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CHAPTER ONE

The humpback whae cruised dowly northward through the blue waters of the eastern Atlantis
Ocean, listening to the sounds of the seaaround him. Sound carries far under water, depending upon its
frequency. The humpback did not use sonar, but used the sounds created by other sea creatures large
and small, to create athree dimensional map of its surroundings that stretched, with decreasing accuracy,
for abubble hundreds of milesaround.

To the southwest were severa schools of fish. Birds were diving on them and tunawere working
over one while aschool of spiny sharks was attacking another. To the northwest, by the lands of ice, a
pod of fellow humpbacks, the ocean's grest communicators, were giving their sren cals, imbedding in
them a congtant litany of information. A school of squid wasin the deeps below the humpback, but he
was neither apdagic hunter like the sai and blues, to go after the schools to the south, nor a deep hunter
like the pod of sperm whalesto the west, that could make the five hundred meters down to the shod.
No, hewas an inshore hunter, who could gorge on herring for afew weeks and then survive for months
on the stored fat.

So Bruno told himsdf. But he was till hungry and the resupply ships weren't due for another two
weeks.

As hewas mentaly grumbling to himself, and turning to the east to stay ingde his patrol zone, he
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picked up the frantic squeding of delphino. Helistened and then continued hisdow and lazy turn until he
was pointed in the direction of the distant pod just sculling along a hundred meters bel ow the surface
where the interference from the surface chop dropped off. The sound was attenuated by the distance,
the high-frequency pinging of the delphinos dropped off rapidly even in cold water, but the humpbacks
were not merely the loudest whaes in the ocean, they had the best hearing. He waited until the sound
began to shift and then surfaced, blasting out the air he had held in hislungsfor long minutes and taking in
adeep gulp of cold north Atlantis air. He then dropped back to a hundred meters, turned tail up and
began to let out a deep series of throbs, like deep, giant drumbests that resounded through the ocean.

* % %

The mer waslying in mud, his handsinterlaced behind his head to keep it up out of the glutinous
black mass. Asfaw didn't like Sitting in mud, but the dternative was swimming back and forth and that
got old quick. He thought to himself, as he had at least a hundred times, that he ought to do something
about there being nothing but mud down here. But then he reminded himsdlf that writing memoswasa
paininthetail and probably nothing would be done anyway; support of the mer was a pretty low priority
around here astheir quarters proved. So he continued sitting in the mud, lying in the mud and
occasondly playing with the mud through the long watches.

As hewas contemplating, again, that he'd much rather be back at Blackbeard Base or even out with
the scouts, he sat up and cocked his head to the side. He listened for amoment then blanched, hisfair
skin turning fairer in the dark waters. He quickly swam to the surface and took a breath of air, using it to
blast the water in hislungs out through the gill-ditsin hisribcage. There wasn't anyone on the floating
dock so he swam over to the ladder and climbed up it, hand over hand, until he could see over the side
of the dock.

The messenger was Sitting on achair, see, he at least had a chair, his head bowed on his chest. The
moon had set but lantern light was more than enough to see that he was dightly drooling and twitching in
hisdeep.

"Robertson!™ the mer snapped. "Wake up!"

"Whah?' the messenger said, Sitting up and looking around bleearily.

"Wake up and get ready to take amessage,” the mer said.

"Yes, gr," the private replied, turning up the oil lamp on histable and fumbling out writing materias
and ingruments.

"When you've ddlivered the message, go wake up the rest of the messengers; we're going to have a
busy day."

"Yes, dr," the messenger repested. Asthe mer dictated, the pen of the messenger trembled and his
face, too, turned stark whitein the red lamplight.

* % %

"Asyou can see," the young man said, drawing another line on the chalkboard. " Subede used
indirect methods in each of hiscampaigns. And in each of hismgor battles, although often heavily
outnumbered by equaly trained forces, he was able to overcome them by destroying their will to fight or
their means”

Theingructor was, if anything, younger than most of his students, which were ayoung crowd. He
was barely twenty, but eyes were cold and old and his hard face was lined with scars, aswas the hand
that wielded the chalk. His other hand ended in acomplex hook and clamp prosthetic. That was
currently hooked in the belt of his undress uniform, agray kimonolike tunic with an undershirt of
unbleached cosilk, aheavy cosilk scarf wrapped around his neck and tucked into the tunic, blue pants
with alight blue seam down the trouser-leg and heavy, rough-leather boots. The uniform was somewhat
faded with use and washings and the boots had seen heavy usetoo. But it was clearly comfortable wear
to the young man, clothes that he had worn for enough days and yearsto consider them normal wear.
Besides being young, hewas dso alarge man. Very large. The chalk looked like astubby twigin his
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hand.

"Now," he said, turning to the classthat was rapidly trying to repeet his sketches. "Can anyonetell
me of a strategic use of the indirect gpproach?’

"The latter United States battles against the Soviet Union?* one of the women at the back of the
room said, not looking up from her sketch.

"Very good, Ensgn,” the young man said. "And can you give me another example from the same
time period?’

The young woman looked up in startlement at that and shook her head.

"The War on Terrorism?' one of the males asked.

"Yes," theingtructor replied. "At no point in either war did the U.S. directly attack those countries
which were the most dangerous to them, politically and strategicaly, through the use of terrorism.
Instead, it attacked the countries that aided and supported them in their cultural memes or directly
assaulted those memes. By destroying the economy of the Soviet Unionin thefirst case, and by
destroying the culturd, not to mention financial, support of terrorism in the second, the U.S. in both
cases destroyed an enemy that, arguably, was capable of winning the war. The Soviet Union by adirect
nuclear strike, or aground assault upon Americasalies, and the terrorist-sponsoring states through
economic embargo or direct sponsorship of wegpons of mass destruction terrorism. But in each case, by
drategic ju-jitsu, the American nation attacked at the weakest point, winning vast wars with very smal
engagements.”

"Irag was not the weakest state in the region,” the female ensign said. "They had more forces than
the expeditionary force could field againgt them for logitic reasons.”

"Which EF used the indirect approach again,” the instructor pointed out. He wiped the preceding
sketch from the board and started to draw another. "The enemy wasin fixed, and very strong, positions,
along the probable avenues of approach. Approaches that had been used, notably by the Briton alies of
the Americans, in previous wars. By using movement through whét the enemy thought wasimpassable
ground, logigticaly, the Americans and their Briton dliesforced the enemy into a battle of maneuver that
it could not win againgt their air superiority. And then by placing forcesin the region they drew off the
magority of attacks againgt the civiliansin the dlied state of Israel aswell astheir home countries.

"Again, Subedel and Genghis, by destroying the fields before their enemy's gates, created an
environment the enemy believed could not be crossed, and then crossed it, crushing the superior Persan
forcein detail. They then put the entire region to the sword, which tended to prevent the sort of
problems the Americans saw, but that was a different time. Slim used much the same approach in his
battles dong the Irriwady shore where he was facing a highly capable, proven dangerous enemy. One
that had previoudy beaten him, badly, on the sameterrain, | might add." The young man laid down the
chalk and wiped his hand on arag held by the prosthetic. "One wondersif the generas of that time
Studied Subedel aswell," he added with agrin.

"But..." thefemdeensgn sad.

"Yes, Endgn Van Krief?' hesad, mildly.

"What happensif the enemy is smart enough to overcome your indirect approach?* AmosisVan
Krief asked. The ensgn wasjust below medium height with short blond hair, ahard, triangular face and

abroad, strongly muscled body. She also had bright blue eyes and very nice legs, which the instructor
was careful not to comment upon or even appear to notice.

"Inthat case," the young man smiled lopsidedly, "you'd better have one hell of ago-to-hell-plan.
Because you only use this approach when you don't have achoice; when your forces are inferior or of
parity. It'saways better, if you have a steam hammer, to crack the walnut that way. The problemis, you
usudly don't have asteam hammer. Cracking the nut when you don't appear to have the strength
requires subtlety.”
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The door to the room opened softly and ayoung female private entered and popped to attention.
"Captain Herrick," she squeaked nervoudly, "the general wantsto seeyou et ... at your .. ."
"Earliest convenience?" theingtructor asked with adight grin, wiping his hands again.

"Yes, gr," the private replied.

"The commandant?'

"No, gr," the private said, biting her lip, "Duke Tdbat, gr.”

Theingtructor paused and then turned on one hed to the fascinated ensigns.

"Class," he sngpped. "Y our assignment for tomorrow is to examine the Inchon landing and the
Nipponese attack on Myanmar in the Axis-Allies War. Come up with at least three viable dternatives
for each. Be prepared to defend your aternatives. Attention!” He waited until the group had snapped to
the position of attention then looked around at them.

"What's our motto, boys and girls?' he sang oui.

"No plan survives contact with the enemy!" the class shouted in unison.

"And who arewe?"' he asked.

"THEENEMY!"

"Dismissed.”

With that he marched out of the room.

* % %

Megan "Sung" checked the leve of liquid in her "waste" retort and shook her head. She had had
enough materia for her plansfor months, had had to, carefully, dispose of the excess, but just kept
building it up. She knew how to kill Paul, but she wasn't sure what to do after that.

Megan had been sixteen when an old traveler found the tdll, lithe, pretty, if rather dirty and underfed,
young brunette washing clothes by the side of a Ropasan stream. She had helped the old man acrossthe
river and the next thing she knew she was here, wherever "here’ was, in the harem of Paul Bowman,
head of the New Destiny faction of the Council of Key-holders.

Thingshad initidly been . . . tough. The senior femalein the harem was Christel Meazdll, one of the
women with whom Paul had had a child prior to the Fall. She was both in charge of making surethe girls
understood their "duties’ and managing the logistics of the harem. Since she had gotten very little
education-prior to the Fal there was no strict need to learn to even write your name-managing the
accounts associated with the girls supplies was a day-to-day nightmare. Especidly sinceit dl had to be
done by hand and Christel could not get the same number twicein arow if she had to add two plustwo.

She had taken that frustration out on the girls and they had, in turn, passed it on. When Megan had
arrived, conditions had been vicious. The girls knew better than to do permanent or disfiguring damage,
but they took out their boredom and frustration in other ways, many of them sexua and dl of them crud.

Megan had dedlt with that aspect of thelife rather quickly. Her father had trained her intensively in
amost logt arts of salf-defense; he had seen protection fields fail from "persona™ reasons too many times
to fully trust them. But ablow to the gut was a blow to the gui.

So the"new girl" had not been the soft touch the regulars had come to expect. She had kept the
ability more or less secret, only pointing it out acouple of timesto the "AlphaBitches' in the group. But
with them firmly under control, the rest didn't dare bother her.

Managing Christel had been harder. But as soon as Megan showed that she was more than capable
of doing the"logigtic* end, Christdl had turned the books over to her with an dmaost audible sigh of rdlief.
Using that wedge Megan had dowly, more or less, taken over the harem. To the point that from timeto
time she even gave Christel orders.

So that aspect of the life had gotten better. Recognizing that the biggest problem in the harem was
boredom she had cgjoled Christel into running exercise classes. Theseled to more structured learning in
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sewing, Snging, musica insruments. Anything to passthe time and give the girls something to do other
than bicker and play "practical jokes' on one another.

She had taken control of that aspect of her life, but there was another over which she had no
control. And that had taken along timeto . . . improve.

Megan had not been avirgin when she was brought to Paul's harem but the subsequent rapes, and
there was no other term, were not pleasant. But, over time, she had grown not only to accept them
philosophically, but evento fdl in love with her captor, horrible as that made her fed.

Paul could be avery charming man and he was the only source of news of the outside available to
them. Once Megan had, dowly, gotten over her initial revulsion she had grown, however much she hated
it, tofirgt liking Paul and then, strangdly, hatingly, loving him. She was astrong-willed young ladly,
educated beyond ninety percent of her generation. She was the daughter of one of the few remaining
policein the pre-Fall period. Under her father's pressure, and later her own, she had used advanced
technology training methods to become more educated than most human beingsin history. Shewas an
expert forensgc chemist, was highly trained in self-defense, spoke three dead languages, could
cook-another amost lost art-and could do calculusin her head.

Being aharem girl had not been on her list of avocations. So it nearly drove her insane that she was
"fdling" for her captor.

Eventualy Paul, who had done research before setting up what he considered nothing more than a
"breeding pool," had explained that her reaction was anticipated. Captives who depended for their
survival purely on thewill of captors, who kept close and intimate contact, tended to bond to them. Not
al; therewas one girl, Amber, who had fought the captivity until she was eventudly brain drained and
left asawilling semivegetable to Paul's desires. But Megan, like most of the rest of the "girls' had come
to know Paul, to bond to him and through that bonding to love him.

But that did not mean she wasn't going to kill him.
As soon as she figured out how to do it and survive.

What bothered her about the Situation, other than being stuck in a harem, was that she now knew
more of the inner workings of the New Destiny faction than anyone outside of it. She knew their
weaknesses, knew their strengths, which were many. Shelonged, dreamed, of getting the information
out to the Freedom Codiition. But no matter how she pondered the problem, she couldn't figure out a
way to pass on theintelligence and survive. Among other things Paul had let dip in their many
conversations was that he had a source very close to the Freedom Council. And escaping with the
information would be difficult.

The girlswere kept in close confinement, alarge compartment in a castle that had been converted to
living quarters. There were only two entrances, both blocked by high-technology proscriptions. The
wallswere stone, which she could deal with, the same way sheintended to "ded” with Paul when the
time came. But even if the girls somehow made their way past those defenses they were surrounded by
the guards of New Destiny, both Paul's specia guards, dl of them highly trained fighterswho were
bound to him by Net-imposed loyalty proscriptions, and the Changed |egions that made up the bulk of
New Degtiny'sarmy.

She had only oneideaand it was along-shot. The council memberswere a so called Key-holders
because the physical token of their position was atitanium strip. The protocols associated with transfer
of "ownership" of the keyswere ancient and even baroque. A council member could not "lose’ akey; if
they absentmindedly left it somewherethe Al that ran the Net, Mother, would smply port it to their
location. Paul had told her onetime of his early days as a council member when Mother, apparently in
exasperation, had ported it One More Time and molecularly glued it to his forehead so he couldn't
remove it without amgjority vote of the Council. It had taken him aweek to build up the votes, over the
chuckles, and she sometimes wondered if the compromises over that had led, inexorably, to the present
war.
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But Keys could be transferred. They could be transferred voluntarily, say if acouncil member
wanted toretire. . . . But if acouncil member died it was "finders keepers." Minjie Jagi, who had been
one of Paul'sfirgt and closest dlies on the Council, had been killed by his military aide, who had taken
hisKey. Paul, in turn, had had the aide nated. But both methods of killing were out of Megan's
reach. Minjie's deasth was from a binary neurotoxin, and although she had afairly decent chemica
laboratory disguised asa " perfumery,” binary toxinswere abit out of her league.

His aide had been assassinated, in turn, by being attacked "in flagrante delicto.” Council members
habitually used persond protection fields. The fields were impermeable to any harm possible to man,
certainly given the explosive protocols. But they had to be lowered at certain times. Such as during sex
or any sort of intimate contact. Paul always dropped hiswhen hewasin the harem and had to recitea
pass code to raise it. Thus he was vulnerable.

The problem was Paul aso had functiond medica nannites. The nannites would scavenge any smple
toxin before it took effect. Megan wasn't sure of the extent to which they could cure him from a serious
injury. But shewas surethat if she could destroy his cerebrd cortex, there wasn't much the nannites
were going to be ableto do.

Therefore, if she could only figure out where he kept his Key when he came to the harem she could
kill him, take the Key and port out.

If.
She had been with Paul . . . well shedd quit counting. A large number of times. And she thought she
had subtly checked most of hisbody. So far, he didn't seem to have it on him. He, conceivably, could

haveit up hisrectum. But Paul's persondity mitigated againgt that. She smply could not envison him
dipping the key up his ass before he ported to the harem.

But it had to be there, somewhere, and as soon as she figured out where, hewas going to be a
footnotein history.

No matter how much sheloved him.

Chapter Two

"Yagottaloveit," Gerson Tao said, collgpsing theatrically on Van Krief's bunk. The ensgn was
larger than most of hisclass, if not of the massive stature of their ingtructor, and while he kept up with the
studies, he was never going to make honor graduate. "Come up with three dternates to acampaign I'd
never heard of before today?'

"Two campaigns,” theensign said. "And get up, you're ruining my dressing."
"Well, excuse me," Tao said, getting up and expertly tightening the blue woolen blanket on the bunk.
When he was done a bronze chit would bounce off it.

"Hmmm," the femae ensign said, picking up abook and leafing through the pages until shegottoa
map. "l read the dternate plansin here somewhere. . ."
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"What?' Tao replied, Stting up asthe door opened. "What isthat?"

"Mo," Enggn Asghar Destrang said, walking into the room without knocking. Theensgn wasatal,
elegant young man with sandy hair and an abstracted manner. But the three had sparred enough to know
that while he did not have Tao's mass he was lightning quick. And al the thoughtfulness he gaveto his
studies came out when he had asword in his hand. "I'm reading about the Myanmar campaign . . ."

"Isthat Defeat Into Victory?' Van Krief asked, not bothering to look up. "Read it."

"Why am | not surprised?’ Destrang said with agrin. He was athin young man, just sarting to get
hisfull adult form. But hisforearms were corded with wiry muscles and like the rest he moved with a
confidence that was sometimes belied by his abstracted frown. "What have you got?'

"American Caesar," Van Krief replied. "It's the biography, more of ahagiography, of MacArthur
and coversKoreain grest detail. Thereésthingsin it that only make senseif you know some of the
detailsthe writer |eft out, though.”

"My brain hurts" Tao said, grabbing hishead. "Who is MacArthur? Wherein the hdl is Myanmar?
Why does any of this matter? How do you know what to sudy? In advance? Been getting some
Saddinetutoring?”

"Teo..." Desrang warned, angrily.

"Jesus," Tao sad, immediatdy, looking at Van Krief. "I didn't mean it like that, you know that Mo."
He looked at the female ensign pleadingly.

"Asfar as| know, Captain Herrick has never even noticed measafemale,” Van Krief sad, tightly.
"I'll assume that you've just managed to put your foot in your mouth, again. God knowsit's big enough.”

"l sad | was sorry,” Tao said. "But, redlly, how do you know?
Van Krief thought about that and then she shrugged.

"Captain Herrick isnot much older than we are,” she said. "And while hesfar more experienced in
war, he, from what I've gleaned, was not a scholar before he was assigned to the Academy. He hits
particular areas and staysthere for awhile. He caught me out when he started talking about the
communist war in Chin and the American defest in Vietnam, but after that | redized hewas
concentrating on the twentieth century in Asia. From there | researched al the books related to that area
and period and started reading them asfast as| could. There are only so many that survived the Fall.
Captain Herrick has access to Duke Edmund'slibrary, aswell, but he seemsto be drawing on historica
actionsthat are in booksin the Academy library. Persondly, | think he's doing that so we can do the
research he assgnsand triesto limit himsalf to what he knowsisavailable. Soif you work at it, you can
stay ahead of the assgnments.”

"That's. . . twisted," Destrang said.

"It'susing intelligence and planning to stay ahead of your enemy'sthoughts” the femae ensgn said
withagrin. "Cdl it.. . . subtle. Now, Asghar,”" she continued, looking at Destrang. "I'll help you find the
relevant sectionsin thereif you'll hep me with that damned engineering assgnment.”

"What's S0 hard?' the ensign replied, picking up asheet of paper with avague sketch onit. "It'sjust
bridgedesgn.”

"It'sthe schedule he required,” Van Krief answered. "l can design the bridge, it'sastraightforward
pile bridge like we made in Blood Lords schoal, just bigger. But first you have to come up with the
materidsligt, then aplan to gether the materids, then implementation. With asinglelegion.”

"Legion and supports,” Destrang said, Sitting down. "Don't forget the camp followers. You're
alowed six hundred camp followers as wedll; which islow according to the texts. Of those, some two
hundred are going to be mae. Some of them are semicritica servants, make it ahundred and fifty
avallable. Y ou don't assemble the materials and then get started, you start to assemble the materids and
then as soon as you have a certain amount you devote most of the legion to building while the camp
followers continue cutting trees. Y ou're the one that keeps reading ahead, you might want to think back
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ingtead to Gdllic Wars."

"Ah," Van Krief replied, with asmile. "But theré's no mention of using the camp followersin there.”

"The Romans didn't organize theirs the way that we do," Tao noted. "All the sutlersand other . . .
ahem . . . 'support personnd’ . . . have to be bonded."

"o'Ahem?+" Van Krief asked with afrown.

"Whores." Destrang chuckled. "And the latter have to be examined by bonded medica personnel as
well. But the latter don't enter into the equation, much, because pregnancy rates run as high asthirty
percent.”

"Dear God," Van Krief replied, thinking about trying to keep up with alegion while pregnant. From
her own time with the legions she was aware of the"ahem . . . support personnd” but she'd never
accessed any of them or done much more than nod at the occasiona one that she met outside the femae
latrines.

"It'snot aswell organized asit could be," Tao sad, frowning. "Dame Daneh has been bitching about
it for thelast several months.”

"And when Duke Edmund'swife is unhappy,” Destrang said, grinning, "everybody's unhappy. | can
see the mass ditribution of latex condomsin the near future.”

"Weve gotten alittle afield here," the femae ensign said, unconscioudy crossing her legs. "How
much do you think we can work together on this?*

"The engineering project we probably can complete as ateam project,” Destrang replied. "Herrick's
going to want individual answers. I've got mine for Myanmar in mind aready. But you guys are going to
have to come up with them on your own."

"Damn,"” Tao muttered. "Mind if | look at that book?"

"Not at al," Destrang said, tossing it through the air. "' Catch.”

"I'mwondering if it'sgoing to matter," Van Krief said, biting her lip.

"Why?" Destrang asked.

"Why did Duke Edmund send for our ingtructor?' Van Krief replied.

* % %

"What isthat . . . delightful smell?" Herzer asked as he walked into the duke's office unannounced.

"Coffee!" Edmund cried, standing up and going over to asamovar. He poured some black liquid out
inacup and handed it to the captain. "Taste!"

"Bleck," Herzer said. "Tastes like used ail "

The duke waslooking abit older every year, Herzer thought. He was still moving with fluid grace,
but there was getting to be more salt than pepper in his beard and the motions weren't quite asfluid as
when Herzer had first known him. That seemed like along time but it had been barely four years since
Herzer and Edmund'sfamily had sumbled into Raven's Mill after the Fall.

"Try some sugar,” Edmund suggested, ladling in aspoonful. "And cream,” he added, dumping a
dollop in the cup.

Herzer stirred and then spped again, smiling appreciatively. "Now that's more likeit."

"Not as good as a cup of tea, damnit,” Edmund replied, walking back around the desk and sitting
down. "But there have been ships coming up from the Southern Ideswith it. Unfortunatdly, they'vedl
been cdling at Blackbeard Base where those Navy bastards have been diverting it. But Jason managed
to get hishands on three hundred kilos for mein the last shipment. Just arrived. How's the class?!

"Good," Herzer admitted. "They think, which isablessed relief compared to the first group of
jugheads that got sent. They don't take what | say for granted so | set them to doing research projects
until the redity sinksin. Of course, most of them haven't seen the edge of ablade wielded in anger, but |
think they'll do."
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"And al qudified Blood Lords?' Edmund said.

"They have to beto atend the Academy,” Herzer pointed out. The advanced infantry training course
for the growing UFS legions was a ball-buster on purpose. Its graduates were the hard core of the
legions, an dite that had proven that they would stop at nothing to excel. The course had proven its
worth in thefirs months after the Fal, defending Raven's Mill from aforceten timestheir szeand
stopping it butt cold.

But the course was not just about “fight until you die and drop” but about creating aforce that could
outmaneuver the enemy in amost any terrain. A force that could drop ahard legion of utter bastards on
the enemy’'srear and cut off their supplies until they died on the vine. Or run an enemy, even an enemy
on horses, ragged. Thefina exam was four weeks of tortuous marching and camp-building on the route
of one of the greatest generas of dl time, aman who had personified using inferior force to destroy his
enemies by maneuver. The Blood Lords proud boast was that they could, while wearing full infantry
armor and carrying their field gear, run any cavary unit into the ground over thelong haul.

The course was aso the go/no-go course for potentia officers of the United Free States Federd
Army. Any person who wanted to become an officer in the UFS Army, at least initsinfantry which was
the core of the UFSforce, first had to spend timein regular units, a least ayear in most cases, then
prove they could "hang" with the Blood Lords. Those that did not could run the supply depots or
become engineers. They might even make it into the archery corpsthat gave the Blood Lordsarun for
the elite money. But they were never going to command legions.

The top graduates from the Blood L ord course were then sent for polishing to the burgeoning
Academy. They had avariety of teachers. Civilianswho had been history buffs before the Fall. Others
who had studied the techniques of preindustrial engineering, people who knew not only how to usea
diderule, but how to make one. And asmal group of ingructors, like Herzer, who more than anything
knew what it was to stand before the charge of a thousand screaming Changed enemies, and beat them
into offa. Herzer hadn't gotten his prosthetic by getting his hand caught in asawmill.

"Itl do," Herzer said, waving the coffee mug. ™Y ou didn't call me out of my classjust to grill me
about my students, or to tell me you've gotten your hands on coffee.”

"No, but it'samost agood enough reason,” Edmund said. "Four years since I've had a decent cup
of caffeinated beverage. Almost makes the other news pale by comparison.”

"Ah," Herzer said, leaning back and sipping at the coffee again. Y es, not bad at dl. "And the other
newsis...?"

"New Destiny punched their combat fleet,” Edmund replied. "Their orcas and ixchitl have pushed
back the mer and del phino scouts, but theré's no indication that the main invasion fleet has sailed.”

Herzer thought about that as he took another sip. The UFS New Destiny enemiesin Ropasa had
garted building an invason fleet dmost immediatdy after the Fal, while the UFSwas Hill being
conceived. Thefleet was mostly unwieldy caravels and merchant ships. But it included afair smattering
of surface combat units. And, since the UFS had demonstrated the ability of their dragon-carriersto
destroy any other ship, dragon-carriers of their own.

"It'sacounter carrier mission,” Herzer said. Each of the converted clipper ships could carry thirty-six
wyvernsor ten great dragons. Each of the wyverns could carry three canisters of ngpalm for dropping
on the wooden ships of the enemy fleet. The great dragons could carry nine.

There were never enough of the latter, though. Great dragons were not a permitted Change under
the protocolsthat till held post-Fall. They were survivors of arace that had been created in the heyday
of genetic manipulation. A racethat, whilelong-lived, had dowly dwindled in the millenniabefore the Fal
until there were but a handful left on earth. They were intelligent, unlike the wyvernsthat made up the
bulk of both Sdes air arm, and just as inventive about destruction as humans. They aso were, by and
large, mercenaries, unlike the riders of the wyvernswho were dl UFS officers or enlisted.

But with five carriersin the UFSflet, they could gut any potentid invasion by New Destiny. If they
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were around to gut it.

"That'smy take aswell," Edmund said. "The fleet has moved to engage them, though. Current
reports are that they are 'highly confident' of success.”

"Overconfident?' Herzer asked. "New Degtiny has carriers of their own, and Marsha Chansa, while
abagtard, is not adummy. He wouldn't be courting action if he thought he was going to lose.”

"Again, you'rereading my mind," Edmund said, grimly. "But I'm Eastern Land Command. North
Atlantis Command is Admira Draskovich. I'm not amember of the Bamoran Y acht Club.”

"Now, thereyou'velost me," Herzer replied, setting down the empty cup.

"More?' Edmund asked.

"No, saveit for later," Herzer said. "What isthe Bamoran Y acht Club and what doesit haveto do
with anything?'

"l got it in aletter from Shar," the genera replied, reaching into his desk and pulling out a sheet of
paper covered in a crabbed, rectangular hand. "He's not happy where heis."

"Persondly, I'd love to be at Blackbeard Base." Herzer grinned. The Fleet base a Bimi idand was
the home of the mer-people. Since their children were born on land, and were unable to breathe water
for at least ayear, they had, with some reluctance, given over the protection of their children and new
mothersto the UFS forces. For the Blood L ords, who were the chosen guards, it was something of a
sinecure; the base was in a pleasant tropica setting and dl they had to do was keep in training and make
sure no one messed with the mer-children. Off duty there were reefsto explore, fishing, easy accessto
theidand's strong rum and occasiond flings with mermaids and naval personnel. The Blood Lords
senior NCO, Sergeant Mgjor Arthur "Gunny" Rutherford, had been semiretired to the posting.

The mer, inturn, skirmished on the front lines of the current conflict, working with the dolphin-form
Changed humans caled de phinos to watch over the harborsin which theinvasion fleet was being
prepared. Their enemies were New Degtiny's dlies among the Changed orcas and ixchitl, manta-raylike
beings with shark-mouths and belly harpoons containing a parayzing neurotoxin. But they continued to
skirmish, and watch, in pledge of the protective shield that the UFS maintained over their children. There
was amonetary transfer involved, aswell. But a heart it was abond of honor that neither side would
break short of desth. Certainly not while Herzer or Edmund, who had bled by the side of the mer and
delphinos, weredive.

Colonel, now Brigadier Generd, Shar Chang had been the captain of the experimental
dragon-carrier that had carried them on that blood-filled mission of diplomacy. Herzer caled himto
mind now, atightly muscled man with eyes crinkled from looking over the bow of aship. Hehad been a
sallor before the Fall, taking groups out on “tal ships' to give them ataste of old sealife. It was that
experience with multimasted shipsthat had led to his command of thefirst dragon-carrier. And Herzer
had assumed that his experience in degling with the mer had led to his assignment as the commander of
Blackbeard Base.

"Well, I'd thought that Shar would fed the sameway,” Edmund replied, serioudy. "But | waswrong.
I'd picked up on some of the politics before, but he findly wrote me aletter that laysit al out, at least
from his end. When Sheida became convinced she needed anavy, after | pointed out that control of the
sealaneswas going to be vital, she tapped the only person she knew, Bob Houser, to be the guy to set
it up.

"Now, Admiral Houser isafine guy, but his connection to the seawas racing yachts, specificaly
from..."

"The Bamoran Y acht Club?' Herzer asked.
"You got it. They'd have races and regattas with other yacht clubs and it was very much aclub; you

only got inif you weretheright kind of people. Invitation only. Now, naturaly, Houser drew mostly on
people that he knew. But there weren't enough 'right’ peopleto fill al the dots, certainly not oneswho
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survived the Fall and the Dying Time. So, for redly obvious reasons that he knew and trusted some
people and didn't know or trust others, dl the plum assignments went to guys from the yacht clubs."

"Genera Chang wasn't from one of the yacht clubs," Herzer said, puzzled. "What was he doing in
charge of the dragon-carrier?"

"Dragon-carriers had been, more or less, an order from Olympus," Edmund said with agrin. "Sheida
said: I've got dragons and I've got ships. Let's put them together. The admirasfrom the yacht club,
though, thought it was aterrible idea. They were working on various ballista and trebuchet boats, ships
designed to do damage at short range and then board with marines. They'd even requested that they be
given command of the Blood L ords and retrain them for boarding.”

"Grand,” Herzer said, dryly.

"But when the carrier took out six ships, five of them without ever coming in sight of the enemy,
much less | etting them get a chance to counterattack . . ."

"All of asudden,” Herzer frowned, "carriers got important.”

"And dl the new carrier commands go to the yacht guys, and Shar, who istheir most successful
carrier commander, is shuffled off to aminor base to guard babies.”

"The mer are bloody important,” Herzer said. "No mer, no del phinos; those two are bound like glue.
No delphinos, no whal os, because the whaes don't talk to us, can't most of the time. No whales and
their intelligence system is gone, their communcations. . . The key to that is Blackbeard Base. I'd
thought they were sending him there because he was their best man. Nat, in their eyes, the one they
could afford to lose the most. Arethey idiots?'

"No, they'rejust very shortsighted.” Edmund sighed. "I think it's coming to a head with this plan to
forward engage Paul's fleet. | wasn't even copied on the information; Sheida asked me about it because
it sruck her aswrong. If Paul wantsto destroy the carriers, why put them in harm's way? Why not find
out what's going on a the very least?'

"They've got surface units," Herzer said. "Frigates and cruisers. 1'd send them in and try to find out
what they've got. It's brutd, but even if you lost afew, you'd get intel on their capabilities. Launch
wyverns for long-range penetration; just probe them. Stick and move until you know what's what.
They've got time and sea-room.”

"The current plan isa straight head-to-head clash, probably off the Onay Idands’ Edmund smiled,
dryly. "I'm not getting their intel so 1 can't make an informed judgment. But it doesn't make senseto me,
either. Sheida, therefore, has ordered me to move my flag to Newfdl Fortress.”

"So | tekeit I'm off the roster of ingtructors a the Academy,” Herzer said.

"Cdll it temporary duty,” Edmund replied. "Y ou look displeased.”

"l wasenjoying it, tel truth,” Herzer replied, then grinned. " Some of those ensigns are redl lookers.”
"Herzer," Edmund growled, warningly.

"I'm not even looking, much lesstouching.” The very young captain shrugged. "At leadt, | don't think

I'm looking. But we're pretty divorced here from the town and Bast hasn't shown up in ayear or so. On
the other hand, therésdways Estrdle.”

"Yes, thereis," Edmund said, pursing hislips. "I'll admit that in your case, that doesn't even bother
me for some reason.”

"It doesme, to tdll thetruth,” Herzer said with ashrug. "But that's old history. And the one thing that
you know isthat if, for some odd reason, she's got something more important to do, you're not going to
force her.”

Edtrelle was the barmaid for Tarmac's tavern, the oldest drinking establishment in Raven's Mill. She
was ahomunculus, anonsentient human replica. She wasrdatively short with long golden hair, high, firm
breasts, a heart-shaped face and cornflower blue eyes. Her programming was to serve drinks, clean up,
make very small talk and jump into bed with anyone that so much as suggested they might be interested,
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all other duties being covered of course. And because she was a homunculus, she was as strong as any
three human males. Once when Herzer had gotten into afight in the tavern she had picked the
one-hundred-twenty-kilo soldier up off the ground and then wrapped him in avirtualy unbreskable
wrestling hold.

Edmund did not care for homunculi. He didn't mind them as people, but he didiked the mordity of
their existence. He knew they were nonsentient. He knew they weren't realy human. But he till felt that
it was aform of bondage davery which did not st well with him. Instead, before the Fall, he used nannite
servants. Since the Fall he had had hired help who he tried, often despite their best efforts, to treat ashis
equals. He might have had this dukeship thrust down histhroat, but it didn't mean he had to like being an
arigocrat.

Edmund sighed and shook his head.

"Well, that brings up the next littleitem. I'm going to need some staff to come aong. Not much; I'm
going to leave the army gtaff in place with Genera Ferraz. Which means drawing on the Academy or the
Blood Lord facility. What | redlly need isagroup of messengers, the origind of aides. You're going to
be my primary aide but | want you there with me. Pick afew of your best and brightet. If they don't
make me grimace, they're coming with us."

"Okay," Herzer said, frowning dightly. "I know afew that I'd choose but don't get me wrong about
one of them just cause shesfemde."

"l won't; | trust your judgment,” Edmund said, "even when it comes to women."

Chapter Three

Herzer knocked on the door and entered at afemale voice: "Clear."

He looked around the room and grinned at the startled faces.

"Doing alittle cross-pollination?" he asked and avoided grimacing at the unintended double entendre.

"Our engineering assgnment is permissible asagroup project, sir,” Endggn Van Krief answered after
amoment. "And there are only two extant copies of Defeat Into Victory and American Caesar
available, sr. We managed to snag both.”

"American Caesar 7' Herzer asked.

"The biography of Genera MacArthur, Sir,” Tao answered, getting dagger |ooks from the other two.
"It coversthe Inchon landing in some depth.”

"Interesting,” Herzer replied. "WEIl haveto seeif the library will et usborrow them on long-term
loan."

"Sir?' Dedtrang said.

"You'vedl been detailed to be Genera Talbot's messengers,” Herzer replied. "1've got homework

assgnmentsfrom dl of your ingtructors. It's a headquarters assignment, but you'll be riding, so pack
dress and undress uniforms, we're leaving in themorning.”
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"We, sr?' Van Krief said, her voice risng an octave to a near squesk.

"I've been detailed as hisade, for my Sns” Herzer grinned. "Not that I'm unfamiliar with the
position. But bring your armor, aswell. As| said, I've been on this sort of assignment before.”

* * %

Thefive of them, and their equipment, made a heavy |oad for the stage coach. But they al managed
to pack it in by the time the scheduled departure arrived.

Duke Edmund gave hiswife ahug before he boarded, then picked up the tow-haired child at her
gde

"I'll be back soon,”" he said, giving the boy a squeeze.

The boy just looked a him from big, blue eyes and then gave him ahug back that was hard and
swift. The child was beautiful, even by the stlandards of the time, with earsthat were faintly pointed. He
dropped to the ground lightly and grabbed his mother's hand, working his face and clearly trying not to
cry.

"Headquarters assignment,” Daneh said, pointing at Edmund. "That meansyou Stay safe.
Understood?’

"Undergtood, milady,” Edmund grinned.
"Herzer, too," she sad.
"Herzer, too," the duke answered.

"Weve got to board, boss," Herzer said, stepping up and getting a hug from Daneh aswell. "I'll take
careof him," he said.

"Likeyou did the last time?' Daneh chuckled.

"Hedidn't get ascratch," Herzer replied, defiantly, then smiled. "Redly, were going to bein Newfdl
Base. | won't say ‘what can happen? but we're not planning on going on an idand vacation so how bad
can it be?' Hetouded the hair of the boy at her side and grinned. " Seeyabrat."

"Seeya, Herzer," the boy replied. "Kill some bad guys.”

"I'll try," the captain replied, trying not to wince. "Gottarun.”

The five of them boarded the coach, which had barely room for six, and took their seets, the three
ensigns squeezing in the forward, and therefore less comfortable, seats, with the captain and the generd

in the rear bench. As soon as they were on board the coachman called to his horses and with awave
from Daneh they were off.

"Okay," Edmund said, looking across & the three ensigns, "let me get afew things straight. 1'd tell
you to call me Edmund, but that would just worry you and you'd probably dip up around the Navy,
which has gotten really protocol ridden in avery short period of time. So it's'Duke Edmund' or 'General
Tabot." | brought you aong for two reasons. Thefirgt isthat I'm going to need messengers. The Navy
has a good communi cations center but the nearest Army commo center is up at Gemtown Barracks.
There's going to be messagesthat | don't want the Navy seeing, so you're going to be carrying them to
Gemtown, which isone hell of aride. The other thing | want iseyesand ears. | want you to watch what
the Navy's doing and how they are doing it and, drawing upon your vast experience, finding things that
you like or don't like about what they do. I'll probably ask for input from timeto time but if something
redlly springs out at you, bring it to me. Especidly if you run across things that you think the Navy
doesn't want me to know. But what | don't want is mouths. The admirals are some starchy sons of
bitches. Herzer I'll cover if he puts hisfoot in his mouth and I've got a reputation to maintain asan
aggressive SOB. But you guys stand around with your eyes and ears open and your mouths shut. If you
have anything for me, wait until werredone. Isdl of that clear?’

"Yes, gr," the three responded.
"Quedtions?'
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"No, gr,” Van Krief responded after amoment. "1 don't know what to ask, sir."

"Knowing thet there are questions, but not what they are, is the beginning of wisdom, young lady,"
Edmund said, aware that he was being pompous. "And in any case, were both in the same boat. | know
that there are questions to be asked, but until | get the information | need to evaluate the Situation, | don't
know what they are. And, yes, that bothers me as much asit doesyou. More."

"Sir," Destrang said. "We have slandard intelligence briefings, just like everyone else. According to
them, we have five dragon-carriers to the enemy's five. And our dragons have trained in bombing
techniques, whereas the enemy has not. I'm not sure that there is any question that we can take out the
enemy fleet. But you seem concerned.” He paused, and frowned. "Is there any intelligence that you have
that suggests the enemy may be more formidable than he gppears?’

"| can't answer that question, Ensign,” the generad sighed. "Bt . . . do you think that you should
depend upon the enemy's stupidity? They have known about our capability for nearly ayear and a half.
They have built dragon-carriersin that time. | find it unlikely that they have not devel oped the capacity
for bombing, whether thereisintel or not. And if they have, | think that moving to intercept them when
they are clearly courting battle is unwise. Does that answer the question?”

"Yes, dr," Destrang nodded. "Can | ask what you would do, sir?’

Edmund frowned and shrugged. "I tend to keep my plans closeto my vest, Enggn, but in this case,
gnceit'shypothetical . . . | would probably retrest the main fleet and bresk off asmall task force. Use
the mer and del phinos to keep the position of their main fleet fixed and move for sea-room. At some
point, they are going to need fleet replenishment. The Briton Idesare still abasket case-there are il
elements holding out in the northern and western hills-so they are going to have to replenish at some
point and get that replenishment from Ropasa. When they move to replenish, have the task force, task
forcesif there are enough detachable light units, attack the convoys. At some point, they are going to
have to head back to base. When they have turned, moreover, it'slikely that they are on low rations.
Unfed wyvern are dangerous wyvern. They cannot fly asfar, are harder to handleintheair, and if it goes
on long enough they start attacking the crew. It iswhen they turn for home that I'd pounce. Especialy
sincel had light units a their back. It might even make senseto have acarrier out there, lying doggo and
hopefully unnoticed by their orcascouts. It would be demoralizing in the extremeto be hit by afull
dragon-drike just as they thought they were safe.”

"Indirect gpproach, dr,” Van Krief said, nodding. Then she looked at the captain quizzicaly.
"But, Sr, we have the steam hammer," she pointed out. "Why not crush them while we can?'

"No," Herzer replied, "we think we have the sleam hammer. Thereisawholeworld of difference
between the two, Ensign. Piling on when you think you're grabbing a house cat and finding out you've
got your hands on ahouselion, isarecipefor hurt.”

* * %

Herzer was uncomfortably aware of the endggn sitting opposite him. The countryside outside the
coach was boring in the extreme, a patchwork of plowed fields and uncleared timber with very
occasiona small towns. And the coach lurched asit moved down the ViaApdlia The pre-Fall road had
been congtructed and maintained by reenactors and in kegping with the continued socid distaste for
"red" roads was congtructed in the Roman manner with paving stones. It was incredibly smooth
compared to mogt of the burgeoning post-Fall road network. And the coach waswell sprung, on good
metd leaf Sorings, with the new vulcanized rubber tires. But it till rocked and occasiondly lurched
uncomfortably. Looking Sdewaysin it was painful after atime. And the landscape across from him was
ahdl of alot better than the landscape outside. The ensign had the tip of her tongue sticking out ever so
dightly as shereread Slim's autobiography of the Myanmar campaign. And she set off her undress blues
quite fetchingly. Herzer had just started to fantasize about uses that the tongue could be put to when he
realized he needed to think about something else and closed hiseyes.

Unfortunately the future held too many uncertainties to think about clearly. With the New Destiny
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combeat fleet a sea, theinvasion fleet it was meant to protect could not be far behind. Paul Bowman, the
leader of New Destiny, the man who had planned the coup against the Council of Key-holdersthat had
gtarted the civil war, considered himself to be the good guy. Since it was clear that the Freedom Alliance
resstance to his planswas evil, any action taken by him was clearly on the side of the angels. Which was
why he had announced that if the UFS could not see the light, it would be forced to by areign of terror.

Celine Reinshafen, another of the council memberswho had sided with Paul, was not nearly so
high-minded. When Duke Edmund had been living the life of afeuda baron and crafting svords and
armor, she had been cresating genetic mongters that pushed the envel ope of the pre-Fall biological
protocols. Since the start of the war, she had apparently gone into overdrive and they had aready faced
severd of her mongrosities. The Changed humans that made up the backbone of the New Destiny
hordes were but one example; brutal, strong and remarkably durable, they made fearsome soldiersin the
assault. When they had first been faced by Blood Lords, they were named "orcs' on sight. Not so
disciplined a holding ashield-wal, especidly in the face of aflight of arrows from UFSlongbowmen or
assaulting Blood Lords, they were ill adamned tough enemy.

But she was rumored to have created others. The ixchitl, pre-Fall, had not had poisonous
nematocysts, so that was probably one of her little "tweaks." And she had managed to infiltrate afew
othersinto the UFS. One of them, a horrible giant humanoid beast that wasinhumanly strong, quick and
deadly, had woven aweb of terror through Washan until it was run to ground and destroyed by agroup
of citizens. It had chosen to immolate itself when the manor it was using as a base was burned to the
ground. They still weren't clear on what it had been or how she had created it. And there had been
others. Would be more.

He wondered what changes she might have made to the dragons on the New Destiny side.
Firebreath came to mind. 1t had been impermissible under Council rules prior to the Fal but many of the
rules had been struck down when the Council split. Not the prohibitions againgt explosives, which
prevented them from using guns or internal combustion engines, or even high-pressure steam enginesfor
that matter, nor the uniform protocols against self-replicating microorganisms or nannites. Both had been
implemented with near unanimity by previous Councils and only aunanimous Council, impossiblein
these days, could waive them.

But firebreath she could do, with enough power. She might be able to draw it from the bodies of the
dragons themselves; that was how the orcs were created. But the best materia for firebreasth would be
jellied gasoline, and while it was producible by biologica organisms, the Change was complicated and
dangerous. Not to mention learning to useiit.

He opened his eyes and looked into eyes of chinablue, a which the ensign across from him flushed.

"Penny for your thoughts, Ensgn," Herzer said with afaint smile.

She flushed again and looked away for amoment, then looked back with adight frown creasing her
brow.

"I ...l waswondering, Sir. Where did you lose your hand?' she asked.

Herzer looked over at the genera who looked back with afaint quirked eyebrow and shrugged.

"If wewere dill a the Academy, I'd tell you to do aresearch paper,” Herzer said with afaint smile.
"Sincewe're not, and it'salong driveto the coast . . ." He frowned and looked at the celling for a
moment, then grimaced.

"Raven's Mill was attacked in the autumn of the year of the Fall,” Herzer said. "At that timethere
were only fifty-seven Blood Lords and forty fully trained archers. | wasin thefirst Blood Lord class." He
pulled back hisleft deeve and turned up hisforearm, to revedl the brand on the underside. It wasa
wing-spread eagle, mouth wide in a scream of challenge, with thewords " Semper F" under it. There
was a puckered wound right acrossiit, with others lacing the arm.

"Thirty-eight," Destrang said, nodding and pulling back his own deeve. The brand was the same but
witha"38" aboveit. The other two ensigns nodded and turned their own up. None of them had other
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scars, however.

"Wedidn't have aclass number,” Herzer said dryly. "And most of the roads you march on, we built.
Anyone egt thelemon?'

"No, sr," Van Krief replied. "Thelast couple of classes had had such a scufflefor it that they've
outlawed it."

"Fity," Herzer ssid with agrin. "My suggestion was that they smply fdl the class out, oh, about ten
klicks out from the clearing and let them race for it. Anyway, at the time no onein the class, including
Gunny Rutherford, knew what the lemon represented or who was buried there. | trust you al know?'

"Yes, ar!” they responded.

"Anyway, there was thisbig army, mostly Changed, on the way, led by a consummate motherfisker
named Dionys McCanoc, pardon my language, Ensign.”

"Not aproblem, gr," she said, coloring and smiling.

"Dionys. . ." He paused and looked at the genera again. "Dionys had a persond grudge attached to
the attack, but that's not important.”

"And the oppodte,” Edmund interjected. Y ou saw the young boy with my wife?"

"Yes, gr,” Teo sad. ™Y our son?'

"Dionyse.” The generd smiled, thinly. "The act was nonconsensua.” He raised ahand to forestall
theterrified ensggn's gpology. "I don't mind having Charles called my son; he'safine young man. But he

isnot the son of my body. So, you can safely say that | was not particularly pleased with McCanoc. We
had a history from before the Fall aswell. Nothing particularly important to the story. Go on, Herzer."

Herzer paused and then shrugged. "There's more to the story. | was present at the rape of Mistress
Daneh. Rather, | was unableto prevent it so | ran away.” He looked at the ensagn across from him
whose eyes widened as she paled. "It's not always the best course to be stupidly heroic. It would be
niceif theworld was that smple and since then it has been, by and large. But we are not al that we
seem and it'sworth keeping in mind.

"As| wassaying," he continued, looking out the window. "Dionyswas coming with blood in hiseye.
We were outnumbered ten to one. What would you do in that instance, Ensign Destrang?”

"L eave enough of aforcein the town to possibly hold and then maneuver aforce so that he could
not attack the town without it sdlying at hisrear.”

"The problem being that he could hit the town and overrun it before the force outside could have
done anything,” Herzer said. "The genera went for the deep hook, instead, moving out of the town,
leaving it defended only by the militia, and dangling the Blood Lords and the archers out asbait.” He
remembered those fightslike they were yesterday, dmost hisfirst introduction to battle. Friends dying
around him, the fed of life being let out by hissword. "We. . . attrited the force with smal damageto
oursalves by luring it, repegtedly, into defensive positions.™

"Operationaly offensive, tacticaly defensive, ar,” Van Krief said. She had gpparently gotten over
her shock.

"Precisdly,” Herzer said. "Then we outmarched the army back to the town and met it at the Bellevue
grade, with aclear line of retreat to secondary positionsif we needed them. We held them, though." He
paused again, flexing hisjaw. "We held them and begt them into a bloody pulp. No matter how many
attacked, they couldn't bregk the Line. Finally, they broke. Then Dionys attacked, alone.”

