”

"Generd,” Commander Mbeki said. "I hate to break up this spectacle but the wyverns are saddled
and ready to go. Weve got the spare stores and between the wind and the current we should be able to
loft dl of it, if you leave soon.”

"Wereready," Edmund replied. " Someone had better tell Joannathat she has a spare passenger
and while you'reloading | need to go talk to the skipper."

CHAPTER NINETEEN

"What . . . isthat thing?' Chang asked.

"I'd say aspirit of emental chaos," Edmund replied with afrown. "But that would be supergtitious.
It,he , isan Al cyborg, not any sort of real rabbit at all. He was created along time ago. And I'm being
forced to leave him on your ship."

"Thank you so very much, Generd," the skipper said with abemused expression. "What happensif
he goes berserk?

"Wl .. ." Edmund said with afrown. "His programming isdmost unbelievably chaotic. But one
tendency isto never harm hisown sidein atruly irrevocable way. He plays tricks, sometimes quite
painful ones. And generdly isabully until he getshisway. Helll aso betray you, for cash, goods or
sarvices, on hdf achance. But never in away that will causetrue, irrevocable, harm.”

"Tha's. . ."

"Waeird," Edmund sighed. "I do believe that the twenty-second century wasthe most . . . complex
and barogque century in human history. That's one of the results.”

"Why would anyone create something likethat ?' the cgptain said. "It would dmost immediately
betray its creators, wouldn't it?"

"Oh, yes," Edmund said. "And he was reported to have done so. Something about alarge bomb.
He was apparently based upon a comic from the twenty-first century.”



"Acomic ?'

"You'll see. He's pretty funny if you'reinto black comedy. Anyway, he had three or four primary
programming requirements. In sort of reverse order they're: Have afun and comfortable life, beat up a
designated 'nerd-boy," track down the cast of a show calledBaywatch and be affectionate with the
women. . ."

"Affectionate?'

"Histerm," Edmund grinned. " Spend lots of time around large-breasted blondes and kill
telemarketers. Thelast oneishis primary programming.”

"What's atelemarketer?' the captain asked.

"A form of human gadfly." Edmund sighed, thinking how much of human history had been logt to
disnterest. "Like aspammer but they used telephoneswhich were..."

"Oh, I've heard of them," Shar said, suddenly. "Weren't they al wiped out inthe. . . oh."

"Right," Edmund replied. "And you're looking at their doom.”

"And you'releaving him on myship ?'

"Have fun. Kegping him drunk sometimes works."

* * %

The dragons were heavily laden but between the wind and the catapult they were able to get into
the air and the party started out to the east, following the course that Edmund and Joanna between them
St

The seascape that they flew over was apatchwork of reefs, wide, white flats and small uninhabited
idands. There were occasional patches of green in the water, which Herzer was informed were patches
of seagrass. From timeto time they saw afishing boat but that was the only sign of humanity. There
were fish gplenty in the waters, smal schoolsturning in the sun and flashing up at them. When they had
started off it had been nearly high tide and as they flew more and more of the flats became exposed.

The sunlight on the white flats was nearly blinding and after awhile Herzer quit trying to look at
them, looking out in the distance instead. Within an hour or so he could see the waters ahead were
turning the green of the shalows with blue beyond and he knew they were passing over the flats and
approaching the deeps beyond.

When they reached the edge of theflats, Joannaturned north tracing the edge of the land that was
one smal idand after another. More flats were to their north, beyond the thin necklace of idands, but to
the south the water quickly shaded from green to the dark blue of pelagic seas. Herzer had looked at the
charts and the water over there was over athousand feet deep. Admittedly, it was as easy to drownin
five meters of water as athousand, but there was a specid fedling to seeing that immense body of
horrendoudy deep water.

Findly they saw, at thetip of one of theidands, atwo story concrete building that was their
landmark. It appeared to be an ancient, but until the Fall well maintained, lighthouse. There were no
sgnsof current habitation around it; the bushes were well grown up and the walkways near it were
covered in weeds.

"Mer!" Koo called, pointing down and to the right. Sure enough, in the midst of apod of dolphins
the digtinct silhouettes of mer-folk were visble. Asthe shadows of the dragons passed over the pod the
mer came to the surface for alook, then dove into the water headed southeast.

"Doweland and swim out?' Joannayelled.

"Land,” Edmund replied. "Then well see about getting the dragonsfed.”

They swept in for alanding by the old lighthouse and as they dismounted saw aline of heads
popping up out of the water.

"Herzer," wasdl Edmund said, starting to strip off hisriding gear.

Thewind was gtill from the north, blowing up afine grit of sand and quite cold. Herzer was
shivering by the time held stripped down himsalf and he pulled the mask on, looking forward to what he



assumed would be warm weter.

It wasn't. The water was bitterly cold when he entered it, striding up to hiswaist, then putting on his
fins. Edmund was dready in, heading out to the mer-folk, flapping and splashing like awalrus.

Herzer quickly ducked under and started out himsalf, staying below the light chop. The bottom was
mostly sand at the shore but bits of broken reef started to appear by the time they were halfway to the
line of mer.

The mer-men started towards them as they swam, hesitantly at first and then more quickly, aline
armed with bone-tipped spears at the front while the rest, who were burdened with mostly empty mesh
bags, followed behind. When they got to within adozen yards or so, Edmund stopped and hung in the
water, feet down, and raised a hand.

"We're here from the United Free States; were looking for Bruce Blackbeard.”

Herzer stared at the line of mer that approached. He had seen them before the Fall but never ina
group and never in their natural environment. They were, he decided, no less graceful than dolphins,
darting in patterns around each other. But they were far more colorful, their tail endsflashing blue, green,
red and every other color of therainbow. Their hair was dl the colors of the rainbow aswell and each of
them had hair that more or less matched their tails. Besides dll the other differences from humans, they
had huge ribcages which, as he watched, opened and closed. Clearly they were gills. Their bodies were
aso far bulkier than those of most humans, but very smooth-skinned and not rippled with muscle. They
appeared, as much as anything, fat.

Theline of spear bearers had stopped aswell and now looked at them in surprise.

"Bruceisat thetown," one of them said. "I think he's expecting you."

"I'm Edmund Tabot," Edmund said. "How far isit?'

"Not far, just out on the edge of the deep,” the mer replied. "I'm Jason Ranger.”

Herzer wondered what it was about his voice that was strange and then redlized that it wasn't a
voice at dl, but the computer in the mask converting it. It had no particular timbre. The mouth of the
mer-man didn't move, except for dight changes that might have been subvocaizations.

"Thisis Lieutenant Herrick, my aide,” Edmund replied. "Wed like to visit your town. My wife and
daughter arewith usaswdll.”

"And wyverns," Jason said.

"Y es, theré's a ship beating around to here. We expected to find you over by Bimi idand. The
wyverns are going to need to fish for food. Isthere somewhere they can do that?'

The mer paused at that and shook his head.

"Wyvernsfish?'

"They'relearning," Herzer replied. "They catch reef fish well enough. And sharks," he added.

"Thesefishing grounds around here are ours,” Jason said. "I'd prefer they not get fished out. And
don't let Bruce find them hitting the reefs or you'll lose any goodwill you might have. But if they want to
move up or down the coast afew klicks, that should be fine."

"I can show them,” one of the spear-bearing mer-men interjected. He had blond, nearly white, hair
and alight tantail.

"Thisis Pete. When hel's not out hunting, he's one of the best chefsin the mer-folk."

"When I've got spices, I'm thebest chef in the mer-folk,” the cook said. "Buit if we can get meup on
one of those wyvern, | can show you where they can fish. There's adrop-off to the east. Lots of grouper
and big hogs, but too far to make it worth our whileto fish there.”

"Herzer?' Edmund asked.

"Well haveto more or less strap you on," Herzer pointed out. Y ou don't havelegsto go inthe
mount.”

"Understood,” Pete replied.

"Will you need mein thetown?' Herzer asked.



"No, but go get Daneh and Rachel. Tell Warrant Officer Riadou that 1'd like him back here no later
than sundown and that if he can get the wyvernstocatch somefish, and not just eat them, that would be
aninteresting, and useful, experiment.”

"Will do, sir. One question, what about Bast?!

"What about her?' Edmund replied after abrief pause. "I don't have amask for her, or aset of fins.
Have Rachel bring out the net," Edmund added as Herzer, following Pete, started to swim back in.

"Y ou have nets?' Jason asked.
"Wejust have onewith us" Edmund replied. "All the room we had. But there's more on the ship.”

* % %

Evan looked up as arabbit landed on his workbench with athump.

"What'chadoin'?" the rabbit asked, raising one paw to vigoroudy scratch at his ear.

Evan looked at the gpparition blankly for amoment, then said, ditinctly: "Working on adevice.”
The rabbit hopped over and looked at the device, then shrugged.

"So you're making aflamethrower. Big ded "

"Y ou know what it is?' Evan said, surprised.

"Of course | know what itis," the rabbit sngpped. "I've had them turned at me enough times. Used
them atime or two for that matter.”

Evan noted at that moment that instead of normd rabbit feet, the rabbit had handlike forepawswith

opposable thumbs.

"Wdl, maybe you can tdl mewhat'swrong," Evan said. "l can't get it to maintain astream, no
matter what | do. I've been working with water, obvioudly, but it sprays outward when | fireit. | don't
want awdl of flame."

The rabbit hopped from one end of the scattered parts to another, then shook his head.

"Y ou do good work."

"Thank you."

"And | know what your problem is," the rabbit added. "But to tell you, | haveto extract aprice.”

"Why?" the engineer said with apuzzled expression.

"Bloody programming, that'swhy," the rabbit sighed. "I can't just tell people thingsthat they need to
know, even when | want to. And I'dlike to have you make aflamethrower. | like flamethrowers.

"Okay, aslong asit's not going to get the ship in trouble,” Evan replied.

"Actualy, | want two things, cometo think of it," the rabbit said, scratching at hisear again.

"Well, you're only telling me one," Evan pointed out.

"Okay, you've got apoint,” the rabbit admitted. "What do you want for the two things?'

"Wdl, what do you want for the information on how to build aflamethrower?!

"A smaller one," the rabhbit replied. " Small enough for meto use. And you'l be surprised how much
weight | can carry.”

Evan thought about that for amoment, then frowned. "I1t's not to be used againgt this ship, or any
other ship of the free states. Nor any member of the free states. Nor any aly.”

"Jeeze, you drive ahard bargain,” the bunny said with asigh. "I guessthat means| can't useit on
that damned dlf "

"Correct.”

"Okay, you'll makeit, though?'

"Yes"

"Inthat case," the rabbit said, holding up alength of pipe. ™Y ou need three venturi holes, here, here
and here" he said, pointing. "About two millimeters across."

"That'sit?'

"That'sit. But you till owe me the downs zed flamethrower."



"Not aproblem.”

"What about the other thing | want?'

Evan contemplated him for amoment then shrugged. "What isit?!

"A ill."

"Adill 7'

"Do you know that | have not been able to find onedrop of booze on thistub,” the rabbit said,
angrily, hisbeady red eyes postively glowing. "I get dl ticky when | don't have booze."

"Stillsgive off aquitediginctive smdl," Evan said. "Buit it's possible. Foryour use, not to sdll to the
crew, right?"

"Man, you are forever putting conditions on things," the rabbit snarled. "Okay!"

"What do | get?' Evan asked.

"What?1 let you live while giving me conditions, didn't I”?" the rabbit asked. "I could just beat you
up alittle. That's one of my programs; beating up nerd-boys!"

"Inwhich case you wouldn't get your till," Evan said. "And I'm not anerd-boy, I'm an engineer."

"Thereésadifference?’ the rabbit asked. "Okay, okay, I'll give you onefavor, to becdledin. If it's
completely out of line, | can tell you to jump in the ocean. But I'm not alowed to go back on favors
unlessit'sout of line"

"Okay," Evan replied after thinking about it for amoment.

"And no'l wish for threewishes or asking for my pass codes or anything like that. Tit for tat."

"Fine," Evanreplied. "I'll makethedill. | know just whereto put it."

"Okay, I'm gonnablow thisjoint," the rabbit said, bitterly. "Someidand cruise."

The wyverns had been upset about taking off again without being fed—they could smell the st
beef in the bags—and even more upset about backtracking. But after awhile they settled downto a
steady cooing and twittering which Herzer knew was their form of muttering.

Pete was riding with him on Chauncey. On reaching land the mer-man had given what looked like a
closed-mouth cough and water had poured through the ditsin hisribs. After that he was an air breather
just like the unChanged humans. Asthey flew Herzer pointed out the view from aoft including one of the
vast schools of baitfish.

"Bait bal," Petereplied, shidding his eyes againgt the westering sun. "' Can wefly over it?"

Herzer banked towards the bal and got a bellowed comment from Joannawhich heignored. The
schoal of fish was about fifty meterson aside, asiver ripple at the surface with the water churned to
white around it from attacking fish.

"That's menhaden | think," Pete yelled. "But look a those damnedtuna ! That's damned good
egting there, especidly with alittle wasabi."

Herzer could seethe larger fish smashing into the bait fish like cannonballs. As he watched one of
the larger predators came clear out of the water in its pursuit. It was hard to judge size without a
reference, but the fish had to be close to two metersin length.

"We can't redly track the pelagicslikethat," Pete said with annoyancein hisvoice. "They just move
too fast. The delphinos can keep up, but whenever we try to get to them they've moved before we get
there and chasing them'salosing propostion.”

"Herzer!" Joanna bellowed, sweeping down on him. "We need to get these dragons fed, soon .

"Coming, Commander,” the lieutenant replied, banking his dragon back towards the coast. But his
mind kept moving on the problem. There had been enough food for ahundred dragonsin that school of
tunaaone. Thereef-fish were dl well and good, but getting into one of those big schoolswas going to
be the way tokeep them fed.

In deference to the mer-man, he made a water landing when they reached the fishing spot. It would
mean loose straps on the ride back and much oiling to get them back in condition, but it had been



undignified enough carrying Pete to the dragon; the least he could do was let him get off in relative
comfort.

He loosed the straps holding the mer-man on and then donned his own gear and dove under the
water. It had been acold ridein nothing but his bathing suit and the water was not much better. He got
the straps |oose with one hand that was fumbling with cold and a hook, grabbed them and headed for
shore, dragging the leather long with Pete's help.

Once on shore he laid the straps out on the plentiful rocks and looked at the dragons disporting in
the waves.

"They look like they're having fun," Pete said. He had dragged himself up partidly on the shore and
now leaned on one arm, looking out to seaand flapping histail idly in the waves, like a person tapping
their toes.

"They are," Herzer said. "If | wasn't so damned cold I'd be in there with them. | don't know which
isworse, thewater or this damned cold wind."

"We're getting afire sarted,” Jerry said, opening up the closures on hisjacket. ™Y ou should have
worn your gear."

"l was planning on awater landing,” Herzer replied, wiping water out of hishair with hishands.
"Better to be cold than wet gear. | could do with ahot bath, though."”

"No hep there" Pete said. "All theseidands are limestone built up from cord; the nearest volcanic
activity isnearly athousand klicks from here."

"Just aswell," Herzer said. "I'd rather be cold than have atsunami.”

"l can think of away to warm you up,” Bast said.

"I'm sureyou can,”" Herzer replied with agrin.

"But I'm going to go play with the dragons,” Bast said, reaching into the pouch at her hip and pulling
out a breath mask and a set of fins.

"Where did those come from?' Herzer asked. He knew that Edmund only had four sets and they
were al being used; he had his st rolled up and tucked into apocket of his bathing shorts.

"My pouch?' Bast replied. "l was coming to theidands. | can't breathe water. Of course | brought
gear." With that she dropped her gear, took her clothes off, put the mask on, picked up the finsand
waded into the water.

""Can someone please explain who sheistome 7' Jerry asked.

"She's. .. Badt," Herzer replied.

"That's not much of an answer," Vickie said acerbicaly. "She'san ef?1 thought they were, you
know, tall and lean and handsome. Not small and pretty and dressed like a character in an anime
cartoon.”

"She'sawood df," Herzer replied. "They were created around the time of the Al wars.She was
created around the time of the Al wars."

"Crap," Jarry sad. "How old isshe?!

"Physicdly? About two thousand years old," Herzer replied. "Mentaly? Somewhere between
twelve and two thousand. She told me onetime that elves are too happy to spend much time grieving.
Given that she's seen thousands of human friends die over the years, | guessthat's not abad way to
handleit. Asto caring about societal conventions, like not stripping in front of abunch of people, she's
going to outlivethem dland their conventions. Shejust . . . well, you've seen. Hell, just wait; that's
nothing."

"l can't wait until she meets Bruce," Pete chuckled.

"Why?"

"Bruceis. .. not abad guy," Pete said. "He's held ustogether and nobody's starved; not even the
young and the old. Redlly, he's done pretty well, given everything that'sgoing on. But . . . hecanbea
little. . . Suffy.”



CHAPTER TWENTY

Edmund, trailed by Daneh and Rachd, followed the mer-folk deeper into the ocean and to the
east. They stayed about seven meters below the surface while the bottom doped steeply downward.

Half way to the "village" Jason let out agrunt and headed downward. He poked in a crevice with
his spear, then twisted it and pulled out alobster nearly the size of histhigh. He wrung the head off and
dropped it to the bottom, swimming back up to the group and turning his catch over to one of the
bearers.

"It's been abad day of fishing," helamented. "We'd been in this areanot long ago and most of the
easy fish are dready hunted out. We're having to go further and further afield to find anything edible.”

"Why don't you just move someplace se?' Edmund asked.

"We're not entirely without possessions,” Jason said. " So just picking up and moving is not an easy
proposition; weonly doiit if it's necessary. And this area has some fegtures that we find necessary for
our surviva these days.”

"What?' Talbot asked. But he received no reply.

"I've got anet with me," Edmund pointed out after he was sure the mer wasn't going to answer.

"Wait to show it to Bruce," Jason said. He turned to the landsman and pitched his voice lower.
"You'reliableto find a cold reception; Bruce doesn't care about anything but the Work." The capital
was Clear.

"Repairing the reefs?* Edmund asked, looking around. They looked in fine shape to him. Billions of
fish were swimming across them and sea-fanswaved in every direction. "1'd think keeping his people fed
would be hisfirg job."

"Mosily he agrees," Jason admitted. "But he doesn't want to have outsidersinvolved with us. He
thinksthat if wejust lay low, the war will pass over us and we can just continue with the Work."

"And what do you think?' Edmund asked.

There was along pause before Jason shrugged.

"He's the chosen leader of our people and it's not my job to speak against him, certainly not to
outsders”

"What about to New Destiny?' Edmund asked.