"Alone, Sr?' Tao said. "Waan't that suicide?’
"Not if you're protected by powered and field-protected plate armor,” Edmund replied, dryly.
"Normaly it'sarecipe for amassacre. And suicide to attack the person.”

"S0. ..l committed suicide,” Herzer said, with afaint smile. He was still 1ooking out the window.
"And his power-sword went right through my shield like it was paper and took off my hand.”
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"Dionyswas adso protected by anannite cloud that drew its energy from the humansaround it,”
Edmund said, looking &t his protégé with a querying expression. "Herzer gtill kept attacking, with aknife,
trying to get something into the armor, until he was overcome by thefield.”

"l wasn't the only one," Herzer smiled. "Badt, hell even Azure, Rachd's house lion, got into the act.”

"I assume that someonekilled him, Sir," Destrang said when Herzer was clearly done.

"Oh, yes" Herzer amiled, looking at the young man. "Duke Edmund. Well, not killed, pardyzed."

"You, 9r?' Van Krief asked. "How?"

"Young lady, beforethe Fall | was, in al modesty, the finest medieva armor and weapons replica
maker on earth,” Edmund said, smiling at her. "1t would have been silly indeed for me not to have
weapons and armor that could overcome anything Dionys, or that ham-handed hack Fukyama, could
come up with. | made better stuff than that when | was your age." He chuckled and shook his head,
looking out the window.

"So that'sthe story of how | lost my hand,” Herzer said, holding the prosthetic up and flexing it. "And
afterwards, Duke Edmund, who as he has so humbly noted is something of asmith, made thisfor me. It
dices, dices and makesjuliennefries. Also useful for properly marking papers.” He made a shredding
motion, exposing the sharpened hooks within the prosthetic. "Practicaly invulnerableto corrosion as
well. Thanks so much."

"Y oure welcome," Edmund replied.

"Not particularly heroic," Herzer continued, "al | did was dow the bastard down for ahaf aminute
or 0. Bast dowed him down even longer.”

"And who isBast?' Destrang said. "Other than an Egyptian cat-goddess.”

"I'd dmost forgotten that." Herzer laughed.

"Bagt isHerzer'sgirlfriend,” Edmund said. "One of them, anyway."

"Excuse me," Herzer replied, miffed. "With al due respect, Generd, Sir, shewas your girlfriendlong
before shewasmine.”

"Your girlfriend isthe duke's age?' Ensign Van Krief blurted.

"Oh, much older," the duke replied. "We old folk can get pretty spry, young lady.”

"Sir, | didnt mean . . ." theensign replied, flustered.

"I know you didn't,” Edmund grinned. "That's the problem with being a boss, you have to be careful
what you joke about. That was ajoke.”

"Yes gr," Van Krief sad, amiling. "Sorry."

"Bastisan df,” Herzer said. "Actudly, what she callsawood elf. Shewas created during the Al
wars. And, yes, we sometimes share abed.”

"Or apatch of moss," Edmund said. "Or arock. Or standing up. Or inthe water. . . ."

"Milord Duke," Herzer said, sweetly. "Y ou recal what you just said about being the boss? And at
the moment, you're not wearing your magic armor so if you'd like to makeit to the fleet basein one
piece..."

"I don't care how big you are," Edmund replied, smiling and looking out the window. "Age and
treachery beats youth and innocence dl thetime."

"Sure, boss, but you've been training me in treachery for the last four years,” Herzer pointed out,
reasonably. "So as| was saying about Bast. Bast is Bast. She'sincredibly beautiful, incredibly uncaring
about gppearances, irreverent, funny and the most deadly individud | know. I've seen her gut orcs,
ixchitl and orcas with equal ease. She'sthe best bowman | know, aswell, and the best dancer. Sheflies
adragon asif she was born on one and flies them bareback, which isno joke let metell you. She'sa
couple of thousand years old and looks, and sometimes acts, fourteen. I'm honored to occasionaly
share her bed. Or, as Duke Edmund put it, a patch of moss, a beach, arock, whatever."
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"Oh," Van Krief said, looking thoughtful.

"She's dso been gone for ayear or more,” Herzer continued. "And she might turn up in another year,
or adecade, expecting that well take up where we | eft off asif she had never been gone. Or she might
be standing by the side of the road on the way to the conference, expecting to hitch aride. Sometimes|
expect her at any moment. Like. .. now," he ended sadly.

"God, | hope not,” Edmund muttered.

"Asl sad," Herzer said with agrin. "She's often quite irreverent. I'm sure she would scandalize the
admirds”

"I'm thinking of the admirals wives" Edmund muttered again, ooking out the window with apained
expresson.
"Areyou . . . monogamous, Sr?' Destrang asked, clearly not looking at the ensign a hisside.

"No," Herzer replied. "I don't know if Bast iswhen she's gone or not, | wouldn't bet one way or the
other. | certainly don't expect her to be and I'm not even when she's around. Nor does she encourage
me to be or even discourage other liaisons. She's. . . incredibly open about sex and as uninterested in
conventions about it assheisin al the rest of the rules she breaks." He grinned and shrugged. "The term
‘drunkard's dream' comes to mind."

"Soundslikeit," Tao said.

"Mine," Herzer replied with agrin. "Or not. Bast isentirely Bast's. As she has said before, she will
gl beyoung when | die of old age, assuming | last that long. But if you ever meet her, don't think that
you'll woo her. Shewaksin and points and crooks afinger. She's quite immuneto charm, didikesitin
fact.”

"I'vemet eves," Van Krief said, suddenly. " She doesn't sound like any df I've met.”

"Shel'snot ahigh df," Edmund replied. "Which iswho you have met before. I'm not surethere are
any other wood elves besides Bast. She might even have been aone off, rather than a production

"You makeit sound asif shewas madein afactory,” Tao said. "l thought the elves were a Change
race, likethe mer."

"An assumption that, if you ever makeit in one's hearing, will get you avery cold shoulder indeed,”
Duke Edmund replied, serioudy. "The elves are arace of created super-warriors. They were made by
the North American Union when it was facing aseries of small, ugly wars, in the daysleading up to
Consolidation. It was discovered in the early twenty-first century that humans produce an interna
Sedative in response to stress. The best of the warriors of Norau had limited uptake of the sedative.
Since they didn't panic-or succumb to post-stress syndrome-both of which could lead to unpleasantness
and atrocitiesin combat-the e ves were created with enhanced production.” He grinned faintly and
looked out the window. "But they're not Changed. They're not even vaguely human, for al they look that
way."

"If the elves ever got a case of the ass," Herzer warned, "humans would be extinct in short order.
And if you ever piss one off, persondly, cut your own throat. It'll be quicker and far more pleasant.”

"That explainsthedves| met," Van Krief said, her eyes glazing abit at the memory. "They were so .
..cam. Ddightfully cam.”

"Druggedto thegills," Herzer said, chuckling. "But, yes, they areintdligent and beautiful and
adightfully cam.”

"Sir," Dedtrang said, greatly daring. "Charles. . . hehad . . ."

"Pointed ears," Edmund said, nodding. "Dionys had pushed the protocols as far as he could to add
elven enhancements. Further, redly. He was protected and aided, although we didn't know it at thetime,

by Marsha Chansa, then one of Paul's faction on the Council and now the head of the Ropasan armed
forces."
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"The onetime| saw an ef pissed was at McCanoc," Herzer said. "That was beforethe Fall. | don't
know what happened to him after, though?"'

"Had to be Gothoridl," Edmund said. "he was the Rider of the Eastern Reach, basically the guy that
the Lady left out in thisarea of Norau to make sure we weren't getting up to too much mischief. He got
cut off by the Fall when the Lady closed Elfheim. | haven't seen him, but Bast said she had.”

"Elfheim, Generd?' Tao said. "I'm starting to get one of my headaches.

"Too much for you, Ensggn?' Edmund said with agrin. "Elfheém isan artificia dimenson that the
elves opened when they decided that living in the world was just too dangerous dl around. Humans
never redly took to evesvery wel, and vice versa. Too many differences. Thingsthat enrage humans
the elves care less about and things that enrage el ves humans tend to be able to ignore. The Lady
withdrew and so did the mgjority of the elves. There's no proscription, though, they can come and go, at
least they could until the recent unpleasantness. Then the Lady turned off the portalsto Elfheim and
stated that there would be no transfer in either direction. This cut off her eyes among the humans, as
wdl."

"Arethey onour Sde, Sir?' Tao asked.

"No, son, they're not,” Edmund said. "But they're not on the side of New Degtiny, either. I'm not
redlly surel want them on our sde; they'retoo likely to do thingsfor reasons | don't understand. But |
know | don't want them fighting for New Degtiny. Can'timagine they would. But if New Destiny wins, if
they manage to capture al the power systems and take over the world, you can bet they'll try to take the
Lady on. That will be abattle to watch. Of course, at that point well al be dead or Changed.”

Chapter Four

They traveled for two daysin the stuffy confines of the coach, changing horses at regular intervals
and sopping not even to rest, traveling at night by the light of coach lanterns. Halfway through the first
day they left the Viaand started on the road to Newfell to the south. This was aroad made since the
Fdl, for dl it was on an ancient roadbed, and it was dreadful in comparison; rutted, filled with potholes
and barely touched with gravel where it wasn't pure dirt.

Conversation had languished after thefirst burst, the ensgns perhaps abit surprised at ther temerity.
Edmund got from them that they came from almost equilatera pointsin the UFS. Tao was from the
plainsfar to the west, Destrang hailed from the northeast coast and Van Krief was from the coast of the
gulf to the southwest.

"Welived on aspring-fed river that led to the Gulf," she said, looking out the window. "When the
Fdl came my dad was diving someplace, you know, you never know where. And then he was gone.”

"I'm sorry," Herzer had said, looking anywhere but at the young ensign.

"Wesurvived," she said, shrugging. "There were fish and orange trees. Alligator is pretty tasty. We
got by. Mom's till down there. What about your parents, Sr?"

"I don't know where they were," Herzer said, histone hard, then he shrugged. "We hadn't seen each
other since afew years before the Fall. My messages.. . ." He paused and shrugged. "We weren't
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close" he said, more or less closing off the conversation.

Findly, after what seemed an interminable journey, they pulled to astop at aguard shack and at a
word from Edmund were waved through. It was the deep of the night but the Navy base seemed barely
affected; personnd, carts and material were moving in aconstant stream from one areato another. The
road they were on waslit by lanterns every dozen yards or so and there were more over the doors of
the buildings so the scene was rdatively well lit.

They pulled into the portico of what looked like alarge house and Edmund opened his door,
stepping down to the lantern-lit entry-walk.

"Thisisthe VIP guest house," Edmund said. "Herzer and | will be staying here. Therest of you will
be at the BOQ, which isjust down the road. As soon as| can find somebody to help uswith our gesr,
you're for there. | want you here no more than an hour after dawn, which is only a couple of hours. So
the faster you get some deep the better. But you need to be herein dress uniform and cleaned up, so
figure that into your schedule.”

While he had been talking, Herzer walked to the glass-fronted doors and tried to open them, finding
them locked. At that he pounded with hisfist on the wood, glancing through the spacesin the frosting on
the windows.

"Charge of quarter'sadeep,” Herzer said over his shoulder.

"I would betoo," Edmund said, stretching. "'I'm getting too damned old for this, Herzer."

"Whet the hell do you think you're doing?" ayoung seaman said, looking at the captain reveded in
thelight. "If you go waking up the admiras they're going to be something pissed.”

"Ligten you little shit-for-brains," Herzer growled, usng his hook to pick up the much smdler salor
by hiscallar. "If you don't get down there and help Generd Tabot with hisluggage, I'm going to be
something pissed. And you redly don't want to see me pissed!"

"Yes, gr!" the sailor gurgled as Herzer lowered him to the ground.

"Get adetail," Edmund corrected. "Weve got alot of Suff.”

"Sir...Generd," the sailor said. "Theré's nobody here but mefor two hours, sr. Everyonedseisat
the barracksand . . ."

"Never mind,” Edmund replied with an angry sigh. "Ensigns, I'm sorry but | think you're going to
have to miss some more deep.”

"Not aproblem, gir," Tao said. He'd been unloading their bags and he now hoisted aseachest in
one hand and abag of armor in the other. "Where are we going, kid?"'

"Updtairsto your right, gir," the sailor said, grabbing another bag and stumbling under the weight.

Between the six of them they conveyed all the gear in one load; Herzer wasn't the only one who had
packed armor and personal wespons.

"Guys," Edmund said. "I've changed my mind. Herzer and | have to be a the headquarters at dawn,
you guys deep in. Not long, be there no more than two hours after. But get some deep, you're going to
need it."

"Sir, well befing" Van Krief said, squaring her shoulders. "Sir, we're Blood Lords," she added,
sounding surprised that held think atwo-day unstopping ride would bother them.

"Lord, tobeashard-d. .. coreasyou are, Ensgn." The genera smiled. "Okay, two hours."

"Yes, dr," Destrang said. He was the only one of the five that still looked unrumpled by thetravel,
but he was sordly in need of ashave. "Let's hope that they have a shower or something.”

"Oh, I'm surethey do," Edmund said dryly. "I can't imagine the Navy not having ashower in their
BOQ. I'd be surprised if it wasthat smple.”

* % %

"Good lord," Destrang said with awhistle, looking around the bathroom. "I need to change services!™
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The officers bath, which the Navy inssted on caling ahead, had six separate showers, alarge
wooden soaking tub like those found at Raven's Mill, two separate "private” tubsthat could handle three
at apinch, awood-heated saunaand a steam room. The saunawas the only one that wasn't currently
heated and the degpy fema e seaman who had greeted them had grumpily alowed that it was possible to
get that heated up in about an hour.

"Andthisis temporary quarters” Van Krief said, wonderingly. "For junior officers”

"There are some commandersin the barracks," Tao said. "While you eggheads were talking to the
private | was reading the roster on thewall." Helooked around balefully and shrugged. "I'm going to
take ashower."

"Well, I'm going to take a shower and then have asoak," Destrang said, stripping off histunic ashe
headed back to his room. "There's not enough time to bother deeping. A twenty- or thirty-minute soak
before we have to head back isjust what the doctor ordered after that damned ride.”

* % %

"Can | get you anything, Generd?' Herzer asked as he stepped into Edmund's room.
"Y eah, abath likethisat my damned house," Edmund growled. "What's your bathroom like?"

"| use the common onein the corridor, Sir," Herzer said. He was fresh from the shower and in his
dressuniform. It was Smilar to the undress uniform except the lgpel s of the tunic werelight blueto
denote his branch of infantry. But in keegping with the Situation he'd dso pinned on hismedas. At thetop
was adevicelike ashield pinned on the left upper breast of the kimono. Below it were four medds. The
one on the uppermost row was a representation of agold laurel. The three on the row below were a
slver eagle, wings outspread, another shield formed in bronze and a pair of crossed swords. He redized
with agtart that he had more than Edmund and wondered if he should take some of them off. "But it was
pretty nice.

"Golook inmine" Edmund said, shrugging into hisown tunic.

Herzer had been impressed with the common bath. It had avery nice tub, a separate shower lined
with tile and two porcelain basinswith hot and cold running water. Not to mention aflush commode,
Edmund's put histo shame. The floor and walls were of some sort of light wood, very rich-looking. The
shower was huge, lined in black marble and so large that it didn't need a door. The bath was of some
rich, dark stone he didn't recognize and at |east twice the size of the onein the common room. The sinks
were made of the same smooth stone and the faucets appeared to be of pure silver. He thunked one and
the sound indicated that it was. He shook his head and looked in the separate room for the commode
just because he had to see. The commode was black marble and there was another device next to it the
purpose of which Herzer had no clue. Ditto black marble.

"Thisis pretty eegant,” Herzer said when he came back in the room. Edmund had donned histunic
and elected to not wear hismedals. The only thing on the tunic were four slver stars. He seemed to
think that was enough.

"I don't think that rank shouldn't have some privileges,” Edmund said, sourly. "There hasto be some
reason to deal with the crappy aspects of having the responsbility. But I've rarely encountered a group
that accepted this much ostentation that hadn't lost sight of the point; which isto bring harm to the
enamy.
"Yes, gr," Herzer replied, thinking of the military history he had been studying. " The Spartans and
most of the Romanswould certainly agree.”

"Do wekill timefor an hour or go round up the ensigns and head for the headquarters early?*
Edmund asked.

"Do we have transportation?' Herzer asked.

"It's about a quarter klick to the headquarters,” Edmund replied, dryly. "I think even | can survivethe
wak."
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"Yes, gr," Herzer said. "But do you think the admirals would walk?'

"Good point,” Edmund replied. "Do we just look like low-life scum if we don't have wheels? Or do
we look like hard bastards who don't go for ostentation?

"Both?' Herzer chuckled. "If we have wheds, we disdain them. But | don't think there'sacoach
waiting for us”

"I should have held onto ours," Edmund admitted. "But the driver was astired aswe were."

"And we didn't tell the hel pful gentleman downgtairsthat we'd need them.”

"Go roust out the ensigns,” Edmund said after abit. "I'll talk to the young gentleman downgtairs
about finding some chow. When you're back well walk. Of course, that meansthat well have to walk,
rain or shine, from now on."

"Rain never killed anyone," Herzer said. "Unlessit wasredly cold rain and they wereout init along
time" he added truthfully.

* % %

When Herzer and the ensigns returned, the charge of quarters directed them to the dining room. In
keeping with the rest of the VIP quartersit was huge and €l egant, with snowy white tablecloths and
slver settings, aswell asfresh flowersin vases arranged dong the massive table. It was apparent that the
servants got there early and places had been st for dl five of them.

"There was some question in the head cook's mind about serving the rest of you in here,” Edmund
sad with afaint amile, like atiger that had recently eaten well. "Low-life scum like ensigns are supposed
to eat at the consolidated mess or the officers club. At best in the kitchen, here, according to the cook.
But | pointed out the error of hisways. Have a seat.”

There was bacon or ham aswell as eggsto order. Not to mention baskets of rolls fresh from the
oven. Herzer considered asking if they had cornmeal mush or chitlins but decided that it wastimeto start
playing the part of good little aide. And good little aides et their generas handle the needling.

When they had dl eaten, rapidly in the way that field soldiers learned and sometimes never forgot,
they |eft the quarters and headed for the headquarters building.

"Tan, yourefrom the plains” Edmund said. "Any experience with horses before you were
introduced to them in officer'straining?’

"| practicaly grew up on one, Sir," Tao admitted.

"When we get to the headquarters detach yoursdlf and find out where their stables are. On my
authority get six of the best horses you can find and equal amounts of tack. They areto be held for the
use of thefive of us. Six, because you might find yoursalf making aride where you need remounts.
Dedtrang, Van Krief, do you have writing materia s?'

"Yes, gr," they both said.

"Good. You guys stay a my back unless| specifically detach you and then you get as close asyou
can. You're going to be doing alot of waiting.”

"Not aproblem, gr,” Van Krief replied.

"Herzer, I'm going to try like hell to have you fixed to my side like alimpet,” Edmund said asthey
approached the lantern-lit headquarters. The sun wasjust starting to give aglow to the horizon in the
eadl.

"Dedtrang, Van Krief," Edmund said, stopping. "Which of you isthe best researcher?’
"I am, gr," Van Krief replied. Destrang just nodded hishead in her direction.
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"Okay, I've got agpecid project for you," Edmund said, resuming hiswalk.

As hewalked up the steps to the headquarters, alarge, four-story wooden building, the marineson
guard at the front came to order arms. They werein full armor, loricated plate and barbute helmets, and
armed with short boarding pikes. Edmund acknowledged the salute with asmile.

"Good morning, gentlemen,” he said as Herzer opened the door to the headquarters. "How are you
thismorning?'

There was an dert-looking captain manning the desk insde the door. He cameto attention asthe
generd entered the room and shouted: " Attention on deck!"

"Good morning, Captain,” Edmund said with another smile. "I appear to be here alittle early. | take
it I'm senior on deck from your reaction.”

"Yes, gr," the captain replied.

"Fine" the genera said with asmile. "Ensgn Destrang,” he added, leaning over to say somethingin
theensgn'sear.

Destrang removed a notebook from the blouse pocket of histunic and made asmal notation,
nodding asthe genera spoke.

Herzer managed to remain blank-faced at the exchange, but he knew that Admira Draskovich, the
North Atlantis Fleet commander, would hear soon enough that not only had the Eastern Forces
Commander beaten him into his headquarters, the damned Army busybody, who just happened to be a
good friend of the queen-some rumored they were former lovers-made a note of that fact.

"Inthat case, | need aguide to the war-room,” Edmund said, turning back to the captain.

"Sir," the captain looked uneasy. "We have anumber of security proceduresin placein the wake of .
.. certain compromises of information.”

"l wasthere, son," Edmund said with agrim smile. On the diplomatic mission to the mer, the
executive officer of the carrier had turned out to be a New Destiny agent. Owen Mbeki's wife, Sharon,
had been caught in Ropasa by the Fall and her condition depended upon the qudlity of the information he
gave them. In the end his New Destiny control had killed him when his actions were discovered. "Are
you telling me that I'm not authorized to enter your war-room?"

"No, gr, but .. ."

"Whereisthefield duty officer?' Edmund asked. "Or the classified documents officer? Surely there
IS someone senior to you that you can pass this problem on to. | know you don't get paid enough.”

In short order the general was Sitting in the office of adeepy looking mgor who frowned & the
generd.

"Sir, I'm not authorized to release passes to the war-room,” the major said, looking pained. He was
aNavy officer but he was well aware that to aflag officer that didn't mean much. The heat round that

was possible in this Stuation was ligble to destroy his career. "Commander Correacomesin in no more
thanan hour . . ."
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"Mgor, am | the senior officer present?’ the generd said, warningly.

"Yes, gr," themgor gulped.

"What you're going to do then, mgjor, by my authority, isissue passesto the war-room for myself
and my aide, Captain Herrick. Then you are going to find someone to take Ensign Van Krief to your
records room, where she is going to examine certain records, by my authority. Then you are going to
find someone to show Ensign Tao the base stables, someone that the people at the stables are going to
listen to. And you are going to find a place to park Ensign Destrang where | can access him in no more
than thirty seconds. After that, you can make dl the damned proteststo Admira Draskovich you wish.
But if you do not begin the process of those orders I'm not going to have you court-martiaed, | AM
GOING TO RIP YOUR HEAD OFF AND SHIT IN YOUR NECK. ISTHAT CLEAR?'

"Clear, dr," the mgjor said, reaching into adesk drawer.

* k% %

"Excuse me, maam,” the chief petty officer said as he entered the records room and found some
Army ensagn with haf hisfiles scattered on the ground in no sort of order. "Can |, with dl respect, ask
you what the hell you are doing?"

"I'm reading some of your records and taking notes,” Amosisreplied, mildly.

"Can | ask on whose authority, maam?We don't just let any officer in hereif you know what |
mean. There are procedures.”

"By authority of General Tabot, Eastern Forces Commander,” Van Krief replied. "If you have a
problem with it, PO, you can take it up with him. In the meantime, | need extracted reports of materias
budgets for the Fleet from last quarter, training hours, by type, dragon-flight hours and total ship time at
sea. Oh, and aligt of dl ships currently under construction in the yards and estimated time to compl etion.”

"I have other duties, maam," the chief said tightly. "And it's chief petty officer.”

"Well, chief, if you want to stay achief, I'd suggest you either get cracking or you find someoneto
access those records for me,” the ensign replied. "Because | only have until noon to create an abstract
andif | can't, item onein my report will be the obstructionism of acertain chief petty officer.”

* % %
"Generd Tabot," Admirad Draskovich said. The admiral wasatdl officer with pale skin, dmost
black eyes and long, jet black hair pulled back in aponytail.

Edmund was sitting with hisfeet up on the desk of one of the officersin the war-room, amug of
coffeein hishand. He waved the mug in the direction of the Fleet commander.

"Drask," Edmund said, getting to hisfeet. "Very wdl-trained crew you have here. I'd kill for your
communications”

"Thank you, Generd," the admird said, shaking Tabot's hand. "Thisismy chief of saff, Brigadier
Generd Kabadda." Theindicated officer was medium height with blond hair. He shook the generd's
hand in turn, smiling dightly. "And my aide, Commander Edrogan.” Edrogan was atal, elegant young
man, not much more than Herzer's age. His eyeswere crinkled asif he had stared at alot of light in his
time and he was heavily tanned.

"Commander,” the generd said with anod. "And thisismy aide, Captain Herzer."

Thetrio stared a Herzer for amoment, and at the medal's, and then the admiral nodded.

"Captain, your reputation precedes you,” the admira said, somewhat stuffily.

Herzer amost asked "which one" but managed to quell it.

"Thank you, gr," Herzer said. " So doesyours.”

"Yes" theadmird said, digesting the ambiguity of thereply. "Iseverything in order?"

"Oh, just fing," Edmund replied. "There was alittle issue about |etting mein the war-room but that
was easily taken care of." A commander entered the room with a set expression on hisface and
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whispered in the ear of the admird's aide. The aide looked startled and then whispered in the admira's
ear, glancing at the generd ashedid so.

"And one of my ensgnswith too much time on her handsis busy bothering your records people,”
Tabot added with a closed-mouth grin. "Nothing of consequence.”

"I'm sure”" the admird said, tightly. "The message that you were coming didn't specify your precise
purpose, Generd."

"Oh, well," Edmund said, gesturing with the cup of coffee. "I'm the fellathat hasto ded with any of
the New Destiny folksthat dip through your efficient Seve, Drask. It only seemed fitting to Sheidathat |
be around when you go out to handle them.”

The admird did not missthe reference to the queen'sfirst name. So he smiled thinly and nodded.

"Perhaps you'd like to attend the morning briefing, then?' the admird said. "We generdly halditin
the secure conference room in about an hour."
"Wouldn't missit for worlds" Edmund replied.

* % %

Tao walked through the stables inhaling gratefully the heady aroma of horse dander, manure and
leather. Hefound it humorous that he'd had to go to a Navy baseto go play with horses. Sincejoining
the legionsthe only time he had been around them was the week of half-day classesin Officer Basic
course.

The stable was large with ranks of stalls and he walked down the aides, dodging grooms and
occasiond piles of manure, looking into the stalls and getting afed for the beasts within. He noticed
immediately that the vast mgjority were heavy horses, designed for drawing small wagons or carriages.
Therewererdatively few that wereriding breeds. And of them, most were pretty low qudity. He
stopped by the stall of one that was not, a pretty mixed mare with awhite face. Her colors were awful,
the blotch of white on her face was matched on her rump and on two feet, meaning she'd be subject to
dew rot. Therest of her was a patchwork of ugly brown and chestnut. She wasn't in very good
condition, either; she clearly hadn't been worked in along time. But she had agood set of withers, better
than mogt of the riding horsesin the stable.

"Can | hdpyou, Endgn.” avoice said coldly from behind him.

The young officer turned around and stared into the face of aclearly furious commander.

"l hope so, Sr," Tao said, trying not to swalow nervoudy. "1 was sent here by General Tabot to
pick some riding horses for messengers. Six, Sir, with tack.”

"L et me see your orders," the commander said, holding out his hand.

"I don't have orders, Sir, except verba," the ensign replied. "I'm one of his messengers, gir. I'm not

going to run off with the horses. Besides, we're not going to need dl six a atime, unlessI'm much
migtaken."

"Well, Ensign, there are procedures,” the commander said. "Without written orders, no horses go
out of these stables. And you don't pick the horses, you are assigned theminrota.”
"Sir, with al due respect, that's not what the genera told meto do,” theensign said, mulishly.

"l don't work for the generd,” the commander said. "I work for Admira Draskovich. If the admira
chooses to waive those regulations, then the admira can do so. Y our general cannot. Am | making that
clear enough or do | haveto write it down for you?'

"No," theensign said, pulling a pad out of his pocket. He licked thetip of his pen and wrote for a
moment. "If you'd just Sign here, Sr?"
"What isthis?'

"A pargphrase of what you just said, gr," the ensgn replied, reading from the tablet. "Horses cannot
be rel eased without written authority. . . ."
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"And apriority whichis assigned by Feet headquarters,” the commander added.
Tao pulled off the top sheet and started writing again.

"Horses cannot be released without written authority and a priority, issued by Fleet headquarters
and the commander at the stables would not release horses on my verba statement that | was under
ordersfrom the Eastern Forces Commander.”

"Who did you say your general was?' the commander said, pausing as he reached for the tablet.
"Generd the Duke Edmund Talbot," Tao said. "Eastern Forces Commander.”

"Oh." The commander paused and then made amoue. "Why don't you look around for aminute
while| get some dlarification onthis.

"Yes, ar," Tao replied, sduting. Hewaited until the commander had left and then snorted, pulling out
the pad and tearing off the sheet. Then he thought about it, pocketed the note and continued to write. A
bit dowly, but he was going to get there sooner or later.

Chapter Five

The conference room was e egantly appointed with along mahogany table and celling-hung lamps
that cast their light carefully to make it easy to see both the table and those around it. At each place was
anotepad, apencil and aglass of water. On aside table was asilver urn and coffee mugs. At oneend
was asingle door, guarded on the outsde by more marinesin armor, and at the other end was an
oilcloth-covered easdl. A commander in dress uniform was standing at attention by the easdl asthe
admiralsand generasfiledin, followed by their aides.

The UFS had auniform rank structure for officers. The bottom three ranks were ensign, lieutenant
and captain. These werereferred to as"company™ grade officers. Their rank insgniawere circular pips,
onefor ensgn, two for lieutenant and three for captain. The second three ranks were mgjor, commander
and colond, "command" grade, each marked by avertica slver bar. The next three were brigadier
generd, mgor generd and lieutenant generd, "flag" grade, marked by slver stars. The highest rank was
generd, four stars.

Admiralswere, by definition, generalsthat werein command of task forces or flegtsjust astheterm
for the commander of aship was"skipper." Brigadier generadsin command of smal task forceswere
caled commodore. Full generdsin command positions were supposed to be caled "Marshas.” Edmund
refused, point blank, to use theterm. And since, so far, he wasthe only one, it waslikely the term was
going to fadeinto history.

Herzer took up his position behind Edmund's chair, the one at the end of the room farthest from the
easdl. Edmund looked at the setup and reached into a pocket, pulled out a set of spectacles and settled
them on hisnose.

"Commander, you may begin,” Brigadier General Kabadda said as soon as everyone was seated.
His position was on the |eft Sde of the table at the end nearest the easdl, directly across from the fleet
commander.
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"Sirs," the commander said, pulling the oilcloth off the easdl to reveal amarked map of the North
Atlantis. "At 0500 this date, loca time, First Fleet, composed of five task forces formed around the
carriers Bonhomme Richard, Washuka, Corvallis Line, Norland and Reagan, aong with the light
forcestask force 7-1, was four hundred klicks west of the Onay Idands." He pointed to a point on the
map. "The enemy was just passing the Onay 1dands, making good time with northeasterly winds.
According to plan, the fleet will begin to launch dragons at about 1100 hours, not long after dawn local
time, depending upon when the scoutsindicate the enemy is at the optimal range. Engagement should
begin approximately 1200 hours local. Given the digparity of force, the fleet commander estimates that
only asingle strike will be necessary to take out the enemy's carriers and alater strikeis planned to
engage hislight units.

"A revictudling convoy is approximately two hundred klicks southeast of the flegt's current position.
It was held pending the battle, but should be able to complete its mission in no more than two days. Two
scout forces are near the Asur Idands and are screening the actions of orcasin that area. Task force 3-2
isjust north of Blackbeard Base completing work-ups of the carrier Hazhir. Sirs, thisisal current
deployments and plans of the North Atlantisfleet.”

"Good brief, Commander,” Generd Kabadda said. "Questions? Generd Piet? Generd Hanour?
Genera Babak?' He looked around the room to a series of shaking heads.

"I have one," Tabot drawled. "What isthe guard on the convoy?'
"Excuse, me, Sir?" the commander asked.

"Who is guarding the convoy? According to my information, the fleet was supposed to be
revictualed last week. What is guarding the convoy?"

"Thereisaballistafrigate and an armed doop,” Generd Kabaddareplied, his mouth pursed. "We
had to wait for specid suppliesfor the dragons so the convoy Ieft late.”

"Thank you," Edmund replied. "What isthe status of the Hazhir ?*

"I'm. .. not sure" the commander sad, riffling through some notes. "It isfully manned but it has only
seven dragons. It's been being used as atest-bed by the local commander and is about to be refitted to
standard configuration. Refit will take no more than one week."

"Very good," Edmund said. "What is the status of foodstuffsfor the wyvernsin thefleet?' Edmund
asked, camly.

"Generd, we can get you al that information,” General Kabadda said.

"Gresat," Edmund replied. "I generally expect to get it at my briefings, but aslong asit'savailable
somewhere we can accessit before, oh, twelve hundred hours, that will befine”

"Admird?" the chief of gaff asked, tightly.

"Good brief," he said to the commander, standing up. "1 think you can look forward to a better one
thisevening."

Edmund got to hisfeet and headed for the door, stepping to the sideto let the other generals past.
Herzer noted some sharp looksin their direction but held been stared at by worse. Most of the generals
just looked like they had to pee.

Edmund waited until Kabadda came through the door and held out hisarm.

"I will need that data, Generd," he said, smiling.

"I'll haveit gathered, Generd," the chief of staff answered. "But isn't your endggn looking a most of it
right now?'

"Not dl," Edmund replied with atight grin. "And I'd like to see what you bring me."

"Why don' | find you an office?" the chief of staff said. "That way you can peruse the informationin
comfort.”

Edmund smiled again and shrugged.
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"Oh, | think flipping through it in your war-room would be just fine."

* % %

"Fisking empire builders” Edmund muttered as they walked down acorridor.
"Excuse me, Sr?' Herzer said. "And the war-room is the other way."

"I know," Edmund said, turning acorner. "But there has got to be a bathroom around here
somewhere.”

"I'm surethereis,”" Herzer replied, dryly. "And I'm sure that there's one reserved for generds, too."

"I'm not looking for more marble," Edmund growled. "I should have taken the offer of an office, but
it was ablatant ploy to get me out of their hair. | don't want to be out of their hair.”

"It'stheir first real battle, Sr,” Herzer said, spotting a bathroom and opening the door. It wasa
smple affair, Spartan in away, with along trough at one side into which water spurted out of pipes.
There were holes on one sde for defecation, with more water flowing through under the holes. But he
had to admit that it was clean. Nearly as clean astheidentical set-up at the Blood L ord barracks and the
Academy.

"Thismust befor peons," Edmund growled, walking to the trough and unbuttoning hisfly. "Anyone
around?'

"No," Herzer said.

"Theproblemis, it istheir firgt battle,”" Edmund snarled. " And none of them have the dightest fisking
cluewheat they are doing.”

g7

"Herzer, assumethat you're briefing me on an army in, oh, Linwah. What are you going to cover?'

"Hasit been in battle recently?' Herzer asked.

"No, it's getting ready to clash with asimilar force."

"Intel abstracts with the raw data available," Herzer said then grabbed amantrafrom his head.
"Mission, enemy, time, terrain, Sgnals, support. What they are going to do. What they have present to
do it. What we estimate the enemy has in the way of materials and ability. What the area conditions are.
What the means of communications are. What materias our units have present and estimate of the
enemy's materials. What materials we have on the way and estimated arrival. He covered mogt of it, Sir."”

"Mog," Edmund said, closing hisfly. "Did you know there was a stcorm on the way down from the
north? That it was estimated to arrivein aday and ahdf or 0?7

"No, gr," Herzer said.

" figured out how to read their mapsin the war-room,” Edmund growled. "That's damned vital
information. It meansthat thefleet cannot revictua completely. Did you know that the dragons were
down to two days food? That the fleet was out of ketchup?'

The latter wasthe only thing that could get dragonsto eat the mess of beans and oil that was their
normal food away from fresh meat.

"Jesus, dr," Herzer blanched. "They're getting hungry.”

"And ahungry dragon will eat anything, including the handlersand riders,”" Edmund snarled. "They're
going up againg an enemy that they don't know the capabilities of, with dragons that are hungry and
baky. Why?'

"That | don't know," Herzer said.

"Because they've never fought a battle before," Edmund replied. "Or even trained, serioudy, for one.
They don't know about the fog of war, they don't know that no plan survives contact with the enemy.
But, worgt of dl, it's because they have not fought before. The only one of their officerswho has met
the enemy in any sort of a pitched battle was Shar Chang, and he's 'not one of us.' The Y acht Club has
yet to earn its spurs. And they had blithely pitched aforward battle, engagement at the earliest
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opportunity. Now they can't say: "Wait; the fleet needs resupply and there's a storm coming that will
ground our dragons.' Because they fear they'll lose face."

"What do we do, sir?' Herzer asked, hisface pale. He had fought battles before and knew that
things went wrong. And held handled hungry, seasick, dragons before. If the fleet couldn't get food in
time, the dragons were going to starve.

"Therésnot athing we can do," Edmund snarled. "That's what's making me so damned angry. The
only thing we can do is hope for amiracle. That nothing goeswrong. That the New Destiny forces play
dumb. Persondly, | think thet redlly ishoping for amiracle.”

* % %

Magor Jerry Riadou stood up as someone at the back of the low, crowded, room called " Attention
on deck!" then sat back down asthe XO called: " Sests."

The XO of the ship waswearing his hat, probably because he considered it de rigueur for aformal
briefing. Ship uniform was dungareesfor al personnel but hats were used to distinguish their ranks and
postion. Enlisted and petty officers wore brimmed "forage cgps.” Chief petty officerswore hatswith a
wide-flat brim called, for some reason, "campaign hats." Officerswore hatswith acurved brim caled
Stetsons. The XO's Stetson was turned up on one side and pinned in place by the heradic device of the
ship. Often, asin the case with the XO of the Corvallis Line, there was dso afeather for emphasis. The
CO wore the same sort of hat with both sides turned up. The practical reason given for the hats was that
anyone could tell a a distance who was giving an order.

Asfar as Jerry was concerned, the real reason was that the Navy was run by abunch of bloody
peacocks.

Jerry didn't look up from his notes asthe XO strode to the lectern at the front of the room. His notes
were smple. Of thirty-five wyvern on board, only twenty-eight were certified for flying by the ship's
surgeon. Therest were 0 Sick they probably wouldn't survive even if the ship was sailing into Newfedll
Harbor instead of into battle. He'd only been permitted two hours of flight per day, per dragon, for the
last month. He had not been permitted to draw live napam for training and had only been permitted one
st of bombing practice runs. For most of theriders, it was the first time they had attempted to drop
bombs, period.

The X O was briefing the mission, but Jerry knew the brief; held written it. When the XO gave him
the task he came very closeto telling the anal -retentive asshole where to stick his brief. And the jackass
had sent it back three times, for corrections. Corrections on shit he didn't know jack about.

Riadou had been one of thefirst people ever to land awyvern on acarrier deck. Hed been the firgt
person to bomb a ship a seaand he sunk it. Admittedly, it took afew timesto get the damned thing, but
he'd sunk it.

The XO had been the mate on the skipper's racing yacht. Hed never even been on adragon. And
he was correcting stuff on abrief that Jerry could givein hisdeep.

The XO and the skipper were pals, al right. They'd even forced the name of their damned yacht
down the throats of the dragon-riders. What the hdll kind of name was "Blue Destiny” for awing of
wyvern? After someone explained to him that he wasn't the first person to land on acarrier, Jerry had
taken the timeto crossthe river and visit the museum that <till occupied the far bank. There he had read
about the old carriers, big, huge metal shipsthat landed aircraft damned near the Size of agreat dragon,
arcraft that were going not much under the speed of sound for that matter.

And they'd had plagues on the wall, behind sealed glass otherwise they would have fallen apart over
the millennia. Plagues from the squadrons of those ships.

Black Aces, Jolly Rogers, Viking Raiders, Death Dedlers. Those were real names. Names that
spoke of what the pilots believed. Bring death and destruction to the enemy.

Blue Destiny. Gimme a break.
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He sensed that the XO had come to the end of his spiel and looked up, meeting the commander's
eyes. He hoped he was showing the proper humility, instead of what he wanted to show, which was that
the best use of the XO was dragon-feed.

Apparently not from the XO's expression. The commander |ooked away after amoment and around
the room, clearing histhroat.

"Any questions?’

"How do we get out of this chicken-shit outfit,” avoice at the back of the room asked. In any other
group, it would be groundsfor chuckles. In thisroom it caused dead, and deadly, silence.

"If there are no other questions, move to your beadts,” the XO said, coldly.

"Let'sgo, boysand girls" Jerry said, standing up when no one else had. "Timeto go get it on.”

* * %

"It'sokay, boy," Jerry said to the piteoudy mewling wyvern as they reached assembly dftitude. "It's
okay. I'll give you abig feed when we get back.” Y ou could promise anything to awyvern. They never
listened.

He looked down at the dragons launching from the port-side catapult. Most of them were barely
getting inthe air, flapping listlesdy as Tomak had. Jerry had ridden awyvern named Shep, short for
Hatshepsut, for years. But Shep, thank God, had been retired to stud at Blackbeard Base. He was wdll
out of thisgoat fuck.

Tomak was having ahard time maintaining dtitude. There weren't many thermalsthis early and the
dragon was haf-starved, low on energy and inclined to balk. But he kept himin the air asthe other
wyverns, dowly, assembled.

It was adispirited group that flapped to the northeast. Going to a battle they didn't think they could
win and wondering if their dragons would have enough energy to get them back to shipsthey weren't
surewould be there.

Chapter Six

"Sir," aseaman said, coming over to Genera Talbot.

The genera had ensconced himsdlf at an empty desk in the war-room. He was pretty sureit wasn't
supposed to be empty, but the owner hadn't complained. Now he looked up at the young seaman and
amiled.

IIYS?I
"There'san ensagn outside, sir, who wishes to speak to you. But she's not on the accesslist.”
"Nor should she be, seaman,” the generd replied, nodding. "Thank you."

He walked to the door and nodded at the guard to open it and then walked out of the room with
Herzer following.

"Sir, I've got the extracts you wanted . . ." Van Krief said. Her uniform was covered in dust.
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"Wait," Tabot sad, holding up hishand. "Wherés Destrang?!
"He'sin aroom down the hdl," Herzer said, pointing.

"An empty room?" Edmund asked.

"Sometimes," the captain replied. "1 think it'sabresk room.”

"Well, it'sgoing to be an empty room for the next few minutes," Talbot said, turning to the guard at
the door. " Son, you got a sergeant of the guard around?’

"Yes, dr," the marine answered.

"How do you summon him?"

"Sergeant of the Guard to the war-room," the marine called down the hal. The call was repested
from the various posts. In no more than aminute a precisaly uniformed marine sergeant, not wearing

armor, appeared around the corner and marched to a halt in front of the general. He turned to the sentry
who pointed at the genera and then went back to looking down the hall.

"Sergeant, I'm going to be taking over the break room for afew minutes” the generd said. "I'd like
to ensure that nobody stumblesin. Can you take care of that?"

"Yes, gr," the sergeant replied. "I'll stand guard until | can get ardlief, Sr. Won't take morethan a
couple of minutes."

"Thank you, Sergeant,” Talbot said, waking down the hall to the break room. "Wewon't belong. |
gopreciaethis”

When he entered the room Destrang sprang to hisfeet, dropping the book he'd been reading.

"Bored, Ensgn?' Edmund asked, amiling.

"Totears, dr," Destrang said.

"I don't think that will last long,” Edmund replied. "I don't want to take long, Van Krief, brief me."

"Yes, gr," theensgn said, nervoudy.

"I'll take the extracts back to the war-room when we're done,” Edmund added. "Just give methe
highlights"

"How about the low lights, Sr?' theensgn said.

"How bad?'

"I don't know, gir," Van Krief said, shaking her head. "But does an average of one hour of flight time
per day per dragon in the fleet sound good?”

"Jesus Crigto,” Herzer said.

"And virtudly none of that has been bombing practice, Sr," sheadded. "Infact, | could only find
records for an average of five hours, total, of bombing practice since the fleet sailed. Two of the carriers
have catapults down, so the dragons can't get off with afull load of bombs anyway. Thereisonly one
greater dragon with the fleet. The other one requested, and was granted, permission to fly off three
weeks ago. Sheis currently here, in some vaguetraining billet."

"She?' Edmund asked. "Who is she?!
"Commander Joanna Gramlich,” Van Krief said, consulting anotein the sheaf of paper in her hand.
"Whét reason did she giveto fly off?" Herzer asked.

"Failure of contract, sir," Van Krief answered. "I got the feding that the Navy isgoing to try to stick
it to her. The chief that | shanghaied referred to her as 'that bitch mercenary.'"

"Fskingidiots" Edmund snarled. "Fisking motherfisking idiots. Sorry, Enggn. But | know Joanna.
And shewasjugt getting out whilethere was il time.”

"The flet'sbeen on half rationsfor aweek," Van Krief continued. " The dragons have had their
rations cut aswell but they're till very short, no more than aday or two. And therésastorm.. . ."

"] know about the sorm," Edmund said.
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"There areletters of complaint from theridersaswell.”
"l canimagine," Herzer said, shaking his head.

"There was one memo | ran across that used the term "primadonnas about the complaints, sr,” Van
Krief said. "Onthe one hand, | can understand. The whole fleet is having troubles. On the other hand . .

"Thereisno other hand, Ensign,” Herzer sighed. ™Y ou can't short wyverns. If they don't get enough
to edt, they sicken and die. Quickly. And getting them to est a al on shipboard istough; they don't like
saling any morethan the generd here.”

"And therésmore, Sr," Van Krief said, her face amass of sorrow. "One of the reasons that they
haven't been flying is supplies. But the reason supplies are low isthat they've been diverting training funds
into the building of anew classof ships”

"A new carrier class?' Edmund asked.

"No, gr. A dreadnought class. Heavily armed trebuchet ships. At least, that'sthe way it looks on
first glance. | could be wrong. But the numbersin both directions don't add up.”

"Big, fad, pretty shipsthat can close with the enemy,” Edmund said. "Marine complement?'

"Big marineforce, Sr," Van Krief said. "Two hundred and fifty per ship.”

"And board them in heroic close combat,” Edmund continued. "'Damn them."

"I'mworried about the dragons," Herzer said.

"Soam|," Edmund said. "They'rein no condition to fight."

"Fight, hell," Herzer replied, hotly. "That's more than haf our tota wyvern force and one of only five
great dragons out there. If they turn around, right now, and head for the nearest port, they might not
lose hdf of them!"

"But the supply convoy . .." Van Krief said.

"If it even makesit," Edmund sighed. "Remember what | said about how | would run thisfight?"

"Oh.Yes gar."

"All the mer and del phinos have been pushed back from the Ropasan coast,” Edmund said. "I need
to know where other ships are, New Destiny ships. | want to know their full order of battle and where
every sngle shipislocated. | need intdl .

"l didn't accessthat, ar," theensign said.

"1 know," Edmund replied, suddenly smiling at the nervous young officer. "And you did well. But I've
got that puckered fedling like we're about to have something shoved up our ass, hard. Okay, were done
here," Edmund said, holding out his hand. "Give me the papers and Herzer and | are going back in the
lion'sden.”

Asthey exited the room, with anod of dismissal to the marine that had replaced the NCO, a
messenger hurried by, coming from the war-room.

"Why did that young man look asif hisdog just died, | wonder?* Edmund mused, sarcagticdly. He
strode into the war-room and looked around. The previoudy calm and ordered place was a madhouse.
On the big map on the wall, the supply convoy was marked as under attack.

"It garts," Edmund said, grabbing a passing leading petty officer. "What happened?’ Edmund asked.

"The del phinos with the convoy reported it under attack by dragons,” the PO replied. "Thefrigate
and the doop are sunk and the rest of the convoy isunder attack. The senior captain has been asking for
orders. Then his ship was sunk. It'samadhouse, General."

"No, son," Edmund sighed. "It'sawar. But the differenceis often hard to notice."

He sat down at his desk as Admira Draskovich entered the room. The admiral listened to the
hurried briefing from the watch officer and then took a pedestal chair at the center of the room.
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"Signal the convoy to scatter,” he said. "Have them rendezvous a coordinates North 38 43 by West
67 01 then proceed on their misson."

Herzer saw the genera visibly wince. But Edmund was gpparently ignoring what was going on
around him.

"What's the stuation with the fleet?' Draskovich asked.

"The dragons are launching now, sr," one of the watch officersreplied. "They're reporting less than
eighty percent available. But they should have thosein theair by now."

"Why so few?' the admiral asked.
"Unknown, gr," the watch officer sad.
"Send amessage requesting we be told why," the admira snapped.

"Task force Corvallis Line reports attack by kraken," a petty officer said, looking up from the
message just brought in. "Delphinos and mer are under attack by orcaand ixchitl.”

"Tdl them to hold the line and get that damned kraken," the admiral practicaly yelled, rubbing his
face and looking over his shoulder at the door though which the messengers entered.

* * %

Command Master Chief Robin Brooks had just stepped onto the quarterdeck, carrying afresh mug
of coffee, when the carrier suddenly dowed in the water and hedled to starboard. Two mast-thick
tentacles snaked over the side, one grabbing the mainmast at the base while another grabbed it just
below the first crossiree. The massive bulk of akraken appeared over the side of the ship.

The chief took asip of coffee, hisknees springing to keep him upright, asthe ship listed hard to
starboard and shook his head at the mass of screaming humanity on the maindeck dl of them diding
across the deck towards the waiting tentacles and beak of the hungry, eight-armed, kraken.

"Kircan!" he bellowed at thewaist divison petty officer, who was clinging to alinefor deer life. "Get
some axemen working! Get Van Kiet'steam into their flamethrowers" He took another sip
appreciatively as aseaman was picked up, screaming, from the deck. "Webster! Quit dicking around
and stay away from the damned tentacles! Therésadrill for this, you know!"

The skipper came dashing onto the quarterdeck, tucking in his shirt, just as the flamethrower team
was throwing itsalf desperately into thefray.

"Get the tentacles on the mast first!" the chief bellowed. " And somebody cut off that tentacle around
Webster before he throws up al over the deck! Oh, good morning, Skipper.”

"Morning, Chief," the skipper said, trying, and failing, to give off the same air of unsurprised
efficiency as hiscommand master chief.

"Saw thisonetime off Bimi idand, gr," Brooks said, taking another sip as two tongues of flame
licked out and caught the tentacles around the mast. The kraken reacted spasmodicdly asthe tentacles
whipped off the mast and back into the water. The luckless Webster was tossed aside aswell, bouncing
off therail and into the water overside. " The kraken was bigger, though."

The chief kept his feet, many on the deck were thrown from theirs, asthe ship rolled back upright
and he pointed at the kraken that was still haf draped on the side of the ship.

"Get it right inthe beak," he yelled. "Or the eyes. Use the flamers to work your way forward.
Pump-men, get up there or well al bein Davey Jones locker! And away the gig to pick up Webster.
Somebody throw him a preserver.”

The flamethrower men worked forward, flicking small tongues of flame at any tentacle that darted
towards them, until they werein range to attack the body. Then one of them, gresatly daring, darted
forward and shot the kraken on the juncture between its tentacles and right eye. At that the kraken
flailed wildly, again, and dipped over the side of the ship, disappearing into the depthsin acloud of
black ink.
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"And it wasn't this mill-pond,” the chief continued where held lft off as the firemen rushed forward
and washed the burning napalm over the sde of the ship then got to work on the burning wood and
cordage where the fight had taken place. " We were bobbing around like corks.”

* % %

"Task force Norland under dragon attack,” one of the watch officers said. " Delphinos report the
Norland isonfire, Sr."

"Okay," the admird said, rubbing hisface. "Signd the task forceto assist the carrier infirefighting . .

"Bonhomme Richard under dragon attack,” the watch commander said. "Dragons using bombs and
firebreath. All sallsdestroyed. Waist on fire."

"What?"' the admira shouted. "Get aconfirmation on that!"

"Wha o node Granbas, under assault by orcas," the communications officer said. "Thewhaosare
requesting support.”

"Tel them . .." Theadmiral paused and looked up at the map. The blue symbols of hisflegtswere
turning red as were the various dephinos, mer and whalos that made up his communications net. "Tell
them . . . no support available.”

"Sir, Net reportsthat Granbasisno longer responsive,” the communications officer said, swallowing.
"We're out of contact with the fleet. Last report, Reagan, Norland and Bonhomme Richard onfire,
Corvallis under attack by kraken. Enemy dragons sighted by Corvallis Line and Reagan. Thefleet
wassgnding dl dragonsrecal to any available platform and retiring.”

Edmund camly turned another page in the hagtily written extract and shook his head.
"And now the recriminaions sart,” he muttered. "Including from me.”

* * %

The dragons approached on asow glide. It would have been better to come in from the sun; that
way they would have gotten closer before being spotted. But that would have meant flying awide circle
around the enemy fleet. The XO had wanted them to do just that. Jerry had pointed out that he wasn't
sure the dragons were going to make it to the enemy fleet.

Some of them hadn't. Three of the wyverns had turned back when their riders decided they just
couldn't go on. One had just given up, dropping out of the sky and into the cold water below. They had
seen Garciapulling franticaly on hisreins, but the dragon was done; it couldn't have pulled out of the
diveif it wanted to.

The enemy fleet was arranged with shipstight around the carriers. Mogt of them were ballista
frigates but some were bigger and their sallswere rigged very strangely. He couldn't for thelife of him
figure out what they were until they were over the formation and the sky filled with heavy bolts.

"Shit," he said. There wasn't anything they could do. He heard awyvern scream behind him and felt
Tomak shudder in hisflight. But then they were over the carrier.

The best way to attack a carrier was from behind. That made for less motion between the carrier
and thewyverns. But, again, in this hail of bolts there was no way he was maneuvering. The carrier
apparently had some of the same weapons and bolts were flying around him as he banked and dropped
inline. He didn't bother to hold anything back; he was only good for one pass. Three pottery canisters
filled with napam dropped free and tumbled towards the carrier.

Helooked back and saw two go in the drink. But the third impacted on the forecastle. Asfar ashe
could tell, none of the rest of the wing had hit shit. And even as he watched, sailors covered the burning
napalm in foam, practicaly coating the front of the ship. Their fleet didn't even have foam yet. He knew
it had been tested, but the rumor was Buships hadn't approved it. The bastards.

Tomak staggered again and dropped dtitude and Jerry craned over to seeif he could spot the
problem. When he did he groaned. There was afat, short, metal bolt sticking out of Tomak's primary
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flight muscles. Trying to fly would be the equivaent of trying to run with aknifein hisleg. Therewasno
way that he could make it dl the way back to the ship.

They had lft the enemy fleet behind and Jerry looked around at the endless expanse of ocean. He
could turn back to the New Destiny fleet and ditch, hoping that they would pick him up. But they tended
to just turn prisonersinto one of their Changed orcs. Bugger that.

The ocean looked awfully cold. He remembered the times hedd swum with the dragons down at the
mer town. What wasit called? Whae Drop or something.

The dragon was barely skimming the waves. There was alittle ground effect down there, but the
magor knew it wasn't going to be enough.

At least Shep was safe.

"Livelarge, boy," the mgor said asthe dragon plowed into awave.

* k% %

"Sir, thisisaclosed meeting,” the marine guard on the conference room door said, stepping in front
of the door.

"Well, son," Tabot replied. "Y ou can get the fisk out of my way, or Herzer here will take that
pigsticker away from you and shove it up your ass. And then I'll have you in the stockade for the rest of
your naturd life where the other inmates will appreciate having someone who's not acherry around. This
isadirect order; get thefisk out of my way."

The marine gulped, took alook at the hard-faced captain and stepped aside.

"The damned dragons. . ." General Kabadda was saying as Edmund entered the room.

"Generd, thisisaclosed meeting,” Admira Draskovich said, angrily.

"So | heard,” Edmund replied, taking his previous seet. "I thought I'd crashit.”

"Y ou do not have the authority-" General Kabadda snarled.

"Like hdl I don't,” Edmund said, suddenly leaning forward and staring hard at the brigadier. "Like
hdl I don't."

"Generd," Admira Draskovich said, clearly reining in histemper. "We have astuation here. . ."

"What you have, Admird, isan incredible cluster fuck,” Tabot replied. "And I'm not even talking
about that pitiful baby-school thing you called abattle. I'm talking about your entire setup. Thefact is
that you don't know your ass from a holein the ground about war."

"I do not haveto take that in my own headquarters,” Draskovich snarled, leaping to hisfeet.

"Y ou'd better damned well take it, or you're not going to live long enough to get up ared mad,”
Edmund replied, calmly. ™Y ou made three critical errorsin your battle. Y ou insufficiently prepared in that
the dragons were undertrained and poorly fed, you trusted limited and outdated intelligence that was
laughable on itsface and you failed to ensure your supply. These are cherry ensgn mistakes. But that's
not too surprising, sncewhat you dl areisjunior officers.” Edmund looked at the faces and laughed.
"Oh, God, you thought you were real genera's because you put on the uniform? Y ou've never even been
to school on how to be generds.”

"Asl sad, | do not haveto takethis," Draskovich ground out. "Especially from someone that
doesn't know ahead from ahayard."

"Thetoilet and one of those ropes you run up sails and flagswith," Edmund said. "No, | don't know
how to run aship. But you're not running aship, Admiral, you're running aflegt. And running oneina
war . And there's not damned much I don't know about war."

"War a seg," Kabaddasaid, asif explaining thingsto achild, "is different than war on the land.”

"Not inmacro,” Edmund replied. "All the same things apply. The only differenceisthat you are
supposed to have on-board logistics, and you couldn't even keep that draight!”

"Therewas astorm," Kabadda said.
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"In the battle of Chattanooga, the supplies were maintained through severa deet and snowstorms,”
Edmund replied. "In the war in Burmalit was maintained through amonsoon. And the Channd Fleet
during the Napoleonic wars maintained itself in far worse conditions than you have been facing. But that
requires prior planning. Prior planning prevents piss poor performance. And they didn't assault until
they had built up sufficient suppliesto support it. For that matter, the English Channel fleet had a
regulation that no ship would be lower than two weeks on water or any other critical commodity.
Ketchup, whether you like it or not, isa critical commodity. | heard your order to the fleet asking a
reason only eight of ten dragons could fly and couldn't believe you'd asked. They hadn't been eating.

Y our own records showed that and it was amply evident if you know thefirst thing about dragon care!™

"Those damned dragons . . ." Kabadda said. "Dragonsthis, dragons that. Dragons need fresh medt.
Dragons need ketchup . . ."

"The enemy dragonsjust SANK YOUR FLEET!" Edmund shouted. "If you'd spent the time
working up your dragonsinstead of starving them we wouldn't be in thismess. Or if you'd even started
to wonder whether there might be some reason that the New Destiny fleet was courting battle!”

"Okay, I've heard enough,” Draskovich snarled. "Y ou're not bringing anything positive to this
mesting. Leavethisroom.”

"You redly don't want to push this, Drask,” Edmund said.

"I don't care who you know," the admira said. "Or who you've fucked. Y ou don't have any
authority or reason for being present. Leave, or I'll have the marines remove you."

Edmund stood up and smiled.

"Well, it'sbeen ared pleasure” he said. "Must do this again sometime soon.”

He walked out the door and went to the break room by the war-room. Besides the two ensigns
there were a couple of seamen from the war-room, sitting at the table looking worn out and
shell-shocked.

"How bad isit?" Edmund asked them.

"I don't know, gir," one of the seamen replied. "I'm just arunner from the mer at the docks. But the

mer are. . . I've never seen them so pissed. Thewhale net isgone, sir. They think the orcastook out
Merillo up in Granbas and that means we don't know what's what with the rest.”

"Okay," Edmund said, Sitting at the table covered with food stains. " Son, something to keep in mind.
First reports are never as bad, or as good, asthey seem. Herzer . . . no, Destrang. Go get Tapand a
horse. Have Tao report to me. Van, gimme something to write with. Herzer, head down to the docks.
Tak to the mer; they're going to talk to you. Van, I've got another research assgnment for you.”

"Yes, gr," Herzer said, grimly. He redlized that many friends had probably died today, not among
the Navy but among the mer.

"Degtrang, get back here with Tao asfast asyou can," Edmund said, picking up apen and paper.
"All of you: go."
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Chapter Seven

"Do Jason?' the del phino squedled.

Theleader of the Bimi idand mer contingent shook his head. Everything was coming gpart and the
ordersthey were getting from headquarters were making no sense at dl.

"Can you hear Merillo?" Jason asked.

"No," the del phino said. The human Changed to adol phin shape had much better underwater
hearing than the mer. "Orca squed, hunting cry, no Merillo.”

"Arethey dill usng the hunting cry?" Jason asked.

"Sill."

The mer looked up at the surface of the water above him and thought. If the orcas had caught the
whalo to the north they wouldn't il be doing the horrible ringing hunting cry. They'd be silent. Feeding.

"Which way arethey going?"

The delphino seemed to contempl ate the question, turning his head from sideto Sde asif tasting the
sounds from the bel eaguered whale.

"South. Southeast?' He shrugged as only adelphino can.

"Smart whae," Jason muttered. His underwater communications agpparatuswas asmal bonein his
forehead, located in his nasal passages. It was short-ranged and weak compared to the sonar of the
delphinos, but it sufficed for communications. "Cal al delphino, al mer, al whao. Passcal. Fal back.
Mer and delphino, move to nearest whalo, protect whalo.”

"Authority?' the dephino squeded.

"Mine" Jason said. "Jugt mine."

Tao had had some hard rides before in hislife, but thiswas ridiculous.

The nearest Army base was over ahundred kilometers away, at the falls of the Gem River. It wasa
major logisgtics point, but what was more important at the moment was thet it had acommunications
crysd.

The crystd had the ability to contact awide range of people who still had accessto full technology.
They were used for critical messaging, only. And Tao was carrying acritica message.

There was no way that he could have madeit in any decent time wereit not for the fact that there
were messenger stations al along the bad road up the river from the base. He changed horsesfive times,
each time dropping off ablown horse and throwing himself into the next one that was saddled. And then
kicking that horseinto atrot until it was warmed up and then into a canter.

He hadn't ridden much in ayear. And his body wastelling him that before he was athird of the way

into the ride. What was that joke the cavary troopstold? Ah, "Forty Milesin the Saddle, by Mgor
Assburns.” Well, he had mgjor assburns, that's for sure. Forty mileswas. . .
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By the time he reached the Army base, after ten hours of hard riding, he had figured out the
converson from the antiquated mile measurement and come to the conclusion that he had more than
doubled it. Or something like that; arithmetic was not his strong suit. He dropped off another knackered
out horse and got directions to the message center. He pounded up to the low stone building and
climbed off the horse, nearly dropping to his kneeswith fatigue. But he was a Blood Lord, damnit, and
he straightened up and tried to knock some of the dust off of his dress uniform, before opening the door
and waddling bow-legged into the room.

There were acommander and two sergeants inside playing acey-deucy. They looked up at the
dust-covered rider and the commander dropped his cards on the table.

"What's up, Enagn?' he asked.

"Message from Generad Tabot, sir,” Tao replied. "For Her Mgesty, Sheida Ghorbani."

* k% %

"They did WHAT?' Admird Draskovich shouted.

Edmund looked up at that and stopped perusing the reportsin his hand. After he had sent everyone
off on various errands he had paid avist to the fleet intelligence shop and picked up some more light
reading. He wasjust about done with it, having read through most of the day, when the latest report
camein.

The admiral was no longer elegant. He looked hag-ridden and his hair had started to come undone
from his ponytail. It had been along day, night had fallen more than an hour ago, but he till had enough
energy for fury.

"The mer leader, Jason Ranger, sent out an order pulling adl the underwater forces back from their
positions and sending dl of them to protect the whalos,” the petty officer said, looking up from the report
in hishand. "There's a pitched battle taking place in the Granbas area. Merillo is back online and we're
getting fragmentary reports from the fleet. 1t looks like Reagan, Washuka and Norland are sunk and
there are other ships destroyed aswell. Bonhomme Richard is damaged but can make some sail. There
arewyvernsal over thefleet, Sr. When they came back they were landing on any ship or ditching.
Wevelost riders aswell, some drowned. Some. . . thrown by their dragons. No total count on
dragons, but it doesn't look good.”

"Get the wyverns reassembled on the remaining carriers,”" Draskovich said angrily. " Send amessage
to the mer to get back in position. We can assemble another supply convoy . . ."

"Dragons overhead, sir!" amessenger shouted as he pounded through the door.
"Drask," Edmund said, waking quickly but unhurriedly to the door. "Get your people out of here.”
"What?"' the admira shouted. " Get out of thisroom!"

"Just going,” Edmund replied. But he stopped and walked to the admira, grabbing him by the
ponytail and pulling his head down to where he could whisper in hisear. "Thisisa wooden building,
damnit. Evacuate." With that he strode to the door, jerking it open and leaving it open.

Hewalked steadily to the stairs and then took them two at atime upwards until he reached the top
floor. He stopped, panting, for amoment, fedling every year of his age, then strode into the corridor
beyond. At that point he heard a thump on the roof and gave up dignity.

"VAN KRIEF!" he bellowed.

"Here, dr," the ensign said, popping out of aroom down the corridor.

"Weare leaving," Edmund yedlled and headed for the Stairs asthefirst smell of smoke entered the
ar.

He didn't pause as he headed down the stairs and then thought better of it; that ensign was addicted
to research. But as he turned he heard the door bang open.

"Sir?' theenagn shouted.
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"Run like hell, Ensign," hereplied and took his own command.

By the time they made it out the doors of the headquarters the top floor was fully engaged and liquid
firewas cascading down the wals. He bellowed in pain as adrop of napam hit hisarm and quickly
yanked histunic off, wrapping it around the burning droplet.

"Where's Destrang?' he yelled, looking around at the scurrying figures outsi de the headquarters. A
bucket chain was being formed down to the river but he took one glance at the headquarters, which was
lighting up the night, and shook his head.

"They'll never doit," he muttered.

"Herel am, gr," Destrang said, hurrying through the crowd. "It was adragon raid, Sir. One of them
was breathing fire and dl of them were pitching napalm. It was targeted on headquarters and the
shipyard.”

"Good," Edmund muttered. "They've findly done something stupid.”

"Sir?' Van Krief asked.

"The best thing they could do for our Navy is burn that damned place to the ground,” Edmund
growled. "With any luck, Draskovich will choose to go down with his ship.”

"If it'sthisbad here, gr," Van Krief said, "l wonder what it'slike at sea”

"Get back!" the X O shouted as the wyvern lunged forward.

The CO of the baligtafrigate Darya Seyit snarled as the wyvern drove back the net party that was
trying to get onto the quarterdeck.

Thefrigatewasrolling in light seas, at the play of thewinds. Thelogt, angry and riderlesswyvern-he
wasn't even sureif it was one of theirs or the enemy's-had dropped out of the sky and landed on the
quarterdeck of the ship before anyone had redized its intention.

The damned thing had immediately seized one of the signa midshipman by the thigh, but they had
managed to best it off of him before the quarterdeck crew evacuated the scene of battle.

Unfortunately, the ship'swhed was up there. As soon as the two quartermasters had jumped over
the sde of the ship-by order, there was no way for them to move forward past the enraged dragon-the
ship had turned with the wind and now drifted helplesdy as most of the crew tried to get in rigging while
aparty set up ajury-rigged rudder control below.

Mogt of therest of the crew, including the balista crews, were trying to get anet or arope or
something on the damned dragon so that the ship could be gotten back under helm.

"Okay, one moretry, men," the XO shouted.
"Ahoy the ship!" avoice shouted from overside. "I need to see the skipper!"
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"He'sbusy," the ship'smaster chief said, looking over the Sde. "Mer overside, g, the chief
continued.
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"I know heid" the mer yelled from below. It sounded like afemae. "That's why | need to seehim!”

The skipper walked to therail and looked down in the water where ablack-haired mer-girl with a
bright bluetail was swimming alongside.

"What?' the skipper snarled.

"Wl excuuuse me," the mer-girl said back. "Just trying to help. The problem isthat wyvern's hungry
. If you feed ititll quit trying to kill you."

"Y ou have alot of experience withwyverns, girl?' the chief said, angrily.

"Yes, asamatter of fact | do,” the girl said. "Elayna Farswimmer, Skipper. Lieutenant Farsvimmer.
I'm the daughter of the late Bruce Blackbeard and was on the Retreat with Genera Talbot. | have a lot
of experience with wyverns and that oneis hungry. You can tell by itscry; it'snot angry it's sad.
Because you're not feeding it."

"Wedon't have any wyvern food," the skipper temporized.

"Ashungry asthe poor thingis, it'd eat st beef right out of the cask,” the mermaid answered,
bitterly. "Y ou've been treating them horribly."

"Chief?" the skipper asked.

"Wewere boiling up lunch when it landed, gir," the chief replied. "1 don't know how far dong it got,
but when you sounded generd quarters, they'd have put out the fires."

"Get bdow," the skipper said. "Get the cooks up here with whatever they have."

No more than five minutes later, asthe wyvern was trying to figure out how to get past dl therigging
to get to the tender sailor snacks below, the chief came up followed by a party carrying joints dripping
water on the snowy deck. They carefully crept up to the rear and the chief ran forward, hurling a
shoulder of beef onto the quarterdeck.

Thewyvern jumped onit asif it were sarving, which it was. Wyverns used an enormous amount of
energy inflying and they needed huge quantities of food to sustain them. Their normal "field" rationswere
amixture of soybeans, cornmedl and oilsfor fat energy. The only way they could be induced to eet the
mess, especidly at seawhere they were as susceptible to ma de mer as humans, was by liberally lacing
it with ketchup powder. The fleet had been out of ketchup for days and the wyverns had been off their
feed even before the debacle of the morning.

Ignoring the heavy sdt brine that the beef had been pickled in, the wyvern started tearing off strips of
flesh, bolting them down asfast asit could. When dl the easily removed meeat was stripped off, it looked
down at the chief and mewled piteoudly.

One after another of the chunks of beef and pork were thrown up to the quarterdeck until at last the
wyvern was barely picking a them. At that point the chief took a coiled line from one of thewaiting
sailors and walked up the steps to the quarterdeck. He cautiously edged up to the wyvern and ran the
line under its halter, securing it with afast bowline, then tossed the coil of ropeto the sailor held taken it
from. Quickly, other sailorsran up to the deck and tied ropesto the wyvern's hdter, harness and huge,
birdlike legs. In minutes the wyvern was secured in place. It didn't look asif it minded. When it had
finished turning over the bones rolling on the swaying deck it tucked its head under itswing and promptly
went to deep.

"Toldya," the mermaid said, when the wyvern had obvioudy settled.

"Thank you," the skipper replied, dryly. "Okay, let's get these sails trimmed and get back under
way!"

"Thefleet's about Sixty klicks southeast,” Elaynasaid. "Them that's |ft."

* k% %

"Marshd! Great news! The UFSfleet is practically destroyed, they're retreating on every front!"
Chansalooked up from his paperwork at his chief of staff and grunted.
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"How many carriers did we get?' he asked, leaning back in his chair, which creaked.

Marsha Chansa Mulengdawas huge, two and ahaf meterstall and broad in proportion. The smdll
office that he had appropriated in the bowels of the Council facilities made him look bigger. And, despite
the news, he didn't look happy.

"It lookslike four," the chief of staff said, wondering what it would take to get the Key-holder to
gmile. "Theway isopen for theinvasion flegt!"

"Only four?' Chansagrowled. "Damn.”

"Reportsaredtill trickling in," the chief of saff noted. "We might have gotten the fifth aswell.”

"Therésdill the Hazhir downintheldes,” Chansanoted. "Y ou can be surethat even anidiot like
Draskovichwill recdl it."

"It's been modified," the chief of staff noted. "Their Buships does not consider it combatworthy.” The
chief of saff shrugged.

"Their Bushipsisas stupid asyou are, then,” Chansagrowled. "It's been modified by that asshole,
Shar Chang. If he's put in modifications, you can guarantee they're going to makeit more
combatworthy, not less. What about the strike on the headquarters?!

"It appears that was successful aswell," the chief said. "It was on fire when the wyverns withdrew.
They reported that there was a great dragon there, one that we didn't know about from intelligence
reports.”

"What about intel from the headquarters?' Chansaasked. "What are we getting from there?"

"The chainislong on that source, Sir,” the chief reminded him. "We probably won't have anything for
acouple of days."

"Stay onit," Chansasaid after thinking about it for amoment. "1 won't be happy about launching the
full fleet until we've run down their last carrier. Where did they retire to?!

"South, gir," the chief replied, glancing at his notes. "The orcas report that they've been driven off, so
we're not sure exactly whereit is. And theré's a storm coming into the area so it's unlikely we can press
actionimmediady.”

"Where'sthe Canaris?' Chansa asked.

"Moving north along the Norau coast, headed for the Granbas rendezvous.”

"Signal them to stand off the coast,” Chansasaid. "1 don't want someone figuring out away to take
themout.”

"Yes gar.”

"Go," Chansasaid, looking at the paperwork on his desk. "I've got other thingsto handle.”

* % %

Asluck would haveit, the admira could be seen not too long afterwards, circling the madly burning
building, his gaff clustered around him.

"Generd Tabot," the admird said, approaching him when he noticed him, and the cluster of officers
around him. The admird took in the burned arm and shook his head. "I'd have thought you'd be long
gone by thetime thefirst bomb hit.”

"My ensgn was upgtairs,” the generd replied with ashrug. "I wasn't going to leave her to burn.”

"No," theadmird said, hisjaw working. "But | wonder, how did you divine that there would be an
attack on thisbuilding?"

Edmund sighed and shook his head weerily. "Remember what | said about studying war?| was
doing that when you were going through potty training, Admiral . Attacking the headquarters, given that
most of your shipswere at sea, was the obvious choice. I'd have probably hit the warehousesinstead,
but that's not how Chansathinks. Thefirst timel saw thisbuilding | thought: What alovely target.”
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"How did they manageto find it, then," Generd Kabadda snarled.

"Because your whole damned baseislit up likeaYule Tree," Edmund sighed. "Ever heard theterm
‘blackout'?" he asked, then shook his head at the sign of bewilderment on their faces. "L ord, give me

drength.”
"General, what we need are some positive thoughts right now, thank you," the admira replied,
coldly. "Not defeatism.”

"Who said anything about defeatisn?' Edmund asked. "We're not defeated, but we damned well are
stung. Stung hard. Not this, the shipyards and the fleet.”

The admira had opened his mouth to reply when one of the bucket brigade shouted: "Dragon!”

The line scattered as the few crosshow-armed marines looked up into the night sky, trying to get a
glimpseof the enemy.

Edmund looked up and sighed, then looked around at the tense marines.

"Belay that!" heydled. "That oneis ours.”

The gresat dragon descended on the quad in front of the burning headquarters, coming in over thefire
so that her wings sucked the flamesinto swirls and caused them to legp higher.

"God damnit!" the admira swore. ™Y ou just made our job harder.”

"Sorry," the dragon hissed, swinging her head around to look at the admird. "My mistake.”

"Hey, Joanna," Edmund said.

"Eddie!" the dragon shouted, delightedly. "1 got two of the bastards. Want | should go look for the
ship?'

"No," Edmund said, just as Draskovich said: "Yed"

"l didn't ask you," the dragon said to the admird.

"No," Edmund repeated. "They would have launched from maximum range. Probably each of the
dragonswas only carrying one, maybe two, bombs. Y ou'd have to do a ground take-off. And they
would have hightailed it as soon as the wyverns returned. | doubt you'd find them, anyway. Especidly at
night."

"Commander Gramlich,” the admira grated. "l order you to go find and destroy that carrier.”

"You'rein breach of contract,” Joannasaid, eesly. "l don't haveto listen to you."

"That isaviolaion of military regulations,” the admira sad. "And | have no choice but to place you
under arrest.”

"Y ou and what army?" Joanna laughed. The great dragon was nearly Sixty meters from noseto
tail-tip and both ends, and the middle, were equipped for fighting.

"Drask, giveit up,” Edmund sighed. "Y ou're just making afool of yoursdf. What's the breach?"

"Failure to provide adequate support,” Joannareplied. "Failure to provide specified pay and
alowances. And I'm overdue for avacation.”

"You had avacaion intheldeslast year." Edmund grinned.

"Fisk you, Generd, Sr," the dragon said, then laughed. The "vacation” had involved, among other
things, being dragged nearly to her death by a kraken. On the other hand, the kraken had lost.

"Commander Gramlich," theadmira said, furious at being ignored. "For thelast time, | order you . .

He paused as an officer gpproached with two pieces of paper in his hand. He looked at the general
and the admira and then handed one to the admira and oneto Tabot. The admiral took onelook at the
piece of paper, reading it by the light of his burning headquarters, crumpled the paper up and dropped it
to the ground. Then he walked away into the night.

"Sir?' Generd Kabaddacaled after him.
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"Stay,” the admird said. "Good luck. Youll need it.”

Talbot glanced at the paper and then looked at Kabadda.

"Thisreads, and | quote; 'Generd Wallace Draskovich relieved North Atlantis Command, effective
immediately, Admira Edmund Talbot gppointed command vice Generd Draskovich. Signature, Michael
Spehar, Minister of War.'s" He handed the sheet of paper to Kabadda, who took it asif it were
incendiary asthe headquarters. "Do you acknowledge this assumption of command?*

The brigadier looked &t it asif he couldn't read, then read it and read it again.

"| do so acknowledge your assumption of command . . ." he said, gritting histeeth. "Admiral."

"Kabadda, I'll tell you something,” Edmund said, softly. "I'm about a centimeter away from having
you follow the admira. Do you want to do that?"

"No," Kabadda said, after along pause.

"I'll tell you something else," Edmund went on. "The position of chief of Saff isthankless, because
everything he does right the boss gets credit for. And he gets his ass chewed for anything he does
wrong. But he'sthe guy that makes the wegpon, the commander just widldsit. Frankly, with tweaking,
this base and the fleet are pretty good weapons. Pretty good. Because the damned logistics are on your
shoulders, from that point of view, not the admiral's. That meansthat not properly serving the dragons
was your fault. But if you think you can get your job donethe rest of the way, then I'm going to give you
apass. But from my POV, you've dready had your strikes. One more and you're following the admird.
Cler?

"Clear, gr," the genera said.

"Okay, stop the idiotic bucket chain. That place was burning to the ground before the last wyvern
flew over and we're just getting more people burned trying to put it out. Get the wounded tended to, get
aheadcount, get somebody besides you doing all thisand meet me at the docks.”

"The docks, General?' the chief of saff asked.
"Thedocks," Edmund replied. "I'm gonna go tak to the mer. Joanna, Destrang, Van Krief, you're on
rre.ll

Chapter Eight

"Hey, son," Edmund said as he walked out onto the mer pier. He looked at the messenger and
motioned. "Mind if | borrow that chair?"

"Who are you?' the messenger asked.
Edmund redlized that with histunic off, hewasjust adightly sooty guy inaT-shirt.

"I'm Admiral Edmund Tabot, your new commander,” he said, mildly. *Now would you mind getting
out of the chair?'

The seaman looked at the two ensigns and the dragon following the person, who did have the
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trousers of an officer, and after amoment's shock, shot out of the chair asif it were eectric.

"Thank you," Edmund said, picking it up and taking it over to the Sde of the pier.

The pier was raised well above the height of the water but there was afloating dock at water-level.
Herzer was stcomach down, talking to the mer in the water in low tones, with a del phino drifting on the
surface, watching.

"Herzer," Edmund said, "stand up.”

Herzer rolled over and to hisfeet, looking up at the generd.

"Catch," Edmund said, tossing the chair down to the captain.

He then walked down the dippery stairsto the platform, took the chair away from Herzer and
carried it to the Sde of the floating dock.

"Hi," Edmund said to the mer. "How'sit going?"
"You're Tabot," the mer said, surprised.
"That'sme, should | remember you?' Edmund asked. "1 don't, sorry."

"No, gr, weve never met," the mer replied. "Asfaw, Sr, communications lieutenant. | wasn't inthe
Bimi pod when you werethere, air. | joined later.”

"Oh, good, | fed better.” Edmund chuckled. "There were so many mer on the Retresat | never could
keep most of them straight.”

"Tabot!" the delphino squeded. "Tabot Generd "
"Yes, and you are?'

"T-t-tilly!" the del phino answered. Communicating clearly with ablow-hole was not the easiest thing
inthe world. It often made the del phinos sound stupid, but they were of norma human intelligence and
had abilitiesin the water even the mer could not touch.

"Good evening, Mr. Tilly," Edmund said.
"Not good!" Tilly replied. "Firel"
"Oh, well." Tabot shrugged. "I never liked that headquarters anyway."

There was amoment's pause and then Asfaw started laughing so hard he dipped back into the water
and the delphino let out ahigh squed of amusement.

"But there are things we need to do," Edmund continued when the two got their mirth under control.
"I've got good news and bad news, and it's both the same news.”

"What's that, Sir?" the mer asked.

"I'vejust assumed command,” Edmund replied, handing him the sheet of paper. "Send that out. Tell
everyone to rebroadcast it."

"Willll'" the delphino trilled.

"Wait,” Edmund said. "Therés more. All remaining ships, retreat towards coast, assemble when
possible near the Granbas areawhere Merillois”

"Sorm come!”
"Where then?' Edmund asked.
"Soooouth!" the delphino squedled. "Bamud!”

"Okay, | stand corrected,” Edmund replied. "To dl the shipswith wyvern; feed them mesat from
normal stocks. Do not attempt transfer at this time unless senior dragon-riders concur. Understood?"

"o'Stood!" the del phino squealed.

"All whalos run silent until mer and delphinos are on gation. Any that are under attack, moveto the
nearest fleet. Fleets are to use wyvern to attack the orcas.”

"Orcamest!" the delphino squedled happily. " Taste sweet!”
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"To Merillo and the group assisting him; draw the orcas to the nearest wyvern armed fleet units.”
"e'Stood!"

"Last order,” Edmund said. "To dl carriers. Forage wyvernswhen possible. Tl the mer to meet
with the senior dragon-riders and amplify. They al know the story.”

"Will!" the delphino squealed.
"Okay, were done for now. I'm gppointed command, Admira Draskovich relieved. Retrest

towards Bamud. Feed the dragons, on orcaand ixchitl if possible. Protect thewhales. That'sall | can
expect them to handleright now."

"Donel" the delphino said and dove under the water.

Edmund leaned back in the chair, planted hisfeet and tipped it back to look at the stars. He looked
over at Herzer and had to chuckle; the captain had apad of paper out and was clearly taking notes of
the orders.

"They'reredly big on written orders, Sir," Herzer said.

"That they are," Edmund replied, looking up at the Sars.

* * %

"Ge...Admird," Generd Kabaddacalled from up on the pier. "Weve pulled everyone but a
firewatch back from the headquarters. I'm shifting it to the officers club.”

"Nah," Edmund said. "Shift it down here.”

"Here, 9r?"

"Y ep. Where are your communications?”'

"Here, ar," Kabadda admitted. "But . . ."

"Got any mer Stting around the O-club for advice?!

"Advice, Sr?'

"Y es, Kabadda, advice," Edmund replied, tiredly. "L ook, work with me here, do abit of thinking.
Have you ever flown adragon?”’

"I'veflown on one, sr. .. ."

"Yeah, so havel," Edmund snorted. "In that so-caled briefing you thought was so great, the most
experienced dragon-rider, dragon wrangler for that matter, was Herzer, who kept his mouth shut the
wholetime. The most experienced person at coordinating mer and delphino forcesin the attack was me.
When we rebuild a headquarters, and I'll admit we're going to have to, the meeting area and war-room
will be suspended over the water, like aboathouse, and it will have away for greet dragonsto
participate, if by no other means than sticking their heads through the window. Clear?"

"Clear, gr," the generd said in astricken voice.

" Joana”

"Dude," Joannasaid.

"We're back playing soldiers, now, Joanna," Edmund said.

"Yes, gr," the dragon said with amusement in her voice.

"Forget the failure to provide adequate support,” Edmund said. "'I'm sure there are some nice juicy
bullocks around and if not | understand most of the horsesin the stables are ready for the glue factory.
What's your back pay?’

"Eight hundred chits," Joannasnarled, angrily. "And by contract | can request thet it bein specie. I'm
S0 requedting.”

Edmund sighed at the tone but kept looking up.

"Pay her, Kabadda," he said.
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"But, Sr .. "
"l said pay her,” Edmund snarled. " Joanna, silver do?'
"Sjre_"

"Kabadda, get aworking party started on ripping the fixtures out of the V1P quarters bathroom.
Ditto anywhere el se that they used silver for fixtures. If it comesdown toit, get dl the Slver table settings
in the dining room. And then find someone who'll give us a pence on the chit in silver or gold for the
damned bathtub.”

"Yes, gr," the chief of staff said in avoice that mingled resgnation and anger.

"Wereamilitary force, not abunch of Persan potentates," Edmund amplified. " Joanna, you're
gonnaget paid. Question: How far can you fly?'

"Pretty far,”" the dragon said, warily.

"All the way to Blackbeard Bas=?"

"l don't know," the dragon said, honestly. "I wouldn't want to try it."

"You're gonnahaveto," Edmund said. "Asfaw, another order."”

"Yes, dr," themer said.

"Effectiveimmediately, Brigadier Shar Chang brevet promoted Lieutenant Genera. Will proceed via
.. what'sthe name of that carrier down there?"

"Hazhir, gr," Herzer said.

"Proceed immediately to Newfell Base viacarrier Hazhir. Carrier will leave al but one wyvern.
Expect contact en route by greater dragon. Make dl sail. Anybody know where Evan is?’

"Who?" Kabadda asked, clearly logt.
"Blackbeard,” Herzer said.

"You're sure?' Edmund asked.

"| took the troubleto find out.”

"Bring civilian engineer Evan Mayerle. Joanna, you're going to head for Blackbeard. Hopefully you'l
meet the carrier on theway. If not, feed at Blackbeard and then go find it. Get Shar up here, soonest.
Bring Evan if you think you can handle theweight.”

"Itd be easier if | had some sort of powered assist on takeoff," the dragon grumbled. "Even adliff.
But thisplaceisflat asaboard.”

"Kabadda, in the morning get working on adragon-launching platform,” Edmund said. "It's stupid
that dragons attacking us have asssts and our defensive forces don't.”

"Yes, gr," the chief of Saff said. "Buit if the dragon leaves, we won't have any cover for the base, gr.
"What about the wyverns?' Edmund asked.

"What wyverns?' Joannasaid. "I'm the only dragon here.”

Edmund covered his face with his hands and shook his head.

"Send arunner over to the message center. Message follows: Send flight of wyvernsand ridersto
Newfell Base. Immediate. Coastal forces prepare for dragon attacks. More follows. Signature Talbot.”

"Will do, dr," one of the messengers said, scribbling hadtily.

"Kabadda, | want that platform donein lessthan aweek," Edmund said. "At least twenty meters
high, strong enough to support agreat dragon. With a catapult.”

"Yes, gr," Kabaddasaid. "But . . . that'salot of materid.”

"And manpower,” Edmund said. "Which you will find in whatever isleft of the shipyards. Were out
of the shipbuilding businessfor the time being. What do we have in theway of supply craft, and
materials, to send out to the fleet? And do we have any ideawhat we have in the way of supplies?’
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"With the headquarters burned we lost most of the records,” Kabadda admitted. "But we can
reconstruct some of them from recordsin the warehouses. There are two transport ships available, but
nothing to cover them with."

Edmund thought about that and sighed.

"Get them ready for sea, |oaded with wyvern food and ketchup,” he said.

"Sir, were. . . out of ketchup," Kabadda admitted.

"Oh, grand," Joannasaid. "In that case, | want those bullocks cooked, Generd ."

"Careto amplify that, Kabadda?' Edmund sighed. "Never mind. Get them ready with al the salt
beef and pork you have available. Canned if you haveit. Or smoked fish. Anything protein with high fat
content. And find some ketchup.”

"Yes, gr," the chief of saff said.
"There's another carrier out there, somewhere," Edmund muttered.

"Agreed, sr," Kabadda said. "The geometry isimpossible for the onesthat struck the fleet to have
struck hereaswell.”

"Lieutenant Adfaw."

"Sir?' themer said.

"Ask Jason to get some del phinos deployed over thisway," Edmund said. "Find that damned
carier."

"Yes gr."

"l don't want to be dealing with these details, Kabadda," Edmund said. "Get the supplies collected,
dat. Handleit."

"Yes, gr," the chief of staff replied.
"But get at least acouple of hours deegp sometime tonight; it's gonna be along day."

Asthe chief of staff hurried away, Edmund dropped the chair back to the dock and leaned over to
look at the mer.

"So, what do you think?"
" think I'm glad you took over," Asfaw replied.

"Wall, you'l find I'm going to be poking into your affairs more than Draskovich did," Edmund said.
"S0, anything you need down there?’

"Honestly?" the mer asked, surprised.
"Honedlly."

"Generd," the mer said, trying not to sound angry. "This bottom is mud. We've got the choice of
trying to hold our position in the current or hold onto the dock or liein the mud. It'slike, Sx meters
deep. You tend to sink. Frankly, s, it sucks."

S0, you wanna chair?' Edmund asked.

"Something," the mer replied with ashrug.

"Herzer?' Edmund said.

"Got it," Herzer replied. "The mer need something to St on.”
"Anything ds=?" Edmund asked.

"Oh, lots, Genera," the mer replied. "The message system sucks. Our quarters suck. There needsto
be more than one of us mer and one delphino here. | could go on and on.”

"Herzer . . . no, Destrang, St here and listen to the mer and del phino litany of complaints,” Edmund
sad. "And pick up anything coming in from the fleet that you think | realy need to know. I'm going to
bed. Nobody is going to be making sense before morning. Joanna, what are you still doing here?”
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"Waiting for daybreak," the dragon replied. "If I'm going that far, I'm going to need al the thermals|
canget.”

"Herzer," Edmund said. "We need dragon resupply points aong the coast. Nothing eaborate, just a
stockade with some beef cattle or pigs and somewhere for the dragonsto land. And more wyvern for
messengers, they don't have to be carrier qualified. Asamatter of fact, it'll be agood placeto train
young riders and wyverns. Joanna, leave as soon as you think wise, but the sooner the better. And that's
it, I'm done." He got up and carried the chair back up to the pier.

"Thanks, son," he said, handing it to the messenger.
"You'rewelcome, dr," the messenger replied.
"Haveanicenight," Edmund said as he waked off into the fire-lit darkness.

* % %

"Attention on deck!" someone called as Edmund walked into the reestablished headquarters. There
samply wasn't anywhereto put it at the docks so for the time being it had moved to the officers club. A
cold front was in the offing and he appreciated the shorter walk-the O-Club was practicaly next door to
the VIP quarters-but it didn't mean he wasn't planning on getting everything moved as soon as possible.

"Regt," he caled, waving his hand and looking first at the large map someone had pinned up on the
wall. The map was clearly hand drawn, and hastily-severd of the landforms were wrong-but it gave him
agood gpproximation of what was going on. The gpproximate position of both fleets were marked as
were other units at sea, most of whom were heading for the nearest secure port. The best part was the
westher markings of the large storm, a"nor'easter” that had blown up.

"They're going to get caught by the sorm,” he said.
"Yes, 9r," Kabaddareplied, walking over with amug of coffeein hishand. He handed it to the
admira and Edmund took it unessily.

"| can get my own coffee, Kabadda," Edmund said, but he took asip anyway. It wastheway he
liked it, amost a syrup with sugar and cream. Somebody had done their homework.

"We're not quite prepared with the briefing, sr,” Kabadda said. "But we will be by 0900."

"I doubt it," Edmund replied. "I don't want the short dog and pony show that you guys put on
before. | need full information on al ships. What we know of their stores, information about their
captains background and experience. | need dl the intel we have on the enemy, same ded. | heard
something, during the attack, about the dragons being shot &t. | want information on that as soon as
possible. The briefing will include as much as we know about the condition of the dragons on our ships
aswdl as crew condition. And, especidly, how long for the fleet to return and our estimated materia
condition when they get here. When they get in | want food waiting for them, bands playing, daughtered
carcasses for the dragons, a barbeque for the crews and decent onshore housing for everyone. They're
going to have serious casudties; | need to know the condition of our hospital establishment. Weneed a
casudlty list from them before they arrive. Were going to have to take much the samefleet out, again,
and thistime we're going to have to win. We're not going to do that with troops that are demoralized. So
the first thing we're going to be working onismorae. Clear?"

"Yes, gr," thechief of saff said.

"There are four aspectsto winning a battle. Battle plans, which includes adequate intdl, leedership,
material, and morale. We are going to have aset of the first that work, bet on it. The second I'm going
to belooking into carefully; what I've seen so far does not thrill me. The third were going to haveto
make or stedl. Thefourth has severd parts. One of them is adequate living conditions and the knowledge
that the others are as good as you can make them. When the Fleet sails again, the sailors, NCOs and
officers are going to have to know that thistime they are going to kick ass and not even bother taking
names. Isthat clear?’

"YS, s‘ r_"
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"Send amessage to the Feet. | need information on conditions on every ship. If they don't havea
dispatch doop, get one out to them. And tell the mer to find that other carrier. | don't want to be
surprised again. If it'sretired, and I'd bet it has, well send out the resupply vessels.”

"YS, s‘ r_"

"Now, assign one of your officersto show me around the base facilities,” Edmund finished. "'l can
look into that. Well have the brief this afternoon. If anything comes up that needs my immediate
attention, send arunner.”

"Thereisalarge amount of paperwork, sir," Kabadda said. "Most of it is addressed to the
commander.”

"Anything that's not from either Mike Spehar or Sheida have one of your people open and read. I'm
not going to be handling correspondence from every dime-store clerk in an officer's, or generd's,
uniform that wantsto joggle my ebow or know some stupid minutiae. Handle it.”

"Yes, ar." Kabadda opened his mouth asif to reply and then shut it.

"What?"

"Admird Draskovich felt that knowing what informetion was flowing wasimportant, Sir,” the generd
replied, uneesily.

"Thetermis'delegation,’ Kabadda," Edmund replied. "My job isto make sure that everyone knows
theirs and doesit to the best of their ability. It isnot to do their job for them. Mineis going to take up
enough of my time."

"Yes gr."

"The same goesfor you," Edmund added. "Y our job isto ensure that the wegpon is prepared. But
you cannot do that if you're running over every sngle materids or personnd list. That iswhat the G-1
and G-4 arefor. And their job isto make surethat their people are trained, and doing their jobs, to the
best of their ability. Not doing their job for them. Not nitpicking every detail-their people are the ones
that are supposed to nitpick-and, most especialy, not constantly micromanaging their people's actions. If
somebody screws up, you show them the error of their ways. If they can't get their head around doing it
right, after adequate retraining, you find somebody who can.”

"Yes, gr," Kabadda said, nodding.

"Wasthat an automatic response?' Edmund asked. "Or did you listen?"
"l wasligening, Admird," the chief of saff sad, indignantly.

"Great. Who is going to guide me around the base?"

"l wi ..." thechief of gaff sarted to say and then smiled ruefully. "1 was about to say 'l will." That
was the wrong answer, wasn't it?'

"Bingo," Edmund chuckled. "Y ou've got more important thingsto do.”

"I'll assign one of my aides," Kabaddareplied.

"Fine" Edmund said, draining his coffee. "I'm going to have another cup and then talk to some of the
headquarters people. I'll probably be at thisfor about an hour."

"Yes gr."

Edmund walked over to where a chief petty officer was hovering over agroup of seamen, male and
female, who were |aborioudy copying from amanud.

"Hey Chief," theadmird sad.

"Admird," the CPO replied, bracing to attention.

"Canit, weve got real work to do," Tabot replied. "What's your name, Chief?*
"Senior Chief Naoko Greter, sr," the chief replied. "NCOIC of the signals group.”
"Well, Chief Greter, I'd kill for another cup of coffee. Wherésthe urn?!


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/abctxt.html

ABC Amber Text Converter Trial verson, http://www.thebeatlesfor ever .com/pr ocesstext/abctxt.html

"Why don't | get someoneto get it for you, sir?" The chief chuckled. "Besom! Coffeefor the
admira. That'swhat runnersarefor, ar."

"Delegation works." Edmund nodded, handing the mug to avery young female seaman. " So what
areyou guysdoing?'

"The fire destroyed most of our sgnasbooks, ar," the chief said with agrimace. "And the presswe
used to run them off. Until we get apress up and running again we're having to hand copy.”

"Iseverything being donethat is possible to get the press up and running again, Chief Greter?'
Edmund asked.

Herzer wondered at the formality of the question until he realized Edmund was repesting the name to
get it memorized.

"Asfar as| cantdl, gr," the CPO replied. "I checked with the machine shop and their guyshad it as
one of their top priorities. They aready had the frame done but the | etters had to be ordered.”

"Anything you need you think it's reasonable to ask for?"

"I've got dl the people | could find who can read and write with afair hand organized oniit, Sr," the
chief shrugged. "Not that | can think of."

"Good," Edmund nodded. "Who do you think | should go cheer up next?'

Chapter Nine

The duke worked hisway around the room, informally chatting with &t least the senior officer and
senior NCO of each of the teamsthat directly supported him. Ashe did Herzer cameto redlize that he
was subtly drawing them out. Not only learning their names but getting afed for their cgpabilities. All of
them were, naturaly, nervous, facing the boss who had so abruptly replaced Admira Draskovich. With
the destruction of the headquartersall of them were facing problems and Herzer redlized that the duke,
while appearing on the surface to Smply be chatting, waslearning who in the headquarters could face a
challenge and who couldn't. Some people could take a break in routine and others could not. Both types
were useful to the military, which had more than its share of boring jobs. But the most useful, by and
large, were those who could respond to chaos and bring order from it. Unfortunately, the headquarters
seemed to be severdly lacking in the latter.

Operations, especidly, seemed to be running around like headless chickens. They had multiple
messages piling up giving locations of shipsand in many cases requests for reinforcement. Edmund
leafed through the messages, passing them on to Herzer as he was done.

Herzer, inturn, was surprised at the . . . tone of many of the messages. Most of the remaining carrier
captains, aswell asthe captains of the balista frigates that were attached to them, were smply asking
what they should do. Not where they should go or where they should rendezvous, but what they should
do about the battle damage on their ships. There were also requests for resupply, naturaly, but Herzer
had to wonder what they were doing sitting on the desk of the operations section. They should have
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been sent directly to G-4, the department in charge of logistics. There the requests would be assembled
and collated so that if aresupply force could be put to seg, it would be loaded for what they needed.

After reading the messages and shaking hands with the harried captain who was trying to get some
order in his section, Edmund strolled over to the logistics section where avery young femae lieutenant
was copying items off of onelist and filling in another.

"How'sit going, Lieutenant?' the admiral said.

The young woman had been so absorbed in her task that she hadn't even noticed the approach of
the new boss.

"Not very damned good." She sighed, not looking up. "Whatever it is, | don't haveit.”

"What a perfect answer from asupply person,” Edmund chuckled.

She looked up then and leapt to her feet, ashen.

"Sorry, dr," she tammered, "it'sjust that . . ."

"l undergtand,” Edmund replied. " Everyone wants something and they want it right now. The
question is, arewe going to be ableto get it?"