"New Destiny considers the mer to be abominations,” Jason said, bitterly. "Let'sjust say that |
disagree”

"Sodol," Tabot said with anod. "And, speaking from past experience, New Destiny tendsto
spread itsfedingsfar and wide.”

"Well, from dl reports New Destiny iswinning," Jason said.

"Reports are often wrong," the duke replied. "They've never won anywhere that 1've had ahand.”

"Youreonly oneman.”

"True, but | said 'had ahand.' Herzer is, often, my hand."

Jason bleated something that the computer changed to atuneless chuckle,

"l suspect that being your hand is probably where helost his. Well, Edmund Talbot, who never
fals, welcometo Whale Point Drop mer-town."

The town spread out before them was larger than Edmund had expected. The area of reef had
deep crevices gouged through it, generally trending from the shore to the degps. In the center the
crevices came together into an open sandy areawith aprominent coral head inthe middle. And the area
swvarmed with mer.

There were mer-men and mer-maids aswell as children, dthough none of the latter were lessthan
ayear or two old. Edmund noticed that the mer-maids were just as naked in the upper regions asthe



mer-men and tried to keep his eyes away from the display of, in the main, perfect breasts.

In the open area, he could only think of it asthe village square, the mer were especidly thick. Some
of them had food for trade, others had handmade goods. But the pickings were dim; there was far more
communicating going on than trading. At the sght of the hunting party, many of the people swarmed
upwards, but there was obvious distress at the shortage of food they were bringing back. There was
also agreat ded of surprise a the visitors. The computer picked out the words "Freedom Coalition™ but
the rest was gpparently ajumble.

Jason tugged Edmund through the crowd and down to near the bottom where a group was floating,
arguing about something. The argument stopped as they neared and the group saw that Jason had a
vigtor.

"Generd Edmund Talbot," Jason said, gesturing at one of the mer, "Bruce the Black."

Edmund nodded at the mer and smiled.

"I've come along way to seeyou," Edmund said.

"And for no good reason,” Bruce returned, brusquely. "We're entering no agreements with anyone;
we've enough troubles of our own without bringing others down on us.”

"Wadll, there are some troubles we can help with," Edmund said, opening up the heavy package and
letting fall the edge of the net. "Thisis awoven monomolecular net. There's nothing on earth that can
break it and it will last far longer than you'l live. I've others coming on a ship, not woven mono, but
made of good, sturdy cosilk. Thosewill last for nearly ageneration and are, admittedly, easier to fix."

"Gill net,” Brucesaid. The Al gaveit astoneless but it was clearly aspit of sound. "Grest for
randomly picking up innocent, and many of them inedible, fish. Very much what we need.”

"Bruce," Jason interjected. "We weren't able to get more than a couple of hogs and afew damned
crayfish. Werestarving . A gill net iswhat weneed !"

"Why? To strip the damned reefs again?' the leader replied hotly. "Woven monomolecule! What
happens when it gets caught? Y ou won't be able to cut it, you'll have to tear the reef itself! And what
happens when a dolphin gets caught init? It1l drown while you're off galivanting!™

"Gdlivanting isit?' Jason replied. "1 don't see you bringing in any fish!"

"Theres seaplum,” the mer-leader replied.

"There's dways bloody seaplum,” one of the group behind him said.

"Y ou've come on afool'serrand,” the leader repeated. ™Y ou might aswell go back. Weve nothing
for you, and you've got nothing for us.”

"Wdl, I'll leave you the net,” Edmund said. "And we haveto stay in the areafor afew days, our
trangportation is having to sail around the banks.”

"How did you get here, then?"' one of the group asked.

"On dragon-back,” Jason replied to aseries of clicks. "Pete went with them down the coast to fish.”

"Thedragonswerefishing?' Bruce asked.

"They can swim," Edmund said.

"Migter Black," Daneh interjected. "I'm Daneh Ghorbani and thisis my daughter Rachdl. I'd liketo
at least see how you are surviving and how you are doing it. We've had hard times aswell and I'd like to
seeif you have anything that you're doing that we can pick up. We might have afew new ideasto share
aswdl."

Bruce considered that for amoment, then shrugged.

"l can't exactly kick you out," he said, finaly. "But I'm not going to join any dliances. Not with you,
not with New Destiny."

"Egpecidly with New Destiny," someone behind Edmund said.

"New Destiny isn't so bad," ablack-haired mer-man said, pushing to the front of the crowd. He
was one of the largest of the mer and even compared to the crowd around him heavy-set.

"New Degtiny consdersall Changed to be abominations," Edmund replied. "How can theynot be



bad for the mer?"

"If they congider al Change to be abominations," the mer-man asked, "how come they're Changing
their own people?’

"Edmund Talbot," Bruce said withasgh. "ThisisMosur.”

"Wdl, Mosur," Edmund replied, just asreasonably. "There's abroad difference, that most people
grasp, between being voluntarily Changed into whatever you choose, versus being turned, against your
will, into an orc. They've Changed most of the population of Ropasa againgt their will. I've seen the
results and, trust me, you don't want that happening to you."

"How do you know it'sagaingt their will?* the mer replied, angrily. "Have you known someone who
was Changed the way that you describe? And let me give amore accurate description, one lessfilled
with malice. They are Changed so that they are tougher and more able to withstand the strain of the
post-Fall world. Stronger, tougher and knowing how tosurvive . | think that counts for something. Most
of the population of Ropasa hassurvived . They're not living on the ragged edge of sarvetion.”

"Y ou don't look starving tome ," Edmund said to agenerd laugh.

"Onesthe same asthe other,” Bruce said, loudly. "They'll fight each other and they'll both lose.”

"Y ou'd best hope so," Edmund replied, sadly. "That we both lose. Because while we won't have
any issue with you stting things out, New Destiny will. And if welosethey'll comelooking for you.”

There was amutter of agreement and Edmund noticed for the first time that there were delphinos at
the edge of the crowd. They weren't entering the discusson, just observing and trading apparently
carefully aimed sonar bursts with each other.

"So we have your permission to look around?' Edmund asked.

"It'safree ocean," Bruce said. "It'safreetown. That'sthe point. Look around dl you want. But
you won't find me changing my mind."

"l understand," Edmund said, sadly.

"Where are you staying?' Bruce asked, suddenly. "Not down here, it'stoo cold for you."

"You'd be surprised what | can do,” Edmund replied. "But well be staying up on theland. We
landed near the lighthouse; the others will be meeting usthere.”

"Thelighthouse?' Bruce chdlenged. "Why by thelighthouse?'

"Becauseit'salandmark ," Edmund said, shaking his head. "L ook, can | talk to you a moment?
He looked around. "Alone?"

Bruce nodded his assent and they swam across the square to an out-of -the-way a cove while the
rest of the mer swarmed around Daneh and Rachel, and Jason spread out the net on the bottom.

"What is up by the lighthouse?" Edmund asked.

"Nothing," Bruce answered hotly. "Why are you asking?"

"Because while you've been sweetness and light about everything el se, that redlly cut to the bone
and I'm wondering why." He held up his hand to forestal areply and shook his head. "L ook, you
probably are the kind of person who hates diplomats and diplomacy. If you even remember what they
ae..."

"l do," Bruce sad, tightly. "I've studied history. That'swhy I'm trying to keep us out of thiswar."

"Fine" Edmund replied. "But the point is, the reason that they wore poker faces dl thetimewas
that they had thingsthey didn't want to give away. Now, you've got something, something important, up
near the lighthouse. I'm not going to investigate what that is. I'm hoping | don't even stumble acrossiit.
But the New Dedtiny folks, if they find out, will pry until they know what it is. And if they can, they'll use
it againg you."

"But you wouldn't?' Bruce asked. "The Freedom Codlition hasn't done anything to be ashamed of
inthiswar?'

"No, we probably have,” Edmund admitted. "But theré'saworld of difference between what we're
doing and what New Destiny isdoing. There's a huge difference between accidenta deathsin combat,



or afew soldiers out of hand and dedlt with swiftly and surely, versusintentiona atrocities and Changed
orcsthat are nothingbut ‘out of hand.' There's a difference between accident and intent. And the point
I'm trying to make isdon't make the same mistake you just made with me around them. Or whatever it is
you'retrying to hide, they'll hang around your neck like a dead abatross.”

"I'll keep that in mind," Bruce said. "But you keep thisin mind. We're not taking the mer off to war.
We have important work to dohere . And we're going to continueit.”

"Oh, don't worry," Edmund said. "I have that. Chapter and verse.”

* % %

Edmund had gotten into a discussion with one of the tool makers while Daneh had been dragged
off to see one of the mer's casudties. Thisleft Rachd to be dragged off by Jason.

They went down one of the narrow crevicesto whereit turned into atunnd. About adozen feet in
there was abrief break in the overhead and in the sunlight was ayoung mer-maid plaiting atwisted cord.

"Antja, thisis Rachd Ghorbani," Jason said.

The mer-maid dropped the materia and drifted towards the entrance, smiling.

"Welcome," she said. "There's not much to offer, but if you'd care for some sea plum?”’

"I don't know," Rachel said. "I've never had sea plum before.” Her ssomach rumbled and she
redlized that it had been quite afew hours since she had eaten.