"Sofar, so good, gr,” shereplied. "What | was doing was taking the requests from the fleet and
compiling ship packets, sir." She glanced down at the lists and seemed to drift off for amoment.

"Betraying my tota ignorance," Edmund said after amoment. "What isa ship packet?"

"Sorry, Sr," the lieutenant said, shaking her head. "When we send resupply ships out, some of the
stuff that's requested isin bulk. Beans and ketchup for the wyverns, salt beef and pork. But some of the
stuff is specific. For examplethe Henry Tachos needs anew set of steering rigging; the fire they had
burned up most of the rear of the ship. Wetry, where possible, to assemble the specific needsfor the
shipsin one place on the resupply ships and then load it according to the order in which the shipsare
going to be supplied.”

"Andyouare...?

"Lieutenant Dierdre Miuki, Sir," the young woman replied.

"Doesthat need to be donein the headquarters, Lieutenant Miuki?' Edmund asked. "1'd think that
would be passed on to alower section to be assembled?”

"We sort of triageit here, Sir,” the lieutenant said. "Then it gets gone over again by the G-4 staff.”

"I notice that while you were concentrating, you're not terribly busy, Lieutenant . . . Miuki, wasit?'

"Yes, dr, Miuki," shereplied. "I'm waiting on the rest of the Sgndsfrom theflest, Sr."

"Which are over at operations.”

"Yes gr."

"Why?"' theadmird inquired, mildly.

"They ... gothrough opsfirg, sr," the officer said, swalowing.

"VanKr. . .." Edmund said then shook hishead. "No . . . Destrang.”

g7

"Go over to operations. On my authority, pore through those messages. Pull out any that only pertain
to material needs and move them over here. Now."

"Yes, gr," theensgn said languidly, then strolled back over to ops.

"Y ou'll have your messages shortly, Lieutenant,” theadmira said. "But dl | want you to do is sort
out who wants what and send it on. Let someone in the G-4 section make up the ship packets or
whatever. Clear?"

"Yes gr.”

"It's been a pleasure meeting you, Lieutenant Miuki."
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"Thank you, Sr."
Herzer and the ensigns followed the admiral to the far Sde of the room where he stood |ooking at
the map for along time, then turned around shaking his head.

"No plan survives contact with the enemy, Herzer."
"Nodr," Herzer said, smiling faintly. "That'swhy they cal them the enemy, Sr.”

* % %

Megan smiled as Paul rolled off of her and she rearranged her clothing as she cleaned up.

When she had firgt arrived in the harem the "standard" clothing waslight silk robes that were
presupplied. Some of the girls made clothing of their own; Mirta Krupansky for example was an
accomplished seamdtress. The smplerule, gtrictly enforced by Christdl, was that the clothing had to be
"nicetolook a" by which she meant "skimpy."

Megan had used acrisswith Paul, atime when he nearly killed himsdf from neglect, to effect
severa changes. One of them wasto get Mirtato do more classes on sewing. The woman was clearly
older than shelooked or acted and had spent her time studioudly avoiding any attention in the harem.
Megan more or lessforced her to take amore proactive role and over time al of the girls, even Megan,
became competent at making "appropriate” outfits.

But another change that Megan effected was the robes. They had struck her from the beginning as
being slly. And not having panties or braswas just idiocy. So, soon after the "criss,” she had convinced
Chrigtel to "outsource” for standard clothing that, while alluring, was abit more practical. Among other
things, working out in the robes was a pain and doing so stark naked was a specific pain; Paul was
eclectic in histaste in women, with the exception of breasts.

The"standard" clothing in the harem, now, was ashort midriff top, front-opening bra, either short
skirt or very short shorts and panties. They arrived in various Sizes and then the girls "fitted” them abit
more closdy. Of course, when Paul cameto visit those came off and avariety of "specid™ outfits went
on.

Megan's"specid" ouitfits tended to look not much different from the day-to-day ones, just in more
vivid colors and richer fabrics. She was currently wearing a short, split, hip-hugging skirt and avery brief
halter top, bothinarich, rippling red materid.

She picked up her ripped panties and shook her head.

"Y ou've been away too long again, Paul,” she said.

"Yes, | suppose| have" the council member replied. He looked much better than during the crisis.
The girls had managed to convince him that starving himself wasn't good for him or them. And he had
tended to spend more timein the harem afterwards; most of hiswork was done via sentient avatars
which had to be "gathered” and resent on an amost daily basis. They were, for al practica purposes,
"him" but astime went by their experiences tended to make the persondities fragment away from the
base. Gathering them always was somewhat traumatic as he dedlt with the various problemsthat arosein
bruta burgts.

But that meant that he could do it just about anywhere and for severa months after the crisis he had
tended to do the "reintegration” in the harem, usudly while Megan or Christel watched over him.

The combination of the girls stuffing him and coming out of hisreintegration trance with a pretty
femade snuggled up against him had done wondersfor his psyche. Which waswhy Megan found it odd
that he had been gone for nearly amonth. Presumably, given hisactions, cdlibate.

"I liked staying here," Paul said as he dipped on his pants and shirt. "But | found that | wasredly
garting to lose my focus. | needed to get out among the people and experience their livesagain. It's. . .
getting better. But thelifethey liveis till brutal and horrible.”

"Y ou don't get that from your avatars?' Megan asked.

"Not the same," Paul admitted. "They don't experience thelifetheway thet | do. | fed | need that if
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I'm going to do the best job that | can for the people, given the current conditions.”

"Y ou're avery good man, Paul,” Megan said, dipping up to him and cradling himin her arms. "But
that's one of the reasons we like to have you here. Another, selfish, reason | likeit is| haven't had any
newsinamonth. What's going on”?'

"Good news and bad," Paul admitted. "The Tauranian forces of that bitch Ishtar defested Lupe's
forces and are just about to close in on the Alam reactor site”

"Well, big dedl." Megan shrugged, carefully ensuring that the shrug transmitted through the breests
she had pushed into hisside. "Therés aforce-field up around the reactor, right? They can't captureiit
through that."

"Force mgeure,” Paul Sghed. "If they take the territory, Mother will transfer the control of the shield
to them. They 'own' it according to her protocols. It's the same weakness we're trying to exploit dl over,
s0 | can't exactly complain.”

"That'sinsane," Megan said, honestly.

"Mother doesn't take sides,” Paul pointed out. " Shelll maintain our persond protection fields, but
she's not going to defend the reactor for us. We've built up afortress around it, but they're sure to take
that intime. Especialy sinceit can't be close, given the power they're pouring onitsshields. It'sredly
just acurtain wall. Lupe has pulled agood bit of the army they defeated inside the walls, but even if they
don't attack they can just starve them out. And then they'll have the reactor and there goes an eighth of
our power. I'veingtructed them to destroy the reactor rather than have it fal into Ishtar's hands, but if we
lose that much power, things are going to be tough.”

"So what's the good news?' Megan asked, filing that point away.

"Chansa's plan worked," Paul said, brightening up. "He sent out his combat fleet and ravaged the
UFSfleet good and hard. They lost alot of their carriers and their wyverns aren't getting fed so they're
onthelr last legs. But he couldn't completely destroy them because of a storm. He also took out their
main shipyard and their headquarters. The next plan isto spoof them into moving out of position and
send out theinvasion fleet. 1t looksliketheinvasonison.”

"Good news," Megan said, thinking about the plans she aready knew. "'If you can get to the Pizurg
power plant in time, you might be able to make up the gainin power."

"Or, evenif they destroy it, well at least not be so much in the hole,” Paul said, nodding. "If we can
get an invasion force to take and hold some of the territory in Norau, we can set up portals and not,
grictly, need the sea-lanes anymore. Once we own territory on the coast, territory we can demonstrate
isresuppliable, Sheida can't block our teleports. We can pour forces through the portals.”

"If."

"If," Paul smiled. "Thetarget is Bamoran. There are good piersthere and agood natura harbor. We
can move up the Sussain River and supply that way. And Celine has 'Change' personnel standing by."
He shrugged and grimaced at the thought. " The people of Norau don't strictly need Change; they've
demonstrated that they can survivein thisworld. But Change addsto our army.” He grimaced again and
shrugged. "And if we can just win we can Change them back. Asthey are they are not just abominations
but evil abominations.”

"I know you hate Change," Megan said, "and the Changes that have had to be made.”

"Yes, | do," Paul sghed. "But it'sfor the best, redly. Thelife that people haveto live these days. . .
If that bitch Sheidahad just . . ."

"Hey, you're supposed to be herefor relaxation,” Megan said.
"I'm supposed to be here to make babies," Paul replied, frowning. " Something that isn't happening
enough. | suppose because I'm not here enough.”

"Then stay heremore," Megan replied, logicaly. "There were more pregnancies when you were
around more often.” Karie, Velvaand Goldahad al gotten pregnant during the time period.
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"You didn't get pregnant,” Paul pointed out, frowning. "I've scanned you. | know yourefertile. . ."

"Paul?' Megan said, smiling thinly. "If you're thinking of hurrying things dong somehow, let me ask
you aquestion. Do you redly want mein the confinement quarters for nine months? Then gone for two
yearswith my newborn?"

Paul frowned and opened his mouth, then closed it.

"Okay, | didn't think s0. So maybe we should just let nature take its course?' she asked, smiling.

"You. .. haveapoint,” Paul said, ill frowning. "But you would make a great mother, I'm sure.”

"And I'm surethat intime | will," shereplied, rolling over on him. "Can | ask you another question”?”

"Go ahead,” he said, leaning back.

"Why do you ill have your clothes on?"

* * %

Megan looked at the via for amoment and then tossed back the bitter brew, closing her eyes and
wincing againg the taste. When she had arrived in the harem, the only thing she knew about tansy was
that it was dangerous to use and one of the few semieffective abortifacients available as an herb. Sheéd
originally run acrossit asapoison, in fact, but the abortifacient properties had been stored in her
SOMetimes overgenerous memory.

When she had first set up her "perfumery” she had ordered alarge number of herbs, included among
them, asasinglelineitem, tansy. Paul had scanned the list on any number of occasions but had clearly
never delved deeply into their properties; given the large number of herbsit would have been a
mind-numbing exercise. It was one of the many things she hoped he never bothered to notice.

Over time she had experimented with it judicioudy, dowly increasing the dosage until she began to
fed unpleasant effects. Each time she was "with" Paul, she was careful to take the herbd infuson every
few daysfor at least aweek afterwards. So far, no pregnancy, which wasfine by her.

She washed the bitter oils down with aglass of lemon water and picked up afew bottles of perfume
forthegirls.

Her effect was clear in the main gathering area of the harem. Where there had been bare sone walls
and afew cushions thrown around a stone floor, there were now carpets, bright wall-hangings and low
tables. There were even five cats, ranging from standard-sized tabbies up to a puma-sized "houselion."
The tables and pillows had been moved out of the way for the afternoon exercise program and the girls
were well into a serious aerobics workout. The cats had had the senseto clear the area.

Shewas mostly exempt from the "mandatory™ workouts since she tended to keep hersdlf in shape.
But she often joined in and after stretching abit she took a place at the back of the group and started
jogging with them.

As she did she scanned the girls, wondering what they would think if she ever managed to bring her
plansto fruition. The harem was a boring place, but as safe and well-supplied as was possible post-Fll.
When shekilled Paul, dl the safety and security would go away in that moment. Most of them had
known enough of the pogt-Fall life to be frightened of leaving the harem. It was something that she kept
in mind. Along with thefact that if any of them stayed, they were, effectively, doomed. She dso worried
about the women who had been taken away pregnant. She had no idea where the " confinement”
guarterswere. And any scenario that she envisioned, post-Paul, meant being on the very ragged edge of
disagter. Timing would be everything. Trying to find the girls, to convince them to leave, might mean
coming to blowswith other council members. Not to mention that she wasn't sure she could gain full
control of Paul's power immediately. Many of the programs that had been universally available pre-Fall
had been locked under passwords.

There were thirteen women in the seraglio, including two new onesthat Paul had "recovered” inthe
last year. There were seven, somewhere, either awaiting birth or with their children.

What she should do was take the women from the seraglio and run like hell.
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But shedidn't know if she could do that.

"Shar," Edmund said, taking the generd's hand as he did off the dragon.

"Admira Tabot," Shar said then grinned. "Coming up in theworld?'

"l think morelike. .. Sdeways," Edmund replied. "Joanna, you look like hell.”

Thedragon did look exhausted but she grinned nonethel ess.

"If memory serves, you owe me a couple of barbequed cows," Joannasaid.

Edmund gestured to the rear of abuilding where smoke could be seen ascending into the air.
"Wheretheres smoke, theresfire. Wherethereisfire, thereis barbeque.”

"I'm outta here," the dragon said, Stretching her legs and then stumping towards thefire.

"I wish you could have brought Evan,” Tabot said, gesturing towards the nearby temporary
headquarters.

"Joannawas on the ragged edge of ahility." Shar shrugged. "Evan's not that big of aguy, but | didn't
even bring a change of clothes. But I've brought some ideas of hiswe need to talk about."”

"The clothes we can get fixed," the duke said, looking at Van Krief.

"Clothesfor the generd," Van Krief said, noting it in her book.

"Aides?' Shar asked with agrin. "Wherés Herzer?!

"Putting the fear of Edmund into some supply personnd.”

* * %

"Captain, wereworking onit,” the mgjor said, looking over hisdesk at Herzer. "| redlize that the
admira isn't aware of dl thelogistical aspects of thisbase, but . . ."

"| think the admiral iswell aware of the'logistica aspects of thisbase, Mgor," Herzer replied,
amiling. "Which iswhy you are going to draw the supplies requested and you are going to prepare, as
ordered, for thearrival of the Flegt."

"Captain, the admird can order dl hewould like" the mgor said, smiling faintly and leaning back in
hischair. "But the materias he has requested are administered by Navy L ogistics Command, not by the
locd fleet commander or by the base commander. They are for resupply of the Fleet and not for any
frivolous ‘welcome home' party your general seemsto think isagood idea. Y our general does not have
the authority to order their release. Certainly not for anonoperationd function.”

"Arethere sufficient excess suppliesfor what the generd has ordered?’ Herzer asked, camly.

"Whether there are or not is beside the point,” the mgor said. "And don't think that the 'admira’ can
smply order me around. | don't work for him, | work for Naval Logistics.”

"Isthat your final answer?' Herzer asked, grinning.

"Yes, itis" themgor frowned.

"Okay, what we have hereisaclear case of separation of operationd and logistic function,” Herzer
sad, dipping into ingtructor mode. " There have been repeated instances in historica record wherethis

has occurred, dways to the detriment of the operationa side. Given that fact, you leave me no recourse
but to ensure you spend the rest of your military career as a stevedore on the docks.”

"Y ou don't have the authority for that,” the mgjor smiled, thinly. " So you might aswell take your
threats out of my office."

"Oh, I think | do," Herzer replied, laying a sheet of paper on thetable. "Thisis my authority, signed
by Admird Houser, rdleasing dl storesin thisvicinity, and al logistics personnd, to the control of the
base commander. And item onein my report isthat you're ashit for brainsthat can't get hislard butt out
of hisoffice™

"Let me seethat,” the magjor said, snatching up the paper.
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"I'll notethat thisisacopy of the origind. The distribution list on the origina included your office. So
you're clearly such alard assyou didn't even bother to read your mail. Now get your ass up and get out
of thechair."

"| don't have to take that from you, Captain," the mgor snarled, throwing the sheet of paper onthe
desk and pointing to hiscollar. "I'mamajor. Y ou're a captain. And you don't talk to me that way!"

"I'ma
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captain sent by your commander passing on an order that you failed to obey,” Herzer said, till smiling
with acertain amount of strain. "I think you'd better wonder how many more minutesyou're going to be
amgor. Or, you know, you could get your assin gear and start preparing for the arrival of the Fleet.

Y our choice."

"Well see about this," the mgor said. "There are channelsfor the 'admird’ to forward arequest such
asthat. And the use of that materia for nonoperationa purposesis still againgt regulations. Y ou can tell
the'admira’ that for me. Now get out of my office, Captain. Y ou can consider yourself on report for
insubordination.”

"What? Again?' Herzer said. "Have aniceday.”

Herzer strolled out of the office and through the headquarters beyond. Despite the fact that the fleet
was limping back to port, just about out of rations and with heavy damage, the logistics headquarters for
the base was not what he would call aseaof activity. In fact the well-manned office wasfilled mostly
with clerks who were clearly trying to figure out something to do. Each of them had adesk, which was
more than could be said for the temporary headquarters, and each of them had a pile of paperwork that
they were supposedly working on. But the vast mgjority were chatting or obvioudy working so dowly
they werejust trying to passthetime.

Destrang fell into step with him as he walked through the outer office and into the sunshine beyond.
Herzer took a deep breath and shook his head.

"What do you think?" he asked, looking towards the warehouses along the shore-front.

"WEell, everybody is running around like chickenswith their heads cut off over a headquarters,”
Destrang said, rubbing his chin. " Sure doesn't look likeit'sfiltered down, though.”

"True," Herzer replied, stepping off towards the temporary fleet headquarters. "'l can't think but that |
might have handled that better."

Edmund had actualy moved the "war-room™ out of the headquarters and into tents set up on a
nearby field. His ostengble reason for thiswas that way the dragons could participate in discussions.
Herzer knew it was widely suspected that the new admira wasjust trying to put the Navy inits place.
And he also knew that there was more than agram of truth to the suspicion.

The area had been roped off and marines were stationed around it to prevent unauthorized entry.
They knew better than to try to stop the generd's aides and as Herzer walked through the entrance he
nodded at the sergeant on duty.

"Wonderful day, eh?' Herzer said, smiling.
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"Lovely, sr," the sergeant replied. "Can't wait for it to rain, frankly."

In the two days since the headquarters destruction Herzer had found time to work out with the
marines. He found them to be woefully undertrained by Blood Lord standards, but he knew that was a
high standard. The marines, however, had developed areputation for ability and Herzer had to wonder if
it was anything but areputation. They made much of being able to stake out bars, but with either
boarding pikes or short swords even Van Krief had been able to take them with laughable ease. It was
something in the back of hismind to discuss with Edmund. If there was ever time.

"How'd it go?" Edmund asked as he entered the tent reserved for the commander.
"I'm on report for insubordination,” Herzer admitted. " Something about calling amgor alard ass.”
"Wadl, was he? And do we have a party for the troopslaid on?"

"Sailors," Herzer corrected. "No we don't and yes he was. Those materias are for the supply of the
Fleet, not for adamned party."

"That'swhat he thinks," Edmund replied. ™Y ou showed him the letter? Hadn't he received a copy?'

"I don't know if he had or not," Herzer said, shrugging. "But when | gave him the copy he il felt
congtrained to point out that it was against regulations to use the materidsin that manner. Healso
pointed out that there were 'proper channels for such a'request.'s”

"Oh, hedid did he?' Edmund asked. "I've sent down that request twice through the G-4. | think it's
timefor the G-4 and meto have alittle chat." Edmund leaned back and tugged at his beard for a
moment, then shook hishead. "No, it's not, cometo think of it. What was that mgjor's name?"

Edmund reached into his desk and rummaged until he came up with amanning chart.

"Wait asecond,” Edmund said, pulling out afountain pen and writing rapidly, consulting the manning
chart from time to time. He handed the paper to Herzer and gestured to the main tent. "Go have acopy
made of that, then carry the copy over to the G-4. Just hand it to him and leave."

"Righto," Herzer said, glancing at the paper and shaking his head. "Who is Colonel Trahn?"

"According to my manning chart he's now my G-4," Edmund said, looking back down at his desk
which was just about covered in paper. "Let's hope he has the sense not to be passive aggressive with
melike hisformer boss"

AsHerzer exited the tent he nodded at the mgor who was entering. The man wastall and spare,
clean shaven and with avery short haircut. It took him a moment to remember where he had seen him
before.

"Magor." Herzer nodded.
"Captain Herzer," Joel Travante said. " Congratulations on the promotion.”
"Congratulationsonyours. . . sir," Herzer said, hisbrow furrowing.

"It'salot easier to move around amilitary basein uniform,” Joel said, then frowned. "1'd like to pick
your brain sometime, Captain.”

"About?' Herzer asked.

"Inamore private venue," Jod grinned. "Cal it . . . ground combat issues.”
"Any time," Herzer replied. "If I'm not running errands for the generd "

"I'll talk to him," Jodl replied. "Good day."

"Good day to you," Herzer nodded as the man entered the tent.

"Who wasthat?' Destrang asked as they headed for the main tent.

"I'm not sure | should say," Herzer answered then shrugged. "He's a spook.™
"A wha?'

"Anintel officer. | don't know what hesdoing here."
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Chapter Ten

"Helloagain. .. Mgor," Edmund said. "Have a seat.”

"Thank you," Joel said, sitting down languidly.

"I've blocked out most of the afternoon,” Edmund continued, getting a cup of coffee from the
samovar. "Want some?

"Mease," Jod replied, opening up his briefcase. "'l suppose | don't haveto tell you about
need-to-know."

"Not redlly," Edmund replied. "But do | decide that or you?"

"l supposewell haveto discussit,” Jod answered with agrin.

"What name are you using a the moment?' Edmund asked.

"Kolaa," Jod sad. "When I'minmy officid capacity | generdly justgoby T."

Jodl Travante had been one of the few police in the pre-Fall era. The Council Inspectors were
independent operatives and most of them worked part-time. But among the group was asmaller core,

the Special Inspectors, who were the élite. Y ou became a Specia by solving the toughest casesin the
best possible fashion. Jodl Travante had been a Special Inspector for forty years prior to the Fall.

Just prior to the Fal he had been inthe Asur Idands trying to find aserid rapist and murderer. Either
was difficult pre-Fall since everyone was protected by persond protection fields. The perpetrator would
seduce young women into lowering their shields and then keep them too occupied, mostly by pain, to be
abletoraisethem again.

Joel had been close on his heelswhen the perp disappeared, apparently off the face of the earth.
Theingpector had finaly found information that indicated the murderer had turned himsdlf into akraken
and was hiding somewhere near the bottom of the sea. The question being, which bottom? He had
managed to trace him to the Asur Idands and had been preparing to go hunting in the depths when the
Fall hit.

After the Fall he had worked fishing boats. Then, when New Destiny took over the idands, he had
taken his small boat and sailed two thousand kilometersto Norau. From there he had reestablished
contact with Sheida Ghorbani and gone back to work. Thistime not as an ingpector, but first asa
member of her burgeoning intelligence gpparatus and then asits head.

Heliked hisjob for severa reasons. One of them was that he got to see the real information about
the world, messed up asit was. The other reason being that his wife and daughter had been in Briton
and Ropasa, respectively, and his position was the only one he could imagine where he might get some
inkling of therr fates.

"Any word on your wife and daughter?' Edmund asked, handing him a cup of coffee. "I've got
cream and sugar.”

"Black, gr, thank you,” Travantereplied. "And no, unfortunately.”
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"Well, if we can ever get back to Ropasa, hopefully well find something out,” Edmund said, glad that
both hiswife and daughter had managed to make it home after the Fall. He could imagine what ahell it
must be for Travante. " So, what do you have for me?"

"The anti-dragon frigates were aknown wegpon,” Jod started. "'I'd sent both a description and
schematicsto Naval Intelligence who apparently decided that it was an ‘unconfirmed report.’ I've dso
developed intel on their carriers. There are some differences from ours, some significant ones| believe.”

"Such as?'

"Shorter legs," Jodl said, extracting a sheet of paper. "They're only good for about forty days at sea.
Furthermore, the training of the dragon-ridersis, my anaysts believe, sub-optimum. That is confirmed, |
fed, by their lack of success."

"They took out four carriers,” Edmund pointed ouit.

"Yes, gr, but given the number of dragonsthey can loft-they carry forty-five, which isone reason
they are short-legged-they should have been able to sink the entire fleet. Their aim was rather poor.”

"Okay, point."

"They currently have six, unfortunately. I'll admit thet the additiona carrier caught me by surprise.
I've been concentrating my gathering effortsin the northern ports and they apparently used Bassay to
build and field that one. Their fleet is currently headed for home ports, including the one from Bassay,
which is headed to attach to the main fleet. They were caught by the storm and badly battered around;
they aso don't appear to have as good quality of sailors as we do. Some of their light units and one
anti-dragon frigate are reported aslog.”

"How many frigates did they have?'

"Ten, which explainsour losses," Joel replied. "It's not my placeto ask, but are you going to be able
to replace those?"

"I've got wyvernsflying in from al over,” Edmund replied. "Training them, and their riders, will take
some time but not as much as you'd think. Once they make acarrier landing, I'll have the ships do further
work-upsat sea. And | think | can do some work on the supply issues. But the shipyards are going to
have to work like demons.”

"Y ou can anticipate them doing afast turn-around on their end,” Joel pointed out. "1 don't have any
intel on their intentions. So far 1've been able to establish afairly good intelligence group in Ropasa, but
penetrating their high leve postionsisadow and dangerous business."

"Well, keep at it," Edmund sighed. "What €lse do you have?'

"Quiteabit, actudly . . ."

* % %

Edmund was leaning back in acomfortable chair, aglass of winein hishand and his feet propped up
when there was a knock on the door.

Helooked at it irritably and sighed. It was after midnight and he had been meeting with one person
or another al day and most of the day before. He certainly wasin no mood for more company. But
there was no one else to answer it. HE'd sent Herzer and the rest off when he got back to his quarters.

He st the cup down and walked over, mentally grumbling to himsdlf. It seemed asif no one on the
entire base, possibly in the entire Navy, had the dightest clue how to organize and manage amilitary
force. Oh, they could move food around and they could sail ships. But that seemed to be asfar asthey'd
thought. No one that he had encountered seemed to think in terms of bringing harm to the enemy.

For Edmund, who thought about it even when there wasn't an enemy to bring harm to, it waslike
being the one-eyed man in the country of the blind.

He jerked the door open, intending to ream a new asshole, and then smiled when he saw it was Shar
Chang.
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"l can come back later," the general said. Hed gotten anew uniform and washed up but he sill
looked worn out from the long flight.

"No," Edmund said, waving him into the room, "I said as soon as you woke up. One of the things
I'm trying to get this cluster of school boys to understand is the concept of doing the work when it needs
to be done."

"Salors generdly understand that,” Shar pointed out. "A storm doesn't care what timeitis.”

"Most of these guyswere sailors when you knew exactly when there would be astorm,” Edmund
pointed out, pouring another glass of wine. He handed it to Shar and sat back down, waving at the chair
acrossfrom him.

"Point," Shar said. "Do you know how the senior officers were chosen?'
"No. | know they al come from that same sailing club.”

"Every year the club has aregatta, arace," Shar said, taking asip of wine and looking at the ceiling.
"Quitethedo. Yachts comein from across the world. It was one of the big eventsright at the end of the
yachting season. Anyway, absent any other way to choose, the senior officers were chosen from the
captainsthat had the best timein last year's race. Draskovich was the winner; the man really can sall.
Kabaddawasin second place, by anoseif | recall correctly. Et cetera.”

"That'sjust peachy,” Edmund said. "And | supposetheir XOs arein their usud place?’

"Oh, yes," Chang replied. "If they were around. Trahn, now, the second guy in Logistics, isa pretty
good guy. | don't know if he knows diddly about logistics, though.”

"Well see" Edmund replied. "I'll admit that they are good at moving food and spares. But we have
to teach them to fight. Did you know there wasn't an at-sea commander? That each of the carrier
skipperswasin charge of their own battle-group and Draskovich wasin command of the fleet?"

"Wel, he'sthe fleet commander, isn't he?' Shar asked.

"No, he'sthe North Atlantis commander,” Edmund said. "Was. He's not supposed to oversee the
entire battle. That'swhat a fleet commander isfor. And the skippers of the carriers are the skippers of
the carriers. They're not there to run abattle group. It's like the entire concept of chain of command is
gibberish to them. Micromanagement raised to the nth degree.”

"Isthat what you called me up herefor?* Chang said, motioning with his head at the new sars. "To
be the 'at-sea commander.'s"

"Fleet commander," Edmund corrected. "And to pick your brain. But you're no more prepared for it
than any of the rest of the captains. So what you're going to be doing, in your munificent freetime, is
read. Theresalibrary here and from what I've been told by one of my ensigns, it's brimming with good
biographies. | want you to cram every biography of every fighting admira you can read over the next
week or s0. And | mean every waking moment that you're not working on something more important.
I'd giveyou alit, but | don't know what they have. Halsey, Nelson and Provock at the very least. Oh,
and Ensign Van Krief has Slim's biography. He'sa soldier, not asailor, but | think you can learn some
thingsfromhim. Youuptoit?'

"Reading biographies has never been at the top of my choice of how to spend my freetime,” Chang
sadwithashrug. "But if you think it will help.”

"Immensdy,” Edmund replied. "Now, | want to pick your brain. Not about the battle, but about
managing thefleet. First of al, do we have to feed everyone sdt beef? We've been starting to can stuff
a Raven'sMill and the legions are going in the direction of al canned materias. It's coming on to harvest
time; if we can set up acanning facility we should be able to can just about anything we want.”

"Well, canning for vegetableswould be agood idea," Shar replied. "But on the Hazhir we've got
even better for meats;, we've got a sub-zero freezer.”

"A freezer?' Edmund said. "Doesn't that require eectricity? And doesn't the Net just suck it off?
"No dectricity involved,” Shar grinned. "Refrigeration just involves compressing gasses. All you need
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for that is pumps and piping. Evan found agood source for the pumps, right up the Gem River, and the
piping is coming out of factoriesin quantity. Refitting the shipsisn't even particularly hard. Y ou just
insulate two holds and, presto, you've got refrigeration. Keeps mest for atreat. Even for the dragons.”

"Which reduces the volume of materia they need,” Edmund said, nodding. "And you can keep your
beer cold.”

"That too," Chang grinned.

"What els=?'

"Y ou remember the flamethrowers we had on the Richard?" Shar asked.

"I was never there when they were used,” Edmund said, shrugging.

"Wadl, wooden boats are afiretrap,”" Shar replied, shuddering. "When that jellied gasoline gets
darted, itsamost impossible to stop. Evan developed an automated extinguishing system that usesa
foam that putsthefireright out. Also hooksto thefire-fighting pumps. The Hazhir aso has underwater
‘wings mounted on it. It'san old racing trick; it keeps your ship from drifting to leeward. Welve
redesigned the catapult so the dragons actudly take off faster but don't have so much of ajolt at the
gart. And we've got anew arrester system so they can land better. Natural gas stoves so we can have
firesduring astorm and don't have to eat cold food, bleed-off vents from the refrigerators that help keep
the quarters cooler in the heat, plenty of little innovations that make the ship work, and fight, better.”

"Why don't al the carriers, hell, adl the ships, have some of that?' Edmund asked.

"Buships hasn't 'gpproved’ the changes,” Shar snarled. "In fact, when we sent them reports on what
we were doing, they told usto rip them dl out as 'unauthorized modifications.'s"

"| takeit you told them to stick it where the sun doesn't shine,” Edmund grinned.

"No, we told them there was currently alack of dockyard space and as soon as we could schedule
the work we'd remove dl the ‘unauthorized modifications.” Of course, the Blackbeard dockyards can't

even handle acarrier and we could have doneit al with the crew. Which they pointed out. So | sent
another excuse. And they found fault with that one. So | sent another memo. And so on and so on.”

"Well, I'll send the next one," Edmund replied. "Telling them that | intend to 'upgrade dl the carriers
presently here to match the Hazhir . If we havetime.”

"Will we?'
"I don't know," Edmund sighed. "Y ou think the Hazhir can take on six carriers?!
"No," Shar sad, Sghing. "Even with mein command.”

"Well, you might haveto find out,” Tabot replied. "The Hazhir isgoing to bethe only carrier we
havefor awhile. The Hazhir should be herein no more than three more days. When it getsin | want
Evan to get with the guys over at the dockyard and start setting up to convert the fleet carriersto the
Hazhir's configuration.”

"Y ou're going to get alot of complaints,”" Chang pointed out.

"Let'em,” Edmund replied. "Aslong asthey doit. And if they don't, well, we need workersin the
yards. We may convert these ‘dreadnoughts in the meantime. Or we might use them for something else.”

"You've got that look in your eye," Shar said, chuckling. "How much time do you spend thinking
about how to messwith New Destiny?"

"How much time does ateenage boy spend thinking about sex?* Edmund replied with agrin.

"Y ou summoned me, O mightiness," Herzer said, walking in Edmund'stent. "By the way, you look
awful. How much deep are you getting?"

"I can degp when I'm dead,” Edmund growled. "Why are you so chipper? Findly laid Van Krief?"

"No," Herzer said. "But | have been working with the marines. Y ou know they don't have any formal
training fadlity?"
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"Yes, | do,” Edmund replied. "That'swhat | wanted to see you about. Theresnot asingletraining
fadlity inthe entire navy."

"Noneat al?' Herzer asked. "How do they learn their jobs? | mean, how do the officers learn
anything?”

"By and large, they haven't." Edmund sighed, throwing his pen down on the desk where it promptly
squirted ink al over the papers. "Shit. | barely know where to start with this damned place.
Incompetents are mixed in with really good people. Trahnin G-4 is sharp as hell, but of course hisboss
was anidiot. | talked with Babak the G-3. Y ou are hereby frocked magjor and appointed G-3 schools.
One of the mostly completed dreadnoughtsis being permanently moored for the time being; you can use
that for skillstraining. Weve got personnel that want to be sailors, they just don't know what they fuck
they are doing and dl thetraining so far has been on-the-job. Find some facilities. Right now al 1've got
for you isthe dreadnought, but scrounge up sometrainers. Start abasic training facility for the seamen.
Military lifestyle, basic seamanship, fire-fighting, water surviva & aminimum. By thetimethey'retrained
in basicsyou'll need to have found advanced ingructors. G-1 has alist of 'specidties”’ Y ou'll haveto find
trainersfor those schools as well. For the time being, from here on out, anyone who wantsto be an
officer hasto have served at least one deployment with the fleet or have prior experience. Verifigble
prior experience. And then they go to O course where they learn everything about being an officer ona
ship. | have no ideawhat that means, but figureit out.”

Herzer opened his mouth to ask where in the hell he was supposed to find ingtructors but closed it.
Edmund clearly didn't have timeto ded with pro forma protests.

"l want Van Krief," wasdl hesad.

"You'vegot her," Edmund replied. "Find somebody to ramrod it for you by the time the fleet isready

to sail. Shar'sgoing to bein command but | want you out there, too. Oh, and atraining facility for the
marinesaswdl."

"I'll need personnel from the fleet," Herzer pointed out. "And they're not going to want to release
them. I'll need good personnel from the fleet. And dragon-rider training aswell, don't forget that. And
there should be personnel designated to handle the dragons, the riders have got enough on their plate.
Thisisgoing to have to come under the Navy manning table. Bupersis going to have to approve the
dots"

"Comeup withaligt,” Edmund sghed. "I'll handle Bupers. Y ou just get the school started. Get
going.”

* % %

"Hey, Shar,” Evan Mayerle said as he waked into the cramped office. Y ou wanted to see me?"

Shar's desk was just about covered in paper and he was reading amemo with afurious expression.
It was clear that he wasin dire need of killing someone. But he smiled at the engineer and waved to the
sole spindly chair.

Evan Mayerle was of medium height, abrown-haired young man with bright blue eyesthat were
amost perpetudly looking at something invisible. That was because he usudly had hismind on three or
moreitems other than whatever conversation he was engaged in. Chang knew that so he waved to get
his attention.

"Focusfor aminute,” the admira said. "Y ou've got ajob in front of you."

"l was thinking about the mess system on the Hazhir," Evan replied. "I think we can rearrangeit so
thet-"

"Evan," Chang said with achuckle. "Focus."

"Oh, right,” Evan said, looking a him and widening hiseyes. "Y ou cadled me here, didn't you?'

"Right," Shar replied. "L ook, Edmund wants all the carriers upgraded to match the Hazhir. The
shipyards can work on that while they're doing the repair damage, right?”
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"l suppose," Evan temporized. "But putting in the refrigeration system will require tearing out some
deck. Nothing that can't be fixed but it's at least athree-day job."

"Get with the shipyard. Show them the changes. They aready have the word that they're going to be
doing it. Expediteit. Focus on that, not more changes. We need them turned around fast."

"What about the other fleet units?' Evan asked.
"If therestime," Shar replied. "'l hope therestime.”

* % %

The fleet was decidedly limping when it camein. The ships entered the harbor in astraggle, hooking
off to their prescribed buoysin any old way. Patched sails, braided rigging, bright patches of new wood
for which the ships had run out of paint all told the story of agroup that was worn out. Out of morale,
out of energy and out of patience.

Thewyvernsthat could fly had dready landed and Edmund had been there for their arrival. The
wyvern "weyr" was along series of shedswith agraveled area about a hundred meters across running
the entire length. The edge of the graveled area had been lined with chunked up beef carcassesfor their
arrival and then the work parties had cleared the areawith the exception of three handlers, drawn from
the marines, for each wyvern. The marines, in full armor, had helped the riders get their gear stripped of f
the dragons before they were let |oose on the carcasses. There had been afew fights and some of the
wyvernswere going to require medica attention, but with food in their bellies the haf-wild dragons had
camed down and let themselves be led into their sheds.

And agood quarter of the meat was till lying out in the sun; lessthan athird of the wyvernsthat had
sailed with the fleet had been capable of flying off.

Now Edmund watched asthe carriers carefully jockeyed up to the piers. The dragonsthat hadn't
been ableto fly off were in bad physical shape. He could only hope that with food and some medical
attention they'd befit to fight by the time the fleet sailed again. He had been calling for wyvernsfrom
across Norau, and they weretrickling in in ones and twos. But the fleet had aready drawn down the
available population. He wasn't sure he could fully man even the remnant that had straggled in.

Lighters with fresh food were moving out to the ships a anchor. The crews had been ingtructed to
stand down and stay on board overnight. In the morning they'd be brought in with full assembly
scheduled for just before lunch.

The captains were putting off, though, coming in by small boats. They had been ingtructed to leave
their executive officers on board and come ashore for a preliminary meeting. In the case of the carrier
captains, with their senior dragon-riders. He had to prepare for that meeting. He didn't think it was going
to be pleasant.

Chapter Eleven

The mesting took hours. There was no other way to cover the battle and he knew it was only going
to bethefirst. And it had been as bad as he expected.
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The meeting was being held in the main dining room of the officers club, that being the only room
large enough to accommodate al the ship skippers and the staff. The room was still packed and the
windows had been kept closed so it was hot as Hades. And so were tempers.

The responsesin the meeting ranged from anger, fury redly, to dmost comatose depression. The
skipper of the Corvallis was especidly quiet, dmost catatonic. The senior dragon-rider, Mgor Bob
Childress, though, waslivid.

"We had no warning," Childress said, for about the sixth time. "We just flew in fat, dumb and happy.
The next time we go out, the riders are going to be nervous. Which meansthey're not going to get in
close enough for accurate bombing.”

"How do we ded with the anti-dragon frigates?' Edmund asked.

"I don't know," the rider said, angrily. "Attack from below? Maybe the mer?”

"Other ideas?' Edmund asked. "I'm not discounting that one, | just want more options.”

"Takethem out firgt,"” Chang responded. He'd spent most of the meeting quietly listening and taking
notes. Mostly about the defensive qudity of the answersthe staff were giving. "Send in strikes
specificdly to take them out. Y eah, you'll haveto drop from high. And you'll miss quite abit. But once
they're gone, the carriers are vulnerable.”

"You'reassuming, General , that welll have carriersto return to,” Childress snarled. "In case you
hadn't noticed, they've got dragons, too."

"Okay, that's enough,” Edmund said. "The fleet is going back out. And we are going to engage the
New Degtiny fleet and this time we're going to win. Can dragonsfight air-to-air?'

"They can, but they're not very good at it," Childress said. "And they've managed to get theirsto
flame™

"Slverdrake"

Edmund looked up at the non-sequitur from Vickie Toweeoo. She was the senior remaining
dragon-rider on the Bonhomme Richard and he wished, badly, that Jerry Riadou had survived. But if
wisheswerefishes. ..

"What doesthat mean, Captain?' Edmund asked.

"Silverdrake are one of the three types of wyvern," Vickiereplied. "They're sprinters. Were using
Powells exclusvely. They're asort of medium-weight wyvern. Then there are Torgos. They're heavy
wyvern, good for long distances and they can carry more of aload. They don't interbreed; it'slike
they're three different species. But if you're going to fight air-to-air, use Drakes.”

"Slverdrake aretoo light,” Childresssaid. "And they're dso flighty. And bad tempered. And they're
only good for, what, maybe an hour inthe ar?'

"Two," Vickiereplied. "And they can outmaneuver the Powdlls. You just don't like them because
they're prettier.”

"They're ludicrous,” Childress snorted.

"They're ill the best dragon for air-to-air combat,” Vickie shrugged. "Evenif they areabit . . .
colorful. We still need aweapon.”

"Put your two secondsin charge of figuring that out,” Edmund said. "Have them get with Evan.
Although he'sgoing to have alot on hisplate.”

"We need to be able to protect the carriers and at the same time attack theirs," Chang pointed out.

"WEell work onit," Edmund said. "Okay, people, | think we'retaking in circlesat this point. And the
most important point hasn't even been mentioned except in passing: Morde. Themorale of theflegt isin
the dumps. We just had our heads handed to us on aplatter. New Destiny isgoing to turn their fleet

around faster than we can. And they outnumber us now. So we're probably going to have more reverses
inthe future. That doesn't matter. The battle that we just lost doesn't matter. The only thing that matters
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iswho ends up owning the Atlantis Ocean and that, my friends, is gonnabe us. Fix that in your head.
Anybody who cannot believe that, deep in their gut, had better do agut check and do it now. No matter
what happens today, tomorrow, next week or next year, we are going to own the ocean and when were
through no New Destiny ship isgoing to be willing to pokeits nose out of aport.”

"I don't think we can doiit,” the Corvallis' captain said. "We're outnumbered, we're outgunned and,
hell, they're better at thisthan ud"

"If that's the way you fed, fed freeto submit your resignation,” Edmund replied, coldly. ™Y ou don't
learn to play better chess by playing someone worse than you. And you don't learn to fight better war by
fighting someone worse than you. Y ou learn from getting beat. Well, weve just had what we in the
Army cal 'good training.'s"

"Thisiant agame," the captain shouted, getting to hisfeet. "People are dead.”

"That'swhat they call war," Edmund said, hisface hard and cold. "But what we are goingtodois
show them that we play it better than they do. And if you can't get that through your skull, Captain, leave

The captain looked at him for amoment and then nodded and stalked out of the room.

"If anyone dsethinksthey can't handle that rank on their shoulder, you just tell me," Edmund said,
looking around the room. "Y ou get paid the big bucksto take that weight. It's not just for the fun of
playing with your ships. It's not for the thrill of command. We al get paid to keep leading our troops,
even when it'stough. To make them believe that no matter how bad it is, were going to get through it.
And we're going to win. That'salittle thing called 'leadership." And if you can't manage it, then you can
fed freeto go join the merchant ships. They're building more every day. I'm sure you can work your
way up to commanding afreighter in no time. But if you want alittle payback, then you're going to have
to put your shoulders back, get on your game face and sailor on. Y our choice.”

Helooked around the room again and nodded as everyone €l se kept their sedts.

"The crews stay on board tonight. Tomorrow morning they assemble on the shore by ship. There
will be bands playing and, if | can possibly arrangeit, pretty girls. There will be speeches by yourstruly,
Generd Chang and the carrier commanders. They will berip-roaring, 'sure we got beat but we're gonna
get back in the game and whip those sons of bitches speeches. Then we are going to have the party to
end dl parties. Marines are excluded because we're going to have to use them to break up the fights that
are going to art. | want everyone in the fleet to the point of passing out, no later than midnight. I'm
figuring nobody will be worth adamn for at least two days afterwards. Light work for the next two days
with liberd liberty calls. Then we get started on rebuilding.”

"What about an attack by New Destiny?' afemale voice asked towards the back of the room.

"Thelr flegt, al of it," Edmund pointed out, "isin port, just like us. When they sail, well know it. We
are going to rebuild this fleet and then we are going to go out there and kick New Destiny's ass, or my
nameisnt Tabot."

* % %

The party was adefinite hit.

There were bands. There were speeches. There were flags and ribbons. There were fine words of
congratulations and predictions of the eventua destruction of the New Destiny fleet. None of it
particularly helped. On the other hand, there were huge kegs of beer, over ahundred barbequed pigs
and steers and masses of fresh food.

As soon asthey were released the sailors fell on the food, and the beer, much like the starving
wyvemns

Edmund spent most of the day moving through the crowd. He shook handslike apolitician. He

talked to group after group of officers, commanders, warrants, chiefs and ordinary sailors. To each of
them he gave the same message. We got beat. We're going back out. We're not going to get beat again.
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He talked about the importance of every link in the chain. How the runners at headquarters were as
important as the admiras. How the cooks on the shipswere the life-blood of the Navy. That the guysin
the rigging were the snews of thefleet. He talked himsdlf hoarse.

By the time the sun went down, he'd started dowing down; most of the sailors were too drunk to
know who was doing the talking. The ships crews had intermingled to the point that he wasn't sure
they'd ever get them sorted out. Half the crew of the Toshima Maru had started a pitched battle with
the Corvallis Line and it took at least a platoon of marines, with Herzer at their head, to get them
separated. The captain of the Bonhomme Richard had had to be carried off to theinfirmary after
demongtrating proper dragon-riding techniques on akeg of beer, and failing.

He thought about armies that had suffered defeats and then won in the end. Most of them had spent
months, even years, retraining and retooling to the point that they could best the enemy that had besten
them. Generdly they had gone through three or four commanders aswell. But they didn't have months or
years. At the mogt, they had weeks. Edmund had to take this weapon, and reshapeit, in the sort of time
that most commanders spent getting to know a unit.

Fortunately, he'd spent plenty of years asasmith. And held dedlt with taking over defested armies
before. Thefirst thing that you did was you got them to know you as a person, somebody that they
could trust and serve. Y ou bonded to them as the carbon bonded to the iron.

Then you lowered the hammer.

"Hey, Chief," Herzer said.

It had taken most of the day to find Brooks. He had wandered off with agroup of other chiefsand
waswdll on hisway to arecord-breaking drunk.

"Herzer!" the chief said, staggering over from the cluster gathered around an appropriated beer
barrdl. "Ol" buddy!"

"Glad to see you madeit." Herzer grinned. He had met the chief on the mission to the mer-folk and
had taken an immediate liking to the tough, capable NCO. He was younger than Gunny Rutherford by a
century at least but he was one of the few members of the Navy who redlly seemed to understand that
they were at war. And how to put on a"war face." Which waswhy Herzer had been looking for him.

"Go' attack’ by 'nother krarkray-big fiskin's squid,” the chief said, hiccupping. "NO PROBLEM!"
He laughed and tried to it down on an upended barrel, missing it by inches.

"Took care of it, did you?' Herzer said, dragging him to hisfeet and Sitting him on the barrdl.

"Surrre,”" the chief said. "Where's my beer? Sure no probl-brob-not an issue. Got my swabbies
trained up right and tight. Wheres my beer?”

Herzer picked up akicked-over mug and filled it, then handed it to the chief.

"WEell, glad to hear that,” Herzer said. "Cause you're not going back out on the next deployment.”

"Wha?' the chief said, looking up a him. "When you make mgor? An' why 'm | not going out?
Gotta go out, swhat achief'sfor!"

"Recently," Herzer replied. "And the reasonis, you're doing shore duty with me.”

"No fisking way," the chief said. " Shore duty?'

"Y ep, you're the new command master chief of the Nava Training Facility. Congratul ations.”

"No fisking way," the chief said, hiccupping again. "NO WAY!"

"Yesway," Herzer replied. "See you day after tomorrow, bright and early at headquarters. Not too
ealy; later for that."

"l can't b-believe a friend would do thisto me!" the chief said, sniffing and taking asip of his beer.
"Thiscalsfor getting redly drunk."

"Youll loveit," Herzer promised. "Bright young men and women who don't know thefirgt thing
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about how to tie aknot. And you get to teach them.”
"Oh, fisk," the chief sobbed. "Redlly, really drunk. Y ou bastard."
"Yep," Herzer grinned. " Gottago now. Day after tomorrow. Don't be late.”

* % %

Tom Ennesby had been the chief engineer for the nava shipyards practically sncetheir inception. He
had built the first dragon-carriers and thought they were afine design. It had taken him at least aweek to
cometo gripswith dl the changesin the Hazhir, but hefindly shook his head in wonder.

"Youdid dl thisdown at Blackbeard Base?' he asked.

The ship, outwardly, did not ook very different from astandard Bonhomme Richard-class carrier.
Thelaunching platform on the port side was about ameter longer and to atrained eye the rigging was
dightly different. But most of the changeswere underwater or internd.

"Whll, rigging the wings wasn't easy." Evan grinned. "But we had mer to help.”

When ships sailed at any point except with the wind directly behind them, they tended to drift away
from thewind, "to leeward." There were various methods to prevent that, but the one that Evan had
settled on was large wooden-and-copper "wings' that protruded at an acute angle from the side of the
boat's hull. Seeing them had required the engineer to go over the side and swim under the ship. It had
been acold swim but ingtructive. There were four, two forward and two aft. They didn't increase the
depth of the ship, but when it was heeled over to the Sde they acted as kedlsto reduce the drift to
leeward.

There were dozens of other minor changes but Evan had acomprehensive list and suggestionson
how each of the changes could be implemented.

"Doesthe admird want just the carriers.. . . 7' the engineer asked, looking at the list and mentaly
counting the man-hoursinvolved.