Antjawent to one of the crevicesdong thewall and pulled down some plum-sized fruitswith a
suspicioudy familiar appearance. Rachel took one and then paused as she redlized she waswearing a
full-head covering. She frowned, then pulled the mask out dlowing the water to strike her facefor the
first time. Shetook abite of the fruit and recognized the taste. She carefully put the mask back on,
seding it down, and took a breath, relieved that it hadn't taken any hurt from its submersion.

"I'd never heard it called seaplum,” Rachel said. "But | recognizeit; it'skudzi."

"What'skudzi?' Antjaasked.

"There was once anoxious vine called kudzu that covered all sorts of areasin Norau,” Rachd said.
"A long,long time ago, someone released aretrovirus on it and forced it to produce fruits. Thefruitisa
cross between kiwi fruit and strawberry with aplum skin. Tasty, but it getstiring. Where doyou findit?*

"Anywhere that theres afresh-water outlet,” Jason answered. "Like the soring on theidand. Inthe
brackish areaaround it, there'slots of sea plum. It's got some good points, fish liketo nest init and it
doesn't redly push anything out of the niche. And it produces sea plum. But, yes, it does get tiresome.”

"Unfortunately that's about al that we haveright now," Antjasaid. "Unless. .. 7'

"Wedidn't get much," Jason admitted, sadly.

"Well, maybe Herzer and his group will bring something back?' Rachel asked.

"Who'sHerzer?' Antjasaid.

* % %

After about an hour of fishing the dragons came up out of the water, the wyverns shivering with
cold but burbling happily to each other. Two of them were carrying large fish in their mouths and they
carried them to shore and dropped them, still flopping, at the feet of the riders. After that they dl
gathered around thefire, their wings spread, and soaked up the heat happily astheir riders dabbed at
under-spots.

Pete, once given adecent knife to work with, turned out to be one damned finefilleter and in
minutes the fish were trussed up and sizzling over thefire,

"What | couldn't do with alittle orange sauce,”" Pete complained as the fish were served on broad
leaves. He had dragged himsdlf up on the shore to direct the cooking and shook his head at the
fumble-fingered grilling of the riders. When the fish was done he took abite of one and then shrugged. "l
guessit's better than what we'vebeen eating; sea plum and sushi without wasabi."

"What's sea plum?' Herzer asked around amouthful of steaming hogfish.

"Youll find out," Pete said darkly. "It'sfine at firg, but after awhileit redly sartsto pal.”



The grilled fish, two grouper and a hogfish, were excellent, despite the chef's complaints. The
smoky fire added just a hint of seasoning to succulent flesh that was perfectly formed and solid, so solid
that it had held up to being grilled with nothing but some sticks shoved throughit.

"Thisisgood,” Joannasaid. "l mean, it's sort of asnack to me, but it'sahell of alot better than
raw, let metell you. And niceto not be crunching bones."

"| see you decided to start without me," Bast called from the darkness. She strode into the firdlight,
gtill stark naked, bearing two huge tunaand with astring of at least two dozen lobster tails around her
neck.

"How inthehdl ... ?" Pete asked.

"I heard something about the town not having enough to edt," Bast said smply. "We can carry
these back."

"Notwhy ," Pete said. "How?"'

"Oh, that,” Bast said with ashrug. In thefirelight, with her hair flat against her head and none of her
panoply she looked like nothing so much as ayoung,very young, teenage girl. The tunathat she held,
effortlessy, must have weighed nearly as much as she did. "Do you know how to catch aunique rabbit?’

"No?' Pete said.

"You nique up on him," Bast said. "That fish smellsgood,” she added, dropping the tunaand
|obster to the ground.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

By the time they were done, with the last scraps given to the wyverns, the sun was just about down
and Herzer was not looking forward to the ride back.

"| thought a Blood Lord was dways prepared,” Vickie said, maicioudy.

"Pain isweakness leaving the body," Herzer sad. "I cantakealittle cold.”

"Y ou'd damned well better not get hypothermic,” Pete said. " There's areason that we stay down
wherethewater isrdatively warm. And westill need alot of fats." He frowned at that and shrugged.
"Those tunawould have been good.” The now gutted fish, and the lobster, had been loaded on Joanna
for transportation to the mer-town.

"I've got an ideaabout that," Herzer admitted as he loaded the mer-man back on hismount. True
to his prediction the leather had stretched and was |oose on the dragon.

"Y ou mean other than siccing your girlfriend on them?" Pete asked.

The wyvernswere warm, fed and balkish about flying. Furthermore there were no bluffs around
and the omnipresent wind had died down to no more than a zephyr. So the dragons had to take off the
hard way.

They turned into the wind and started hopping forward on their big hind legs, wings blagting
downward with each hop. At each hop they got alittle more speed and alittle more height to flap with
until they werefindly, barely, airborne.

It wasthefirgt time Herzer had taken off that way and he didn't like it any more than Pete, who
complained vociferoudy. Herzer had to bury hisface into the dragon so that his head wouldn't be
damming into its back with each landing and he now understood, plainly, why dragon-riders hated to
take off anywhere that there wasn't abluff, agood wind or, preferably, both.

"S0, you guys want usto fight for you or what?" Pete asked, asthey flew back to the rendezvous.

"Yes, and or what," Herzer answered, honestly. "New Degtiny isbuilding afleet to invade the UFS.
We're going to fight it but therésalot of the buggers. We're looking for the help of the mer for scouting
and, probably, to attack the fleet.”

"There's not much we can do to ships,” Pete said.

"Thereésaguy on the ship that's on itsway that could probably come up with someidess," Herzer



sad. "But New Destiny has some seafolk on their sde. Specificaly the orcas.”

"I'll haveto admit | haven't met a single decent person who has turned themsdlvesinto an orca,”
Pete muttered.

"And werewilling to do more than just ask," Herzer continued. " The ship has some materiadsonit,
things we thought you might need. Beryllium bronze knives and spearheads. Beryllium bronzeismore
resstant to corrosion than the usua type. There's even some things made of stainless sted that the
dwarves dug up and we ground down. And wasn't that ajob.”

"Those would help," Pete admitted. "But couldn't we get the same things from New Destiny? Or by
trading, for that matter?’

"It'salong way from the dwarves," Herzer pointed out. "What can't they get from othersthat are
closer? And Raven's Mill has the best textile and rope manufacturing on the East Coast; we're where the
cord for your netsis being made. We can sdlthat closer, too. | wouldn't say you need us more than we
need you. But it's close to equality.”

Pete didn't answer that, just gestured at the ground, which was aready dark athough the dragons
weredill flying in the last shreds of sunlight.

"Can the dragons land in this?' he asked.

"Aslong asit'snot on acarier,” Herzer said with alaugh.

"A carieg?'

"How do you think we got here?' Herzer said. "Y ou'll see. In afew days after it beatsitsway
aroundtous."

They landed by the lighthouse, without incident, stripped the harness off the dragons and unloaded
Badt's catch. The wyvernsimmediately hopped over to the shelter of the bluff to be out of the wind and
tucked their heads under their wings, nodding off into deep.

"I'll go find Edmund,” Joanna said, waking into the water.

"I'm for town," Pete said, gesturing at the fish and the lobster. "Can | take those?"

"And what do you think | caught them for, young mer-man?' Bast laughed. She picked up one of
the fish and strode towards the water leaving her gear, and her clothes, in atrail behind her.

Pete picked up the string of lobster and looked at the other tuna.

"Herzer?!

"Got it," he said, hefting the fish with difficulty. He had long ago redlized that Bast was stronger than
he was but it was abit shaming to have to struggle with the single fish when she had carried two of them
eadly.

Pete crawled to the water on his hands and submerged without aripple and Herzer quickly
followed him, fumbling with the combination of fish, mask and flippers.

The water trailed green phosphorescence around him as he strode into the water and he
submerged quickly, following the faint luminoustraill that Pete and Bast | eft. Bast wasin thelead and
seemed to know exactly where she was going.

"Bast?' Herzer cdled. "Two things. One, dow down. Two, how do you know where you are?!

"| was here years ago, Herzer," Bast said, dowing down to let him catch up. "1'm not sure how long
ago, but | recognizeit. And there's only one place for amer colony around here."

"I've never heard of you," Pete said. It was clear that he thought he would have.

"The great grandfathers of the mer today were not yet born when | was here, young mer,” Bast
laughed.

"That was. . . alongtime ago,” Pete said.

"There was amer colony in the Ides before the Al wars, mer-man,” Bast said, softly. "Even then
they were repairing the damage. | recall when the Port Crater was made. And why," she added in nearly
awhisper.

The response from Pete was an untrandatable whistle.



The town when they reached it waslit in afairy tae glitter. Luminescent fish swam around the
sguare while the entrance of each canyon waslit by glowing globes.

"The fish are attracted here by feeding," Pete said. "Careful feeding. Thelit globes are atype of
sessile sponge; | think it was genegineered.”

"It was," Bast said. "By the Bettdl corporation as atype of underwater toy. Just asthe wyvern
were created by the Disney Brothers corporation.”

"Y ou werethere?' Herzer asked.

"No, but in dayswhen | was created genesswas till well known," Bast said. "These latter
days. . . humans have forgotten most of their history. Firelizards, wyverns, even greet dragons, were all
created by Disney genegineers. They've been tinkered with over years, but that is original genes's.
Disney even did first work on mer, young mer-man. So owe your genesisto crestors of dragons.”

Thearrivd of thefish, and the lobster, was greeted with acclaim, and Jason pushed himself to the
front of the mob that crowded around Pete.

"Good job, Pete," Jason said.