"For now just the carriers,” Evan replied. "If time permits well work on the frigates and cruisers. But
therés something e se.”

"Andthat is?'
"We need anti-dragon ships of our own," Evan said. "And | see those dreadnoughts just sitting there

"Crigto, that means completely changing therigging!" Ennesby swore. "The way they're rigged now
you cant fire anything upwards."

"We've actudly got a pretty good sketch of the New Destiny frigates,” Evan said.

"Wedo?'

"Yeah, we do," Evan replied. "And, no, | don't know where it came from. We aso have their
specifications for the ballistas and there's stuff there | like and some | don't. | think we can do better.
Much better, redly. But | don't know if we can do better in the time we have."

"Well, get the plansin here and let's see what we can see," Ennesby said, rubbing hishands. "What's
wrong with ther baligtas?’

"They're very much on aRoman modd," Evan said. "'Including using snew for the elastic system.
The problem with that is"

"How the hell do they keep it dry on the ship?' the engineer asked.

"l don't think they do very well," Evan said. "Probably they keep them well covered but the humidity
has got to affect them.”

"It1l do the sameto ours," Ennesby pointed ouit.

"Only if weuse bdligtas," Mayerlereplied, looking distant. "We've put in abig order for tubing and
pumping apparatusfor the refrigeration, right?"
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"Yeah," the engineer Sighed. "Y ou wouldn't believe what it cogt.”
"Hmmm. . ."
"What are you thinking?' Ennesby asked.

"I'm wondering what the max pressureisthat Mother will et us get away with," Evan said, looking
off into the distance.

* % %

"Welcometo Pressure 101," Herzer said, grinning at the mixed group of NCOs and officersin the
small room. It was the ground floor of atwo-story “temporary" facility that had been thrown up by the
base engineersin about two days. The walswere till seeping sap and the floor was decidedly uneven.
Herzer was pretty surethat it was going to lesk like asievein thefirdt rain. But it was home.

"Most of you know me but I'll introduce mysdlf anyway. 'mCap .. ."
"Biteyour tongue!" Chief Brooks caled from near the back of the room.

"Makethat Major Herzer Herrick," Herzer said. "I've been tasked with setting up abasic training
facility for sallorsand marines. And |, in turn, tasked al of you." He grinned at the room again and it was
clear that the humor stopped at his eyes. "And we are going to creete such afacility and it is going to
work and we have exactly one week before thefirst class arrives. So it behooves usto get to work as
soon as possible.

"Now before we go on, let me make something clear. | know diddly about sailing. But | ana
product of, and have been an ingtructor &, the only professona military school in Norau. And the basics
arethe same. Y ou have to take kids who don't know jack and who have never had to obey an order
and teach them to obey first and ask questionslater. Y ou do that by stripping away everything that they
knew of civilianlife. At the sametime you build anew structure around them, a structure of honor and
discipline. Y ou test them as hard as you possibly can so that when they're out with thefleet and their
ship gets dragoned or a kraken comesto visit they obey their ordersingtinctively.

"At the sametime, you want to encourageinitiative. It'safine line. Some of the kids, and you've al
known them, come up with awild ideathat isjust flat wrong. Some of them, on the other hand, do the
right thing dmost indtinctively. One of the things we're going to be looking for iskidsto fast-track. So
there will haveto be honest individual evauationsthat are as objective as possible.

"The bottom line isthat when they go out to the flegt, they're not going to have to be shown the
smplest tasks, they're dready going to have learned those.

"Right now I'm looking at the following pattern. First week will be basic in-process and
familiarization. Then four weeks of basic seamanship training and rigorous physica training. Then the last
week they'll sail with askeleton crew of trained personnel and specidists. By then they need to have
been taught al the basic skills of a seaman, how to climb ropes, how to tie knots, how to raise and lower
sls, what have you.

"You are going to come up with thelist," he said, looking around the room. "Weneed a
comprehensive training schedule by the end of the week. Everything that you have to teach the
newcomers when they come onboard. After that they'll go to an advanced training course for four to Six
weeks. Some of you will be asssting in setting that up aswell.”

"Question?' one of the lieutenants said.
ll@lll

"You sad 'physicd training,'s" the lieutenant said uneasily. "I know something about the Blood
Lords..."

"We're not training Blood Lords," Herzer said with aferd grin. "We'retraining sailors. If wewere
training Blood Lords we'd be having ruck marches and ruck runs every day. Since weretraining salors.
.. One of thefirst tasks of thefirst classwill beto raise The Mast." And, yes, that's capital | etters.
They'll assemble and raise a complete mainmast from stores. Crosstrees, sals, rigging, the whole bit.
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Then each morning, they will run The Magt. | think that will do for physica exercise, don't you?'
There were chucklesin the room and Herzer noticed that Brooks looked grim.

"And, yes, were going to have to go up it, too,” Herzer said. "At least to prove we can. The point
hereisto have every graduate of thistraining program know that, at bottom, they are asailor. They'll
have at least abrief cruise and learn to handle seasickness and to work while they're sick asadog.
They'll act as deck apesfor the cruise so that whatever they end up as, deck apes, cooks, clerks or the
band, they'll know the basics of being asailor. The point hereisto establish aunifying bond in the Navy."

He looked around at the sea of faces and shook his head.

"Last point, and | wish | didn't have cover it but | do. Unitslikethis, since femaeswere permitted in
the force and probably before, have had a problem with sexua harassment. They have ranged the gamut
from mae on femaeto femae on femae. The problem isthat the trainers will bein complete control of
the trainees lives and that will make some of thetrainerstend to . . . usethat power. It will also cause
some of the trainees to attempt to mitigate the power by using sex asabribe." Helooked around again
and saw the expressions of surprise and even contempt.

"Ded withit. Those are thefacts of life. And don't tell methat it hasn't happened on shipboard,
ether. I'veread the reports. The short and sweet isthat if it happens under my watch, | will make
whoever isthe one in the position of power regret the day that they were born,”" he continued, his
scarred face hard and cold. "With power comes responsibility. 1've had the displeasure of dealing with
that sort of thing before and believe me, thereis no justification for the empowered. None. Zero. Zip.
Keep your dick in your pants. By the same token, an accusation is not proof. Investigationsinto
accusations, though, are time consuming and leave nothing but shit in their wake. Bottom line: don't put
yoursdlf into aposition to be accused. If you're counseling a person, make sure that thereisawitness
present. Ensign Van Krief and | will bewriting that portion of the orders. That'sdl I've got. Any
guestions, comments, concerns?”'

"Thisisn't going to help with the upcoming battle," Chief Brooks said.

"No, but you're assuming that we're going to seize control of the sea-lanesin one bettle," Herzer
sad. "Let'sjust say that Duke Edmund takes alonger view of things. Training is one of the fundamentals

of any military force. The more you train, the less you bleed. So we are going to train them ashard as
they can stand. Because when it comes to actualy doing the job, it just gets harder.”

Chapter Twelve

"Good lord, | thought training was hard,” Tao said as Van Krief walked in the room. The ensign was
just shrugging out of hisundress uniform.

"I suppose | should have knocked,” Van Krief sad, grinning.
"What?Y ou havetimeto knock?' Tao said.
"I haven't seen you in aweek," Van Krief said, stripping off her own tunic. "What have they got you
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doing?'

"Edmund set me loose on the marines,” Tao admitted. "We've been practicing boarding and repelling
techniques. Herzer wasright, they're woefully undertrained. They march pretty, but they don't have a
frigging clue what to do with their pigstickers. What about you?'

"Pretty much the same, but training trainers.” Van Krief chuckled. "Y ou should have seen their faces
when | used the term 'lesson plan.’ 'Wass thet 7"

Tao belly laughed and nodded his head. "Training schedule? What's atraining schedule? Plan our
training? Y ou'rejoking, right? They've got amanua of ingruction, I'll givethem that. | findly convinced
the company commandersto use Gunny'stechnique.”

"Oooh, they must think youre aright bastard,” Van Krief said, pulling on afresh uniform.

"Training's sergeant'swork," Tao said, grinning evilly. " So each Friday we have atest. Wetdll them
what the test will be. And we set aside sergeant's time for them to train their troops.”

"Hasit worked?' Van Krief asked.

"Getting there," Tao admitted, finaly dressed. "Last week wasthefirst timewed tried it. Only one
sguad took me serioudy. They got released to go down to town; the rest of them kept testing and
training and training and testing until nearly midnight. Better than aGl party, | tdl ya. Thisweek | notice
they're spending alot more time training and lesstime Sitting on their assin the barracks. Well seeon
Friday."

"Why are you getting al spiffy?' Van Krief asked.

"Oh, gottalook spiffy," Tao said, blousing his boots and tugging them into position. "Part of the
Blood Lord tradition. Bastards in combat and the best dressed troops around if they're not actively
training. | just got done proving to the whole NCO group of the marinesthat even together they couldn't
take me down. Now I'm going to look better than all of them for the rest of the day. Give 'em something
to think about."

"Youarevicious" Van Krief grinned.

"S0, you getting anywhere with Herzer, yet?" Tao asked. " Spesking of vicious."

"Biteyour tongue,” the ensgn growled. "He's my boss. No-go time.”

"Well, maybe somebody will get smart and separate you enough that you can get aleg over.” Tao
grinned, ducking out the door as aboot hit it.

"Dont | justwish," Van Krief said as she belted her tunic. "Don't | just wish."

* * %

"It iswishful thinking to believe we can win adecisive battle on present terms, Admira," Generdl
Babak said. The operations officer was |ooking particularly pale thismorning. "The correlation of forces

"Correlation of forcesis often aterm for either cowardice or lack of imagination,” Edmund replied,
bluntly. "I'll agree that we're holding the shitty end of the stick at present. But the way to fix that isto turn
the stick around.”

"We're outmanned,” General Piet pointed out. "They took relaively few casuatiesin the battle and
we're short on personne. Among other things, even though weve gotten dragons sufficient to fill out the
fleet, many of the dragon-riders are unwilling to perform seaduty.”

"Then they can be grounded until there are more dragons,” Edmund said. "And well find recruitsto
fly the dragons. Y es, training them is going to be abear. That's G-3'sjob to figure out.”

"Wedon't havethe trainers," Babak snapped. "Or the facilities. Were going full out working up the
dragonswith trained Nava ridersand one carrier!”

"Generd, in afew weekstime, minimum, New Dedtiny isgoing to punch their fleet again,” Edmund
replied, mildly. "What would you have us do? Sit on our assesin harbor and let the dragons that we


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/abctxt.html

ABC Amber Text Converter Trial verson, http://www.thebeatlesfor ever .com/pr ocesstext/abctxt.html

have cover us? There are other harbors, other seaside towns. And the point to al of thisisto stop their
invasion force. We cannot do that from the harbor." He looked around at them and shook his head.

"Y ou gentlemen are starting to learn why being agenera isnot al it's cracked up to be. The enemy
is caled the enemy for areason. They don't stand up to be shot. They are working just as hard to make
sure we cannot fight as we are working to figure out away to fight. Or supposed to be working. General
Babak, has your department been working on battle plans?'

"There are, at mogt, three carriers againgt Six," Babak said, pointedly. "And they have those damned
anti-dragon frigates. We've been looking at any number of scenarios. None of them bear any hope of
success.”

Edmund closed his eyes and shook hishead, solemnly.

"Generd, let me ask you something. Have you ever read any military histories?’

"Well .. ." thegenerd sad, inhaing. "No. But the point is-"

"The point, Generd, istha military history is replete with examples of inferior forces defeeting, or at
least stopping, superior forces." Edmund steepled hisfingers and rested them on his chin, hiseyes
closed. "Generd, you and your plans people come over to my quarters this evening. Were going to have
alittle chat." He opened his eyes again and shrugged. "If | haveto learn you al one by onel will.
Genera Hanour, your estimate on the point at which New Destiny will be ready to sail again.”

"W, technically, they could sail a any moment,” theintelligence officer said. "But we estimate they
won't do so for at least another two weeks. That iswhen al their shipswill be done with storm repairs.”

"Mr. Ennesby, when will the carriers be completed with their refit?”

The shipyard engineer had not previoudy been invited to Saff meetings. But since the staff did not
have a representative from Buships, to Edmund's secret delight, he'd pressed Ennesby into service.

"Six daysat present rate," Ennesby said, looking at his notes. "But there's another day to load the
stores that had to be removed.”

"And the dreadnoughts?”

"More like nine days," Ennesby said with ashrug. "More work to do and theré's a shortage of
materials and trained personnd to work with what we've got. But since we're not refitting their holds,
just surface work, they can crew and load while we're doing the find work."

"Those shipsdon't even have crews,” the G-1 amost wailed. " Or captains. Or petty officers.”

"Find them,” Edmund said. " Strip the merchant shipsif necessary. | don't careif you usea
press-gang. Find them. We're going to sail shorthanded. That's a given. Were still going to come out of

the battle with at least adraw, probably awin. | know that because | don't lose battles. Ever. And get it
through your headsthat you're not going to lose them either.”

* * %

Asthe gtaff filed out Edmund continued looking at his briefing papers, only looking up when Generd
Babak cleared histhroat.

"Yes, Generd?' Edmund said, mildly.

"Admira, | don't think | can do thisjob," Babak said, bluntly. "I didn't want it in thefirst place. 'm a
sallor. | can command aship, but you wereright, | don't know the first damned thing about running a
war. | want to demote to captain. The Corvallis' XO is green asthey come and there's nobody else
around that knows shipsaswell as| do."

Edmund leaned back and rubbed his head with his hand, sighing.

"Request denied,” he said and raised his hand to forestal the immediate response. "Can you
command aship? Sure. You're agood sailor. Okay. But I've met your deputy. And he'sno more

trained for thisthan you are. | don't put that on your shoulders, | put it on Bob Houser's and to an extent
Sheidas. Y ou guys should have been being trained in the theory at least before now. But the bottom line
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isthat there's nobody to replace you where you are. And you have at least gotten agrasp of what your
jobis. If | replaced you, your replacement would have to be told what operations are. Y ou think you're
thelone ranger? | want afield command again. Not this. . . 'North Atlantis Command' nightmare. | want
aregiment, maybe abattalion. | want to interact with soldiers and dedl with their problemsand train
them up. And then usethem in battle. It'swhat | redly love, not this. . ." He gestured at the paperwork
infront of him. "Not this crap. But we go where we have to go and do what we have to do because that
iswhat being in the military isabout. And | said, 'if | haveto learn you one by one' and | meant it. One of
thethingsis, there used to be aterm called 'thinking outside the box." Y ou know what | mean?'

"No," Babak sad, gtting down.
"Okay, in brief, what's your current plan for abattle?"

"We locate the enemy fleet, move in range, launch dragons and hope we can keep their dragons off
of ours.”

"Have you been looking at Vickie Toweeoo's Silverdrake plan?”’

"Quiteabit,” Babak said. "The problem s, if we put Silverdrake on the carriers, we lose space for
Powells and our total bomb-load will drop by ahuge fraction.”

"Why are you basing them on the carriers?' Edmund asked.

Babak shrugged and smiled.

"Dragon. Carrier," he said, gesturing with one hand and then the other then putting both together.
"Dragon-carrier. That'swhat they're for "

"Uh, huh," Edmund grunted. "Been talking to Vickie?'

"No, gr," Babak admitted. "1 didn't know you knew her."

"Wevemet," Edmund replied. "What do you know about Silverdrake?"

"They're smaller than Powdlls, lighter, faster, more maneuverable and don't have much endurance,”
the G-3 replied.

"More maneuverable," Edmund pointed out. "How fast do you think the shipyards, hell, not even the
shipyards, the ships crews, could put some sort of landing platform on the back of the ballista frigates?”

"Y ou're thinking of sending them out on the frigates?"

"I don't know," Edmund replied. "But it's one possible answer. They don't eat as much asthe
Powells but they're going to cut into the frigates stores some. On the other hand, we're going to be

sending out supplementa resupply shipswith the fleet thistime. Okay, the PowelIstake off and they
attack the fleet. How?"'

"Each divison will be assgned acarrier to attack,” Babak said. "WEell probably havethem goin high
to avoid the baligta ships."

"Why attack the carriers?’ Edmund asked.
"They'rethe main threat from the fleet,” Babak pointed ouit.

"Which are hard to destroy in the face of the anti-dragon frigates,” Edmund said, camly. "Y ou see
what I'm driving at. Check your assumptions. Does taking out the carriersfirst work better than taking
out the frigates? Do we carry enough bomb-load to fight a prolonged battle? Why have dl the dragons
scattered over the fleet? Why not concentrate the whole force on individua ships? Isthere some way for
the mer, delphinos or selkie to attack? I's there some optimum formation for our ships whereby they can
give cover to the carriers, and each other? Circles? Squares? Staggered lines? What happensif they
punch their invasion fleet a the sametime astheir main fleet? These are questions that your staff should
be asking each other and you should be asking them. And then you get the answers, or the best guesses
you can come up with."

"Think outside the box," Babak said, nodding.
"Think outside the box," Edmund said with asmile. "Speed above dl ese, surprise above dl dse,
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utter ruthlessness.”
"Soundslike aquote,” Babak said, half questioning.

"Itis, from one of the grestest generdsof dl time," Edmund replied. "Mgor outside the box thinker.
And an utter bastard.” He grinned. "Just like me.”

"Now that is abastard wegpon,” Shar Chang said.

The device on the workbench consisted of five narrow metd tubes attached to alarge meta
cylinder. There were a series of linkages set off to one side.

Chang picked up the device and hefted it, swearing.

"Damn, it must weigh eighty kilos."

"Seventy-three point four,” Evan said, nervoudy. "L oaded and ready to fire. Inits current state it's
closer to seventy.”

"And it works?'

"It should,” Evan replied. "It'sin the weight range of the Silverdrake with asmal rider. Therésno
effective way we can determineto aim it, however, so they'll have to close to point-blank range.”
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"And the best placeto cripple adragonisin the primary muscles,”" Vickie Toweeoo pointed out. She
wore new mgor's pips and her leather uniform now sported a Jolly Roger patch. "Which means afrontd
gpproach. Technicaly the best shot would beto fly directly at the dragon and rall for firing. But | don't
think were going to be doing that much.”

"One of thesein theleg or the rear end is not going to make their dragons very happy,” Shar pointed
out. "It would be safer to close from therear.”

"WEell haveto see, won't we, Sir?' Vickiereplied with agrin. "What I'm wondering about istraining.
Most of the Silverdrake riders have volunteered for sea duty. I'm not surprised, were abit more. . .
weird than Powell lovers™

"Y ou've been riding Powellsthe whole war," Shar pointed out.

"That's because it was al we were using,” Vickie said and grinned again. "But I'm a Silverdrake rider
at heart. Powdls are too dow and clumsy.”

Having had some heart-stopping rides on the "dow and clumsy" wyverns, Shar was pleased that
he'd never haveto ride a Silverdrake.

"Thisiswhere you were hiding," Edmund said, striding into the workshop. "Evan-saw the air-guns
for the balligta frigates. Marvelous."

"Simple gpplication of air-pressure engineering,” the engineer said, grinning. "And they have at lesst
the sameloft asabdlisa”

"Any chance of making someinfantry-sized ones?' Edmund asked.
"Not infantry," the engineer sighed. "Wefound out what Mother's upper limit on pressureis. And


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/abctxt.html
http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/abctxt.html

ABC Amber Text Converter Trial verson, http://www.thebeatlesfor ever .com/pr ocesstext/abctxt.html

while shell let you go past it momentarily, such as during firing, you'd have to way overextend it to make
adecent infantry-sized air-pack. Actudly, she dlows more energy in alongbow or aballistathan she
doesin asystem likethis. Thisisabout assmdl asit'sgoing to get.”

"And that ain't infantry." Edmund sighed, looking at the contraption. "We've got sixty Silverdrake.
How fast can you turn these out?"

"All the partsare available," Evan said, hiseyesgoing glassy. "I'd say about ten aday, moreif | can
get some more hands.”

"Vickie, how fast to get theriderstrained?"

"We don't even know if it'sgoing to work, sir," Vickie replied.

"Oh, itworks," Evan said in adistracted tone. "Wetest fired it already.”

"The point isthat thereésalot that can go wrong,” Vickie said, pointing to thefiring linkages. "And

we're talking about a saltwater environment. What happens when one breaks? Does someone on the
carrier know how to fix it?"

"I don't know," Edmund replied. "But you're not going to be on the carriers anyway." He pulled out
apiece of paper and handed it to her. "Thisisthelist of shipsthat are going to be refitted, by their crews
in the next two days, to handle the Silverdrake.”

"Y ou want usto land on ordinary frigates?' Vickie asked, glancing at thelist. "Six of these are supply
shipd”

"And when they convoy back to the base they'll have top cover," Edmund said, raising ahand. "Dedl
with it, Vickie. There'sno room on the carriers. We don't have any more carriersfor the Siiverdrake.
We need the Silverdrake. Ergo they have to go on other ships.”

"| just got these guystrained to land on carriers, Sr,” the major protested. "What about L SOS?'

"Theway you talk about Silverdrake | was thinking they'd land on the crosstrees,” Shar said with a
orin.

"Thanksalot, gr."

"Asthe duke says, figureit out,’»" Shar replied, smiling. "I'd get with the captains, who are
probably going to be highly pissed off, today. Then, when the ships are converted, get out there and start
figuring it out. In the meantime, Evan will be turning out hislittle toys. Asthey become available you can
dart training with the new weapons. Speaking of which, Evan, they're going to need ammunition.”

"Done," Evan replied, reaching behind the device and picking up a short metal bolt with a
cone-shaped end and awickedly sharp barbed point. "We've got a machine shop that's figured out how
to turn these out in quantity. Each of the guns only hasfive rounds, so by the time the guns are ready,
well have dl the boltswe need.”

"Those ships have days at therear,” Vickie said, suddenly. "They'rein the way for landing.”

Edmund grinned. "I didn't say it would be easy."

* % %

"If | thought it was easy | wouldn't be herel"

A hundred and fifty arms were hauling on ropes, swaying amast upwards as Edmund walked by the
training area. It was raining and the ropes were dippery and tending to stretch. Not to mention that the
carefully secured butt end of the mast was over aholein the ground that was probably rapidly filling with
water. He watched as the mast dowly ascended to about forty-five degrees and then at a bellowed
command stopped.

"Handsomey!" Chief Brooks bellowed, wiping water out of hiseyes asthe admira strolled over
through therain.

"Great day for it, Chief," Edmund said.
"Good training, Sir,” the chief snarled.
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"That iswhat I'd cdll it," the admira replied, smiling, as one of the new seaman recruits, afemale, did
in the mud and sprawled at the feet of her classmates. She legped immediately back up and took the
ropein hand, shaking off thefall.

"How'sit going?'

"Did you have any ideawhat acomplete bastard Herzer was when you set him on us?' the chief
asked. "BELAY . Check the guide ropes! There's some stretch to port!”

"Yes," Edmund replied. The mast was now up to about sixty degrees and looked to be headed
holeward. The butt had been secured by tackles that were in turn connected to avariety of short postsin
the ground. Thetop of the mast had lineson it aswell, the heaviest pointing to notiond "aft." This, too,
was heavily secured and tackled. Mot of the recruits were on that line and it was they who had been
doing thework of hauling it upright. But there were four lines leading off to either Side, secured and
tackled, and the mgjority of the remainder of the recruits were on those lines, clearly working on keeping
it from tipping from sdeto sde. Thelast, small, group, was manning the ropes that secured the buit.

"I told him it was going to rain like bgjeeberstoday, Admiral," the chief said, clearly unhappy.

"Gottawork in therain, Chief,” Edmund replied but there was query in hisvoice. "Theresthings
cdled gorms.”

"Theropesarent tarred, Sir,” the chief explained. "That meansthey're more liable to stretch in the
wet. And that's creating one hell of asafety hazard. If thisthing goes over, we're going to lose people.”

Edmund paused for amoment and then shrugged. " Should have tarred the ropes, Chief. Prior
planning .. ."

"Prevents Piss Poor Performance." Brooks chuckled, watching the dowly ascending mast carefully.
"Did you teach that to Herzer or the other way around?'

" taught it to the person who taught Herzer," Edmund replied with achuckle,

"And who taught it to you?" the chief said. "BELAY! Port beam, handsomely, handsomely. Belay.
All together now!"

"I read it in abook," Edmund admitted. "And then learned the lessonin red life."

Brooks looked over at him and nodded, then looked back at the work in progress.

"BELAY! Okay, butt end, handsomely!"

The butt of the mast dowly but steedily, handsomely in navaese, crept towards the edge of the hole
and then dipped, crashing to the bottom and shaking the ground al around.

"Not how you want to do it with aship!" Brooks bellowed. "Or you'd have abloody great holein
the bottom! Buttmen! Get those ropes off the butt and then man the forestay. Let's Sart leveling it up!™
He turned back to the admiral and nodded. "Thisistheticklish bit, g, if you don't mind."

"Havefun," Edmund replied.
"Oh, yeah, gir, good training."
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Chapter Thirteen

"We're having good training now," Vickie sgned at her wingman.

When they had taken off the sky was overcast but just about as soon as they reached their
destination, which was asmall support ship, the Harry Black, that had been converted for landing, the
rain had closed in. They weretoo far out for the Silverdrake to make it back to land and now they
couldn't even see the ocean, much lesstheir landing platform.

Shewasglad, in away, that shewasriding a Drake, though. In this damned gray-out you'd hardly
be able to see your own dragon if you were on a Powell. That was never aproblem with Silverdrake.

It had been said that they were invented as ajoke. They were small and very fast. Grest sprinters
evenif they didn't have the saminaof Powells. All good traitsin aracing dragon and they had been
remarkably well desgned. But the designer apparently had . . . abit of sense of humor when it cameto
body markings.

The Drake she was on was a bright, fluorescent, green with pink polka dots ranging in sizefrom as
big asthe end of her thumb to aslarge as her head. Her wingman'swas, in away, worse, asort of
mottled "camouflage’ pattern in dectric purple and yellow: truly eye-searing. There had been attempts
over the yearsto get the dragons Changed to more "traditiona™ colors. But Silverdrake riders were
strange folk and liked their dragons the way they were. Flighty, bad tempered and all.

"Over there?' Ramani Sgned, pointing to ther |eft.

"Try," Vickie sgned back.

She angled the Silverdrake over and down, dowing its descent so they didn't plow into the ocean or
the ship. They were only a couple of hundred meters up by her reckoning, but she was aware that

"grayed out" asthey were, there was no way of telling if they were afew hundred meters up or afew
thousand. All therewasin every direction waswater. Of course, the Suff in the air wouldn't drown them.

The wyvern suddenly banked hard left asitswingtip barely missed the top of amast. So much for
being a couple of hundred meters up.

Vickie shook her head and banked around, trying to line up the opening in the rain. The shipswere
only partialy converted and aheavy line, astay, ran from the top of the rear mast to the rear of the ship.
There were more linesto the sides. But there was a narrow gap between the stays that permitted egress
to the platform ingtaled over the quarterdeck. Unfortunately, the gap was smdller than the wingspan of a
Siverdrake, narrow asthat was.

The only way to land was astoop like ahunting falcon. The Silverdrake, which was shaped much
likeaperegrinefor al it was brightly colored, camein, lowering its forward speed by back winging and
then folded itswings, dropping through the dot and onto the platform with abone-jarring thud that
rocked the ship.

Vickie had learned to tuck her head and brace againgt the saddle when landing; if you didn't you got
abroken nose. But she swore after each of the landings that she was going to find some better way to
land. Thisjust wasn't safe.
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Vickie waked the dragon down the platform and it hopped to the maindeck, automatically heading
for itsstall. There were two of the latter on the maindeck, a massive nuisance for the skipper and crew,
and she took the port side one. She dismounted outside and stripped the gear off the wyvern, then led it
into the stall. There wasn't food already laid out so she shook her head and went in search of it.

Vickie was gtting in the wardroom, staring at abowl of pea soup, when the skipper walked in.

"Y ou going to eet that or just look at it?" The second thing that people noticed about Skipper Some
Karcher wasthat she was short. Not dwarf sized, but far under norma height. Thefirgt thing that people
noticed was that she looked like a Siamese cat. Her face and head had adistinctly catlike shape,
something like an apple, her eyeswere turned upwards, her hair was "touched” in places with coloring
like a Siamese, her face was covered in fine fur and her eyeswere green, dmost like emerdds, and had
pupilsthat were verticaly ova. She squinted now as she looked at the dragon-rider pointedly and the
pupils contracted sharply.

"l wasjust thinking how opague it looked, maam," Vickie said, picking up her spoon. "Sort of like
theair | wasjust flying through.”

"I was thinking about those landings,” the skipper said. "And | redly hate them.”

"Not as much asthe person on the dragon, maam,” Vickie said with agrin.

"And | redlly hate not being able to ook at the sky when I'm on the quarterdeck,” Karcher
continued. "And | was wondering: why not put the platform off the rear of the ship?'

Vickie opened her mouth to respond and then closed it. After amoment she shook her head, angrily.

"Because none of those geniuses at the shipyards thought of it, maam," she replied, making amoue.
"Do you think it would work?"

"I don't seewhy not," the captain said, shrugging and giving alittle hum that sounded suspicioudy like
apurr. "Wed haveto brace it, but that's not a problem. Y ou aready take off from back there. This
would just makeit easier. And | didn't come up with it, one of my seamen did. Good sailor who wants
to bearider methinks."

"What's hisname?' Vickie said, pulling out a notebook and unwrapping it from the rubber cover.
"We're redly shorthanded on the Powedlls, maam.”

"Fink," Karcher replied. "Hers, by theway."

"Wdl, maam, tell her that if you'll gpprove the transfer she can start as soon as she gets back to
land,” Vickie said. Shetilted her head to one Side, started to say something and then shrugged.

"Yes, Rider?' Karcher said, her face unreadable behind its catlike smile.

"l waswondering . . ."

"Did I Change before the Fall?* Karcher said in an odd intonation. Again, very likeameow. "No, |
did not. Thiswas how | was born. Do you want the long story or the short one?"

"Whichever you fed gppropriate, malam,” Vickie said, uncomfortably. "I'm not trying to pry."

"Once upon atime, along time ago, there was a scientist who was, frankly, abit cracked. It was at
the very beginning of the time when Change became possible. But this scientist didn't want to Change
himsdlf into acat. He wanted his cat to be ahuman.”

"Oh," Vickie said, uncomfortably.

"And, yes, it was for the reason that you think. So, and this was before the protocol s were put in
placeto prevent this sort of thing, he Changed his cat into ahumanoid sentient. And the rest of the story
should bethat they fell in love and lived happily ever after.”

"Yes" Vickie said, now extremely sorry that she had asked.

"Well, the story didn't go exactly as he had planned. Cats are cats, after al, even if you make them

sentient, and the cat, aready angry enough when she found out her name was'Muffins,” was having none
of it. Sheleft him and broke his heart. On the other hand, she eventudly did find ahuman mae she
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thought was reasonably attractive and settled down and had alitter. From which litter | derive. Any
questions?'

"No, maam," the rider said, her face working.

"Don't ask meif | chase mice, okay?'

"Oh no, maam, wouldn't think of it." Pause. "May | ask one question, maam?"

The captain nodded.

"How do you stand with dogs?'

"| have three-Rottwellers. When | say 'hedl,' they hed," Karcher said with agrin that exposed very
prominent canine teeth. "1 have to admit that climbing the rigging when I'm stressed isvery . . . naturd.”

Vickie laughed again and closed her notebook. "Rain's cleared?”

"y es"

"Wel, maam, | think it'stime for usto head back to base."

"We're due back day after tomorrow," Karcher said. "Y ou could probably ride back."

"No, we need to keep doing work-ups, maam," Vickie replied. "For our ins.”

* % %

"Evan, youreontime," Edmund said, taking off his reading glasses and looking up from the desk.
"Mr. Ennesby, how are you today?'

"Wet," Tom Ennesby said, taking off his broad-brimmed hat and shaking it to the side.

"Bad news, Duke," Evan said. "Were going to be at least aday late with the Herman Chao."

The dreadnought, which was being converted to an anti-dragon ship, was one of the three that had
been ready for sea.

"What's the problem?' Edmund asked. "Anything | can do?'

"Not redly.” Evan sghed. "We're short on materiasfor the air-guns. Basicaly | had to convert so

many of them for the Silverdrake that it'sleaving the Chao short. We're hoping to have the materiasin a
couple of days, but it's going to set us back by &t least that long.”

"How short?"'

"About half,” Ennesby sad. "Were mounting fifteen guns per sde. We've got sufficient compression
for dl of them on the Chao, but we're short on materid for the gunsand on lines. The latter's not redly
from the Silverdrake; wed be short anyway. And running them, firing them accurately, is going to take
sometraining. | don't know how accurate the gunnersare going to be at first.”

"And lord knows you don't want those damned bolts raining down on the ship," Edmund chuckled.
"Any good news?'

"Vickie brought in a change to the Siiverdrake landing that | want to distribute to al the support
ships. Skipper Karcher pointed out that there's no reason the Silverdrake landing platform hasto be
over the quarterdeck. The Silverdrakeland on adimeasit is. So she's moving her platform off to the
rear. It lookslikeit will work and if it does were planning on having everyone change over. The current
landing method . . . leaves alot to be desired.”

"That it does," Edmund replied.
"I should let Vickie or Commander Gramlich report on this," Ennesby said. "But the Silverdrake that

have been training with the bolt system report that they think it will work. We made some targets, big
kitesredly, and they've been learning how to target them. It's sill a point-blank system, though.”

"Well, we're ill going to want the anti-air dreadnoughts,” Edmund sighed. "I'll send amessageto the
commanders of the shipsthat are ready for seato get out there and start training. Make sure we've got
plenty of darts”

"Will do," Ennesby said.
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"How long to get the remaining dreadnoughts ready for sea?"
"No more than aweek," Ennesby said. "We're stepping masts now. But we don't have crews.”

"I'll see @bout crews," Edmund said. "Don't convert them to anti-dragon platforms, though, that's not
what they're going to be used for."

They both looked at him for clarification until it was clear none was coming.
"That'sal wevegot,” Evan said, standing up.

"And I've got ameeting with the G-1 next,” Edmund replied, glancing up at the door. " Speaking of
crews."

"I'm out of here,” Ennesby said. "Before your body-hunter decides I'd make agood sailor.”
"Bring me any more information you think | need,” Edmund pointed out. "Anything."
"Wevefindly gotten information from our agentsa Newfdl, Marshd."

Chansalooked up from his paperwork and waved the aide into the room, practically snatching the
document from his hand.

"Bloody hdlfire," Chansasnarled. He was afast reader and had scanned for the worst possible
information. Besides the fact that they hadn't gotten the Richard, the worse news was buried in the fine
print. "Talbot."

"Yes, gr," theade gulped.
"l can see why you were sent in with it," Chansa growled then laughed. "1 promise | won't kill the
messenger. But go find Conner. Now."

The man who entered was tall and ascetic |ooking with acam manner that was belied by hiseyes.
Theirises of the latter were white and his pupils weretiny black dots.

"You called, Marsha?" Conner asked, pulling out a notebook and stylus.

"Edmund Tabot has been appointed to command of the North Atlantis Fleet,” Chansasaid.

"Yes, 9, asurprising gppointment to be sure,”" Conner replied.

"You knew," Chansasaid, leaning back and narrowing his eyes.

"Whose agents do you think arein Newfell Base, your Marshadship?' Conner replied, smiling faintly.

"Heisnot to command the fleet in the next battle,” Chansasaid, waving hishand. Do whatever you
need to do to effect that. No, let me make myself clearer. Kill him. He hasinterfered too often with my
plans. | don't want him to do so again.”

"Of course, Marshd," Conner said, closing the notebook. "If that isal.”
"That'sit," Chansagrowled, waving at the door again. "Just inform mewhen he's dead.”

* % %

"Okay, what have you got, One?' Edmund asked as the G-1 walked in the tent. It wasraining cats
and dogs and the personndl officer was soaked. But he just shook off his coat, dried his hands, pulled
out his notes and took a sest.

"WEe're going to be short on manning for thefleet,” General Piet said. "The worst category in grossis
able seamen; being ableto reef sallsinagdeisaskilled craft and we're dways shorthanded in that
department. I've looked over Mgor Herrick'straining program and . . . well, okay, I'm impressed.”

"Herzer's much more than just a pretty face," Edmund said, getting up and pouring a cup of coffee.
"Y ou take yours black, right?*

"Yes, dr," thegenera said in surprise. "Mgor Herrick isnot even apretty face, though.”

"It wasajoke, Smon," Tabot said, shaking his head. "But that's not going to give ustop-men by the
timewe need them.”
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"No, it'snot, Sr," the G-1 replied, taking the cup with anod. "But it will certainly help in thelong run.
Right now what I've doneis order everyone, of whatever current rate, who has experience on shipboard
to sea duty. That's made some other departments shorthanded . . ."

"I've dready received the complaint from theintel shop,” Edmund grinned. "So how short are we?'

"Across the board about thirty percent,” the personnd officer said, glancing at his notes. " Some ships
are closer to azero, some areless. I'm reluctant to drag down the carriers, for example; they're already
shorthanded. Some of the frigates, though, are at about fifty percent and the dreadnoughts, which of
course haven't trained together at dl, are not much higher.”

"Do what you can,” Edmund said, shaking his head. "Wheat are the other mgor problems?

"We're short acrossthe board,” Piet replied. "Trained NCOs. Trained officers. Navigational officers.
Theworst lack, though, istrained commanders. | don't have anyone on the roster that | feel comfortable
with giving the Hazhir, for example. The executive officer is very new, he's barely made captain and the
position callsfor acommander. Admira Chang concurs, by the way. I'm contemplating transferring out
the Bonhomme Richard's XO, but | had to strip the Richard of al her other trained officers. | could
move the nav officer back from the Chao, but that will leave the Chao with only one quaified watch
officer; the captain.”

"Ouch," Edmund said, rubbing his chin. "What about Karcher?'

"Karcher, dr?' the G-1 replied. "1 don't even recognize the name." He picked up his briefcase and
dipped out asheet of paper, running down alist of names. "Mgjor Karcher isthe skipper of the Harry
Black, acollier ship. Why do you ask?'

"What's her experience?’ Edmund replied.
"I havent aclue, dr," Piet admitted. "I'd haveto pull her file."

"Send amessage to have her report to me," Edmund said. "Don't say why but | want to seeif she
could potentialy handlethe Hazhir "

The G-1 looked startled for amoment, then shrugged.

"Asacollier officer she'sgoing to be qualified at celestial navigation,” Piet temporized. "But therésa
vast difference between running acarrier and adightly fast merchant ship. And | don't know where that
isgoing to leave her manning. She may be one of the only fully qudified officers on the ship.”

"Do you have anyone e se that you can suggest?' Edmund asked. "And I'd rather be down acollier
thanacarier.”

"Point," the G-1 replied, Sighing.

"Thebest isthe enemy of the good," Edmund said. "In asituation like this, you cannot get thingsto
be anywhere close to perfect. What you have to strive for isthe minimum of imperfection. And you have
to get it asright asyou can, in the time you have been given."

"| take your point, gr," Piet said.

"You wereasalor before" Edmund said, leaning back in hischair. A serious one, but not anyone
who studied the military. At sea, you have one enemy, the ocean. And the ocean, while it changes and
always keeps you on your toes, does not actively try to defeat you. In war, people actively try to defeat
you. That seemslike asimple concept but few people really understand it in their gut. People are trying
as hard asthey can to defeat you. They try, very hard, to kill you. So that you don't kill them.

"And becauseit'sabig, complicated system and because the enemy istrying to read your mind and
defeat you, and they are smart, too, things are dways going to go wrong; the enemy is going to make
sure of that. So thetrick isto make fewer mistakes than the enemy. One mistake you can makeistrying
to be too perfect, because that takes time. And that gives the enemy time, too. Timeto figure out your
intentions. Timeto get a better position. Timeto enact a plan that might not be perfect but that will work.
For that reason, decisions have to be made quickly and they haveto be pretty good. Not perfect. Pretty
good. What I'm saying hereisthat you should strive for perfection, but not to the point of giving the
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enemy moretime. If the choices you have, now, are pretty good, well go with that. Again, ‘the bestis
the enemy of the good.' Save the tweaking for after we win the battle."

"I hate working in this harum-scarum fashion,” Piet admitted.

"Sodol," Edmund said. "But that's why you focus on victory and plan for defeat. I'm sorry, but the
fleet under Admira Draskovich did not plan for defeat. There weren't any dternate plans, there wasn't a
fall-back plan, there wasn't any dack in the system. Not even any personnel or material reservesto
speak of. There are times to move without areserve, but not when you're in abattle that you have
foreseen for ayear. When I'm done, this placeis going to have the wherewithal to survive another defeat
and go back out as many times as necessary to eventudly win the war. But right now I'm fixing another
man's abortion. That's messy and sickening and dl that you can do is hope for the best and plan for the
worg. So if what you've got is good enough, go with it. Good enough isredly al we can hopefor.”

* % %

"Edmund,” Sheidasaid.

Edmund glanced up from his paperwork and looked at the clock on the table acrossthe tent. It was
nearing midnight and hefelt iff and cramped from, literdly, hours of Stting in the same chair. It wasn't
even a comfortable chair. Something held been secretly proud of when he had it installed. Now he
regretted his grandstanding.

"Sheida" He sighed. He looked at hisformer lover and shook hishead. "If thisis power, it'sfor the
birds. Y ou look like you've aged twenty yearsin the last four.”

"So do you, Edmund,” Sheida said with agrimace. "And isn't it abit late?"
"Needs mugt," he said, waving at thetable. "This placeisazoo."

"A very expendve zoo," Sheidasad. "Thelegidatureisbaking at your request for increased
funding.”

"No surprisethat.” Edmund frowned, rubbing his head. "But we have to gain control of the seaand
that means more men and more ships. And those men and ships are going to suffer, belost, which will
mean more men and ships. We have to have the funds, Sheida." He gestured at the paperwork before
him and shook hishead. "Half of this crap is people screaming at me over money. 'Out of budget
congtruction,’ 'invaid materias use,' these people wouldn't know abattleif it bit them in the assand
they're asking me to account for every damned nail that goesin aship. And why it hasto goinaship.
W, the reason is, the more of the bastards we kill at seg, the fewer will be around to kill us on land.
Think you can get that through their heads?"

"Politics,” Sheida said with a bitter chuckle. "All that money running from one areato another. The
Kent wantsto form alegion. The Kent of al places.” The Kentian plains had been famous, before the
Fdll, for their horse herds and after the Fall the fame had just increased.

"That'sgoing to be amoot point,” Edmund said.

lld,.]?l

"l submitted astudy to the Ministry calling for federd cavalry brigades. Asfar as| cantell, they're
gtting onit. So | sent Kane down to the Kent to get the bal rolling, oh, six months ago or so. Either the
local representative is dealing with information lag, or he's unaware that acavalry brigade is going to
mean more money to the areathan alegion.”

"How'sit going?' Sheldaasked.

"Last | heard, pretty good,” Edmund admitted. "Mogt of them aren't as good of horsemen asthey
have to befor cavary, but Kane and | worked out a pretty intensive basic training for them. They won't
be elite by any dtretch of the imagination and no horse bowmen, but they're going to be dl right. And
disciplined, damnit. When | cdl in cavalry | want it to go where | tdl it, not haring off any old way it
pleases.”

"And then theré'sthe Fleet," Sheida pointed out. "Everyoneis balking at that, but mostly the people
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on the coadt. All the money isgoing to Newfell, which has damned little representation in the House."

"I've got afix for that one, too," Edmund frowned. "There's no reason that dl the shipshaveto be
built here and plenty of reason for them not to be. The smoldering remains of our shipyards speak for
themsaves. I'll send amemo to Admira Houser recommending the establishment of at least two more
bases. One of them probably at Balmoran and the other at . . . well, wherever you think best. Politically.
Just hasto be agood harbor. And well farm out the ship construction to shipyards al aong the coast;
spread that money around at |east. Better?'

"I can work with that." Sheida nodded. "Of course, Admiral Houser hasto approveit.”

"Of course," Edmund chuckled. "lan't that what chain-of-command isfor?"

Chapter Fourteen

When Edmund woke up it was bright daylight. He started to roll to hisfeet, angry that no one had
awoken him before dawn, and noticed that he was not alonein bed. From the red hair and the shape of
the shoulder elther hiswife or hisdaughter had crawled in next to him sometimein the night. Heredly,
really hoped it was Daneh. Rachel had gotten far too old to share a bed with daddy.

"Good morning,” Daneh said, ralling over deepily.

"Laemorning,” Edmund said, trying not to snarl.

"I know," Daneh replied, leaning over to kisshim. "And you've got morning breath. Don't flay
Dedtrang dive; | told him that you weren't to be wakened. Y ou've been driving yoursdf into the ground
and as your doctor | ordered some additional bed rest. Not to mention as your wife."

"Destrang's supposed to take orders from me," Edmund growled, rolling to the edge of the bed and
getting hisfeet out of the covers. But he had to admit that the extra degp had done him some good.

"And hetrusted that I'd keep you from coming down on him like aton of bricks," Daneh said, diding
across the not particularly large bed and grabbing him by hishair. "And you're not going to. As amatter
of fact, you don't have another appointment for . . ." She glanced at the clock acrossthe room and
smiled. "Two hours. Now that I've rearranged your schedule. So if you think you're legping out of bed
thisminute, you'd better have another think coming.” She pulled his head back until hewaslying down
again, looking up at her upside down.

"Y ou did mention morning breath,” Edmund replied.

"Have an gpple”

"Good morning, seaman,” Edmund said, striding down to the docks. "Have an apple,” he added,
tossing one to the surprised messenger. "They're good for you."

"Morning, Sr," Ensgn Destrang said, nervoudly.

"Morning, Destrang,” Edmund replied, smiling a him. "What've you got?'
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"Lieutenant Asfaw asked to talk to you, Sir," Destrang replied, gesturing at the mer.
"Did you get achair or something, Asfaw?' Edmund asked.

"Yes, gr, thank you," the mer replied. There were dso more mer in the basin, swimming around
below. "The engineers poured a sort of underwater pier for us. Very handy. Asare the additional
ligeners”

"And what wasit you wanted to talk about?' Edmund asked, snagging achair.

"Wdl . .." Asfaw looked around nervoudy but then shrugged. "We, the mer thet is, aren't doing
much good inthiswar, gr."

"| think your reconnaissance, not to mention your wesather monitoring and communications uses, are
invauable," Edmund said, frowning. "Don't get the ideawe don't need you."

"No, gr, not that," Asfaw said. "It'sjust . . . we can't attack anything. Except the orcaand ixchitl.
And even then we kept getting told that recon is more important than fighting orca. But with the orca
around, we can't recon. We want to help. Or, | guess, help more."

"There were some experiments with boring,” Edmund said. "Didn't work very well. And minesare
out for al the same damned reasons.”

"l waswondering," Asfaw said. "Well, I mean, sometimesthe messagetrafficislight and dl | can do
isgt inthe water and watch the occasiond fish, Sr. So | have alot of time to wonder. Maybeiif the
queen could permit abit of power we could make some sort of biologica? A fast wood-worm or
something thet dissolves hulls?"

"If it got loose it would be the death of maritimetraffic,” Edmund said, rubbing hisjaw. "No,
protocolswould prevent it reproducing if it was that dangerous. But maybe. . ." Edmund glanced at the
sun and sneezed. "I'm going to be talking to Evan in acouple of hours. I'll bring it up with him. Maybe he
or one of hisengineer buddies can come up with something.”

"What about the orcas?' the lieutenant asked.

"You'l haveto run that one by meagain,” Edmund said. "I'll admit I'm abit tired. Why can't you
attack the orcas?'

"Our orders are to avoid contact. We're supposed to be recon forcesiswhat they keep saying. But
we can't aways avoid contact and Jason thinks we can get rid of some of the damned orcaand ixchitl, if
we can just get the support.”

"That'sit?' Edmund asked. "What kind of support?'

"Nothing more than we're getting, redly,” the mer admitted. " Some more weapons, maybe some
support ships. But well probably take more casudties.”

Edmund considered it for amoment and then nodded. "Tell Jason he has my permisson to
implement aplan to begin reducing the orcaand ixchitl. But if he'staking high levels of casudties, thet is
if he'slogng morethan he'skilling, he'sto desigt. Got it?"

"Yes, gr! Thank you, gr," Asfaw replied.

"Dont thank me, son," Edmund sighed. "Y ou're just putting yourself in the way of more trouble.”
"Trouble, gr." Chief Brooks sighed, collgpsing in the chair acrossfrom Herzer.

Herzer looked out the window where one of the petty officers was conducting a class on knots.
"Noriots," Herzer chuckled. "Even over thefood.”

"No, not so far, ar," Brooksreplied. "It's a sexua harassment complaint.”

"Bloody hdl." Herzer sghed, leaning back. "Who?"'

"Seaman, seawoman not to point too fine of apoint on it, Regilio and Petty Officer Lenice."
"Tdl," Herzer replied, rubbing hiseyes.
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"He was counsding her on her atitude, which s, frankly, crappy. She accused him of soliciting sex.”
"Did hefollow the two man rule?' Herzer asked, not looking up.

"No, g, hedidn't,” Brooks replied. "He said that he wanted to bring it up without awitness so she
would have less of atendency to back talk. Because then hed haveto get gtrictly officia.”

"Send him back to thefleet,” Herzer said, dropping his hands and picking up a piece of paperwork.

"He's one of the best instructors we have, sir,” Brooks argued.

"Not if he makesthat smple an error,” Herzer said, looking up angrily and tossing the note back
down on hisdesk. "'l agree with his reasoning. But he can not put himsdf in that sort of aposition with
half-trained recruits. Recruits that don't realize how serious the accusation is. Or how the accusation is
going to haunt them for quite sometime. How many people are automatically going to question . . . what
was her name?"