"Not me," Pete answered, waving at the naked df next to him. "Thank Bast here."

"Badt," Daneh said, swvimming up through the crowd. "I think we need to find you a bathing suit.”

"Why?' Bast said. "I'm no more naked than the mer. Those ditson their fronts have a purpose,
Daneh Ghorbani."

Daneh just chuckled and shook her head. "Whatever."

"Thisgift. .. itisagift, right? Thisgift ismuch appreciated, Miss. . . 7' Bruce sad.

"Badt," Bast replied, sticking out her hand. "Pleased to meetcha" She somehow retained her
position in the water even while shaking hands with the mer-leader.

"How didyou. . . 7' Bruce said, gesturing at the giant tuna she was holding by one gill-plate.

"Oh, no," Pete said, waiting for the dread pun.

"What'swrong?' Bast said with agrin. "Fish arecurious. | just let their curiosity betheir undoing.
It'sanold trick."

"Well, however you did it, we appreciateit,” Bruce said. "Pete, can you divideit?'

"Here" Edmund said, swvimming over most of the crowd. "Usethis," he said, holding out aknife.

"Heavy," wasdl that Pete said as he used it to dide through the skin of thefish. "And sharp.”

"Beryllium bronze," Edmund said as Bast passed out the |obster. Jason ensured that they were
passed out to family groups but most of them smply opened up the shells and tore out the meet
ravenoudy.

"Do you want some?" Bruce asked as Pete started handing out the thick steaks of tuna.

"Weate," Herzer said. "Grouper and hogfish that the dragons caught.”

Pete had set asde alargefillet from the first fish and was Sarting on the second.

"Could you section that up, Herzer?' Pete asked. "It'sfor the delphinos.”

"Sure," Herzer replied. Hisknifewas of stainless stedl, issued for the mission, and much smaler
than the one Pete was using. But it sufficed to chunk up the tuna, if somewhat messily. When he had the
meat cut up helooked at the chunks and realized that he had no way to move them.

"Here, let me help you," amer-maid said. She had long, dark hair that was black in the pale
phosphorescence and was dimmer than normd in what was generdly a hefty group, with high, firm
breasts, anice smile and atail that was apparently bright blue. What was strangest was that she had a
moray edl twined around her neck like acollar. She held out amesh bag so that he could load the
chunksof meat intoit. "I'm Elayna."

"Herzer Herrick," Herzer said, acutely conscious as her breast innocently brushed hisarm, of the
comment Bast had made about nakedness. Not to mention the fact that Bast, who was one of the most
dangerousindividuas he had ever met, was no more than an arm'slength from him. But he had been
cdibate for an awfully long time.



"Comeon," thegirl said, picking up the basket. "The delphinos are usually down at thetip of the
reef.”

Hefollowed her into the darkness and as they neared what he felt was deeper water he saw a
group of shadows up near the surface.

"That'sthem,” Elaynasaid. "The delphinos areredly strange; as closeto diensaswell ever find.
We work together, but they keep a separate society from us.”

"How do you ‘work together'?" Herzer asked as they neared the group.

"They herd fish to usand wetry to catch it in nets" the mer-girl said. "Try, | say, because our nets
areredly lousy."

"Fish smdl," one of the dephinos blatted. He had been floating at the surface but now dove,
followed by the rest of the pod.

Herzer felt more than heard awave of sound cross him and he knew he was being sized up by the
delphino. While held seen the occasional mer, thiswas the first delphino held seen in the flesh and was
surprised by the size of the being.

"Herzer, thisis Herman the pod leader,” Elaynasaid. "Herman, Herzer Herrick. He and some
friends brought tuna."

"Good is" Herman said. "Much is. Good hunting us, some take. M ost take back, need not.”

"Thank you, Herman," Elaynareplied. "Jason didn't get much today so we need it.”

"Know," Herman said. As she opened the bag he pulled pieces out and flipped them dexteroudy to
pod membersin some pattern unclear to Herzer. He stopped when only haf the bag was gone and
flipped hisnose a Elayna. "Back take. Hunt tomorrow."

"Herman,” Herzer said, diffidently. "1 think that there might be away to capturethe big pelagicsif
you, the mer and the dragons worked together. It might not work at first, but | think we can figureit out.”

Herman paused and Herzer felt another of those ripples of sonar run across him. He wondered
what it would look like, whathe would look like, to adel phino.

"Good is"" Herman said. "Try will. Morrow?"

"I'll see," Herzer temporized. "Hopefully.”

"Jason see," Herman said. "Breathe must. Morrow."

"Morrow," Herzer said asthe delphino floated back to the surface to breathe.

"What's thisideayou have?' Elayna asked as they headed back to town.

"I'm not sure of the particulars,”" Herzer said. "I need to talk to Pete and Jason." He paused asa
shudder passed through his body.

"Cold?' Elaynaasked.

"Very," Herzer admitted. "But I'll be okay."

"Maybe, maybe not," Elayna said in a concerned voice. "Hypothermiais no joke, and there's
nowhere to warm up. | get that way sometimes, too. But we have a better heat regulation system than
landies." She reached into the bag and extracted achunk of tuna, biting into it as she swam. "Of course,
it also requires more energy, SO we have to eat stuff more than landies. And tunas the be<t; lots of fat.”

"| noticed that you're. . . heavier than most landsmen,” Herzer said.

"You can say fat," Elayna said with alaugh as she fed some small piecesto the moray. "But thefat's
redly just areservoir for us. And we've been losing alot of weight lately; | know | have. With theway
that we push water through our gills, fat doesn't help with the cold. Eating fat does, though,” she added,
taking another bite. "Want some?"

"No, | ate up onthe surface," he said. He didn't add that cold, seawater-flavored tunawas not his
ideaof an appetizing medl.

They'd reached the town square and she spread the tunaaround to the still hungry group, taking a
few piecesfor hersdf.

"Having fun?' Bagt said, swvimming up behind them.



"Uh," Herzer replied, brilliantly.

"Yes weare" Elaynasaid. "And | haven't thanked you for the tuna.”

"Yourewelcome," Bast said, smiling at her. "1 wonder, were you going to ask Herzer if held seen
the feeding sations?'

"Uh," Herzer said again.

"Asamatter of fact, yes" Elayna said with atoothy smile. "Isthat a problem?’

"No," Bast said, matter-of-factly. "Long celibate he has been; go take the edge off. He's good for
more than once anight.” She smiled at the girl and flipped off into the darkness.

"Uhm..." Herzer said.

Elaynajust looked at him and batted her eyes. "Careto go look at the feeding stations, Lieutenant
Herrick?' she asked.

Without aword he took her hand and followed her across the night-dark reef.

* * *

"Well, look what the seatossed up,” Rachdl said as Herzer strode down the bluff from the
lighthouse. She was squetting by the remains of the campfire adding driftwood to the cods. "Have anice
night?'

Thewind had died overnight and backed around easterly. The sky was clear and the dawn sun
was just garting to lift the remnants of early morning fog. The wyvernswere awake and starting to mewl
with hunger.

"Grest, thanks," Herzer said, setting down a bucket of water from the spring acrosstheidand. "Is
there any breakfast? I'm starved.”

"WEell, you have your choice of fish and seaplum or seaplum and fish," Rachel said. "And I'm not
surprised you're hungry. I'm surprised you can stand.”

"Herzer hasthe condtitution of abull," Bast said, following him down the bluff. " And other things
likeabull, cometo think of it."

"Oh, God," Herzer muttered. "It's going to be one of those mornings, isn't it?"

"Y ou have only yourself to blame," Rachel replied with a sniff.

"Not if you'd make me an honest man,” he retorted, then shrugged. " So I'm having fun. It's not
interfering with the misson.”

"Fooling around with Bruce's granddaughter isn't interfering with the misson?' Rachel asked.

"Hisgrand daughter?' Herzer groaned. "Oh, hell.”

"Y es, hisgranddaughter,” Edmund said, coming up and squatting by the cods. "It'sgoing to bea
hot onetoday," he added, looking at the sky. "But don't worry about it, Herzer, we've got much worse
problems. Bruce had word that New Destiny is sending adiplomatic misson aswell.”

"Crap," Herzer said, looking around at the seaasif to see ablack sail on the horizon.

"Well ded withit," Edmund said. "Well ded withit . . . diplometicaly."

"Who are they sending?' Rachd asked. "Do you know?"

"No. | only know what | picked up in town."

"Most of the people donot like New Destiny," Herzer said. "1 know that for sure. But I'm not so
sure they want to join with us, ether.”

"Well, well haveto find away to get them to seethe error of their ways," Edmund replied.
"Somehow. | wish the damned ship would get here, but with the winds the way they areit might bea
week."

"What happensif they meet up with the New Degtiny 'diplomatic misson'?' Herzer asked.

"Hopefully they'll ded withit . . . diplomaticdly,” Edmund replied.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

"Great day to be sailing,” Commander Mbeki said as he reached the quarterdeck.

"Sure, if wewere sailing theright way," the skipper said sourly. The ship was currently on the
northerly tack, asit had been for agood haf the morning. To sail to the east required turning first one
way and then the other, tacking, so that the winds could be caught by the sails. They had been taking
long tacks, far out to sea, to ensure that they avoided the shods along the north side of theidesand the
voyage was, unfortunately, taking longer than anticipated. "At thisrateit'll be aweek before we get to
Whde Point. And what happensif they've hared off somewhere el se by then?’

"WEell ded withit," Mbeki said.