"Regilio, Sr."

"Pamea," Herzer replied, nodding with that reminder. "In the intel tech program. Good math scores.
Red hair. Yes, bit of an attitude. Just about the last person up The Mast every morning.”

"That would be her," Brooks sighed.

"People are going to know about it, people are going to talk,” Herzer said. "L enice has been with the
Heet for acouple of years. Spotless record. No previous indication of tendency to use hisrank for sex.
So she's automatically going to be viewed with suspicion. Evenif he did, in fact, proposition her or try
to force her to have sex. Which waswhy, Chief Brooks, heis going back to the fleet. Today. Witha
notation in hisrecord that heis unsuitablefor training cadre. And you'd better thoroughly brief his
replacement. Am | making mysdf clear?’

"Clear, dr," Brooks said, slanding up. "Will that be dl?

"Unfortunately, yes," Herzer replied, picking up the paperwork again. "1'd rather it wasriots. Oh,
and passthisaround. Don't let anyone think thisis an easy way back to the fleet. The next timethis
comes up, I'm coming down like the hammer of hell. All the bellsand whistles. They do not want to
make this mistake again. We don't have the bodies to spare.”

* * %

"Good afternoon, Skipper Karcher," Edmund said, waving at achair. "Have a seat.”

"Good afternoon, dr," Karcher replied, sitting down carefully. She had dready had alook around
the tent and was clearly surprised by its Spartan nature.

"Given that the headquarters was burned to the ground, | thought that we could use temporary
accommodations,” Edmund said, noting the glances.

"Yes, dr," Karcher replied. She had her captain's hat in her 1ap and was working the brow with the
thumbs of both hands.

"How'syour ship?' Edmund asked, smiling.
"Fine, gr," Karcher said. "In dl conditionsready for sea."

"Thisisn't an inquisition, Karcher." Tabot chuckled. "I heard about your recommended change for
the Silverdrake landings. It's being implemented throughout the fleet.”

"One of my seamen came up withiit, sir," Karcher said. ""Seaman Fink."

"Good man?* Edmund asked.

"Woman, gr, and yes, she's pretty good. She's applied for dragon-rider training.”
Edmund pulled a sheet of paper over to him and scribbled oniit.

"Approved," Edmund said. "Aslong asyou do." He handed the sheet acrossto her. "What's your
XOlike?'

"Good man, gr," Karcher replied. "Better than me a celestid navigation. Getting there at generd
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boat handling skills. | mean, hesagood sallor, ar.”
"Could hetake over the Black?'
Karcher paused at that and frowned. "Am | being relieved, Sr?"
"| asked thefirst question,” Edmund replied.
"Yes, gr, hecould." Karcher sghed.

"Good," Edmund said, handing her another sheet of paper. "Y ou've just been appointed command
of the Hazhir. The XO knows the ship but Shar doesn't fed he's up to commanding it, yet. I'velooked
at your record and | think you can.”

"Yes, gr," Karcher replied, taking the paper asif it were incendiary. She did it under her hat and
continued working the brim, abit harder.

"Just that, 'yes, sr'?* Edmund asked, amiling.

"Thank you, Sr?" Karcher said.

"Y ou think you can handleit?' Edmund asked.

"No, sr," Karcher said, honestly. "But | can give it my best shot. And | would guessthat you've

thought it over. I'd have expected that you'd transfer someone from one of the frigates or cruisers and
that 1'd get that, instead. But if you are willing to take therisk, I'll do my damnedest.”

"Karcher, you've got more time at seathan half the frigate commanders." Edmund sighed. "And,
yeah, | gave it some thought. And some second thoughts. Y ou know what clinched it?"

Karcher thought about that for a second and then shrugged.

"My saying that Fink had come up with the landing program?”’

"Bingo," Edmund replied. "That and your crew isloya ashell. Y ou can sail and you can lead. That's

ahard combination to find in thisNavy. And you're not afraid to say: 'l don't know, Sir." That takes guts.
Now we just haveto find out if you can fight. Don't prove mewrong.”

"No, gr," Karcher replied. "l wasjust wondering . . ."

"I know your background,” Edmund said. "In fact, | probably know more about it than you do.
Despite the fact that Changed are facing some very ancient pregjudice, | don't have it. Changed are
humans just like those of uswho look normd. I'll except from that category the New Destiny Changed
which have been programmed to be inhuman. Y ou're agood CO, you're agood sailor and | have
damned few people that fit both categories. | don't care, quite frankly, if you et live mice. That might
have mattered under Draskovich, it doesn't matter to me.”

"l don't, gir," Karcher said, then took a chance. "Well, hardly ever.”

"And | don't fling shit,”” Edmund said with agrin. "Well, hardly ever."

"Yes, dr," Karcher said with acatlike amile.

"That'sit," Tabot said. "Good luck.”

"Thank you, gir," Karcher said, standing up and putting on her hat. "I'll try to make my own."

* k% %

"Hello, your Dukeship,” Herzer said, striding into the lamp-lit tent.

"Herzer, you'reredly losing your military bearing with me, aren't you?' Edmund chuckled.

"I bring orders from your wife, viayour daughter who you haven't even said hdllo to, yet," Herzer
replied, walking over and pulling asheet of paper out of the admird's hand. "We are ordered to repair to
the O-Club. Whereyou, Van Krief and I, a aminimum, will occupy one corner and get shit faced.
Rachel's precisely transmitted words. 'Y ou are hereby ordered, by mother, to get him, and | quote, shit

faced.' It'sarest day tomorrow and that gives us at least afew hoursto get over the hangover. So stand
up, our red magterscall.”

Edmund shook his head and waved at the desk. " She aready had me deep in. I've got reams of
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paperwork to catch up on.”

"All of it will wait," Herzer said, walking around the desk and lifting up on Edmund'sarm. "Don't
even think about fighting. I'm younger and faster than you.”

"Age and treachery beats youth and speed every time,” Edmund growled. But he stood up.
"Wll, once we get drunk enough, maybe we can put it to thetest,” Herzer chuckled. "Come on,

boss, times awastin'e.

"Y ou sound like Bast when you say that," Edmund chuckled. " Speaking of which, you gotten your
tubes cleaned latdy?"

"No, moresthe pity," Herzer replied, frowning. "When we got here we were running around like
chickenswith our heads cut off. And since then the only femae contact I've had is with subordinates.
And | don't even want to go there after the day | just had. Especidly sincethat idiot decision of mineto
st up TheMast."

"| thought that was brilliant,” Edmund said asthey strode past the ring of guards around the
headquarters.

"Sodidl," Herzer growled. "And | thought putting it up where the commander could watch was
brilliant aswell. Then | noticed that when they're running up theratlines, wdll . . . let'sjust say that there
are some fine buttsin that class. And they're getting finer every week!"

Edmund laughed and clapped him on the back as they crossed the blacked-out road.

"Don't worry, I'm sure your lackanookie condition won't . . ." He spun sideways as a sword lashed
out of the darkness, then spun again as another attacker came from his off-side.

Herzer and Edmund were unarmed but that didn't last long. There was acrack of abroken arm and
ascream as Herzer spun sideways, hurling one of the attackers into the roadway. But he had retained
the n's short sword and he tossed it overhand to Edmund as the admira flipped his cloak in the
face of another attacker. Edmund caught the sword and skewered one of the ns through the neck,
then tossed the dead n'ssword to Herzer. After that it became somewhat bloody.

Herzer parried a blade and used the same trick with the cloak to wrap up one of the attackers,
running his blade across the man's throat and throwing the thrashing body onto one that had closed on
Edmund's back.

Edmund now had two blades and was moving forward through the group, the blades acting as if
they had awill of their own. An arm thumped the ground followed by a head and Herzer used the
digtraction of the blood from the spurting stump to kill another haf-blind assassin. Hefelt acut across his
shoulder but turned and jabbed backwards, killing the man behind him, then kicked out a oneto his
front. Asthe attacker bent double Herzer drove the blade of the sword into the side of his neck and
outward, dashing his carotid artery and spilling more blood onto the soaked ground.

In momentsit was over, two of the attackers running into the night as agroup of lantern-bearing
marines pounded across the road.

"Bloody hellfire," the sergeant choked, looking at the scattered pieces on the ground.

"Indeed," Edmund said, dropping one of his swords and cleaning the other on abit of amost-clean
cloth. "Herzer, | think | oweyou adrink."

Herzer looked at the lamp-lit ground and counted. "1 dunno . . . | think we're about even. Y outh and
speed might not beat age and treachery.”

"Do we get cleaned up?' Edmund asked, looking at his blood-soaked uniform. "Or just go to the
dub?'
"They've got adress-code," Herzer pointed out, chuckling.

"Ah, they make exceptions for admiras," Edmund said, walking towards the doors of the club and
into the night.
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* % %

"Hey, Van Krief," Edmund said as they entered the main bar.

He'd heard the expression: "Y ou could have heard apin drop,” but held never actudly experienced it
inhisvery long life. Now heredly understood it. He actudly heard, dl theway acrossthe club, a
bartender set down the bottle he was holding. Thefaint "tap" wasthe only sound in the room for a
moment.

"Good evening, Sr," Van Krief said, getting up from the table by the door. "Are dl the members of
your staff aive?' ShewasaBlood Lord and be damned if she was going to react in shock to two
blood-soaked officers waking into the main bar.

"Do meafavor, will you?' Edmund said, stripping off his uniform tunic. "Go get some clothesfor
Herzer and me while we go wash up.” He took the short sword and tossed it overhand across the room,
s0 hard that it stuck in the wall. "We had a spot of bother on the way over from headquarters.”

* % %

"Y ou could have been killed!" Daneh said, angrily.

"l very nearly was" Edmund replied, taking another sip of hisdrink. "Would have been if it wasn't
for Herzer."

Daneh and Rachel had hurried over as soon as Van Krief had explained why she needed new
clothes for Edmund and the mgor. The foursome, with Van Krief, Destrang and Tao at anearby table,
now had a corner of the bar al to themselves. Except for ahovering waiter who was watching them like
amouse watches a hovering falcon.

"Nah, you were doing fine on your own." Herzer chuckled, taking adeep pull off of hisbeer. "It was
hairy for a second or two, though. Y ou spotted them before | did, I'll give you that."

"Yearsof hard living, son," Edmund replied, shaking hishead. "Y ears of hard living. Some habitsdie
herd."

"Y ou're going to need bodyguards," Rachel said.

"Yep," Tdbot replied, grimly. "But the good newsis, somebody doesn't like me.”

"That's good news?' Daneh asked. "Since when?"

"It means someone considers him athreat,” Herzer pointed out. "And whereas I'm sure theré's more
than one Navy officer who would love to shove afoot of stedl in hisback, | doubt that they werethe
source of the assassins.”

"Which means Sheidas old friend Chansa," Edmund said. "Or, possibly, Paul. So that's the good
news. The bad newsisthat it's not just me who will need guards, but you, Rachel and the squirt aswell.
Whichiswhy there's dready ateam of marines over a the VIP quarters and more on theway."

"Y es, they would try to strike at you through us, wouldn't they?' Daneh asked, quietly.

"Yes, they would," Edmund replied. "Rachel, | hate to talk business but are you up to another long
coach ride?"

"If | mugt," shesaid.

"Daneh, I'm going to put you to work," Edmund continued. " Specid assstant for medica facilitiesor
something. When the fleet comes back | want better medical care than thelast time. | haven't been able
to put enough emphasis on that as1'd like. Y ou can. We're setting up another Fleet basein Bamoran,
Rachel. | want you to go up there and get in on the ground floor on the medicd facilities. Y oull report to
your mother; shéll report to me. Thefleet can actually make for Bamoran better than they can for here,
if wefight in the north again. The main thing that we'd be bringing inis casudties. 1'd like the hospita up
there to be top-notch. Okay?'

"Okay," Rachdl said. "Can do. Aslong as|'ve got the personnel and funding.”

"Youll havethe funding if | haveto go to the damned capitol and squeeze; personne you're
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probably going to have to make yourself,” Edmund replied. "And you won't be in charge, youll be my
eyesand ears. If you have suggestions and can get them implemented there, do so. If you havered
problems, report it to Daneh. Understood?’

"Understood.”
"Okay, now let's all get shit faced,” Edmund said, draining hisdrink and waving it at the waiter.
"Whet if there are more ns?' Daneh asked.

"Honey, when we wak back to the quarters we're going to be surrounded by a platoon of marines,”
Edmund replied. "Chansamay be able to get my drunk ass under those conditions, but he's by God
going to have to work for it."

Chapter Fifteen

Herzer wasn't sure whether he was supporting Van Krief or she was supporting him when they got
to hisroom. But he did know that it was a bad thing that both of them were there.

It had been an evening for learning. He'd learned that Destrang and Tao were light-weights. Hed
learned that Daneh hiccupped when she got drunk. He'd learned that Rachel just went to deep. Hed
learned that Van Krief had ahollow leg and agreat Snging voice. At least, it sounded great when he was
drunk. And she knew some redlly good songs, not al of them fit for polite company.

To no one's surprise, Edmund knew more. But Herzer had been surprised that he also sang better.
Hed never pictured Edmund asasinger, before. Bellower, yes, singer, no. Herzer had learned so much.

But he dtill had the problem of the door. And nothing that he learned was hel ping.
"Am | holding you up, or are you holding me up?' Herzer enunciated carefully.
"I think .. ." Van Krief said, crinkling her brow. "I think we're holding each other up.”

"Metoo," Herzer said. If they were holding each other up, then they could only makeit to one
bedroom. That was bad.

"Thisisbad," he muttered.

"Oh, | don't think s0," Van Krief giggled.

"Thisisareally bad idea," Herzer said, opening the door. "Redlly bad. I'll just . . . deep on the floor
or something.”

"l don't think s0," Van Krief repested, giggling again. She sumbled away from him, kicked the door
closed, ssumbled again, and pulled her tunic off. "What do you think of that?"

"What?' Herzer asked, looking at thefloor. It looked . . . redly uncomfortable.

"These!" Van Krief said, pulling a acouple of buttons on her shirt and then giving up and ripping it
open. "Thesel" she said again, pointing at her breadts.

"Pink nipples," he muttered, getting on his knees and kneeing over to her until he could lay his cheek

on her midriff. "How much worse could it get?' He had just kissed her on the ssomach when therewas a
knock on the door.
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"Okay, thisisworse," he said, pulling himsdf up with ahand on the bedstead.

Van Krief had fumbled her tunic on but the torn shirt wasimpossible to conced . Herzer looked at
her and shrugged as he opened the door.

"Herzer?' Rachd said, supporting herself on the doorframe. "Do you have a private bathroom?”

"Yes" Herzer said.

"Good, I'm goingto besick init," Rachd replied, diding off the doorframe and skidding to a halt
when she saw Van Krief.

"Oh," Rachd said, her eyesblinking furioudy.

"Wewerejust dis-ss-cussing . . ." Van Krief durred.

"Wewerejust discussing not having sex,” Herzer continued, clapping hishand over the ensign's
mouth. "Now the young ensign, who isaso my subordinate, is going to support hersaf on the wall until
she getsto her room, and her chaste bed, and I'm going to collapse into a drunken stupor. And you're
going to go throw up.”

At least that's what he'd meant to say. What came out was:

"Wubaa, ubba, nooob . . ."

At which point the many, many shots of rum findly kicked in and gravity took over.

* % %

When Herzer opened his eyesthe firg thing he knew, with awful clarity, wasthat he was not in bed
done.

He remembered, too clearly, the night before. Right up to the point that both Rachel and Van Krief
werein hisroom. Especidly the point when Rachel and Van Krief had been in hisroom.

And now there was someone in his bed.

Rachel . . . now Rache wouldn't be bad. Rachel he could live with. He'd be surprised, but not
unpleased. But since he would be surprised, given that her interest in him as male seemed to be zero, it
was much more likely to be Van Krief. And that would be . . . bad. Hetried not to groan as he thought
of the night before. He couldn't run away and join the Legion, he was dready init. Maybe start up a
farm, find arock to crawl under. Thiswas a court-martial offense, damnit! He'd just tossed PO Lenice
to the metaphorical wolvesfor less.

And he couldn't even remember doing anything!

Infact, even given hisfull bladder, he suspected from signsthat he hadn't done anything. Not that it
would meaiter.

Shit. Timeto find out if held have a pissed-off bossor a very
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pissed-off boss.
"Hi, lover," Bast said asherolled over.


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/abctxt.html
http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/abctxt.html

ABC Amber Text Converter Trial verson, http://www.thebeatlesfor ever .com/pr ocesstext/abctxt.html

"Badt, not that I'm not glad to seeyou . . ." Herzer said as he came out of the bathroom. He clutched
his head and groaned, before going on. "Buit . . . how did you get in here? This place is supposed to be
surrounded by guards.”

"Am | not Bast?' thewood df said, diding out of the bed. The elf was barely ameter and aquarter
tall and perfectly formed with long, curly, raven-black hair, high, firm breasts and a body that was toned
but not, apparently, muscular. She was naked, her standard garment, winter and summer, of aleather
bikini on the floor by the bed. She had the body of afourteen-year-old, and often the persondity, but
Herzer knew she was over athousand yearsold.

"Am | not the greatest sneak in the world? Do you think your smpleton marines can siop me?'

Elves had been created at the dawn of the age of the Net as super-soldiers by the North American
Union. Although they looked mostly human, they were not Changed humans but an entirely different
pecies. At thetime of the Fal the mgority of them lived in a separated dimengon caled Elfhem. The
sundering from humans had occurred around the time of the Al wars, when it became obvious that two
sentient species were not going to be able to coexist on earth. The wood elves had been created at
about the same time as soldiersfor the Nissai Corporation. At least, Bast was. If there were any other
wood evesin existence, Herzer hadn't heard of them. He and Bast had been on and off lovers since
shortly after the Fal.

"No," Herzer said, sitting down on the bed and clutching his head. "I don't suppose you have any
agirin?'

"Have | not told you to take aspirin before you go to bed?' she asked, bringing him aglass of water
and apill. "And abig drink of water. Of course, when | got here Rachel was being sick in your
bathroom, you were passed out on afloor and a half-naked ensign was passed out on top of you. So
thisonce, | forgiveyou.”

"WherésVan Krief 7' Herzer asked, draining the cup and taking the pill.

"The pretty blonde?' the elf asked. "1 managed to get her conscious enough for directionsto her
room and carried her there. She didn't seem to be in any condition to help. Not that you were, either.”
Shelad her hand on his head and murmured for amoment and Herzer felt the effects of the hangover
miraculoudly disappesr.

"God, Bagt, youre adrunkard's dream,” Herzer said, taking her in hisarms.

"Good thing for you." She smiled. "Now, go take shower, you smell like goat. Then come back here
and | make you smell like one again. And if the pretty little blonde turns up, tell her you're busy. 1t's been
along timeand I'm not sharing.”

"My my, look what the cat drug in," Daneh said as Herzer and Bast entered the room.

It was past noon but it was clear that everyone in the room was on their first meal of the day. And all
of them were nursing hangovers.

"Daneh, my friend, your daughter very well brought upis. Is even polite when being sick.”
"Oh, gods, wasthat you?' Rachel groaned. "I thought it was Van Krief."
"Wasn't me," the ensign muttered, looking from the ef to Herzer and back. ™Y ou must be Bast."

"Indeedy.” Bast grinned, pulling out achair and flopping down. She snagged a plate and pulled over
atureen filled with scrambled eggs. "Weve met.”

"I don't recal when," Van Krief said, thinly.

"Last night, carried back to your room did |," Bast said, grinning again.

"I don't remember most of last night,” the ensign said after amoment.

"I do," Bast replied. "Humans shouldn't drink, can't handle their liquor.”

Herzer was mentadly cringing. Bast was usudly blunt about sex to the point of pornography. But he
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noticed that she was carefully avoiding the subject of where Van Krief had been when the elf carried her
back to her room. That was, for Bast, unbelievably circumspect and tactful.

"Of coursg, if another try at Herzer want, wait until this afternoon; sure hell be up to it by then.”
So much for circumspect.

"Bagt," Edmund said, carefully. "Weweredl pretty drunk last night. | think that it's best if we just
avoid the whole subject. Okay?'

"Okay," Bast said, taking a bite of egg. "How about the subject of Chansa putting out contract?"

"Eventhat ispreferable” Daneh replied.

"Isall around the town," Bast continued. "Open contract is. Wasto stop | was coming. Late. Sorry."

"Funny that | didn't get any word," Edmund replied. "T's usudly better about that. Where did you
hear about it?"

"Was gpproached,” Bast shrugged. "Killed the man who asked, did |. Very stupid man. Thought
jeadlouswould | be of young ensign.”

"What?' Van Krief said.

"What?' Herzer shouted.

"Keep it down, Herzer," Edmund sighed. "I was afraid thiswas going to happen. The fact that you
two . . . like each other is pretty obvious. It has been brought up to me. Not officidly, but it has been
brought up.”

"But we have never . . ." Herzer said then paused. "Wl . . . except for . . . Oh, damn!”

"Damn indeed," Edmund nodded. "How's the school running?”

"Wdl enough,” Herzer said. "If you're asking if Captain Siver can handleit, yeshe can.”

"Thefleet sallsfor work-upsin two days," Edmund said with another nod. "I'd dready madeit plain

that you were going to be going out with it. | was going to send you as a supernumerary, one of my eyes
and ears. But they're so short of dragon-riders I'm going to appoint you as the CO of the Hazhir dragon

wing.
"There are far more experienced ridersin the fleet than me," Herzer pointed out.
"None on the Hazhir," Edmund replied. "New captain, new crew, dragons gathered from al over
and hdf of them have only done one or two landings. Very few of them are trained in bombing."
"And me" Bast said. "Joannawill go, | will ride.”
"Joannais dated for the Bonhomme Richard," Edmund said.

"Was," Badt replied. "Joannawill go on Hazhir. Aswill 1. Trust me on this, Edmund Talbot. Joanna,
myself and Herzer to the Hazhir
"What do you know?" Edmund asked.

"Know that iswho will go," Bast said with ashrug. "Something is coming. More than battle.
Timdinestwig." She stopped and grinned. " Gadan. Elf thingis. Warriors are. Future of war can fed,
see. Schwerpunkt is Hazhir . Joanna, Herzer, | go. Battle you will fight. Battle you may win. Win or lose,
Hazhir isthe key. To more. Much more."

They dl looked at her for amoment and then Edmund shook his head.

"I hateit when you get dl ef on me. Destrang, make anote. Commander Joanna Gramlich
transferred to Hazhir, commander dragon contingent. Same for Mgjor Herzer Herrick, XO dragon
contingent. Bast L'sol Tamel d'San, dlied wood df, assigned Hazhir as supernumerary dragon-rider.”

"And me, Sr?' Van Krief asked.

"Y ou're coming back as one of my aides," Edmund replied. "WEell be on the Bonhomme Richard.
I've got alot of writing for someoneto do. And it hasto be someone | trust. Same with Destrang. Tao."

"Sir?' theendgnsad.
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"You're staying here. The original purpose of aides de camp wereto be eyes and ears. You're my
eyes and ears, not my mouth. But if something | order hereisn't being done, get word to me."

"Yes, gr," theensggn replied.

"Why are you going to sea?' Daneh asked. "I thought that was why you brought up Shar Chang.”

"Because I'm not going to it in headquarters when afleet that just had its ass kicked sails back into
harm'sway." Edmund sighed. "'l probably should be at headquarters for any number of reasons.
Panning the next battle for one thing. But right now, the fleet isredling. I'm going to be there, right or
wrong."

"Well, at least at seathe assassins are going to have a hard time reaching you," Daneh said with a
frown. "Of course, you might get sunk or burned. But you don't have to worry about assassins.”

"What about the nsthat might come after us?' Rachel asked.

"Atacertain point,” Edmund said sadly, "you haveto delegate responsibility. Evenif it'sfor the care
of your family. And you're going to be going to Bamoran anyway. Remember?’

* * %

Herzer mounted the side of the Hazhir and sauted the officer of the deck, then the UFS Navy flag,
arattlesnake on afield of orange with thewords"Don't Tread On M€" emblazoned onit.

"Permission to come aboard?' he asked.

"Granted," the female lieutenant said. "Lieutenant Lannette Rattanachane, navigation officer."

"Major Herzer Herrick," Herzer replied. Then he gestured at Bast who had just reached the deck
and was looking around her with interest. "Bast L'sol Tame d'San, Elven dly.”

"Cdl meBad," Bast said, sticking out her hand and pumping the lieutenant's. "'Pleased to meetcha."
Shewasin her normal traveling costume of agreen leather bikini, baldric supported saber on her left hip,
bow and quiver over her back, metal pauldron on her |eft shoulder, greaves on her right leg and afur
leg-warmer on her left. She was a so wearing sandaswith avery low hed. Her hair was unbound and
the northeast wind blew it around her face as she grinned. "Fine day for sallin', eh?"

"Yes itis" thelieutenant gulped. "Magor Herrick, the captain would like to meet you as soon as
possble”

"Which means now," Herzer said. "Bast . . . oh, never mind. Just try not to cause too much chaos, dl
right?'

"Who, me?' Bast grinned. "I'll go Straighten out our quarters while you go sweet-talk the captain.”

"We normally have separate quartersfor male and femaleriders. . ." Lieutenant Rattanachane
Started to say.

"Oh, well, normal doesn't gpply to Bast." Bast grinned. " So why don't you be showin' meto Herzer's
quartersand I'll be sttlin' in?"

* * %

The fleet that upped anchor at the end of four weeks was radically changed, at least on the surface.
Where there had been dap-dash repairs there was solid wood. Where there had been patched sails
there was newly woven cosIk. Burned masts had been replaced, rigging had been rewoven and dll
material conditions had been repaired.

On the surface.

All of the ships had had at |east one day beyond the bay of work-ups. All of them had the bare
minimum top-men to raise and lower their sails. All of the carriers had their holds packed with stores. Al
of the anti-dragon dreadnoughts had their new guns mounted. Silverdrake and Powellsfilled the air as
the dragons waited for the fleet to receive them.

But there was more to afleet than being ready "in amateria condition.” Officers and men had been
shifted around in acomplex, and unwinnable, dance. New ship types had been added. Gunners and
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dragon-pilots were haf-trained. New captainsfilled the fleet.

Onthe surface it looked like they were unstoppable. And Edmund knew that half the battle was
morae. That the brave show would have apart in any battle. But he a'so knew that agood part of it was
training. And in that they were sorely lacking.

So it was with these thoughts that he ascended the side of the Bonhomme Richard and shook the
hand of Shar Chang.

"AtlantisHest, arriving!" the petty officer bellowed. The pipes and drums beat aflourish and hisflag
mounted the mast. But he knew that that, too, was only a show.

"Shar," he said, shaking the admiral’s hand. "We ready to set sail 7'

"Asready aswe're going to get,” Chang replied. He was clearly tired.

"Let's get below; weve got thingsto discuss.”

* % %

They were in the same quarters he had occupied in his previous voyage on the Richard; port side of
the officers corridor, aroom specificaly made for visting dignitaries. It was smdl but it had alarge bed,
awide porthole and atable big enough for six to fit around if they were friendly. Right now, it was only
Edmund and Shar Chang; Shar's aide was showing the gaggle following Edmund around their own,
much more cramped, quarters.

"Shar, firg thing, I'm not here to joggle your ebow,” Edmund said.

"l think I know why you're here." Shar grinned. "Y ou're an old war-horse that can't stay away from
abattle”

"Okay, there'sthat,” Edmund admitted. "But | would have swallowed my pride and stayed on shore
if it wasn't for the condition of the fleet, mentaly. The last timethey salled, their admird stayed,
presumably safe and sound, on shore. Thistime I'm going to share the danger. Seasicknessand al.”

"And, incidentally, be able to answer any little questions that come up in my mind?' Shar said,
grinning again.

"I'm hoping that I'll be able to spend the whole voyage doing paperwork,” Edmund admitted.
"Except for the throwing up part.”

"Well, I'm going to be exercising the fleet up until we get word on New Destiny's movements,” Shar
sad. "In close where we can resupply readily. I'm especialy going to be exercising the dragons and the
anti-dragon gunners. Well probably be going through alot of sallcloth.”

"Probably will," Edmund chuckled. When fired into the wind the bolts from the air-guns had a
distressing tendency to fdl on thefiring ships. It had caused severa accidents, to the point of putting
shelters on the decks, and shields on the guns, to prevent friendly fireincidents. But there was no way to
save the sails and the dreadnoughts tended to look asif they'd just won first prizein aquilting bee. "And
bolts and bombs. Good. When do we up anchor?"

"As soon aswere donetaking,” Shar admitted.

"Well, let me take some of these herbs Daneh prescribed for seasickness and then hoist the mizzen
or whatever," theadmird sad, grinning.

"Well make asalor of you yet, Admird."
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Chapter Sixteen

"When are we going to land?' Kenton signaled to the rider next to him.

Herzer caught the Sign out of the corner of his eye and waved to him. "Cut the chatter,” he Sgned, as
Vickie coasted up on her Silverdrake.

The fleet had been scheduled to sail thirty minutes prior. The fly-off of the dragons had been
intended to let them land in the bay after the fleet upped anchor. But the dragons had alimited endurance
aoft and the first up were going to tart tiring soon. Especidly the Silverdrake.

"Sabeh and Al Kdifaare getting worn out,” Vickie signaed, swinging around the front of hisdragon
and back in aquick bank as she smultaneoudy signed. "All Silverdrake. Need to land.”

"Signd ship," Herzer Sgned, Sghing. Great sart to the big adventure.

The Silverdrake turned over on its back and dove down to the lower formation of defensive
dragons. Vickie continued through the formation, narrowly missing one of the other wyverns, and down
towards the ship which had just lifted its anchor and set sall.

* % %

"Dragon sgnding, maam," thelookout caled.

Skipper Karcher looked up and to the rear where the lookout was pointing and at the underside of
the landing platform over her head. With ameow of distaste she walked to the rear of the quarterdeck
and leaned out.

"What'sthe sgna?' she shouted.

"Requesting clearanceto land," the signa midshipman caled from primary flight ops. Thelatter wasa
platform mounted on the rear mast. From there they could see the incoming dragons and signalsfrom
dragonsin the pattern. Unlike the captain.

"The fleet hasn't signaled air-ops, maam,” her new XO, Mgor Sassan, said.
"I know that, XO," the skipper said. "Pri-fly! Powell or Silverdrake?’

"Silverdrake, malam!" the midshipman caled. She saw the damned df climbing up there aswell.
"Now sgnding request to recdl dl the Silverdrake.”

"Granted," Karcher called. "Do not, say again, do not set for air-ops! Have ground crews standing
by
"Maam, are you sure about that?' Sassan asked.

"Yes," Karcher replied. "Communications, signa the fleet. 'Have recalled fatigued Slverdrake. Our
number. End.'s"
"Y es, mdam," the Sgna midshipman said, pulling the flags out of her locker.

Karcher could, barely, see the Richard from her position. She saw the acknowledgement flag fly
just asthefirst Silverdrake thumped to the deck, then an "Approved" follow it quickly. The approval
was marked for the wholefleet.
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"Apparently there are others with tired Silverdrake,” Sassan said.

"Yes," Karcher replied. "X O, could | seeyou below?" she said, walking lightly to the companionway
and springing hafway down in one bound.

When they reached her day-room she sat down and waved at the chair across from her desk.

"I don't know how Admira Chang handled things, XO," she said. "But when | make adecision, |
don't want it second-guessed unless you know you haveinformation | don't. Y ou will find that | will
frequently ask for input, especidly asregards the handling characteristics of this ship, the material
condition and the crew. But when | give an order, you do not second-guess me. Certainly not in front of
the crew. Isthat clear?’

"Yes, maam," the XO replied.

"When Silverdrake have to land, they have to land. Maybe Vickie pulled them atad early, maybe
not. But | am not going to question the decision of an experienced dragon-rider, certainly notintheair.
Further reasons for my decision: Silverdrake can land on adime. They don't need the ship to be headed
into thewind. Thefleet could recal them without maneuvering, which is good since we don't have the
Sea-room, yet. | could have asked the admird. In the future, | suspect | will. But &t that time, in that
place, | knew | had to get my Silverdrake down. Making decisonslike that iswhat being the skipper is
about. Clear?"

"Clear, maam."

"When you're askipper, you'll have to make decisionslike that, too. For now, let's get back up on
deck. | imagine well start air-ops pretty soon."”

* % %

"I can't believe they got to seathat fast,” Paul snarled, tiredly.

He had just completed another session of recaling his avatars. Reintegrating their personalitieswas
tiring and generaly left him grouchy. Megan had had Shanea stand by with her asthey waited and now
the latter lifted acup of wineto hislips.

"Thank you, Shanea," Paul said, taking asip.

"The UFS sailed dready?' Megan asked.

"Yes," Paul said, shaking his head and taking the cup from Shanea. His hand shook dightly ashe
raised it for another sip. "That damned Tabot again. Sheida put him in charge of the fleet. HEs made dl
sorts of changes. Most of them good.”

"He has been quite athorn in your side," Megan prompted.

"Asbad asKinloch in Taurania," Paul admitted, sitting up. "Worse, redly. Chansa gave ordersto
have him assassinated but that bastard Conner bungled it."

"Conner isnormdly quite efficient,” Megan mused.

"Y es, but thistime he underestimated Tabot, and that bastard Herrick for that matter. The ns
attacked them by surprise and the two of them managed to kill eight of the ns, even though they
were unarmed.”

"Herrick isthe young Blood Lord?" Shanea asked.

"Yes," Paul said, smiling at the girl. Shaneausudly just listened since she wasn't quite as quick on the
uptake as Megan. "He's been a bit of athornin my side aswell, but not as bad as Talbot. I'm thinking of
sending ateam of Celing's specias after the both of them. Or maybe Edmund's family, including that brat
of McCanoc's."

"Edmund Talbot does not seem the sort to respond to grief,” Megan said, frowning. "Not in an
unthinking way. If anything, it will make him angrier. But not agood angry. Not from what you'vetold
me of him. | don't want to say that attacking them would beabad idea, but . . ."

"But you think it'sabad idea" Paul grinned. "And you're probably right. I'll make anote to Chansa
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to leave them adone. Killing Edmund will do. And if they can get that bastard Herzer a the sametime,
more power."

"Can't our fleet beat theirs?' Shanea asked.

"Probably, lovey," Paul said, patting her on the head. "Weve got more ships. But | don't trust that
Tabot. He'stricky."

"Any good news?' Megan asked.

"Well, they dill haven't taken the Alam reactor,” Paul said. "But Arizzi'sforces got pushed back in

Chin, again, and Cho is stalemated in the mountains of Soam. If we can just take Norau, or even the
eastern reactors. . "

"Y ou need sometimeto let thisbubble” Megan said, diding over next to him. "Two beautiful
women, one good looking guy. What does this suggest to you?”'

"That my day's getting better?' Paul chuckled.

"Good day for flying," Herzer said as he checked the straps on Meitari.

The fleet had recovered the dragonsin the bay and then headed out to seafor more exercises. They
had spent the morning doing ship drills but the afternoon was dated for air-operations. The riders had
wolfed down lunch and were now preparing to lead their mounts up to the deck.

"That itis," Joannasaid, sumping down the broad corridor that marked the dragon-hanger. " Seas
are low enough that the wyverns aren't Sck, not pitching too much. Should be easy takeoff and landing.”

"Niceand warm," Ensgn Rosssaid. "Good thermals.”

"Wdl, let'sgo find out,” Herzer said, opening up the gate of the stdl and leading the wyvern out into
the pathway as soon as Joanna was past. He handed the reins to one of the handlers, though, and did
past Joannato beat her onto the deck.

"What's your hurry?* Joanna growled.

"You'refirg off, Commander,” Herzer pointed out. "I'm last. I'm going to watch the launch in pri-fly;
mogt of the guys up there are pretty green.”

"Hey, Joanna," Bast said, swinging down from the mainmadt. "Careto give me aride?'

"Sure, you'relight," Joanna said as one of the Silverdrake let out an evil hiss,

"Quit that you bastard,” Vickie replied, dapping the wyvern on the nose. "Ngjah hates waiting for
othersto take off."

" She can go ahead asfar as1'm concerned,” Joanna said.

"Silverdrake should launch last,” Mgor Sassan called from pri-fly. "They've got the shortest legs.”

"I'll just take her to where she won't mind so much,” Vickie said, mounting the wyvern. At an unseen
sgnd the wyvern grabbed the ratlines and started climbing the mainmast. The movement wasvery likea
climbing bat's, the wings had three fingerlike gppendages which the Silverdrake used for climbing hand
over hand up therigging. When it reached the mainsail it climbed out on the crosstree until it reached the
end, whereit perched. After amoment it did around until it was facing head down, itswingsfoldedin
againg itsbody. It was gpparent that it could take off at any moment.

"Fucking show-off," Joanna chuckled.
"I didn't know they could do that," Herzer said, till looking up at the dragon above.
"Neither did I," said Skipper Karcher. "I wonder how long she can hang like that?"

"Wadll, if we don't get started, malam, we may find out the hard way," Herzer pointed out asthe
other Silverdrake started climbing the rigging. He'd been surprised at Karcher's sudden appearance, she
had been in pri-fly just a second ago, but tried to avoid showing it. The skipper had the uncanny ability
to smply appear; even with his keen hearing he never heard her walking up. And shedidn't just walk;
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he'd seen her drop from the rigging agood ten meters and land on the balls of her feet, slently.

"Good point,” Karcher said.

"Heet'ssgnaing, maam," the signal midshipman called. "Prepare for ar-operations, tack.”

"Mgor Sassan, prepare to come into thewind!" Karcher said, making a seemingly impossible legp
upwardsto aratline, then flinging herself across open air back into pri-fly. The only person Herzer had
ever seen move like that was Bast. He suddenly wondered how many cat genes there were in wood
eves

Asthe fleet tacked into the wind the carriers began launching their dragons. Joannawas very nearly
thefirst inthe air and she headed for dtitude faster than the wyverns, forming up in alazy figure eight
over the carrier.

"Comeon up,” shedgnaed, "theair'sfine

* k% %

If Edmund thought he could catch up on his paperwork at sea he was wrong; dispatch doops were
cheap.

"Shar, thisisinsane," Edmund said asthe admiral stepped into the room and tossed his beret on the
desk. Hewas carrying a heavy bag, which he set on thefloor.

"And you're not even looking at what | stopped,” Shar noted. The admiral and his staff had been
"filtering" the material sent to Edmund. Edmund had ensured that they knew what to filter, but the
remainder was till aheavy load.

"I know, I'm looking a what you couldn't stop,” Edmund growled. "There are requests for
clarification from Congress on things we had settled a month ago. Buships wants to know why were
ordering heavier sanding rigging. When | told them, they flipped alid.”

"I know, they don't want the crosstrees weighted by the wyverns,”" Shar said. "It does make the
salling atad tougher. Be bad in astorm.”

"The Slverdrake can't hang up therein astorm,” Edmund noted.

"Storms come up fast sometimes,” Shar explained. "Y ou want my suggestion, send them
Wedlington'sanswer.”

"Welington'sanswer?' Edmund said.

"What, you've never heard of Wellington's responsein the Spanish Campaign?' the admird said with
achuckle.

"No," Edmund admitted. "I know quite a bit about Wellington, fine guy, severa of his quotes have
been badly mangled over the years. But that's anew one on me. Do tdll.”

"Basically he sent amessage back to the army high command to the effect that he was being asked
too many stupid questions. Especialy about supply issues. 'l can win battles or count nails, not both.'s"

"Hah!" Edmund snorted. "Okay, find methe origind. I'll quoteit with a copy to the Armed Services
committee, that pack of goat-riding nitwits, Navy command, Buships and Sheida. Thanks. What'sin the
bag?"

"Last word we had isthat the New Destiny fleet hasn't salled yet, right?' Shar said, pulling alarge
metal devicefrom the bag. It had adia on one side and the other had acomplicated clamping
arrangement.

"Nope. Looks like they don't have their act together as well aswe do. Thank God for Ennesby and
Trahn."

"Well, thisis one way to even up the odds abit, Evan'slatest marvel." Chang turned the dia dightly
and st the device on the desk, face up. After amoment alarge spike sprung out, hard.

"What are we spiking?' Edmund asked, touching thetip. It was partialy hollow. "And what are we
quirting?"
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"Ships," Shar said with agrin. "And concentrated acid. The spike drivesinto the wood and squirts
out acid under pressure. If it doesn't penetrate the hull, the acid is till going to dissolve abig hole. If it
does penetrate the hull, and it isn't in the bilges, it's going to burn out ahole big enough that it will sink the
ship with luck. Put it in dry dock at theleast.”

"Very nice,” Edmund said, dryly. "Y ou know the story about when the Navy tried to come up with
something likethis?'

"No, | wasin durance-not-so-vilein Blackbeard," Shar said. "Do tdll."

"Theresagroup of companies that have set up around Washan. They get contractsfor various
things related to the military, sutlers, designers, that sort of thing. Anyway, the Navy went to one of those
companies and had it desgn amine. The company spent ayear and the mine they came up with was
threetimesthat size and didn't work. And Evan came up with thisin, what? A week?"

Shar laughed and shook his head.

"| take it thisisthe answer to how the mer can do more than just handle recon and communications,”
Edmund asked.
"What do you think?'

"I think 1 wouldn't want to be amer carrying one of these thingsinto harbor,” Edmund said and
sghed. "Not with orcaand ixchitl screening the entrance. But then, I'm old and aware of my mortdity.
Volunteersonly. And welll haveto get aship in closeto carry them.”

"Not necessarily,” Chang said with ashrug. "We can load afew of them on awhale and have him
carry them into the area. Then have the mer cross-load for the rest of the distance.”

"However you want to doiit,” Edmund said.
"Y ou're not happy about it,” Shar said.

"No, I'm not," Edmund admitted. "It's going to be anearly suicidd mission. If weloseafew mer and
take out acarrier or two, that's good casudlty ratio. | fill don't care for it. It'sagood idea, though, so
runwithit."

"You haveapoint,” Shar sad.

"And keep it very closeto your vest," Edmund added. "Need to know only. Were till leaking
information likeaseve™

* % %

"Yourang, Jod?'

Sheida's projection was hanging in midair and looked impatient.

"Indeed,” Travante replied. "I'm trying to track down some New Destiny agents with the flet.
Unfortunately Conner has gpparently gotten very canny with his communications. My agents have been
attempting to locaize them with Evan's devices, so far with no success. | need something abit more
technologicd. Sorry."

Avatars gave off amild electromagnetic field. Evan Mayerle had used that fact to trace down aNew
Destiny agent on board the Bonhomme Richard during the diplomatic mission to the mer. However, the
traceswerefaint and if the communication was brief and random it was nearly impossible to find them
with the rdatively low-tech methods available.

"I'll ken some devicesfor your agents,” Sheida said with asigh. "Which ships?"

"The Bonhomme Richard, again, the Alida Diaconescu and the Hazhir."

"I've never heard of the Diaconescu,” Sheidatemporized.

"It's one of the dreadnoughts that was converted to an anti-dragon platform,” Joel explained. "That
and the Hazhir are the ones that I'm bothered by the most, frankly. If someone's on the Diacon they can
be giving out designs and specs for the new guns, not just that we have them. And the Hazhir isanew
source, abrand new one. I'd like to squelch it as soon as possible.”
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"I'll need contact information for your agents,”" Sheida pointed out. "What news on the attack on
Edmund?’

"Nothing useful,” Jod admitted. "1 got the news that the hit was out just before the attack, far too
short atime to do anything abouit it. The one survivor that was caught sang like a canary but he didn't
know anything. Barely knew the people he was with and they were dl recruited from waterfront bars. ‘A
man in apub." Nothing to go on there. Bast gpparently killed one of the recruiters, which was
unfortunate. So far no expangion to the family, though, it'sal on Edmund. Oh, and money has been
offered if Mg or Herrick isincluded.”

"Chansa has got us outnumbered,” Sheida mused. "Why is he so desperate?”

"Angry, more likely," Paul pointed out. "He never did take well to any sort of frustration and
Edmund has been very frustrating to him."

"Agreed. Anything e se?'

"Youreawarethat Paul hasa. . . breeding program?"

"If you're talking about hisharem, yes," Sheidasaid, flexing her jaw.

"I may have an entreetoiit,” Joel said, carefully. "They have put out abid for some persond effects,
notably cosmetics. One of my agents, not coincidentaly, isacosmetic supplier.”

"Cosmetic supplier?' Sheida said, raising her eyebrow.

"Cosmeticsare luxury itemsin Ropasa,” Joel said, impassvely. "This permits my agent to move
among the wedthy with afully justified cover. And since heis being supported independently, shall we
say, he can afford to underbid his competition at need. With luck we will be able to penetrate the harem.”

"And you think that will help?' Shelda asked.

"I suspect that Paul may talk to the girls." Jod shrugged. "Evenif it isabout inconsequentid items,
they may be pieced together. When he isthere and when heis goneisdata. Of course, the agent may
not be able to find a usesble contact. But | fed it isworth ashot.”

"Pillow talk," Sheida said, shaking her heed.

"The honey trap isone of the oldest trapsin the business,” Jod noted. "Men tend to talk afterwards.
It'samazing what they will tdl apretty woman.”

"I've noticed that effect mysdlf,” Sheida admitted, dryly. "If they stay awake. Now, let's get the
information on your agents on the shipsand I'll get on to the billion other things | haveto do. And | wish
you luck on your harem adventure.”

Chapter Seventeen

Megan smiled thinly as the vendor's eyes flickered down and then back up to look her inthe eye.

After acertain amount of persuading, Paul had alowed her to begin looking for another " sundries’
vendor. Paul was congtantly on Christel, and Megan now, to keep costs down and one of the harem's
worst expenses, after food, was cosmetics. When Megan had arrived there hadn't been any. Prior to the
Fdl there were avariety of waysto "touch up" the face, and body, from skin color mods to nannite
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makeup. After the Fall it had taken awhilefor "luxury” itemsto appear; asfar as she knew Megan was
ill the only perfumer in Ropasa. But as part of her plan Megan had found, through the kitchen staff that
handled dl the "sundries’ vending, acosmetics supplier.

Unfortunately, the price the supplier charged wasinfernaly high. Admittedly, some of the materids
were either not found in Ropasa or exceedingly rare. But Hill, the prices were just outrageous.

Paul had findly let her accept bids from competitors and this vendor was the winning bidder. If his
materia met spec.

And if he could keep hiseyesin his head.

"Sorry about that," the man said. He seemed to be over the " outfit" and examining her face. But she
decided toignoreit.

"That'sfine," Megan replied. "Aslong as you remember that my eyes are up here," she added,
pointing at her face.

"Yes Miss...?

"Sung," Megan replied. "Megan Sung. Now, | like your pricing, but I'm not comfortable with the
shades on your blushes. They're atad brown."

"We don't have accessto afirm red,” the vendor replied, nodding and looking down at his notes.
"The best red, the brightest available, isvermillion. But it'smadefrom.. . ."

"Mercury,” Megan said, smiling thinly. "A toxic heavy metd."
"Did my predecessor . . . 7' the man asked, looking up in startlement.

"| tested all the cosmeticsfor base materialsin my lab," Megan replied. "1 rgjected hisredsfor that
very reason. Another point against him, besides price. I'm glad to hear you don't useit. Thereis no other
high qudity red available?

"Say rather that thereis none that is not toxic," the man said with agrimace. "To one degree or
another. My lab isworking on a petroleum based red. We know that it once existed, but I've been
unable to find any hardcopy data on how to produceit. And, even then, we anticipate that it will have
sometrace of metdlicsinit.”

"There arered dyes being used in clothes,” Megan said, gesturing at her top. It wasabrilliant red
slk.

"And the people using those dyes are quite reticent about what they use." The vendor grinned. "Also,
some high-brilliance red dyes that are functiona for clothing are not functiona for cosmetics. Thereisan
... intimate contact with cosmetics. Any volatile in them istrangmitted through the skin. Which iswhy
testing for them used to be so acute.”

"Unfortunatdly, | need ared,” Megan said, frowning. "If you're willing to give up some of your
industrid secrets, I'd be willing to do some experimentation of my own. Not for production; the girlsuse
far morethan I'd be able to produce.”

"l understand,” the vendor replied with agrin. "Well keep working on it. Weve got some new
mixtures," he continued, pulling asample out of his case. "And we're working with some of the lesstoxic
materias, to try to find onethat is suitable. But you can understand that | truly do not want to poison any
of Paul Bowman's. . . friends"

"Understandable.” Megan grinned, opening up the leather case. The man held out ahand mirror as
she brushed some of the rouge onto her cheek and considered the color. "That's.. . . better. Nearly right.
What about lip gloss?"

"That's actudly easier,” the man replied. "An addition of yellow brings out the red. The yellow does
have a trace quantity of lead init. But our test subjects haven't experienced any notable side effects.”

"Test subjects?' Megan asked, carefully.

"Wetes al the cosmetics on animasfirg,” the vendor replied, shrugging. "Then employees use
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them. Thereisno compulsion used. And none of our customers have had any complaints. So far, so

"Isthere much of amarket?' Megan asked, doing her other cheek asthe man pulled out agloss
sample.

"More and more of one," the vendor admitted. " Although this account will be. . . substantia from
what you've aluded.”

"Weusealot of cosmetics." Megan sighed, pouting her lipsto apply the gloss. Now that was red.

"Agan, | undergand,” the man said, carefully.

"Oh, Paul's not here that much," Megan said, looking up from the mirror. "But he turns up without
any warning. So the girlsuseit every day regardless. And they're awaystrying for the right new ‘look’
that hell particularly like. Harem politics.”

"Yes," theman said, uncomfortably.

"Y ou can usetheword,” Megan replied, smiling thinly. "Wedo."

"Asyou wish," thevendor said. "l can start supplying by the end of theweek. Thetermsare
acceptable?!

"Quite acceptable,” Megan replied. "Much better than your competitors.”

"My competitors have neither my sources nor my business acumen,” the vendor said withagrin. "On
the subject of a'new look." | have some employees, femae, who perform makeup seminars. Would it be
possble...?

"Unlikely," Megan said with amoue. "1 had to practicaly twist Paul'sarm to let me do the negotiating
onthis. Vigtors are extremely rarein the harem.”

"Must be boring,” the man said, frowning.

"It'ssafe and werewd | cared for,” Megan replied, cutting off that line of questioning. "We can
expect the supplies by the end of the week?!

"Yes, maam," the vendor said, laying out some more samples. "These, of course, are on the house.”
Ashesadit hedid apiece of paper out from under one of the samples. Onit it sad, "Travante.

"Thank you," Megan said, looking at it like amouse in front of asnake. "What isthis?"

"It'sanew line of cosmeticswe're working on,” the man said, turning the paper over so she could

seetheligt of available materids. "It'samuch brighter line that has been thoroughly inspected. Some of
the colors are unique. For example, we have alovely azure eye shadow.”

Megan's father had been on assgnment in the Asur ISands prior to the Fall. But this could just as
eadly beatrap asareal contact.

"I've dwaysliked azure," Megan replied with caculated interest.

"Yes," theman said, smiling as he packed up his case. "Many do; it'slike the colors of abright new
day."

It's a bright new day, Megan. In her memory her father was patting her hair, ashe did every
morning hewas home. Time to wake up. Either Paul had her father and wastesting her . . . no, that
made no sense. If Paul knew she was Joel Travante's daughter he'd act upon it, not test her. And there

was no reason for them to know that phrase, even if her father had been captured. It had to be a
contact.

"W, let'stalk about that next week," Megan replied, handing back the dip of paper folded so the
name didn't show. "Y ou'll be here?'

"Yes, maam," the man said, his brow furrowing.
How to reply without giving myself away?
"Y ou understand that I'll have to do aforensic andysis of your materias?' Megan asked.
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"Of course,”" the vendor replied. "I could expect nothing less.”

"Paul isvery fatherly towards us," Megan continued. "But if something happened to one of the girls
at the very least | would expect that there would be athorough investigation. The repercussionswould
be unpleasant.”

"I understand,” the man said after apregnant pause. "l look forward to meeting with you again.”

"I'd like to add something,” Megan said, looking a him sternly. ™Y ou will not discussthiswith anyone
. That isvery important. Am | absolutely clear about that?"

"l don't discuss my customer's business, Miss Sung,” the vendor replied.

"Not with your partners and not up any sort of corporate chain,” Megan said, firmly. "Paul will hear.
And we don't want that to happen, do we?"

"Madame, | assureyou. . ."

"And | am assuring you," Megan replied. Y our new linewill go nowhere if you pass around that
you'rein contact with Paul's . . . friends. He will hear about it. And he won't respond pleasantly.”

"Yes, mdam," theman said, gulping. "I understand. Completely.”

"I'll see about arranging aseminar,” Megan continued. "The girlswould likeit, that'sfor sure. Until
next week," she said, standing up.

"Until next week."

* % %

Martin St. John was a happy man. He had been athief, acon artist and amurderer before the Fall,
in an environment where dl three were, to say the leadt, difficult. After the Fal he smply shifted his
techniques, finding the basic methods and thought processes the same if somewhat more sanguine.

That was until held fallen astray of Brother Conner. He and Conner had been in the same society of
professional ne'er-do-wells prior to the Fall. Somehow the bastard had tracked him down and
blackmailed him into heading an expedition to the Southern Idesto break up the potentia aliance of the
mer and the UFS. And that had gone so well that he had ended up stranded on adesert idand, Starving
to death.

That was until afriendly fisherman had picked him up and brought him back to town. Back in town
the "friendly fisherman” had turned out to be none other than Specia Fisking Inspector Jod the Bastard
Travante who knew exactly who the "stranded merchant” on the idand was. And who had had heavies
waiting to ensure "Martin” didn't disgppear in the Caribbean darkness.

So Martin had been given afew unpaatable choices. He could stand trial for various war crimes, the
ixchitl, kraken and orcas that he had commanded had not been particularly nice. In which casg, if
convicted, he would be sentenced to either hard labor, which he abhorred, or death, which he abhorred
even more.

Or. Therewasawaysan "or." Or he could, of his"own free will" accept aloyaty geasand go to
work for the UFS. Plying his skills, so to speak. Back in Ropasa where Conner was Jod the Bastard
Travante's opposite number.

Nobody said the"or" would bea good "or."
Let's see, guaranteed hard labor, probably death. Or, probably death.

But. Therewasadwaysa"but" too. But if hetook thejob, and did it well, he would be fisking over
Conner. Conner, the bastard, who had left him to die on aburning ship. It was that that had tipped the
scales. The chanceto redlly stick it to Conner. Hedd never liked him anyway.

Now, though, lord did he have information. Joel Travante, the man he hated second in line after
Conner, was about to find out that his daughter was spreading her legs for Paul Bowman. Glorious
revenge. And dl he had to do wasfollow hisloyaty conditioning. Lovely.

But he had to be careful. If hefailed to deliver the information, or if it got picked up by New
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Destiny, Jod the Bastard would pull hislife like aplug. And he couldn't deviate from routine oneiotaor,
more than likely, Conner'sinterna security goonswould pick him up with amilar results. But, fortunately,
he'd set up ahard contact method in advance.

Whether Megan the Harlot knew it or not, she wasimmured in acastle in the middle of Stayorg
City. And no more than two days away by fast coach was Iruck, where his next meeting wasto take
place. Andinlruck . ..

Martin tried not to whistle in glee as he strode through the nighttime streets and tapped on a discreet
door inan aleyway. A small dot shot back and a grim face looked him over then unbolted the door.

The lamp-lit interior of the room was decked out in red and various femaes |ounged around in
practicaly nothing. Martin tried not to grin again as he looked at the girls, most of whom were dightly
Changed. There was atiger-girl and two wolf girlsand one that was a bit too much cat. The girl even
had atail. But what he was looking for was upgtairs.

Very few peoplein the brothel knew that Martin owned it. And the reason he owned the brothel
was on the top floor. He knocked on the door and entered at awhistled reply.

Thegirl inthe dimly lit room was enormoudly tal with what appeared to be hugely outsized breasts.
They were, in fact, flight muscles, for Joie had been one of therareindividuds, pre-Fdl, to have hersdlf
Changed so that she could achieve true flight. Her arms flexed normally but the bones of her pinky
fingers had been hyperextended into flight bones. Those bones, and al the rest throughout her bodly,
were a hollow honeycomb of advanced fibers and her skin was covered in afine down that was both
aerodynamic and warm. She stood nearly two and ahalf meters and her wings at full extension stretched
for saven and ahdf to either sde. Between the enormous "breasts,” angelic face, long, downy legsand
her beautiful carriage she wasincredibly popular with those men who had money to spend on the truly
exotic. But it wasthe ability for fully powered flight that had attracted Martin and caused him to spend
Jodl'smoney like water to purchase her. Because she could carry amessage al the way acrossthe
continent inasingle night.

"Helo, Joie" Martin sad, smiling.

"Hello, Martin," Joie Sghed, sadly. Shewas reclined on along, narrow bed. "L et me guess, you
want meto play thefallen angd again.”

"I'dloveto, frankly," Martin grinned. "But you're not going to be playing with me, or anyone dse,
unless you want to. | need you to do me one more service and then you are free.”

Joie sat up on the bed and turned up the lamp, looking himin the eye coldly.

"Don't play with me, Martin," she said, her face working. "Do not do thisto me. | don't care what
geasyou have on me, | will kill you."

"Free," Martin said, extracting asmall tube. "Here are your orders. Fly from here to the coast of
Ropasa, the Breton coast.”" He pulled out a map and pointed to the spot. Y ou can find it easily by
following the Lore then heading north. Thereisatown at thisriver. Just up the coast isahouseon a
promontory. It hasawidow'swalk and thereisadwaysalight that shines upward. Y ou'll have to makeit
there by dawn. Can you?'

"If | uff mysdf," thegirl said.

"Stuff yoursdlf, then,” Martin said, handing her the tube. "Take this. There's a person at the house.
Tell her 'Jean has along mustache' and she will take care of you. The next night go down to the beach
and carry alantern. That will be Saturday. Y ou must make it by Saturday.”

"I will," Joiesad.

"People will meet you on the beach. Give them the capsule and tell them you'reto be given
trangport. They'll haveto arrangeit. Stay at the house until it'stimeto leave. Never come back.”

"l wont," Joiesaid. "Trust me."

"It'samoonless night tonight,” Martin said. ™Y ou shouldn't be spotted.”
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"Thisisred?' Joiesad, tearsin her eyes.

"Thisisred," Martin said with anod. "It's dangerous, though.”

"l don't care,” Joie spat. "I've wished | was dead enough nights. To be free again. To be able to soar
agan."

"You'reout of shape," Martin worried.

"I'l makeit," Joiesad. "I'll makeit if | had to fly to Norau.”

"That shouldn't be necessary,” Martin said with alopsided grin. "Go now. Eat. Then leave." He
reached out and stroked the down on her cheek. "I know you won't missme, but I'll missyou. Upon the
completion of your misson you are freed of adl geas, on my word as your owner. Now, go."

* % %

Joiefdt every day of her confinement as she flew. She had done push-upsin her room, trying to
work her wingsin the event she could break the expensive geas her first "master” had purchased to
control her. But push-ups were not flying, and too many of her muscles were out of shape. She had tried
to warm up dowly by being careful heading up to dtitude. But she could not rest. Not if she was going
to make it by dawn. She had to fly ashard as she ever had in her life and it had strained her to the
utmodt.

Onething that Martin didn't know about her was that she didn't need his directions. She had dso
opted for anavigational package-she dways knew "where' shewas-and if she had agood ideawherea
location was she could fly to it dmost unerringly. She avoided the Lore, which had many villages
growing up aong it, and headed straight for the coadt, just north of itsjoining with the sea.

There, nearly out of energy and her muscles screaming, she banked north, agiant white bird against
the lightening sky. She hadn't been ableto fly asfast as she'd hoped so the sun was already starting to
peek up above the land. She ducked down to get out of the sunlight but she knew that some people
must have seen her flying againgt the sky. Findly she spotted the house and stooped like an exhausted
falcon into the garden in the back. With quick, if weary, steps she crossed to the door at the back and
pounded on it, looking around &t the pleasant herb garden and, even better, the high hedge that
surrounded the house.

The door was answered by an old woman, at least three hundred if shewas aday. She had gray
hair that had remnants of red in it and a pinched face that <till echoed abeauty of the old days. The
woman looked at the giant bird-woman imperturbably.

"Yes?' thewoman asked.

"Jean has along mustache?' Joie asked. "Does that mean anything to you?"

"Did anyone see you?' the woman snapped.

"Maybe," Joie said, shrugging as only awoman with fifteen meter wings can. "But | sort of ook like
aredly big bird when I'mflying."

"Get in here," the woman said, standing to the Side.

Joie dipped through the door, pulling her wingsin around her, and looked around. The kitchen was
light and airy with a scrubbed table, copper pots, alarge wood stove and hams and herbs hanging from
the ceiling. It smdled strongly of onion, asif the floor had been washed withit.

That was about al the impression Joie got as the woman hustled her to adoor and down into the
basement. The basement was half filled with various oddments, bits of furniture that had waited for repair
until they were dust, covered boxes, broken barrels. But the back haf wasfilled with wine racks. The
woman went to one of these and swung it back revealing asmall room.

"In here" thewoman said.

"I'm starving," Joiereplied. "And | need to go to the beach tonight. It must be tonight.”

"Well see" the woman replied. "Going to the beach does no one any good if the arealis crawling
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with Change, girl. Go inthereand I'll find you some food. Quickly."

Joie folded hersdlf into the room, which wastoo low for her, and sat on achair that wastoo small.
The room wasingantly dark but she fumbled on the table and found a match. The match led to acandle
and the candle led to an examination of the room. Therewasn't much toit. A bed too short. A chair too
small. A tabletoo low. And avery short ceiling. It was gpparently ventilated, but Joie couldn't find from
where. The woman returned with alarge bowl of thick stew and aloaf of excellent bread and cautioned
Joie to remain quiet no matter what she heard. After eating, Joie blew out the candle and settled down
on the too short bed, pulling her wings around her for warmth and comfort.

Later she half remembered thumping but it passed from one bad dream to another where something
was chasing her through the night. There was asilver cord around her heart and no matter how far or
how fast she flew it couldn't break. She awoke as the door did back and the old woman waved &t her.

"Lucky it wasn't Changed,” the old woman said, much more friendly. "There was one Sniffer but
with the herbs in the garden and the onion and pepper on the floor there was no way for him to pick up

your scent. Y ou were seen but no one was sure what you were. Most said alarge seabird, maybe an
abatross badly off-course.”

"l do not look like an abatross,” Joie said.

"No, you don't." The woman chuckled. "It's nearly nightfal. Y ou need moreto eat?’

"If you please" Joiesad. "I might haveto fly again tonight.”

The woman set her down to another bowl of stew and more bread but when Joie looked up

piteoudy the woman sniffed and brought out cold chicken, more bread, more stew, until Joie finaly
waved her back.

"It takesalot of energy to fly," Joie said in embarrassment at the feast she had been served. Theold
woman had contented herself with one bowl of stew and a bite of bread.

"l can bdieveit," the woman said, taking asip of wine.

"My names Joie," Joie sad, filling up the sllence. "What's yours?'

"Mineismy own," the woman replied with agrimace. "And yoursisyours. No names. No names
and no questions, that way if you're caught you can't give anything away. | take it you weren't trained for
this?"

"No, I've beenin abrothd for the last four years,” Joie answered, tartly. "I don't even know what
thisis"

"Thereyou go, telling methings," the woman said, throwing up her hands. "Although, I'll admit that
my description of youisdidinctive.”

"So what do we talk about?" Joie asked.

"Nothing, by preference,” the old woman said grimly, standing up and picking up the dishes. "It will
be dark in lessthan an hour. | will tell you where to go on the beach and give you alantern. After that it
isuptoyou.”

* % %

The salkie point popped his head above the water and glanced at the shore then dove again. He
gestured at the team leader and Signed: "Lantern.”

The team leader was less than thrilled. They'd used this drop-point before. Eventualy it was going to
be compromised. If it wasn't aready. But they had their orders. He waved the point in and the rest of
the team followed, twisting through the water in the aguabatics that were their forte.

The point popped his head above the water again and watched the lantern for amoment. At first it
was steady, then the light winked once, twice, three times. He dove again and headed for the beach,
mentaly saying his prayers.

When he reached the wave-line he poked his head out of the water again and looked around
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carefully. The lantern was out, which was right. But there was awhite figure where it had been. He
watched it for amoment, then looked around, reading the shadows, looking for anything out of place. It
looked right, but one more time he scanned the beach, then humped forward asfast as he could, headed
for the distant scree.

* % %

Joie had been told to watch for heads in the water but when the salkies came up she was surprised.
Shewasn't sure at firgt if they were her contact but she uncovered the bullseye lantern. When the heads
disappeared she covered it again. Then, when they appeared again, she uncovered it and sent the
recognition sign, mentally preparing to take off for dtitudeif they were with New Degtiny.

Her surprise was complete, however, when they burst out of the water in awelter of spray and
started to cross the beach towards her. A smdl one wasin the lead but right behind him was ahuge
gpecimen, at least three meters, with a crossbow on his back the size of asmal ballista. As she watched,
the big selkie reached the edge of the beach and started setting up the crossbow on atripod asthe
smaller one scanned the darkness.

"Y ou have something for us?' a selkie asked. He had moved so quietly, despite his ungainly method
of travel, that she hadn't even noticed him approach.

"A messagetube,” Joiesad. "And | wastold to tell you thisis very important. Nobody, nobody
opensit but Joel Travante or Edmund Talbot.”

"I'll passthat on."

"I'm supposed to be free, now," Joie said. "They said you would get me out.”

"That istough,” the salkie leader admitted. "I'll passit on, but | can't guarantee anything. There are
no shipsin thisarearight now and the New Destiny fleet just sailed. And | doubt you could swim out.”

"l have to get out of Ropasa,” Joie said, desperately. "Technicaly I'm an escaped dave. They'll cut
off my wingsif I'm captured.”

"Badgtards," the team leader said. "L ook, we've had some contact with the McClure clan in Gadl. Go
there. I'll pass on the word that you're there and well try to get pick-up in. Okay?'

"l canfind Gad," Joie said, grimly. "But where are the McClures?'

"West coadt, just across from Hibernia" The team leader used the fingers on hisflippersto sketch in
amap. "Here. Land in this areaand ask anyone about the McClures. They're either alied with them or
fighting them or both. But they'll know where you can find Laird McClure. Tell him Ryan sent you and to
take care of you until we come pick you up. We pay our debts.”

"l will, Ryan," the girl said, leaning down and kissing him on thetop of hiswet bullet head. "Thank
you."

"You'rewecome," Ryan replied. "Now we have to get the fisk out of here." He put the message
tubein apouch on his harness and turned to the water. "Y ou take care. Team, move it down to the
water by the numbers.”

Joie watched as the team reversed its assault on the beach and then as they disappeared into the
black water. It was only when the last selkie waved aflipper a her in farewd | that she rubbed out the
map and took off to the west, flying out and over the rapidly receding seal team.
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Chapter Eighteen

"Admird," the messenger said after atap on the door.
"Yes?' Shar and Edmund answered smultaneoudly, then grinned.

"It'sactualy amessage for Admira Chang, Admird." The messenger gulped, nervoudy. "New
Dedtiny fleet has sailed.”

"Which one?' Edmund asked.

"It wasjust that, dr, thefleet,”" the messenger replied.

"Shar?' Edmund said.

"I'll query for moreinformation,” Chang said, getting to hisfeet. "But | suspect they mean it'sboth.”
"How many of those devices of Evan's do we have?' Edmund asked as the messenger shut the door.

"Only ahdf adozen. More are being made on shore but getting them out to the areais going to be
tricky, especidly if thefleet isat sea. They'll haveto avoid them while moving into postion. Tricky."

"Well worry about that later,” Edmund said. "L et's find out what's going on.”

* % %

"Both fleets have sailed.” Mgor Steffani Viesseman was the fleet'sintelligence officer. Packing
Shar's gaff onto the ship, especialy with the addition of Edmund and his aides, had been adifficult
proposition but they'd managed it.

Packing them into Edmund's quarters was even harder.

"Right now theinformation is sketchy," she continued, pointing to the large map onthewadll. "But it
lookslike only one carrier iswith theinvasion fleet. Therest have separated and are headed south,
between the Briton Ides and Ropasa.”

"Whet the hell are they playing a?* Chang asked.

"I don't know, gir," the G-2 admitted. " Converging columns comesto mind. They could stay to the
south of theinvasion force. That way if we attack the invasion force they catch us between two forces.
Or they could be headed for another target."

"Do we have anything on the composition of the attack force?' Edmund asked.

"Five carriers, anti-dragon ships, frigates and some clipper ships of atype we don't recognize,” the
G-2 said. "The mer that are shadowing them say they're not rigged for gunnery, though.” She looked at
her notes. "They say there's an unusudly large number of boats dong the Sdes.”

"And they appear to be headed south?' Shar asked.
"At last word, sir," the G-2 nodded.

"That'saraidfleet.” Demetra Staffieri wasthe operations officer for the fleet, a petite brunette whose
blue eyes turned dmost black and cold when she was thinking hard, as she was now. "The clippersare
carrying troops, five getsyou ten, Sr.”
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"Blackbeard," Edmund said, suddenly. "They're going for Blackbeard."

Mer children could not use their gillsfor thefirst two years of their lives. Thusthey had to live an
amphibian existence. Blackbeard Base had been built for the specific purpose of protecting the children
and pregnant women of the mer. It was guarded by the largest force of Blood Lords outside of Raven's
Mill but there was no way that it was going to be able to hold out against the force being sent againgt it
and everyone a the table knew it.

"That'sonly aguess, gr," the G-2 pointed out. "Probably agood guess, but only that."

"If we sall to engage the combat fleet well be playing catch-up with the invasion flegt," Chang said,
looking a the map. "And if we engage the invasion fleet and they are headed for Blackbeard we're
going to have apassd of dead mer-children on our conscience.”

"We don't have the land forces to stop that level of assault,” Edmund said. "They can swarm
anywhere that they chooseto land. I'm not sure they can push far in from the beachhead, but they can
take a beachhead.”

"L et me point out that were not sure we can destroy their combat forcesaswell," the G-3 said,
carefully. "What about evacuating Blackbeard? Let them take an empty base.”

"Therewere alot of ships going down there carrying supplies and construction workers,” the G-4
interjected.

"Yes, and they're dl gone now," Edmund said. "Maybe if we left the Blood L ords behind we could
get enough ships down there in time to pull out the mer. They probably wouldn't even mind ahopeless
last stand. But I'm not going to countenance one.”

"Interesting question,” Shar said, smiling faintly. "Doesthisfal into your decison or mine?'

"Mine" Edmund said, leaning back in his chair and looking at the overhead. Thank God he'd gotten
over his seasickness so he could think clearly. "When did they sail? How old isthisinformation?”

"Y esterday morning,” the G-2 said. "The del phinos had been pushed back from the harbor. They
picked them up well outside.”

Edmund steepled his fingers and looked at them for amoment, then flexed hisjaw.
"Head north,” he said harshly. " Shar, implement opsec plan orca.”

"Were going for theinvasion fleet, then," the G-3 said, doubtfully. ™Y ou think the Blood Lords can
hold out."

"We're sailing north," Chang replied. "Northeast actually. Do that now. And | need dl the carrier
commanders and the dragon contingent commandersto fly on for ameeting. After that, I'll need message
packets taken to al the other ship commanders. That isall for now."

The staff stood up shaking their heads and filed out of the room.
"So you're going for the combat fleet?" Shar asked.
"Not exactly,” Edmund said. "And | need an operationa immediate message sent to dl land forces:
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Plan Fell Decds."

* % %

Colond Olin Rienzo thought, as he dways did, that Sr Robert Kane, Baron Marshfield, looked like
the cavdier'scavdier.

They had known each other, distantly, before the Fall when Rienzo had been a breeder of
thoroughbreds and Kane had been a noted eventer and breeder of Hanarahs. Eventing was the most
rigorous of al the equestrian sports, acombination of cross-country riding, dressage and jumping, and
Kane had been aworld-class eventer. At the time Rienzo had found the cavaier's affectation of wearing
big floppy hats and period dress, even during events, to be humorous. It was only after the Fall that
Rienzo found out that eventing was more of asideline for Kane than anything; hisrea passon was
recregtion, specificaly eighteenth-century cavdry.

When Kane had turned up, with no more authority than a handwritten note from Edmund Ta bot,
with the misson of raisng what Tabot cdled a"cavary legion," Rienzo had initialy been skeptical. It
took yearsto train a cavalryman. Fighting from the back of a horse took more than just being ableto
hold on. For that matter, cavary horses had to be intensively trained. Kane, however, for al that he
looked and sometimes acted like the reincarnation of an eighteenth-century cavalier, was methodical
about military training. He had gathered together alarge group of riders, and an even larger group of
horses, begged, borrowed and stolen equipment and set up abruta training program for man and horse.
It had produced aforce of four thousand horsemen, and nearly sixteen thousand horses, that was about
asgood acavary force as any that had ever existed. It was aso costing like fire, but they found the
money somehow. Some of it had come from what should have been federd taxes, some of it had come
from mysterious sources el sewhere, but they had managed it.

Hetrotted his horse up the hill to where Kane and Ensign Tao were watching the current exercise.
Thefull regiment had formed on one side of alarge valey facing a“notiond™ infantry formation. Asone
sguadron menaced the front of the formation the other two squadrons, at the command of a set of
flapping flags, broke left and galloped to the flank of the notiona formation, alarge number of stacks of
hay in the middle of the field. As soon asthey werein position dl three squadrons whedled and charged
the "enemy formation,” the groups passing through the formation and each other liketeethin awhed. As
they approached the formation the long lances came down and skewered the bales of hay, then swords
came out and dashed downward. In afew minutes the ground was covered with dashed-up hay.

"Not bad," Kane said. "Bravo troop, First Squadron was dow."

"Got it," Tao said, making anote in hisbook. The ensign was anew addition. He had turned up out
of nowhere on aknackered out post horse. Since he had apparently been one of Tabot's aides, and the
fleet had sailed with Tabot on board no more than two days before he turned up, he must have ridden
like hell to get to Kent; it was the better part of two thousand kilometers from the coast. But the next
day he had been up, limping alittle but doing his duty. What his duties were weren't quite clear. He
mostly hung around Kane as some sort of supernumerary doing messenger and aide type duties.

"It'slooking good, Colond," Kane said, spinning his Hanarah in place and raising hiswide floppy hat
ingredting.

Kanewas atal man, somewhere around two hundred pounds, with long blond hair that was going
amogt entirely gray. He had aflowing mustache and asmall goatee that on anyone el se would ook
absurd but sofitted his persondlity it was unnoticeable. He was wearing leather pants with thigh and shin
greaves and ablack silk doublet that was open down the chest to expose ared silk undershirt. And
snce he hadn't turned around the only way for him to know it was Rienzo was from the sound of the
colond'shorse.

"Genegrd Kang," Rienzo said, sduting. "Yes, itisgoing well. Amazingly well."
"l wasn't sure, frankly, when Edmund laid out histraining plan,” Kane said, spinning back to watch
the squadrons reform. "And well have to see how thelads do in combat. But | think they'll do well. Yes,
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| do think, very well. I'd wish we had more training at managing the pursuit, but that's as may be."

"Yes, dr," Rienzo said. "Well haveto see. The reason I'm here, though, isthat therésagenera
operationa immediate from Edmund Tabot. It's addressed to 'dl land commands and was copied to us.
| thought you should seeit.”

"Oh," Kanesad, glancing a him for amessage form.

"It was just two words: 'Fell Deeds.'s"

Kane's normaly gay face went somber at that and he nodded. " Tao."

"Yes, dr," theensgn said, reaching into asaddlebag and pulling out a sheaf of dispaiches Rienzo
didn't even know he had. He sorted through them and pulled one out, handing it to Kane.

Kane drew apoignard and ripped through the heavy linen envelope, pulling out a sheaf of papers.
He glanced at the opening paragraph and nodded.

"Colond, the regiment will prepare for movement. Three days rations, combat gear, two remounts
for every rider. Leave dl the horsesthat aren't entirely up to par.”

"May | ask wherewe are going?" Rienzo said, his brow wrinkling.

"No, you may not," Kane answered, folding the papers and stuffing them in his doublet. "But you can
assure yoursdlf that fell deeds await.”

The Blood Lord came to attention and rapped on the door, twice.

At theword the soldier marched into the room and took the position of parade rest, looking two
decimeters above the head of the NCO at the desk.

"Gunnery Sergeant, Captain Jackson has received awarning order of apossible heavy attack. The
magority of the Destiny fleet gppears to be headed thisway dong with asizesble landing contingent.”

The man behind the desk was old, his close-cut hair gray and his skin lined from timein the sun. But
his back was straight and the hand that lifted the stogie to his mouth was firm.

"Edtimated time of arriva?' the gunnery sergeant grunted, getting to hisfeet and walking to the
window. The view out the window was bright, revealing a blue-green harbor and afortress under
congtruction. It was only haf built, though, despite afew hundred workers swarming over it like ants. In
the water agroup of mer-women were playing with their children, watched by agroup of soldiersin
armor that seemed far too heavy for the heat. Despite that, the platoon of Blood Lordswere asrigid as
so many iron bars. As he watched, three members of the platoon marched to the water butt, drank
heavily, then marched back to their positions.

"At least three weeks, Gunnery Sergeant.”

"Dragon-carriers?'

"Fve, Gunnery Sergeant.”

The gunny grunted and then chuckled.

"Good. What's the weather report?’

"I'll go check with the mer.”

* * %

Elaynarolled over on her back and uncapped the barometer, setting it between her breasts and then
holding up thewind gauge.

All of the mer teams, in addition to their other dutieslike killing orcas and finding enemy fleets, took
weather readings. They could only get measurements at the water's surface, dthough their support ships
had wesather balloons, but the measurements were put together to form aremarkably complete picture of
the movement of air masses.
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It was anice day, breezy mind you, the weather gauge showed right on twenty klicks, but clear and
mild. Shelay back and let her eyes close, ducking her head back and under from timeto timefor a
breath of water. Sitting at the surface was dways a pain, you had to decide whether to duck under for
water or blast the lungs clean for air. But it was as nice aday as she could hope. She lay there and
wished shewas back at Blackbeard Base. Sort of. Whenever she thought of the name she thought of
Granddad and that made her sad. There had been so much death since that day. The world redlly did
suck.

She called up an image of the reefs and imagined hersdlf riding the currents padt, just floating. No
cares, no weight of command, no fears of attack by orcaor ixchitl, no barometer readings that take for
fricking ever! Sherolled up and looked through ditted eyes at the barometer but it was ill showing an
unstablized reading.

She ducked her head back down and looked at her second in command. "Any sign of orca?"

"No," he pulsed back. " Skimmers report open ocean dl around.”

"We hope," she said, looking at the barometer again. It finaly showed clear and she cased it back
up and put away the wind-gauge.

"Signa fleet met," she said. "L ocation point 109, wind speed twenty-two klicks, barometer thirty
point onefiveandrisng.”

"Niceday," Katarin said.

"Y eah. Storm acomin’, though."

"Message coming in,” Katarin said. "New Dedtiny fleet isat sea”

"Let's hope they get becalmed,” Elaynasaid, rolling over and kicking for the depths.

* % %

Paul rolled over so that Megan was on top of him and stroked her back, lightly.

"Y ou seem pretty happy,” Megan sad, leaning down to kiss him on hisforehead and, not
coincidentaly, dangling her breastsin hisface.

"l am," he said, reaching back around to stroke the soft flesh. "The fleet has sailed. All of it. Chansa
has sent the main combat fleet to attack Blackbeard Base. Edmund's going to have to choose which fleet
to engage; he doesn't have enough forcesto attack both."

"Which do you think helll go for?' Megan asked.

"It doesn't redly matter," Paul answered. "If he movesfor the northern fleet it can turn around. The
southern fleet will take out Blackbeard, kill or capture the mer-women and children and that takesthe
mer out of the equation; they'll do anything to get their children back. If he attacks that fleet, the main
fleet will land in Norau and we can set up portasto support them. Even if he, by some miracle, destroys
the fleet, it won't matter anymore.”

"And thetarget's sill Bamoran?' Megan asked, leaning into the stroking. It was actualy pleasant;
Paul had good hands when he bothered to use them.

"Uhm . . ." Paul said. "And more good news. Chansa has an agent on the Bonhomme Richard, one
of the stewards. He has ordersto poison Talbot and the fleet admiral, Chang. Edmund never discusses
his plans, so the fleet will be dropped into chaos. Then there's atwo-edged sword: Celinetells me she
findly hasaway to overcome the persona protection fields."

"That'simpossible” Megan said.

"That'swhat | said," Paul smiled. "But she proved it. She uses some sort of specia nannite. They
generate adestabilizing field that interferes with the physics of the PPFs. Unfortunately, they do the same
to teleport fields so they can't be transported by teleports. She's made little devices to produce them.
The devices can be teleported. I'm considering away to get some of the devices, and ns, to
Sheida's location. Take her out and it will destabilize the whole of the UFS."
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"That should do it," Megan admitted. How do | get thisinformation out? | know that Paul has
got to be monitoring my meetings with the damned vendor! "Now, why arewetaking?' she added,
rubbing her breastsin hisface. "Aren't there better thingsto be doing?"

* % %

"Y ou might be wondering what we are doing,” Shar Chang said to the assembled skippers and their
dragon commanders. "Well, the answer is, I'm not going to tell you. Y ou al know that we've been
leaking information to New Destiny, even at sea. Some of you may bethe leaks. | doubt it, but | couldn't
believeit of Owen Mbeki. So you're going to get orders and you're going to obey them. I'll be giving
you each written ingtructions. Most of them will be to detach yourself from the main body along with
your battle group. The fleet isbreaking up.”

Helooked around at the assembled skippers and then at the dragon commanders.

"Y ou may be thinking: Why be so sneaky; the orcas and ixchitl will know wherewe are. Wdll, not if
we can help it. From here on out | want continuous dragon coverage. But not the usual coverage. | want
continuous dragon coverage on each of your task forces. What you're going to train in is anti-orca
patrols. Any orcaswill be engaged by the wyverns. The wyverns have proven that they can take on orca
inthe water. When apod is potted the carrier will be signaled and aflight of dragonswill engage the
orca. Thewater iscold so theriderswill have to stay out of the attack. But many of the dragons have
fought orca before and when they see them it's hard to keep them from attacking. Don't. Lead them to
the pod and let them go. Recover them out of the water. Obvioudy, if the pod istoo far from the ship for
the dragons to swim back, don't engage. If they're that far out, they're not athreat. But if they close, kill
them. Natura or Changed; we can't tell the difference until we're on them.”

"Question, Admird," Joannasaid, raisng atalon.

"Yes, Commander Gramlich?"

"Do we get to eat them?'

The question dlicited chuckles, some of them hystericad. Even Shar grinned.

"Fed free," he said. "The supplementary ordersto the other skippers are asfollows; the only officer
who will take navigationd bearingsisthe skipper. No other officer had better have a sextant in hisor her
hand. The penalty for such will be immediate and unquestioned confinement to quarterswith
court-martia to follow. Skipperswill take one reading per day. The exception to thiswill be the fleet
command ship. Follow the command ship; they know where they are going. In the event that you are
separated by storm you can open your second orders, which will give you arendezvous. The second
orders are to be kept under marine guard and the skipper, XO and navigationd officer must dl be
present and in agreement for them to be opened. Isthisclear?’

"Clear," the group said.

"Therewill be supplementary orders sent to al ships by the end of the day. These orderswill be
kept under the same conditions. Held by the marine commander in abox to which only the skipper has
the key. There will be three such packets: Stonewall, Genghis and Belisarius. They will be opened only
uponmy sgnd.

"Maps are to be kept in the same manner; nobody has access to them but the skipper. Y ou skippers
will know where you are and in the event of the carrier commanders where you are going. Mer will
transmit when you have arrived. If you are delayed by storm or bad winds, that will be relayed aswell.
For your information, the mer are implementing a deception plan that will indicate that we are not where
we're going to be. Admira Tabot?"

Edmund |looked around at the group and nodded.

"Inwar you dwayswant to know what your enemy isdoing," he said, looking at the skippers one by
one. "And they, in turn, want the same information. Thisnava war has been fought, to this point, with
both sides knowing that information. To the greatest extent possible we wish to end that condition. Asto
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what we are going to do, or how we are going to do it, you will get that information a your rendezvous.
Admirad Chang?'

"That'sit,” Shar said, looking around a them again. "Good luck, and good sailing.”

* * %

"Those are some damned strange orders,” Karcher said asthey flew back to the ship.
"They are,” Joannareplied. "But | can guessthe reason.”
"Socanl," Karcher mewed distastefully. "They're right about us bleeding information.”

"Oh, it'smorethan that," the dragon replied. ™Y ou haven't known Edmund aslong as| have. His
mind isas deep and black asabog. He never tells anyone what he plans, or if hetellsthem, haf thetime
it'snot what he actualy does. Part of it, abig part of it, isto deny the information to the enemy. But the
other part isthat if he changes his mind, or the plan doesn't go aswell as he planned, nobody knowsit."

"That part | understand,” Karcher said unhappily asthey turned on findl.

Chapter Nineteen

"Timeto mix it up,” Jason signaled, Sarting to ascend.

When Jason was given the go ahead to begin attacking the orcas and ixchitl, he'd aready had aplan
inmind. And, so far, the plan was working.

Finding the orca pods and ixchitl schoolswas amost the hardest part. But the delphinoswerein
tentative contact with natura schools of skimmer dolphins, the deep water dolphinsthat roamed every
major ocean on earth. They were, in particular, capable of reading the skimmer'slanguage, &t least to the
extent of their darm calswhen orcaor ixchitl, which the skimmers had discovered were thregts, were
Sghted.

Whenever such acall went up, delphino skimmer pods moved in close enough to determineif the
pod was natural orcas or Changed. The differences, other than in the small pseudo-hands of the
Changed, were dight, but generdly they could tell without moving in close enough to be prey. And with
ixchitl there was no question at al. Then they would take up positions around the pod or school and
send out their darm call.

Jason had shifted forces and had the selkies take over most of the inshore work of the underwater
forces. With the mer thus freed up he had scattered "killer teams' around the ocean. When atarget pod
or school was sighted, more often than not there was akiller team somewherein the vicinity. Assoon as
the course of the target was plotted the mer would move into position.

By and large, mer were shallow water creatures. But they were designed to handle deep diving just
aswell. They aso were water-breathers, so they could stay down, aslong as they got enough food to
gtave off hypothermia. Orcas and ixchitl, though, dmost invariably moved in the top hundred meters of
water. Ixchitl could and sometimes did stay deep. But they generdly, like the orcas, traveled near the
surface. Thusthe killer team would dive deep and silently await the passing target.
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Inthiscaseit wasasmal pod of Changed that was, apparently, moving in to try to locdize one of
the carriers. Edmund had said that it was ahigh priority that they not do so. Which made thisgroup a
double target.

They couldn't see, or otherwise detect, the pod from their current location, nearly three hundred
meters below the surface of the water. But the skimmers were gill sending out their broadcasts and they
could more or lessfix the location of the pod that way. The skimmers had taken up points of an
equilaterd triangle around the Changed pod and as the triangle moved over their location, Jason sent his
force dlently upwards.

As he did he checked, again, that the supply ship wasin position, sixty klicksto the southeast. He
often thought that the supply shipswere the red heroes of the plan. The small, fast schooners carried
food and weapons for the mer and del phinos, moving around the ocean, unable to defend themselves
from attack and depending solely upon the immensity of the ocean to protect them. Each of them aso
carried amedic and ahold that was partidly flooded with seawater. In the, very likely, event of injury to
the delphinos or mer, they could be evacuated to the schooner and if the injury was bad enough, but not
too bad, they could be shipped to the shore.

He knew that they'd probably take some casudties this day and just had to hope that they wouldn't
be too severe.

Asthe school of mer ascended they started to pick up very faint clicks from above. The orcas
mostly ran silent when they moved but this group had lousy tacticd discipline. On the basis of the
sounds, Jason shifted their ascent dightly and increased speed. There was some danger to the changein
speed. Asthey got into lower pressure water ther tailfins could begin to "cavitate,” creating
low-pressure "holes’ where the water would rush in and make a sound. So far so good, though: he could
dtill hear no sound from his school.

It was becoming dark above and it was hard to pick out much in the water, clear asit was. But then
he saw shapes above and to the | eft of the school so he shifted direction again, quietly extending his
lance. When it was clear the orcas till had no inkling they were about to be ambushed, he put on afina
burst of speed and sixty mer-men followed him into the attack.

* * %

Irkisutut was bored, angry, tired and afraid al at the same time. They had been running around the
damned ocean on one wild goose chase after another for the last week. Headquarters didn't seem to
know which way to send them so first they went one way then another, alwaysin afruitless search for
the enemy'scarriers.

What made it worse was that they had heard, both directly from distant darm callsand from
scuttlebutt from other pods that casuaties had been enormous. Not only were the carriers sending out
dragon patrols to hunt down the orca but the ever-be-damned mer had shifted from skulking around the
harbors to attacking the pods. Most of hisfellow pod leaders had been lost over the last week and he
wondered how long it would be before it became histurn.

On top of that were the damned skimmers. He knew he was bracketed by skimmers, they were
sending out congtant chatter. But while orcas were fast, skimmers were damned lightning. He'd shifted
track acouple of timestrying to catch the damned things but they just greased away, laughing at him.
Then when he turned back they got right back into position. All that chasing them did was wear out the
pod.

And the pod was aready pretty worn. They hadn't had aresupply in three days and there hadn't
been much they could catch with the damned skimmers squealing dong to either sde. The open ocean
was mostly desert anyway so the orcanormaly followed the currents, hunting at their edges where food
was most abundant. This mission had had them chasing al over the ocean, though, and that meant where
thefood wasn't. They'd caled for aresupply ship to rendezvous with them and gotten nothing but
bullshit assurances that "'something would come dong.”
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And as he was thinking about that, something did.

* % %

The team of mer had spread into a pike-wielding hexagon, the underwater equivaent of a phaanx
that they had worked out asthe most efficient attack formation in these circumstances. It pread wider
than the pod of orcas and engulfed it like arising, metal-tipped, seine net. The first orcato be spitted
was ayoungster that had dived below the main pod and squealed an darm just before he was struck
between his pectoras by apike.

The pod reacted quickly but in an undisciplined manner, some of them darting ahead to try to escape
the enveloping mer and others diving to the attack. Most of the ones that dove ran into asolid wall of
spear-points. Unwilling to brave the wall of meta they turned and darted for the surface. A few dove
into the phalanx and were pincushioned for their bravery. Despite this the mer were careful to avoid
opening up holesin their formation; they shifted position to maintain asolid, and ever narrowing,
formation as teams stayed behind to finish off the wounded orcas.

* % %

Irkisutut darted ahead as the darm call went up but quickly saw that he was going to be cut off by
the mer. He turned to the side and realized that the pod was surrounded. After darting back and forth
for amoment he did the only thing that made sense, building up speed and then legping into the air to
clear thering of mer.

As soon as he hit the water he turned back towards the mer, darting in and capturing onein his
conical teeth. He didn't stay around to be attacked by the rest, instead backing away as the ribcage of
the mer crunched in his teeth. He dropped the dead mer-man and turned to attack again but the phaanx
had shifted to half attacking inward while the rest covered their backs. He, too, was facing awal of
spears. There was nothing he could do but watch the rest of the pod daughtered mercilesdy.

"Damn you!" he bellowed asthe last of the pod was finished off. "Freakd "

"Go home, little orca," one of the mer taunted. "' Go home and tell the rest of your fellowsthat youre
no longer the top of thefood chain!™

Asthe mer darted towards him he turned away and headed towards the east. Somewhere out there
were other pods and asupply ship. Somewhere out there was safety.

Therewas nothing left for him here.

* % %

"Whereinthe hdl arewe?' Zorasaid as she mounted her wyvern.

"I don't know, Sergeant Fink," Herzer replied with agrin. "Somewherein the middle of the Atlantis
Ocean, but that's just aguess.”

The carrier had been sailing for four days. And not in any sort of straight direction. She tacked, she
turned, she sailed west, she sailed east, she sailed north and south. None of the tacks had been of equa
lengths and given the state of wind and current they could be anywhere. Well, anywherein the northern
Atlantis.

Currently they were on agenerally easterly course, asfar asHerzer could tell. They'd been oniit
most of the day, but that didn't mean anything. He knew there were New Destiny forcesto their north
and south so elther way they turned they were going to be going into battle.

He and Fink weren't battling today, though. The mgority of the dragon-riders were brand new and
today they were engaging in bombing practice. The ship'slaunch had been sent out three hours earlier
and was now towing atarget dowly to the eadt, falling behind the carrier with every minute. The target
wasnt dl that large and it bobbed around on the waves quite a bit. But that didn't answer why none of
theriders had managed to hit it yet.

Herzer walked Lydy to the catapult and settled himself in position as the wyvern got agood grip on
the launching balk and leaned forward eagerly. It took abit of practice to get the wyverns used to the
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launching catapult but once they acquired the knack they lovediit.

The catapult accel erated the wyvern to dmost forty kilometers per hour inits short traverse and asit
reached the end the wyvern flapped open her wings and took flight. The wings of awyvern were
enormous-they had to be to support the weight of the dragon's body and rider-and the mechanics of
them were impossible without alarge number of changes from the birds of prey they were based upon.

Thefirst and most noticeable change wasin materids. The wings and flight-bones were threaded
through with amesh of bioextruded carbon nanotubes, a monomolecule that was enormoudy strong for
itsweight. But beyond that there were subtle additions throughout the wyvern's body. The energy of
flying meant that they got extremely hot, hot enough that their own body heet could cause brain damage.
To reduce the dangerous build-up there was a smal channd in their head that took in air at the front,
blew it over the skull and released it at the back. This ensured that while they might become overhested
it would not affect their brain. It aso was anoticeable portion of their total body cooling, sinceit was
lined with water releasing membranes. The changes went on and on. Norma muscle could never support
ther flight, certainly not for any length of time, so they borrowed from bumblebees aspecid "reflexive
muscl€e" that only had to flex in one direction. Internd tubules acted as springsto bring their wings back
into "gliding" position automaticaly so they only had to "flap" and then release.

Despite dl of the changesthey could only stay doft for afew hours so Herzer headed for atitude
and then glided, waiting for the sergeant to catch up. As soon as she had formed up on hiswingtip he
headed for the distant dot that was the launch.

The launch had acrew of twenty oarsmen and a coxswain but at the moment most of the oarsmen
were leaning on the Side of the boat, watching the show. A previous division had formed up on the target
and were dropping practice bombs. Herzer watched as, one by one, they al missed. Well, it wasasmall
target. They were getting close. Mogt of them would have hit aship.

The problem being that with the rdatively small bombs, and the increasing ability of shipsto fight the
fireswith foam agents, the ships had to be hit multiple times to ensure the fire got out of control. And in
some cases dropping the bombsin precise locations would help, such as taking out the quarterdeck.

So being able to hit the three meter by three meter target was not an option, it was a standard. A
standard the riders were not meeting.

He saw Joanna coming up from the ship with the small figure of Bast perched merrily on her neck.
Only Bast would be crazy enough to ride a dragon without any safety straps. He wondered how she
held on.

Then he thought about her leg strength and chuckled. He knew damned well how she held on.

Helined up on the target and nosed the wyvern over, making small corrections. The target wasn't
moving in aregular pattern since it was being towed. It jerked forward and then Sowed, then jerked,
then dowed. He made small corrections on the dragon and then, when he felt he was a the minimum
atitude, released hisfirst bomb. He continued below the "floor" however to watch it drop. It hit just
forward of the target with asmall splash.

He pulled the wyvern back up to where the sergeant was waiting and signaled to her.
"Watch your first drop. Go below floor to watch. Floor on other drops.”

Shelooked at him in incomprehension and signed back. "Watch drop?"

He did the wyvern over until he was just above her.

"Y ou can watch your first drop and go bel ow the floor for the exercise!" he shouted. ™Y ou haveto
stay above thefloor on the others.” More signing lessonswere clearly in the future.

"Okay!" she shouted.

He watched as shelined up and dropped and could tell she wasn't going to get anywhere near the
target. The practice bomb landed more than ten metersto the side and well to the rear.

He waited as she flapped back to dtitude and Joanna did into hiswing position.
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"Not going so well, isit XO?" Joanna bellowed.

"No," Herzer signed, stooping over and lining up the target again. Hetried to correct for its tendency
to jerk but even as he dropped hisload he was aware he'd missed. As he pulled the dragon up and over
he glanced back and, sure enough, it landed behind it. Close, but not on target.

"Thisisdamned near impossble," Herzer sgned as he got up to dtitude.

"Othersdoit," Bast signed back with a humorousfillip.

"I'm alover, not abomber," Herzer signed, fast so Zorawouldn't catchit.

Joannaturned over and lined up, her wings pulled back so she was correcting with only thetips. She
spread them dightly hafway down to catch up to the target then continued on, looking more like some
giant arrow than adragon. When she released, she had her own controls, she didn't even ook, just
pulled out and used the momentum to carry her up on acontrolled climb until she wasjust a stal speed
and started flapping. The bomb hit the center of the target and exploded.

"That wasamazing!" Zorayelled.

"Yes," Herzer sgned back. "Now we have to figure out how to be amazing!" he added with ayell.

"Herzer," Joannabellowed as she flapped back up to their position. "Don't Sart your dive, yet.
Spoutsto the south.”

Herzer looked in the indicated direction and just caught the sight of a plume of breeth. They'd had
other sightings, but they had al been regular whales. Each sighting, however, had to be checked.

"Y ou and Zoraform onme," Joanna continued, winging over to the south.

Helaid Lydy over and formed up on Joannas wing then hooked the reins off and took out his
semaphore paddles. He waved to the flagship until he saw a pennant raised with his number then
signaled that they had spotted plumes to the south and wereinvestigating. As he looked back he saw the
ready dragon lift into the air as another came up from below and one of the Silverdrake dropped off the
main-sail crosstree and headed towards the indicated sighting.

He shook hishead and signded for the Silverdrake to go high and give the fleet some cover. The
Drakes had atendency to go haring off after anything that struck their fancy. With the training group
gone the fleet was without a reconnai ssance cap, not to mention that when they reached the whales they
were going to be below the horizon from the carrier. The Drake rider waved hisarmsin reply and
headed upward in a steep climb as the three-dragon patrol continued towards the spouts.

Joannawas dowly climbing with occasiona wingflgps and the other two dragons followed her.
Herzer was careful to monitor Lydy to make sure she didn't tire; being out in the middle of the ocean
when that happened would be bad.

It only took them about twenty minutesto get over the spouts and the black and white patterns
showed them, clearly, to be orcas.

"How do you want to handle this, Commander?' Herzer Sgned.