"Sall off the starboard bow!"

They werewd| off from theidands so it was unlikely to be some stray fishing vessdl. Chang and
Mbeki both shrugged almost smultaneoudy.

"Well stay on thistack," the skipper said. "WEell comeup onit."

"If it'shodtile, it will have the weather gauge,” Mbeki pointed ot.

"WEell figure that out soon enough. Get Donahue up on the mast with apair of binoculars; | want to
know what were dealing with as soon as possible.”

In no more than thirty minutes the midshipman called down.

"Square-rigged ship,” heyelled. "Looks something like acaravel. No flagsthat | can see. Looks
like some dolphins swimming around it."

"If it'sacaravel we can sail ringsaround it," Mbeki said.

"Sure, but we don't have so much as bowmen on board,” the skipper replied. "Get me Evan.”

When the engineer was shown onto the bridge he nodded at the news and frowned.

"I've been working on something, but | don't know that you'd want to useit on the ship,” he
admitted.

"What isit then?' Mbeki said impatiently.

"It was an ideathat Lieutenant Herzer had,” the engineer temporized.

"The materias he asked to bring on board?" the skipper asked.

"Yes, dr," the engineer said. "He wanted away to make the dragons an offensive weapon. He was
working on that but | thought I'd make something else.”

"What isit, man?' Mbeki snapped.

"A flamethrower," the engineer said nervoudy.

"Shit," the skipper said, looking around at the tinder-dry wood of the ship. "You'reright, | don't
want that used on my ship.”

"Sir!" the midshipman called down. "Sir! There'saflag hoisted now, | can't make it out exactly but
itsred and blue! And they've changed course towards usl" The New Degtiny flag was blue field with
red ND onit.

"That capsit,” the skipper said. "Clear for action, al hands stand by to repel boarders.”

"I haveanidea, gr," the engineer said after amoment. "But well have to have them to port.”

"WEell figurethat out later,” the captain replied. "Get moving onit. And don't youdare firethat
damned thing on my ship.”

"Yes, dr. | mean, no Sir!"' the engineer said, hurrying to the companionway.

The two ships continued on nearly reciprocal courses, the caravel bearing down on the clipper.
Normally it would be no contest; the clipper was far and away the faster ship. But the skipper kept her
on her course, headed towards the other ship. After afew minutes he climbed up to therigging for his
own look and returned shaking his head.

"They'vegot abaliga" he sad. "And those are orcas around their ship.”



"Changed?' Mbeki asked.

"Probably." He stood there with his hands clasped behind his back, feet spread to counter theroll
of the ship. "Weshould show them our hedl's. We could outrun even the orcaover time.”

"With al due respect, gr," the commander said. "That would look like hell on our report.”

"It would look worse if we lost the carrier,” the skipper said. "We should have brought armed
doopswithus, | sad it a thetime."

"Yes, dr," the commander replied.

"But you're absolutdly correct that it would look like hell," the skipper frowned. "1 wonder if our
wonder-boy has come up with anything.”

"Y ou want metowhat ?' therabbit said. "Noway in hell."

"You sad onefavor,” Evanreplied. "Thisisit.”

"And | aso said 'nothing unreasonable,' " the rabhit replied. "Thisis clearly unreasonable.”

"Noit'snot,” Evan said, doggedly. "It's more than likely that you'll survive. Especidly if you have
the flamethrower."

"l cando alot of impossblethings” the bunny said. "But | cannot swim with the flamethrower on
my back! Well."

"Y ou're not going to swim."

"Thisisyour plan?' the skipper said, looking at the rabbit at Evan's feet.

"Yes, dr," theengineer replied, nervoudy. "Thisisal | could come up with on the spur of the

The rabbit was wearing a black suit with a smoked-visor helmet. Attached to his harness, in place
of the pistol crossbow, was asmal circular tank with g, yes, rabbit-sized nozzle atached. But the
harnessill hed dl hisknives

"Thisisinsane" Commander Mbeki commented.

"You'reright,” the rabbit said, hopping towards the companionway. "It's crazy. | shouldn't do it.”

"Come back here," Evan said. "I don't know what happensto you if you go back on your
promises, but I'm willing to find out.”

"Damn," the rabbit said. "Does anyone think that this congtitutesunreasonable aswdl asinsane?”
he asked hopefully.

"Nooo," the skipper said, thoughtfully. "Insane, yes.Unreasonable , no."

"But insanity isdefined as unreason,” the rabbit said.

"Not redly,” Commander Mbeki said. "Psychotics are, by definition, insane. But they can be quite
reasonable people.”

"You'reredly going to make me do this?' the rabbit asked. "That's unreasonable.”

"But it doesn't matter, if thetask isnot. If it'sstupid, but it works, it'snot stupid,” Evan replied with
thelogic of an engineer.

"Weredlly don't have timeto debate this," the skipper said. "Either you're going or you're not. On
the other hand, you'rean Al. | don't fed that | can, with conscience, force you to do something that is
clearly insane.”

"Damn," therabhit said, trying to scratch through the suit. "l can't even get to my damned ear.
Okay, put me on the catapult.”

Evan had evenrigged asmadl launching set.

"How long have you been contemplating this?" the rabbit asked.

"When did you board the ship?' Evan said asthe clipper fell off to starboard. A ballistabolt from
the oncoming ship whistled through the air with an evil hissand poked ahole in the mainsail.



"Y ou made this suit, this helmet and this seet in that time?" the rabbit asked. "I'm impressed.”

"No, | made the seat then," Evan said, stepping into the launching pit. "1 made the suit and the
helmet when | made the flamethrower. Have fun.”

"If I end up in thedrink I'm coming for you, Evan Mayerle," the rabbit hissed as Evan timed therall
and hit the launcher.

The black blob wasfired into the air and asit flew across the gap two knives appeared in its hands,
It hit the mainsail of the oncoming caravel facefirst but the knives went through the canvaslike butter
and it did downward leaving two gaping woundsin the black sail. The last that could be seen of it was
asit flipped off the base of the sail and into the crowd below it. Asit landed, there was an inhuman
scream.

"Poor bunny," Commander Mbeki said. "He didn't last long."

"I think that was whoever he landed on," Evan said, asaspurt of flame licked upward and caught
thesall. It was quickly involved and turned to ash before their eyes. ™Y ou might want to have the captain
sal out of rangefor thetimebeing.”

Thewind wasfair from the caravel and it carried the occasiona sounds of screaming, pleasfor help
and from time to time someone legpt over the Side, apparently preferring the briny degps to whatever
was going on on board. The ship had dmost immediately lost way and now rocked from sideto Sdein
the waves, its hdm clearly not manned.

The captain joined them and shook his head when blood started running from the scuppers.

"I'm glad he'son our side," the skipper commented.

"l don't think heis" Evan replied. "But he owed meafavor.”

"Shall we send over aprize crew?' Commander Mbeki asked. The last, badly aimed, balista bolt
had sailed off into the distance some time before.

"No..." thecommander said after amoment's thought. "1'm not sure that any sane human should
seewhat ison board that ship." He eyed the orcas and an occasiond raylike thing that were coming up
and glancing at the ship they were supposed to be following. "But I'm not sure that he should have to
swim back." There were flameslicking from the aft of the craft by then and he shook his head again.
"Let'slay her dongside, near the bow, and recover our . . . friend.”

They jockeyed the ship over, carefully, and threw grapnels onto its bow to pull it dongside. Fire
parties stood by because the aft had become fully involved, but shifted as they were that was downwind
and for thetime being the fire was held there.

Asthey pulled dongside the rabbit jumped from one ship to the other, agap of more than three
meters, which should have been impossible.

"Well," he said brightly, taking off hishemet, "that was fun. Let's go find me some more orcsto
play with!"

"It was crewed by orcs?' Commander Mbeki asked as adivision under Chief Brooks boomed the
caravel away and the clipper got back under way. Some of the crew from the burning ship had climbed
aboard and were lined up against the starboard rail under guard.

"No, they were their marines,”" the rabbit replied, pulling off the fire-scorched black suit. "1 just kept
telling mysdf it was a cruise of telemarketers and there just didn't seem to be enough of them. | haven't
had that much fun since the last real telemarketer died of old age. | didn't track the bastard down until
held keded over from the heart attack. They said he'd seen arabbit and that wasit for him. The bastard.”

Not asound was heard from the ship asthey sailed away, leaving behind a crowd of confused
orcas.

Joel had watched the entire "battle," more of amassacre, from his battle station on the quarterdeck.
Hefound it interesting, and ingtructive, that the enemy ship was there. Finding one ship at seawas not
easy; assdlorssad: "Lord, the seais so large and my boat isso small.”

It was an unlikely coincidenceto find one of the New Destiny fleet placed right acrosstheir path.



About aslikdly as rounding out abusted flush on aone card draw.

Which meant that it probably wasn't coincidence. Which meant that the vague possibility that there
was an agent on board had gone from "vague possibility” to "high probability.”

Furthermore, they had known more or lessthe ship's exact location and plans. That meant that the
probable agent was among the officers, probably one of the primary navigationd officers, either the
captain, Commander Mbeki, Mgor Freund the navigator or one of the three lieutenants.

The rabhit was an outsde possibility, aswell. Asan Al it could have an internd navigationa system
and even communications. He wished that he knew more about it, but everyone with prior experience
had |eft with the dragons.

His hunch was till Commander Mbeki. But it was only ahunch and while he waswilling to pay
attention to his hunches, he wasn't willing to concentrate on them.

He needed more information.

"Orcas approaching to port,” the masthead |ookout called.

Martin had been pacing up and down the quarterdeck, waiting for word on the attack upon the
UFS ship. He had spread the ships on along line across the anticipated course of the dragon carrier and
the caravels had only had occasiond visua contact for the past three days. The lookout had reported
possibly seeing some smoke early in the morning, but from what was impossible to determine.

Each of the ships, though, had asmall pod of orcas attached. The orca sonar could transmit across
sgnificant distances and he was using that to keep in communi cation with the dispersed fleet. Why some
were returning tohis ship, however, remained to be seen.

He walked to the front of the ship and looked down at the pod that was riding in the bow wave.
Suddenly he saw Shanol veer off and head in the direction of the oncoming orcas.

Hewaited impatiently for the leader whaeto return and then walked back to the maindeck as
Shanol and asmaller orca coasted to the side of the dow-moving vessd.

"What's up, Shanol?" he asked, leaning over the Side of the gently hedling caravel.

"Y our 'unarmed carrier' just took out the ship that wasin itsway like it wasn't even there," Shanol
replied.

"What could have happened?' Martin asked. "They didn't even have the dragons with them!”

"Wadll, it's pretty hard to tell from down here," the orcaleader said, sarcasticdly. "'l had Maniillat
report back in person.”

"They didn't board or anything,” Maniillat squedled. "The carrier never got near them until the ship
was aready st-stopped. Some of the sailors jumped over the side but they were just screaming about a
fire-bresthing imp."

"They couldn't have summoned anything,” Martin sngpped. "They don't have the power available.
The only onethat might haveis Tabot, and he's dready at the mer-town.”

"Well, whatever it istook your ship out and the carrier isaready past your line," Shanol replied.
"What now, fearlessleader?'

"Head to the mer-town,” Martin said after amoment. "Time to Sart phase two."

"Y eah, wel | hope phase two works out better than phase one," Shanol replied.

"Yeah," Maniillat squedled. " And no fire-breething imps."

The skipper was walking down alower deck corridor when he saw sailors bracing themselves
against the bulkhead ahead of him. He wasn't close enough to have caused the reaction and he didn't
understand the beads of swest on their faces until he saw the rabbit coming around a corner.

"Mr. Rabbit," Chang said. "Just the bunny | waslooking for."

"What do you want, Spiffy?" the rabbit asked.

"l wanted to show you something,” the skipper replied, waving at him. Heled the rabbit down the



corridor to alocked storeroom and opened it from aring of keys.

"The ships of the UFSNavy aredry . . ."

"Not something you haveto tell me," the rabbit said, bitterly. "And no dfafaeither. And your
women are mostly dogs.”

"Wdll, | can't help you there," the skipper said, opening the door. Insde therewas alarge barrd,
aready tapped. He took down a half-liter pewter mug and held it under the tap until it wasfull. "But
there aretimes, asthe Navy recognizes, when it's medicina to administer asmall belt. For just such
occasonsit maintains the means.”

He bent down and handed the mug to the rabbit, who peered into its depths suspicioudy then took
asp.

"Rum, by God!" the rabbit said happily, drinking haf the mug in one draught.

"High-proof rum," the skipper noted. "Royal Navy grog to be exact. | can't |leave the room open,
but if you'll stepingde'll come back in acouple of hours and have you carried to your bunk. Y ou'l
forgive meif | don't want you wandering the ship under theinfluence of dcohol, what with one thing and
another.”

"Nah, believeit or not I'm ahappy drunk," the rabbit said. "Just let mefill up one more of these
mugsand I'll let you lock back up." He beamed up at the skipper as he took another swig. "Y ou know,
for astuffy son of abitch you aint dl bad.”

"I wasthinking something smilar, mysdlf," the kipper said.

"Don't kid yourself," the rabbit said, taking another swig. "I'm dl bad."

"Mistress Sheida," Jod said to the avatar. He had chosen the cabletier for the meeting on the
assumption that there were multiple exits and hardly anyone ever came down there.

"How isyour misson going, Migter Travante?' Sheldaasked. Her avatar |ooked tired, which
meant it was projecting "her" current state.

"Not fun, but that's not important,” Joel said. "We were attacked today. The ship apparently knew
our estimated course, location and speed.”

"l see" Sheldasighed. "'l guess sending you out wasn't just insurance, wasit?'

"No, maam," the inspector replied. "1 have a suspicion who the agent is, and even afed for
motivation. Could you give me some information on Commander Owen Mbeki's family?'

Sheida's avatar looked distant for amoment, then shrugged.

"Theusud story. A wife, Sharon, daughter Sara. No last known location but his primary residence
wasin Ropasa. Y ou think New Degtiny hasthem?”

"Given one single comment, malam,” Joel said, nodding. "I'd say that they have one or both and are
using them as hostages.”

"Whét do you intend to do?"

"l need to have more proof, even for mysdf, than one unguarded comment, maam," Joel admitted.
"And | aso need to know more about an Al rabhbit that accompanied an df to the ship. The attack took
place after therabbit'sarrival. And while he was instrumental in destroying the New Degtiny craft, | don't
discount him being the agent.”

"That rabhbit, heisascamp, isn't he?' Sheidasaid with afaint grin. "I'd love to hear more of the
gory at another time. He's another distinct possibility," she added with afrown. "I'll give you two items,”
she continued, holding out her hand and floating apair of disks across the compartment to him. "I can
ken those with very little power usage. Place them in Strategic locations. If an avatar appears near them
but not in the same room they'll indicate direction when you touch them. If an avatarhas appeared in the
room, they will record the conversation. Will that do?'

"Perfectly,” Joel sad, pocketing the disks.

"What do you intend to do?" Sheida asked. "Take the information to Duke Edmund?*



"The dukeis currently at the mer-town," Joel told her. "We're sailing there at the moment. But, no,
| don't intend to do that. With your concurrence, as soon as I'm sure who the leak isI'll take action. If
it'sthe rabbit we will haveto act quickly and decisively; heisadangerousAl. If it isthe commander |
intend to turn him."

"What do you mean by that?' Sheidaasked warily.

"It is often useful to let an enemythink they have perfect intdligence," Jod replied. "I would suggest
that the commander be moved to avery important shore post where he can pick up various useful items
of information. Most of them rlatively low leve, as, frankly, the movement of thisshipis. But from time
to time helll forward important bits of information that are higher level. Some of them will bered
information that we don't mind the other side having. I'm sure there are things that you wished youknew
that New Degtiny knew."

"Indeed,” Sheida said, her eyes narrowing.

"Other thingswill be carefully crafted fasehoods. Carefully crafted because you don't want to burn
an agent that good.”

Sheidafrowned. "And | certainly don't want to 'burn’ hiswife and daughter.”

Jod paused and shrugged after amoment. " The time may come when that choice has to be made.
Thepreference isto ensure the safety of the agent and their close kin. For example, if we catch someone
that they don't want to lose, and if the commander haslogt his utility, we could attempt to trade ‘their’
person for ours. But, sometimes, you have to cut your losses. If it meant harm to Commander Mbeki's
family to prevent, oh, Paul winning the war, would you do it?'

Sheidafrowned and shook her head. "I hate questions like that.”

"Y ou need to think about them, maam.” Jod shrugged, hisface hard. "1 certainly do. Severa times
aday."

"Still noword onyour wife and daughter,” Sheidasaid, sadly. "I take it you haven't ‘heard' anything.”

"No, malam,” Jod replied. "But if | do, you'll be the second person to know."

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

"Duke Edmund,” Bruce said, coasting into the swim-through that had been set aside for the duke's
party. "Would you mind joining mefor ashort swim?"

"Not at dl, sr,” Talbot replied, setting down the section of whale bone he had been carving.

Hedidn't ask, and Bruce didn't offer, where they were going. He just followed the mer-leader as
he popped up above the reef and headed downward towards the open ocean.

The reef ended at about twenty meters or so and gave way to sand bottom. The light had trailed
off, but it was fill quite bright in the brilliantly clear waters. They turned to the right and swam aong the
edge of the reef and Edmund |looked around himself with interest. He redlized that while he had been
enjoying the overall beauty of the reefs, he hadn't had thetime, or, faceit, theinclination to reallyexamine
them.

The reefswere covered with fish; schools of onesthe size of his hand and nearly round of body
with blue vertical stripes were everywhere. There were other schools of more "fishlike" appearance,
fairly long to their height, with bright yellow tails. In among the crevices were more smdl fish, dl of them
inaranbow of colors. It was only with great trouble that he managed to redlize that there were drab fish
thereaswdl. And finally he picked out ones that were camouflaged so perfectly they were dmost
impossible to see. One that looked exactly like a section of reef popped up asthey passed and
swallowed asmdler fish whole. Edmund never would have noticed it if it hadn't moved and when it
stopped to swallow its prey it nearly disappeared again.

Now that he was redlly looking around he redlized there were many things about the reef that were
puzzling. Some of it looked exactly like stone. He knew that it was limestone that had been built up by



the cora polyps. But other portions seemed to be covered in fur. These portions were infrequent, but
interesting. The covering didn't seem to be adime or amold; he wasn't surewhat it was. And then, why
were the swim-throughs there? They |ooked like gouged canyons, but there was nothing that he could
see to gouge them. Did trickles of fresh water open them up? Or water or sand pouring down from the
shallowsto the deeps?

Furthermore, the reefs were not congtant. The areawith the swim-throughs, where the town was,
was built up to severa meters over the sandy bottom. But within afew hundred yards down the coast it
had given way to scattered small rocks stuck up barely over the ground.

But even these were alive. There were ddlicate sea fans dangling from them, waving back and forth
inthelight currents. A turtle the size of apony waslying with its belly on the sand, eating a sponge
attached to the side of one of the outcroppings. There were brightly colored reef fish. There were even
some larger fish that |ooked more of the open ocean type to him. But they had gathered around the
rocks, one or at most two by each one. He thought, at first, that they were hunting something. But they
were smply stopped, as much as possible, hanging motionless. When they drifted away from the rocks
they would turn and come back into the current until they were over the rocks again and stop, asif they
were using them as some sort of location beacon.

Intrigued he deviated from Bruce's wake and coasted over for acloser look.

The larger fish were shaped something like tuna, but had a more rounded head, a bluish sheen and
ahorizonta gtripe dong their midline. What was happening became clear as he got close enough to see
details. Smaller fish, one colored bright blue, were darting out from the rock and swimming over the
body of the larger fish. He waited patiently for the larger fish to eat one of them but it never did. Instead
the smdll fish swam al over itsbody, picking at it from timeto time asif eating the larger fish'sskin. They
even swam into its dowly opening and closing gills and as he watched in amazement one swvam right into
the larger fish's mouth, poked around and came back ouit.

"Cleaning station," Bruce said and Edmund redlized that he had stopped instead of following his
host.

"Sorry, | wasjust watching this," he said.

"Good," Brucereplied, clearly willing to ddly. "I'd hoped you might actudly look around you for
once."

"Wasit that obvious?' Edmund chuckled.

"You're avery focused person, Edmund Tabot," Bruce replied. "And there are many thingsto
focus on on the reefs. What's happening thereisthat the small fish, that one'sabluewrasse," he said,
pointing at the bright blue one, "are picking parasites off the larger fish. Which is an amberjack by the
way."

"Why doesn't it eat them?" Edmund asked. "It seemslike an easy med."

"Sometimesthey do," Bruce said. "But, by and large, they don't. The smal fish get the easy medl.
Thelarger fish get their parasites picked off. If they didn't have the smdl fish around, if they atethem all,
they'd end up covered in parasites. Both of them get what they need; it'swhat's called acommensal
relationship.”

"| saw aturtle back there eating what |ooked like a sponge,” Edmund said. "What does the sponge
e

"Eaten,” Bruce replied with ashrug. "Predation is predation. But . . . that type of sponge grows
over live cord aswdl asdead. If it was|eft unchecked it would spread over the whole reef, killing it.
Tide and currents d ong with ssorms would eventualy wipe the remnant cora out. So the whole
ecosystem would die. If you killed dl theturtles, it might not come to pass, there are other thingsthat est
sponges and they would increase as their food source increased, but you begin to understand asmal bit
of the complexity of the web of lifethat isacord reef. Take away the damsd fish and dgae grow
unchecked. Parrot fish et the live cord, but their fecal matter isamost pure sand because of the rock
they haveto ingest to get to the polyps; their shit iswhat you see as crystd white sand. But ther€'s



something in particular 1'd like to show you; it'snot far.”

"Let'sgo," Edmund said, turning away from the cleaning station.

Down the section of patch reef alarge cora head rose up in the middle of an expanse of low
rocks. It was about three meters high and two across, tapering a bit like ateardrop. It was colored a
faint green, asif it had some adgaedl over it. Sections of it were covered with the mosdike growths hed
seen esewhere,

"ThisisBig Greenie," Bruce said, coagting to astop and letting the current carry him past the cora
head. "It'saspecies called green cora and it isthe oldest living organism on earth.”

"| thought that was some tree in western Norau?' Edmund said, peering at therock. "And isit
dive?'

"Oh, yes," Bruce said. " See the fuzzy patches?"

"I'd noticed them before,”" Edmund admitted. "They look likeit's covered in moss."

"Those are thelive polyps," Bruce corrected. "They're actudly rdlated to jelyfish. Think of them as
upside down jellyfish surrounded by arock shell. They'refilter feeders; they extend tendrilsthat catch
plankton asit passes by. Once ayear they reproduce, releasing clouds of sperm and eggsto drift on the
wind. But Big Greenie, here, has been doing that for seven million years."

"Damn,” Edmund said, impressed.

"It very nearly died," Bruce continued. "Water conditionsin the mid-twenty-first century were
terrible. Therewas, asit later turned out, anormal climactic shift to higher temperatures, then the cycle
reversed and there was a sharp temperature decline, amini—ce age. All of those created temperature
stresses. Toxins released by indudtry into the water, diverstouching the reef, industrid fishing that
removed vita species, dl of it nearly killed something that had lived for millions of years. There were
sections of thisreef where less than ten percent included live polyps; that was arecipefor disaster.”

"Your point?' Edmund said, dryly.

"You are, as| mentioned, very focused, Edmund Talbot. But while it'simportant to focus on the
trees, sometimes you have to let the forest speak for itsdlf. I'm showing you the oldest treein the forest
because | thought it was something that you could focus upon. Thisiswhat the Work isdl about;
ensuring that the reef, Big Greenieincluded, is never brought to those conditions again.”

Edmund thought about that for amoment, kicking against the current to carry him back to the cord
head. He dropped down to the bottom and looked at it closaly, then backed up when he saw the head
of avery large moray stuck back in a crevice near the cord's base.

Finaly he swam back to where Bruce was waiting patiently.

"I understand what you mean,” Tdbot sad.

"Therésa'but' there," Bruce replied.

"Therésahuge'but' there," Edmund admitted. "Thefirst 'but' isthat the conditionsthat you're
talking about don't apply.Won't apply. To get to the conditions you describe will require industry, major
industry. Which cannot exist given the explosive protocols.”

"Toxins can be crested without internal combustion,” Bruce said with afrown.

"Not on large scale, without internal combustion or eectrical energy. Thefirst is prevented by
Mother under the explosive protocols. And any power production gets sucked up by the damned Net.
S0 you cannot have large-scale industry. Y ou have no ideawhat 1'd give right now for acouple of tons
of sulfuric acid, for example, but producing it in alow-tech environment isastone bitch.”

Bruce opened his mouth but Edmund raised a hand.

"Give me asecond here." Edmund grinned. ™Y ou had your say. If wewin thiswar, the entire
system comes back online and dl the conditions before the Fall hold. Y ou'll be ableto replicate dl your
needs again. Therewon't be any industry, any more than there was for athousand years before the Fall.
Nor will there be any more visitors, because there aren't that many people and even with the natural
population increase that is going on, there won't be more than abillion and ahdf, two billion max, in the



next hundred years. There's dso a maximum even past that point; you can only support so many humans
on preindudtrid agriculture. Y ou forgot nutrient run-off in your litany, by theway."

"It'sinthere” Bruce said, grimly. "Florabay was nearly killed by it. And the bay isthe nursery for
haf the ecosysemin thisregion.”

"But that won't happen because you cannot transport the fertilizers from where they areto where
they are needed,” Edmund snapped. " God knows we're running into that dready in Raven's Mill. My
point isthat while thewar isgoing on, the reefs are il out of danger. Butyou are not.”

"Soyou've said," Bruce shrugged. "But New Destiny doesn't have areason to attack us.”

"I'm not talking about New Destiny," Edmund replied. They had drifted away from the cora head
on the current and were headed in the genera direction of town. "Y our people are excessively
vulnerable. And they are valuable to more than just us and New Destiny. We passed a settlement on the
way herein Bimi idand. With your underwater abilities, you're a priceless asset to agroup like that. How
long until they come to the conclusion that sSince you're unwilling to assist them, they should force you to?!

"How arethey going to do that?' Bruce said, angrily.

"I don't know," Edmund replied with a shrug. "But some of them, maybe not now, but soon, will
figure out away. "Why should they dive for lobster when you can do that for them?”

"We could dly oursdveswith them, just aswell,” Bruce replied.

"They can't protect you from New Destiny," Edmund retorted. "And they have far lessto lose than
we do. You'd bethe cleaner fish to their big fish. Sure, it'sacommensd relationship, but if | had my
druthers, I'd be the big fish. The cleaners can't sngp me up.”

"And you wouldn't be the big fish?"

"Weneed willing dlies," Edmund said, reasonably. "We need you to scout for us, to fight for usif
we can figure out away. To communicate with the delphinos and the other cetoids. To find the New
Dedtiny ships so that we can destroy them before they destroy us. Before they cometo my land and |
haveto fight them at my damnedwalls . That's not big fish to little fish. We can't force you to do those
things. How do we know that you intentionally missed some fleet? It's abig damned ocean, asI'm
coming to understand. But | can damned well tell you that the fishermen will get out their whipsif you
don't come back with enough |obster.”

"Y ou create problemsthat don't exist," Bruce said, still angry.

"Maybe, but here's onethat already exists. you're sarving to death.”

"We're getting by," Bruce said, defensively.

"Barely, as primitive hunter gatherers, dependent on what you can bring in each day,” Edmund said,
warming to hisown anger. "Damnit, Bruce, you're responsible to yourpeople , not just to thisreef! I've
got people under my protection that were members of the Wolf terraforming project. Arethey working
on it now? No, they're working on rebuilding civilization; not scavenging for food in the forests. And
you're not evengood hunter gatherers. Y ou'relosi