Joanna continued to watch the orcas for amoment then winged over in asharp, spirding, dive.
When she was at about five hundred meters she lined out again and spirded the orcas, turning her head
to the Side as their shadow passed over the pod.

"I'm gonnalet 'em go," Joanna bellowed. "They're naturals.”
"You sure?' Herzer sgned.

"No," Joanna admitted. "But they didn't bolt when we swept over them. 1'd say they're dumb brute
animas. And, anyway, they don't . . . move like Changed. Theré'sjust something different with the way
that Changed act. I'd say these are nomads, so they're a danger to our selkies and delphinos. But they're
not adanger to thefleet. So | say: Leave'em be"

"Your cdl, Commander," Herzer yelled. "Besides, were well away from the task force."

Bast suddenly cocked her head to the side and leaned out on the dragon's neck to yell something.
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"Y ou sure?' Joannabellowed, turning her head around on itslong, snakelike neck, to look at the €f.

"No!" Bast ydled. "Closer look!"

"Stay up here," Joanna said, looking at Herzer, and then she dove towards the water.

She lined up behind the pod and passed over it, fast, her wingtips nearly touching the water on either
sde. The whole time her head was moving from side to side and when she passed the pod she began
beeting for dtitude, hard. As she did the pod made aradical turn to the north and dove.

"Changed!" Joannabdlowed. "l waswr . . . wr . .. not right. Herzer, you and Zora head back to
the ship. Get another dragon and get up here with some wyverns. I'll shadow these. Signal hostile orca
to south as soon asyou get in range.”

"Will do, Commander,” Herzer said, gesturing at Zora.

"Wait," Bast called. She stood up on Joanna's back and began stripping off her clothes. She had left
her bow but she was carrying the saber. When she was done she was wearing her baldric and the saber
and nothing else. Shelooked over at Herzer with the bundle of clothes and armor in her hands and then
shook her head.

"You'd never catchit,” she said, toeing at Joanna.

"Areyou crazy?' Herzer yelled. She was balanced on tiptoe on the back-ridge of aflying dragon
nearly two thousand meters over the cold waters of the North Atlantis.

"Yesl" sheyedled as Joannalifted up and over Herzer's mount. Bast legpt lightly onto Joanna's
wing-root, catching the uplift and then off into midair, landing with feet together on Lydy's back.

The wyvern reacted to the sudden impact by swinging from side to side as she tried to see who was
running up her spineand it was al Herzer could do for amoment to keep her in control. Bast handled
this much like arodeo performer or an experienced sailor running out a crosstree, walking up the spine
of the dragon, feet in line, until she dropped down on Herzer's back.

"Hold this, will you, lover?' she asked, lightly licking him on hisear.
"You areinsane." Herzer chuckled, then pulled up dightly on the reins, getting Lydy above Joanna.

Bast repested the performance, jumping off of Lydy's wing-root and onto Joanna's back. As soon
asshewasin place, Joannadove for the water.

"Head for base," Herzer gestured a Zora.
"Help?' she asked, gesturing down.
"No," Herzer waved. "Base."

He passed an outbound flight as he headed for the carrier, his eye fixed on the Silverdrake high
above. There were six wyverns, two with riders and four without. He really felt sorry for those poor
damned orcas. For that matter, it was an even bet that Bast and Joanna were going to have finished off
the pod by the time the rest of them got there.

The carrier had turned northeast, away from the potentia threet, and they were already headed into
thewind. Helet Zorahead in first, watching her air control. Experienced wyverns could amost land
themsalves, but the fleet had neither experienced wyverns nor experienced riders. Thusit was up to the
ridersto direct the wyverns on landing.

Aninnovation since hisfirg carrier experience was a set of lines on the landing platform. Theidea
was for the wyvernsto land between the second and third line, squarely in the middle of the landing
zone. Another innovation was anet at the rear of the platform. He redlly hoped he never ended up init.

After initid carrier development books had been found that, while not textbooks on nava aviation,
per se, had many of the techniques that ancient peoples had developed for aircraft carriers. Most of the
books were fiction and few of them were good, even to those who could read the ancient and baroque
didect in which they were written. They were loaded with acronyms the definition of which were often
lost: SOL, SNAFU, and, frequently, FUBAR. But many of the terms and mythos had infected the naval
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dragon-riders. The stripes, for example, were referred to as "wires' which confused people that saw
them. Landing between the second and third was a"three-wire." Signaling that you were prepared to
land wasreferred to as "cdling the bal" even though even Evan had not been able to get aFresnd lens
to work for dragons. The one ability that ancient aviators had that Herzer wished for & momentslikethis
wasthe ability to fly straight on if they were going to misstheir landing. If hetried it hed smack into a
net. And if the net wasn't rigged, hed smack into amast, which wasworse. Actually, held probably
plow into pri-fly.

He put that out of hismind, lining Lydy up and keeping his eyes on the paddiesin the hands of the
landing signal officer. He was pretty clean on the way in, corrected for the dead area behind the ship, got
alast minute wave up and then dammed down dead between the two and three wire.

"Report,” Skipper Karcher said as soon as he had walked his wyvern down to the maindeck.

" Spotted plumes to the south and went to investigate. Jo . . . Commander Gramlich thought they
were normals at first but when she went down for a close ingpection, on Bast's suggestion, she changed
her mind. Last | saw, she and Bast were headed down to engage.”

"Just the two of them?" Sassan said, aghast.

"Yes, Mgor," Herzer replied, somewhat tightly. "I've seen both Commander Gramlich and Bast in
action in the water. I'm not worried about them, just whether there's anything left for the follow-on flight.”

"That good, huh?" Skipper Karcher chuckled.

"Yes, maam," Herzer said, tossing the bundlein his hands up and down. "Bast jumped from Joanna
to Lydy to give me these. Then jumped back. She'sthat good."

"What isthat?' Sassan asked.
"Her clothes" Herzer said, dryly. "She didn't want to get them wet."

* % %

At asignal from the approaching wyverns that the orcawere no longer athreat, Karcher turned the
task force south to pick up Joanna and Bast; the returning dragon-riders had stated that when they got
there al they found were five orca carcasses floating on the surface.

They were directed to the returning dragon by the cover riders and when they werefindly sighted
Bast was standing on Joanna's head, swaying from side to side as the dragon snaked through the water.
Wyverns swam by using their wings but Joannawas long and thin enough that she found it easier to sculll
from side to sde like asnake, her virtualy invulnerable wings wrapped around her body asarmor.

Asthe dragon passed the side of the ship Bast leapt off her head and onto the deck. Joanna had
given her abit of an assst but it should have been impossible for her to not only clear the bulwarks but
land near the middle of the deck. When she saw Herzer shetrotted over to him and legpt through the air
again, landing, stark naked except for her sword, with her legs wrapped around his middle and one hand
hooked in hiscollar.

"That wasfun," she said, grinning and swinging back and forth, much like an orangutan hanging on a
tree branch. "L et'sfind some more.”

Skipper Karcher looked at her, obvioudy about to ask a question and then shut her mouth as
Joanna climbed over the side of the ship. The starboard rear rail of the maindeck was removable and
matswerelaid in placefor this exact purpose and Joanna dithered up onto the deck without incident.

"What happened, Commander?' Karcher asked.

"Oh, well," Joanna said, spreading her wings and shaking the water off as politely as she could, "they
came at usin the same old way and we, you know, beat them in the same old way. What aterrible

"That'sit?" Sassan asked.

"Moreor less" Bast said, jumping down from Herzer and taking her clothes. "Wadlington and dl.
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They tried to fight, and they couldn't win. And they tried to run, and they weren't fast enough. Felt sorry
for them towardsthe end, redly, until | remembered what they werelikeintheldes”

"Y ou could go pick them up," Joanna added. " As a wise delphino once quipped: Orcamesat. Taste

"l ... don'tthink s0," Skipper Karcher said, shaking her head. "'l think we have enough mest in the
freezer. | need to get the task force back on course.” With that she strode back up onto the quarterdeck.

"Wall, I had my fill anyway," Joannaadmitted. "Timefor alie-down."
"l don't think s0," Herzer said. "I've got some paperwork for you to sgn.”

"Y ou know how hard it isfor meto hold apen!" Joanna complained as she walked through the
hatch. "I redly don't get paid enough for this.”

Chapter Twenty

"Y ou know, they don't pay me enough for this," Edmund muttered.

The ship was passing through what the meteorologist euphemidticaly termed "adisturbance.”
Edmund cdled it astorm. Shar cdled it "good sailing” which Edmund had come to redlize was the navy
verson of "good training.”

And, asusud, his seasickness, under control in norma seas, was rearing its ugly head.

"Message from the mer, Sir," aseaman said, handing him aform.

He unfolded it and frowned. "When did we get this?'

"Just now, Sir," the messenger replied.

"What?' Shar asked, looking out at the tossing horizon. "Or can't | know?"

"There'samessage tube on theway in," Edmund said. "Only | or . . . someone else can bethe
deliveree. I'm the closest.”

"Must be hot," Shar commented. "From where?"

"That | can't tell you," Edmund admitted. "L ooks like it should be here in about an hour. I'll be below
inthe meantime, praying to the porcelain god.”

* % %

At the repeated knock on his door Edmund finally crawled to hisfeet and madeit to his desk.

"Enter," he shouted over the cresking of the hull. Surely it wasn't supposed to make those groaning
Noises?

"Messagetube, dir," the communications officer said. "Sir, therés apossbility this could be a booby
trap. Do you want one of my people to open it? We have procedures.. . ."

"No." Edmund sighed, turning the bronze cylinder over in hishands. "I'll take my chances."

Oncethe officer had | eft he twisted the knurled top and did out the paper ingde.
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"Eyes Only Edmund Talbot, Joel Travante, Sheida Ghorbani.

"Agent M established contact, Paul Bowman's harem. Contact Megan Travante, daughter of Joel
Travante.
Edmund laid his head on the desk for amoment and groaned, then looked at the rest of the message.

"l dentity positively confirmed by visua recognition and transmission of counter-signs. Subject
presented with name Travante on a'new line' of materias. Responded with words 'Paul is very fatherly
to us,' 'materid will be given forensic examination' and ‘could lead to an ingpection.' Terms, while
ambiguous, taken together indicate positive contact. Unable to effect any intelligence transfer in first
meeting except warning that Paul has intelligence source in UFS at the highest level. Wordsto effect:
‘any passage of information up your corporate chain will (subject's emphasis) get to Paul.' 'Y our new
linewill go nowhere (subject'semphasis) if anyone dseisinformed.’

"Assume from demeanor subject has further information of smilar caliber. Risk to subject if
information passed considered high. All communications can be considered monitored. Absent orders
will contact subject one week from date of message.

IIMII

Edmund looked at the date, looked at his calendar and groaned again. Agent "M," whoever he was,
would contact the"subject” in one more day.

And held thought seasi ckness was bad.

Megan was staring blankly at the distillery apparatus when Shaneawalked in the room.

"What are you looking so unhappy about?'

"Shanea, where does Paul keep hisKey?' Megan said, then froze. "'l didn't just say that."

"l can't believe you had to ask," Shanea chuckled, happily. ™Y ou don't go down on him enough.”
"What?' Megan snapped. "I . . . what does that have to do with it?"

"If you did, you'd know, slly," Shaneareplied. "It'sin apouch up behind hisbals. Sort of aditinthe
skin. You can fed it sometimes. If you put your hand in theright places,” she added, laughing again.

"Thanks, Shanea," Megan said, distantly. "1 wasjust curious." She stuck out her hand and picked up
abottle, handing it to the girl without turning around. "Try this new perfume.”

"Okay, thanks!" Shaneasaid. "Y ou want me to keep an eye on stuff for awhile?!

"No," Meganreplied. "l think . . . I think I'll do some mixing."

* % %

"She'swhat?'

Sheida had never actualy seen Joel Travante upset. She didn't like seeing it now.

"Megan isamember of Paul Bowman's harem,” Sheidarepested. "Through truly remarkable
coincidence, your agent has made contact with her. Heis going to make a second contact, and attempt
to get moreintel from her, two days from now."

"Bloody hell," Jod said, visibly forcing himsef to be cam. "Oh, God damnit!" Andfalling.

"Shelsalive," Sheidasad, brutdly. "Concentrate on that fact. What she is going through, women
have survived for countless generations. And she dready got out one bit of intel. She said that any
communication that wasn't to you or Edmund, for some reason, was going to be intercepted. We have a
very high-level leek somewhere.”

"I know Megan,” Jod growled. "She's not going to just spread her legs and smile. Shel's going to try
tofind away to get back at Paul. | don't trust her asa source, mainly because she will takerisksand
get burned. Also known askilled or more likely Changed!™

"Do you want meto try to get to your agent?' Sheidaasked. "Tell him not to make contact? To
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abort themisson?!

Joel looked at her projection and closed hiseyes, hard.

"No," he said after amoment. "If Paul haslet dip that theres ahigh-level source, he'stelling her
other things. Things we need to know."

"I'm not so sure,” Sheidasaid. "I mean, yes, she's getting the information. But getting it out is another
thing. She's bound to be closdly monitored in any communications. | don't see how she could get
information out that couldn't be detected. Wouldn't be detected. Under the circumstances I'd tell any
agent to blow off the contact, much less contact with Megan. At least until we could figure out a better
means of communication.”

"Martinisgood,” Jodl said. "A weasdl, but agood weasd. And | hold hisstrings. Megan . . . | don't
know. | don't know her anymore, not after four yearsof . . . that. Could she get something out? Maybe.
Coded somehow, possibly. And | don't see any way to abort the contact in time, not and keep Martin
operable. There aren't any hard methods that will work fast enough. No time."

"So we go with it?' Sheldaasked.

"For now we haveto," Joel replied. " Dammit! "

* k% %

To say that Megan was conflicted would be the understatement of the millennia.

She had long ago gotten over wanting to kill Paul. About the time she had fdlen in love with him. But
she had taken it upon hersdlf as her duty, as soon as she could do it and know that she could seize his
Key. With the Key she had away out, for herself and the other girls. With the Key she could summon a
persond protection field and be safe at last. WiththeKey . . . she could survive.

But now . . . she had acontact. Would it be better to stay as an agent in place? Could she even get
any information out? Paul didn't monitor the harem, she knew that now after blurting out the question she
had asked of Shanea. If there was even a dumb monitoring system it would have picked up on that
guestion and at the very least she would be being questioned. But any communi cation was going to be
scanned and analyzed, even Paul wasn't that stupid. And she knew where that would lead. To alifeas
an automaton like Amber. If shewas lucky. Or unlucky. More conflict.

She had brought two urns of wine and a beautiful glass, with along stem of alight shade of pink and
alovely clear crystal bowl. One of the urnswas white, one of the urnsred. Life, and try to get out the
information? Or death, and take her chances? It might not work. If it didn't, she hoped that Paul would
at least dlow her aclean degth.

She was hdfway tempted to teke the first Sp hersdlf.

"Y ou seem troubled,” Paul said as she rearranged her scanty clothing.

"Too much onmy platel think," she said, smiling. "The harem was very boring when | arrived. Now
it seems| don't have enough hoursin the day for dl the things I'm working on.”
"Maybe you should delegate,” Paul said, grinning at her. She had suggested it to him often enough.

"Maybe | should," Megan said, picking up the glass and reaching for the urns. Life. Or death? Her
hand hovered and she picked up an urn, filling the glass.

* * %
"Troubled, Mgor Herrick?'

Herzer looked over at the skipper, turned around and leaned back againgt therailing.

"Just the same troubles as the rest of the crew," Herzer admitted with agrin. "l wish | knew where
wewere. | wish | knew what we were doing. And | wish | knew what we were going to face, wherever
wearegoing.”

"Well, I've got at least haf of that,” the skipper admitted with achuckle. Sheleaned her forearmson
therailing and looked out at the passing ocean.
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"I'll admit thet thisisn't the first time this has happened to me," Herzer said. "The dukeisawayslike
this; he never tells anyone anything he doesn't absolutely haveto. | even know the historica model he's
drawing it from. So | have anideawhat heisdoing. | fill don't havetolikeit."

* % %

"l have no ideawhat heisdoing,” Chansasaid. "And | don't likeit."

"We have reports on attacks on orca pods al over the ocean,” hisaide replied, setting up an easdl
with amap on it. "Some of them have been from dragons, presumably, given the ranges, from carriers. If
30, his carriers are wandering al over the ocean.”

"North? South? Where are the carriers? Which way arethey going?”

"Other than from the attacks we can't be sure," the aide replied. "No orca has been ableto get in
range of the UFSfleet to see. But there is one attack that has occurred south of the anticipated path of
our battle fleet and one that has occurred just south of the invasion fleet. There was even one that wasin
sght of Hibernia. Like | said, dl over the ocean. And they're daughtering the orca.”

"Say that again?' Chansagrowled.

"They've taken out about thirty percent of our orca, aswell as about forty percent of the ixchitl. The
dragons a so appear to be attacking natural orca. The orcas are running scared, too. If they even get a
hint of adragon intheair, or amer killer group moving in, they move out. They just can't fight them in the
weter."

"He'strying to take out our eyes," Chansasaid. "What about communications from the agentsin the
Heet?'

"They have no ideawhat isgoing on," the aide admitted. "Nobody is being told where they are or
what they are doing. Nobody, not even the officers. The captains of the carriers have orders, everyone
esejud follows."

"l don't trust it," Chansa said. "When Edmund Tabot does something that doesn't make sense, he's
planning something subtle. But what can he do? Weve got him outnumbered with the combat fleet, and
the invasion fleet has enough anti-dragon frigatesto give hisdragons avery nasty time. What inthe hdll is

he planning?"
"What inthe hdll are you planning?" Shar asked.
"Not even to you, Shar,” Edmund replied with afaint smile.
"I've got forces scattered al over the ocean,” Shar pointed out. "Wereinviting defeat in detail.”
"Not aslong as we know where their forces are,” Edmund pointed out. "And we do.”

"So do they," Chang replied. "Every time we take out agroup of orca, it givesthem alocation for a
carrier. Why areyou telling them where we are?!
"Not even to you, Shar," Edmund repested. "But you might want to catch up on your reading.”

* k% %

"Okay, we're going to have to do something about this," Chansa said after along moment's thought.
"We can'tlose dl our orcas. Detach . . . detach three carriers from the Blackbeard task force," he
continued, rubbing his chin and looking at the map. " Send alarge orca group, three pods, towards this
southernmogt attack. Tell them to find the carrier, find the dragon outriders, and lead them back to our
cariers.”

"That will only leave two carriersfor the attack on Blackbeard,” the aide pointed out.

"Blackbeard doesn't have any dragonsto speak of," the marsha replied. "And there are more than
enough Changed to destroy the company of Blood Lords there. Send out the orders. Thereésalone
carrier out there. Find it. Dedtroy it. I'll teach him to play gameswith me.”

* % %
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"Y ou wannaplay games?' Herzer asked the wyvern deck leading PO. "I'm amaster of playing
games”

Saturday morning had become the traditional day for the skipper to inspect the ship. And aswith dl
such ingpections, there was a preingpection conducted by the ship's XO. And a pre-preinspection
conducted by the various officers and NCOs in charge of different areas of the ship.

In Herzer's case that meant an ingpection, just after dawn, of al the areasrelating to the care and
feeding of the wyverns and their riders. He'd inspected the riders head, the food storage areas, the food
preparation areas, the ground crew quarters, theriders quarters and theriders officers quarters. And
he'd made clear that no matter how early, when he came through, shit had better be straight. Hewas a
product of the Blood Lords and Blood L ords accepted no excuses.

Most of them had needed some minor improvement. The enlisted head had some trash hidden they
thought hed miss. He didn't. The enlisted quarters had nonregulation materials they thought they'd hidden
well enough. They hadn't. A few of the crew had thought that a properly made bunk meant dirty linen
and doppy folds. That was being corrected. But that was adl minor. It wasimportant at acertain leve to
nitpick; if they were doppy about something as Smple as making abed, they wereliableto think they
could be doppy inimportant areas. That was the point to inspections.

A point that had apparently been lost on the wyvern deck division.

"Look at this" Herzer said, dragging the PO into one of the wyvern pens and pushing the dragon to
the side. In the corner was a build-up of filth with anasty yelow fungus growing on it. Wyvernswere
generdly polite enough to let go of their messes when they were in flight. But when they were penned up
for too long, such as during a storm, that wasn't possible. And when they succumbed to seasickness,
and they were nearly as susceptible as humans, all hell broke loose. At both ends.

There were pumps and drains to handle the mess, Herzer had learned about them the hard way on
his previous cruise. But it left quite abit of junk in itswake. Mostly secreted in hard to reach places.
However, those places were supposed to be cleaned as soon as practicable.

"Sir, itshard to get inthepenswhen .. "

"That's been there for weeks, PO," Herzer said. "Y ou can tell by the build-up. I'm upset with myself
for not having dready found it. And thisisn't the only pen.”

The wyvern took that moment to let out amew and poke at the PO, who practically jumped out of
her skin.
"Sr.. "

"Petty Officer Riebech, thiswyvernisrecently fed. It isnot going to eat you. Pet it on the head and
then push its muzzle away and it'll leave you done. Whap it on the noseif it doesn't take the hint."

The PO rubbed at its head briefly and then pushed it away, backing hersdf into a corner more than
pushing.

"PO," Herzer sghed, "thisfungus can get into dragon skin that has been damaged, such asfrom
enemy action. It's damned hard to stop fungal infection. These pens haveto be clean. Not just swabbed
out-cleaned out down to the wood. Every timeit is possible. Which means when we're on operations.
Andif you can't do it then, then lead the wyverns out and do it. They can stand in the corridor or you
can move them on deck.”

"Yes, gr," the PO said miserably.

"Clean enough to eet off of," Herzer said. "Which iswhat you're going to do."

"Gy

"For the next week, every member of your divison will betaking their medls in thewyvern gdls”

"I'm dead serious, PO. | think that that will give you an idea of how clean they haveto be. I'd
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suggest that you get started with this one before the CO seesiits condition. And you just might want to
usesomebleach. . ."
* % %

"Bein' kind of harsh to my troops, ain't you XO?" Joanna asked quietly asthe crewmen led the
wyvern out and began recleaning the stall. Of course the deck would then have to be sanded. Herzer
hoped like hdll that they'd clean dll the stdls then sand the decks; they didn't have time for them to do it
any other way.

"That'swhat the XO isfor," Herzer pointed out. "Actualy, that's what the leading PO isfor. Which
iswhy I'm going to have a Talk with PO Riebech after this. I've been concentrating so much on the
ridersthat | haven't had time to make sure everything on the ground crew side was functiona.”

"Not quite correct,” Joanna said. "Y ou've been focusing on the riders. What you needed to do was
ensure that everything ese was functiona at the sametime. If that meant the riders had to do some
training on their own, that meant they had to do some training on their own."

"Too controlling?' Herzer asked.

"Maybe," Joannaadmitted. "What do you think?"

Herzer considered it for amoment and shrugged.

"I'm being chewed out for micromanaging, arent 17"

"By me?' Joannareplied. "Everyone knows that when | chew someone out you can heer it in the
next flet."

"Unlessyou think theres a better way," Herzer said. "Okay, take alight brush with the whole crew
for awhile?1 redly want to land with both hedls on the ground sde.”

"No, I'd say that ground side needs a shaking up,” Joanna admitted. "My weyr has been apigsty. |
wasjust waiting for you to noticeit.”

"Becausethat'smy job," Herzer said. "Sorry."
"Just don't et it happen again,” Joannareplied, mildly.
"You'regood at this," Herzer chuckled.

"Son, you got any ideahow old | am?' Joanna said with asnort. "Everybody isaways aghast at
how old your girlfriend is. Nobody bothersto ask how old | am."

"How old are you?' Herzer asked.

"None of your business, sonny," Joannareplied with achuckle. "How are we otherwise, for the
ingpection | mean?'

"Pretty shipshape," Herzer said. "We've got three more hours. Should be up to snuff by then.”

"Do another round,”" Joannasaid. "Go do the evil XO thing. I'll just take another snooze."

* % %

It was Saturday and damned if Edmund was going to kill his ass on paperwork on a Saturday. So
after getting up and making sure everyone knew he was avake, he lay back down for alight snooze.

Which was broken by atap on the door.

Edmund considered acting like he'd been at his desk and then decided to just blow it off. Admiras
were supposed to have their perks. Herolled onto the side of the bed and said: "Come."

"Mer message, Sr," the signa midshipman said. Usudly arunner brought the information so it hed to
be something specid.

Edmund took the parchment and looked at it and then nodded. He consulted his calendar and
frowned.

"Passtheword to Admird Shar,” Edmund said, lying back down. "Initiate Operation Front Royal."
"Front Royd, sr?" the midshipman squeaked.
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"Front Roya."

* % %

"Magjor Herrick," the skipper said as she walked down Broadway. She opened up one of the
wyvern sals and stepped in, tapping the wyvern on the nose when it nuzzled at her and checked in the
corners.

"Clean asawhigtle," she said, walking down to where Joanna was curled. "Commander.”
" Skipper," Joanna said, nodding her head and lifting one claw in what might be consdered a salute.

The skipper walked around the dragon and looked at her area, then spoke to Mgjor Sassan who
wrote something in his notebook.

"Not bad," she said, stepping to the aft corridor hatch. "But either Commander Gramlichisgoing to
have to stop shedding so much or you're going to have to get on your leading PO."
"Well take care of it, maam," Joanna growled.

* % %

"Make signd to dl units of the Heet," Shar said, coming on deck. "Immediately open sealed packet
marked 'Stonewall." Open sealed packet marked 'Front Roya.' Open no other packets. Report when al
captains have completed their firg reading.”

"Yes, gr," the officer of the deck said.

"Wherésthe skipper?"

"Conducting the Saturday ingpection, Sr."

"I'm sure the crew will be delighted that it's now cancelled. Go get him."

* % %

"Skipper,” the Sgna messenger said, skidding to ahat and pausing to catch his breath. The skipper
had made it asfar asthe kitchens and had just informed the mess officer that he was adisgraceto the
uniform. "Maam, mer message. Open packet Stonewall. Open packet Front Royal."

"Wdl, XO," Skipper Karcher said. "Lookslike we're done.”

An hour |ater the skipper came on deck and looked &t the telltale on the mast and then &t the
COMpass.

"Officer of the deck," she said. "Prepare to come about, heading one-three-five. Cal dl hands.”

"Aye, aye, maam," thelieutenant caled asthe bosun pipes dhrilled.

"Can | ask what's happening?' Mgjor Sassan said.

"You can ask," the skipper replied with agrowl. "But it doesn't mean | know the answer."

* % %

"Do you know what is happening?' Destrang asked Van Krief as the ship hedled over and headed
south.

"Yes" sheanswered, shortly. Since boarding the ships they hadn't had much to do and she had had
too much time to think about the messages she had written for the fleet.

"Sotdl," Destrang said.
"Cant," shesad. "l will say this; if anything goeswrong we'red| screwed.”
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Chapter Twenty-one

"Thisis s screwed.”

Thetrip to Bamoran had been, if anything, more uncomfortable than the trip from Raven's Mill, and
that was no picnic. And as sherattled through the evening streets of Balmoran Old Town and watched
the crowds moving among the shops and taverns Rachd had a hard time envisioning her upcoming
duties. She knew that her mother had pounded in some medica training over the last few years. Being
honest, she admitted that, for the period, she was afair doctor. But thiswas something different, what
used to be called "medica adminigtration.” The reportsthat she had received on the way up indicated
that the planners of the base had included only asmall infirmary. Given the purpose of the base, to
support combat fleetsin the northern Atlantis, that made no sense at all. She knew that her first job was
going to be sraightening out thet littlelogic flaw.

She reached down and petted Azure, stroking him on hishead until herolled over on the floor of the
coach and purred. House lions were a very old genetic mod, a house cat the size of apumawith a
personality more like that of adog. She had had Azure, a particularly long-bodied house lion with bright
blue eyes and white fur and orange highlights, for longer than she could recal. The houselion had
traveled with them to Newfell Base and now he came with her to Balmoran. She had consdered leaving
him to keep Charles company, but in the end Azure had looked so crestfalen at her packing that she
had taken him with her. Now she was glad she had; she wasn't going to know anyone at the new posting
and the house lion was at least afriend.

She looked out the window again as they passed out of the main part of town and beyond the range
of greet lamps. The buildingsin this areawere apparently warehouses and she saw fewer figures among
them, these much more furtive than the boisterous crowds downtown. Shelaid her hand on Azure's
shoulder as one of agroup of figures started to step out of shadow, then relaxed as they decided,
apparently, that the coach, with its heavily armed driver and assistant driver, was more trouble than it
might be worth. She sincerely hoped she wouldn't be forced to travel through this areaas part of her job.
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The coach passed through an oak forest, down a surprisingly well-made road, and then debouched
into alarge open area. There was light ahead and Rachel craned her head for aglimpse of the base.
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The open area stretched aong theriver for what seemed like klicks. On the near side alarge number
of buildings were under construction, the work going on even at this hour under the light of torches and
lamps. She could see boats and bargestied up to docks aong the river but they were half obscured by
the dozens of buildingsthat had aready been constructed. The smdll of freshly cut pine and oak for a
moment reminded her of Raven'sMill in the daysjust after the Fall and the base had that same sense of
barely organized chaos.

The post coach pulled up before alarge building that clearly predated the current construction. It
was partidly stone and partialy wood of severd stylesand clearly built over severd generations,
probably in Norau preindustria times. She wondered, idly, how it had survived the growth of the
Boswash mega opolis. But however it had survived it was there and as she descended from the coach a
tall, angular man with a shock of white hair on one temple gpproached from the lamp-lit foyer.

"Doctor Ghorbani?' the man said, holding out hishand. "I'm BaslliaZahar, the hospital adminigtrator.”

"Y ou didn't have to come down here for me, Mr. Zahar," Rachd said. "And 'Doctor' Ghorbani is my
mother. | don't fed | have the credentials to append doctor to my name."

"Wl your reputation precedes you, Miss Ghorbani," the man said, with atired smile. "And we're
glad to have you. I've set up quartersfor you in the resdence wing of the hospitd. I'll have your bags
taken over there" he continued with awave. A young man followed him down from the portico and
took her bags from the coach as Azurefinally stretched and jumped down to the ground.

"Azure, my houselion," Rachd said, to Zahar's widened eyes. "I hope that won't be a problem?’
"Not at dl," the adminigtrator said, smoothly. "Not many of those around anymore; I'd missed them.”

"I'vehad Azuresince | wasagirl,” Rachd said asthe administrator led the way down the street.
"He'staken to traveling with me wherever | go. | hopeit won't cause problems with the other staff."

"Madame, the staff will be so ddlighted to have someone who knows what they are doing that |
don't think they would careif you turned up with atame orc on achain," Zahar admitted, darkly.

Rachel was|eft to ponder that asthey made their way, in fits and jumps, to the hospital.

The main street of the base was freshly covered in crushed grave but it was aready muddy and
pitted. A wooden walkway had been established to one side but it was broken by occasional
cross-dreets and the trio had to dodge wagon traffic and potholes on their way to the hospital facilities.
Between gplashing wagons and mud holes, Rachd knew she was a sight when they got to the hospitd.
The structure, which was still under congtruction, was located on adight prominence well away from the
river and the swamps that surrounded the base. Transportation to it might be problematic but it would
avoid the unhedlthy airs, not to mention insects, to be found in the lower-lying aress. It conssted of one
two-story structure, more or less complete, and severa wings connected by fly-ways. Some of those
buildings were complete, others were not. And there was far lessin the way of energy, not to mention
workers, in the area than at the main base.

She was led into the main doors of the two-story structure and nodded at what she saw. The floors
weretile, easier by far than wood to keep clean, and the walls were plastered.

"I hope the operating suites are aswell apportioned,” she said, gesturing a the walls.

"The onesthat are complete are,” Zahar said with asigh. "We only have two set up at this point and
atriage area. I've come to some conclusions about the way that the local procurement works, but we
can discuss that when you've had somerest.”

"What'sthat?' Rachel said. "Everyone dseisworking night and day."

"We're not permitted to take more than twelve-hour shifts," Zahar pointed out. "By orders of the
base commander. There were too many accidents when they worked longer than that.”

"Well see" Rachd said. "Excuse me," she said, turning to the young man carrying the baggage, "'l
didn't catch your name.”

"Keth, maam," the boy said, nodding.


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/abctxt.html

ABC Amber Text Converter Trial verson, http://www.thebeatlesfor ever .com/pr ocesstext/abctxt.html

"Keith, if you don't mind could you drop those off a my quarters while Administrator Zahar and |
have aword?'

"Yes, maam." The boy nodded, heading down acorridor.

"If you don't mind?"* she asked.

"Not at dl,” Zahar said with alopsided smile. "If youd like to examine your office?"

The office was as good as anything in Raven's Mill: plastered walls, carpets on the floor, anice, if
obvioudy new, desk, even paintings on the wall.

"Very nice" Rachd said, grabbing achair. "But only two surgery suites complete?”

"l just got here, ds0," Zahar said by way of apology. "The way that the base procurement worksis
to come up with eaborate plansthat they know they can't get funding for. Takethisbuilding; it'sentirdy
for adminigration.”

"And it's complete?’ Rachel asked.

"Nearly. But it wasn't fully budgeted. So they built it first and now they're asking for fundsto build
the rest of the hospital, the functiona part, if you take my meaning.”

"Blagt."

"We have the two operating suites and werre working, out of budget, on one more. We aso have
two wards complete. We have the equipment for three wards, several semiprivate rooms, three more

auites, etc. And, thank God, we've gotten our full supply of materids; there's enough morphine hereto
kill severa eephants, bandages enough for alegion, etc. But the construction budget is shot.”

"They probably can get asupplementary spending bill passed,” Rachel mused. "But, damnit, we
should have the important facilitiesin placefirst!"
"Agreed, but there's nothing | could do about it by thetime | got here," Zahar said.

"Well, we can damned well turn some of the office areasinto wards at the very least," Rachd said.
"What about saff?'

"That, too, isaproblem," Zahar admitted. "We have no trained physicians, youreit.”

"What?' Rachd sngpped. "I can't handle ahospital thisszel”

"There aren't that many trained physicians,” Zahar pointed out. " The Second Legion ismoving into
the areaand they have two. We dso have afair saff of . . . wdl let's cal them haf-trained support staff.
Some people who are aleged to be nurses, two people who are supposed to be physicians assistants,
what haveyou."

"What about patients?’

"So far we haveten, dl injuriesfrom congtruction,” the adminigtrator said. "Only one of them was
extremely serious, he had apile of wood fal on him. I don't think he's going to survive; internd injuries.”

"Well," Rachd said, rubbing ahand on her face. "L et me get with the duty nurse and do rounds.”

"Now?" Zahar asked.

"Now," Rachel replied. "I'll get a coat to cover up the mgjority of the mud. Hopefully | won't haveto
operate, though; my hands are too shaky. Right now I'd be more likely to kill than cure.”
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Chapter Twenty-two

Megan picked up the glass and tilted Paul's head back as he leaned forward for asip.

"Ah, ah," shesad. "Let me pour.”

Paul smiled and tipped his head back, opening his mouth.

"Paul?"

v

"l loveyou," she said, miserably, and poured the acid down histhroat.

The pain was excruciating and haf the acid poured back out in an explosion as herolled over on his
side. She had expected it, though, and only afew dropsfell on her arm as sherolled to the sde. She
snap-kicked his shoulder, rolling him onto hisface as he grabbed histhroat, which wasrapidly
dissolving. The acid had burned through his cheeks and she could see a cheekbone as she hammered
him down onto his stomach and raised the bottle of red wine. Two blows on the back of his neck
sufficed to sever his spinal cord but she continued to pound until sheld opened up the back of his skull,
blood spurting in acloud, then poured the remnants of the jug of acid, which fortunately hadn't spilled,
onto hisskull. She waited until it had burned into the skull and burned into the cerebellum. When she
was sure he was dead she fumbled in his naked crotch until she managed to pull the Key from theflap
just under his scrotum.

She held it in her hands and panted, the pain of her arm forgotten as she just looked at it for a
moment. Thiswasthe moment of truth. If it didn't work she might aswell drink the rest of the acid
hersdf. Actudly, she had avia of concentrated poison waiting in the lab. She took a deep breath and
held up the Key.

"Mother?'

"Yes?' avoice answered out of theair.

Shefdt abilities she thought lost forever blossom. The pain in her arm washed away as her nannites
reactivated and began hedling the damage from the acid and aNet link formed in her mind.

"Paul isdead then?' Megan asked, shaking in reaction.

"Paul Bowman ismost assuredly dead,” Mother said with just a hint of satisfaction.

"And | hold hisKey," Megan said. "That means| hold his power?'

"Y ou are the new Key-holder for Key nine," Mother confirmed. "Power, however, isrestricted.” A
green bar-graph appeared in the lower right-hand corner of Megan'svision. It was partialy down from
maximum extent. "This represents current available power to anon-adigned Key-holder. It isabare
minimum power transfer that isahard protocol.”

"I need to port out al the girls," Megan replied. "And find the ones that are in pregnancy
confinement.”

A map appeared in her vision. It was apparently amap of thelocal area of the castle. AsMegan
concentrated it zoomed out o that she could see the surrounding area. She zoomed it back in so that
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she could find her location and the girls as well. There were blue dotsin the harem and others not far
away. The map was d o liberdly sprinkled with red and green dots.

"The Changed are under the effective control of Celine Reinshafen and are marked in red,” Mother
replied. "Paul's guards have switched alegiance to you as the new Key-holder and are marked in green.
Femal es associated with the harem are blue. Y ou have insufficient power available for multiple
human-volume teleports. Y ou can open a portal, however."

"I need to get the girlsfirst,” Megan said asthere was a scream in the harem. "What the hdll isthat?"

"Certain of Paul Bowman's programs were designed to fail upon hisdeath,” Mother said. "Including
the mind-block on Amado Tillou. Sheisnot particularly pleased at recent events.”

"Oh, shit."

Megan rushed to the door and threw it open to a scene of chaos. Amber had Christel on the floor
with her fingerslocked on the other woman's throat. Shanea and Mirtawere trying to pull her off while
the rest were either standing back in horror or fighting amongst themselves,

"Stop this!" Megan bellowed, walking over and bending back Amber's pinkie finger. "I'll bresk it,
Amber, | swear | will."

"Do you know what this bitch did?' Amber hissed in pain, continuing to clamp on Christel's neck.
The harem manager's face was turning purple.

"Yes" Megan sad. "And | know what Paul did. Andif | haveto do it mysdf | will. Let. Go."

With afinal wrench Amber let go and sat back on her hedls. Christel took a deep, racking breath
and rolled over on her sde.

"Ashly! Tory! Bresk it up!" Megan yelled, going over to the two struggling girlsand kicking themin
the side until they rolled gpart. "We don't have time for thisshit.”

"What happened?’ Christel asked, looking from Megan to the Key.

"Paul isdead,” Megan said, dipping the Key into her bikini bottom. "And we are leaving. As soon as
| go get the girlswho arein confinement.”

Mirtasaw Christdl'slook and did between the two women.

"Even without caling on power, she could kick your ass," Mirtasaid, crouching. "For that matter, so
could1.”

"You killed him?' Chrigtd said. "Do you know what that means?’

"It means| can go free," Megan said. "And anyone who wants to follow me can, too. I'm not going
to bother twisting arms, though. I'm going to go get the other girls and then form aportal. Y ou either
make it through or you don't. Y ou have until | get back to choose." She looked around and then
pointed. " Shanea, Amber, you're with me. Mirta, you'rein charge here. I'll secure al the entrances after |
go but you're going to have to get some order in this place.”

"Will do," Mirtasaid.

"Comeon," Megan said to the two as she strode to the main door. "Mother, release al blocks for
myself and these two. Raise blocks on al entrances against entry or exit. Form protection fieldson dl

three of us. Only summon them to full power if we need them." She saw the graph flicker dightly asthe
shiddsformed. Damn, there wasn't much power.

The door opened at her touch and she stopped in the hallway outside. There were what she
recognized as Paul's "specid” guards on elther side of the door. They werein plate armor with full
hel mets so she had no ideawhat they looked like. She also didn't care.

"Your loydty hastransferred to me," Megan said.
"Yes, mistress," the guards answered.

"We're going to get the other girls," she continued. "Y ou two lead. Can you summon the other
guards?'


http://www.thebeatlesforever.com/processtext/abctxt.html

ABC Amber Text Converter Trial verson, http://www.thebeatlesfor ever .com/pr ocesstext/abctxt.html

"Yes, migress," the guard on the left answered.
"Do 0," shereplied, pointing up the corridor. "Let's move out.”
The two guards strode down the hallway, banging on their shields as they walked.

"Provide protection for us," Megan said after amoment. "Mother, how much power to put blocks
on dl the cross-corridors?"

"Depends upon if they are challenged,” Mother replied.

"Block the biggest groups of Changed,” Megan said as a Changed warrior skidded into the halway.
When it saw the escaped girlsit let out ahowl and charged a them. She wasn't sureif the orc was intent
on recapturing them or raping them, but it didn't relly matter. The two guards engaged it immediately
and the girls did by to the sde of the conflict. Asthey did three more of the specials came charging
down the hall.

"Leave them," Megan snapped as they reached the entrance to the confinement quarters. "Guard the
corridor. We're going to get the girlsin here and then go back to the harem. As more guards come up,
gather them to screen us back.”

"Y es, migtress," one of the guards replied.

She touched open the door and entered along corridor. At the end was a broad room where two
women, both very pregnant, were sewing. In the distance was the sound of ababy crying.

"Megan?' Vdvasaid, looking up. "Isit your turn to be stuck in thisdump?' Then she seemed to
notice the other two women and frowned.

"No, Veva," Megan said, gulping as the sound of clashing sted came from the corridor. "Paul's
dead. We need to leave."

"Wha?' Vdvareplied, gulping ar. "WHAT?"'

"Weneed to leave, Veva. All of us. Get the girls. And the children. Now!"

She glanced a her power levels and blanched.

"Mother, what's draining power?"

"Changed are attempting to pass my blocks," Mother noted. "I've rearranged them to smply block
the main corridors, but they are throwing themsdlves at the block points.”

"Shaneal Amber!” Megan ydled. "Hurry!"

Women, some of them carrying infants, were streaming out of the side rooms. Most of them were
more heavily dressed than the girlsin the harem but afew, those who had dready ddivered, were clearly
trying to fit back into their costumes. There were definite Sgns of conflict.

"Okay, thisisthe deal,” Megan said. "I'm not going to repeat it and I'm not going to answer
questions. Paul isdead. | have hisKey. I'm going to transport us out to safety. Anyone who wantsto
come, fine. Those who stay behind, though, are going to be a the mercy of the Changed.”

With that she turned and headed for the battle at the entrance.

The corridor was a madhouse but the geased guards were holding off the Changed and there was a
clear run, or in many caseswaddle, to the harem. Megan briefly wondered if it would have made more
sense to bring the harem girls to the pregnant onesinstead of the other way around but it wastoo late for
second thoughts.

There was another group of guards battling by the entrance to the harem but they were blocking the
door, being forced back by the Changed. Megan looked at the gaggle of women behind her, then at the
door, then at the battles at both ends of the corridor. The floor around the door was dick with the blood
of guardsthat had dready fallen and the continuous clatter of sword on shield and armor was shattering
her concentration. After amoment shewaved at the women.

"Up againgt thewadl!" she shouted. " Shanea, Amber, get them up against thewall!” Shelooked at
the backs of the guardsin the further battle and picked six that weren't in the front line. She sent a
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thought winging to them and they turned and charged back down the corridor, smashing into the fight
around the doorway and briefly clearingit.

"Movel" she shouted, running to the door and standing in the way of the battle as the pregnant
women scrambled to the doorway. "Mother, release the blocks for these girlsl™ she suddenly shouted.
Thiswas not going according to plan.

"Already done,” Mother assured her. "Inlittle things like that I'm permitted to anticipate.”

"Thank you," Megan bresthed as a Changed hit her protection field and rebounded.

"They'redl through,” Amber said, tapping her on thearm.

"Gredt," Megan replied, diding through the door to the harem and shutting it. "Mother, release dll
blocks not directly sedling the harem. Sedl the harem entrances; nobody in, nobody out. Release the
loydty geason dl the specid guards, everywhere. Open a portd to Sheida Ghorbani's house.”

"All done except thelast,” Mother said. "There's ateleport block over al of Norau. Given the way
that those can be bypassed, it's quite definite. Nothing in, nothing out. Definitely no teleports from
Ropasato anywherein Norau."

"Damnit!" Megan snapped. "I need someplace to teleport that's safe.”

"Safeisardativeterm,"” Mother replied. "Y ou need somewhere that doesn't have ateleport block
on it and that isnot held by New Destiny forces. The Finn has voted with New Destiny on some minor
meattersin exchange for binding prohibitions againgt power use againgt forcesthat are not directly tied to
the Freedom Codlition. However, the McClure clanin Gael isin contact with the Codition and would
probably provide you safe-haven.”

"Isthat what you're suggesting?' Megan asked.

"YS."

"Open aportd to their house, then," Megan said.

"Cadlle, actudly,” Mother replied asarippling silver mirror appeared in the doorway to Chrigtel's
office.

"Okay, hereésthe dedl,” Megan said, looking around at the girls. "Paul is dead. Nobody is going to
carefor you after this. If you're lucky, you'll only be Changed. If you're unlucky you'll be turned over to
Reyes. Either way there are going to be some pointed questions about this event.”

"I can't believeyou killed him," Chrigte shouted. "Why?"

"Because | don't like being adave," Megan replied. "'I'm not going to debate about it. It's done. And
we're leaving. Anyone who wants out, there's the door,” she added, pointing at the porta. "Anyone who
wantsto wait for what Chansaand Celinewill call 'mercy’ can stay.” Shelooked around at the girlsas
none of them moved. One of the babies started crying.

"Oh, for Pete's sake," she snarled. "I need to be last. Who'sgoing?'
"Me" Amber said. "Better anything than thislife." Shewalked to the doorway of slver and strode
through.

That started arush asamost al the women crowded the doorway. Christel, however, stayed where
shewas.

"Chrigtel," Megan said, looking at her power gauge. It was down in the yellow and dropping as
thumps indicated that the Changed were trying to break the blocks on the door. "When they come
through they're not going to be asking alot of questions.”

"I'm staying,” Christdl said, shaking her head. Her whole body was shaking for that matter.
Megan looked at her coldly then nodded her head.
"Okay," shereplied, striding to the portd. "Good luck.”

* % %
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Jock McClure shook his head as Steffan, who was a nephew of some sort, threw a beef bone at
young Jock. Y oung Jock responded by climbing onto the heavy oak table and hurling himsdf onto
Steffan, the two of them rolling around in the rushes on the floor as dogs gathered around barking.

"I hate winter," he muttered, pulling hisfur cloak around himsalf and picking up amug of warmed
mead. Thelong great hall of the castle wasimpossible to heat, and close as he wasto thefireplace it ill
was bloody cold.

"The young bucks are getting restless,” Armand Byrne said, nodding toward the brawlers. Armand
had been afriend, and quite serious reenactor, before the Fall. When Jock had succeeded to the
position of Laird McClure he had moved in to play "senescha.” After the Fal the two had made the
rolesreal, managing to hammer together an dliance among othersin the areathat had been holding off
New Desgtiny, with damned little help, for over two years. And winter was no respite; supplied from their
basesin Ropasa the forces of New Destiny attacked year round. "Been along one. Everyone's getting
restlessfor that matter."

"And old bonesdon't care for it much ether,” McClure replied. He was abig man dightly shrunk by
age, with long white hair that was pulled back by agold cord. But his blue eyeswere il bright ashe
watched the two youngsters rolling among the dogs and bones on the floor. "NO KNIVES!" he
bellowed as young Jock fumbled at his belt. "Godfrey, break them up before that idiot son of mine
makes more of afool of himsdf.”

Godfrey, who was easly the largest man in the room, plucked the knife from the boy's belt, then
picked them both up and banged them together until they stopped struggling.

"No knives," McClure said. It was the reason that the swords were stacked against the wall; once
two fighters got to battling they'd use anything to hand. Hed rather that the swords were in the armory
but even in Dun McClure there was the chance of a sneek attack.

Such asif New Destiny formed a portal like the one that was opening up over the kitchen entrance.

"ATTACK!" Byrne bellowed, standing up so fast his heavy chair tumbled backwards. In no more
than two seconds he had alongsword in his hand. But he was dlow compared to Old Jock, who was
halfway down the table with a massive battle-axe cocked at high port.

For along moment nothing happened as fighter after fighter armed themselves and arrayed before
therippling slver mirror. Then therewasadigtortionand.. . .

A very tal, and very beautiful, brunette femae wearing afull body suit made of dmogst entirely
trangparent silk stepped into the room and immediately threw her arms around hersdlf.

"It's freezing in herel" she snapped, looking around at the swords. "I redlly don't think you're going
to need those," she added as she stepped to the side for another woman.

And another. And another. And another. All of them wearing hafway to nothing.

"Hullo there," Y oung Jock said to the brunette, lowering his sword so the point touched the ground.
" think we could be friends."

"Not unlessyou learn what the meaning of bath is," the brunette snapped.

"What the bloody hell isthis?' Laird McClure asked in utter confusion as another woman stepped
through, this one carrying an infant.

There was agasp and adap followed by a scream and a small woman launched hersdf acrossthe
gap to impact on Hugh Telford, who had wrapped his arms around a petite blonde. In a second, no
more, Telford was on the ground, choking, from ablow that had appeared out of nowhere.

"You redly don't want to do this," the brunette said as two of the men closed in on the smaler

woman. She snap-kicked one in the knee and he tumbled over groaning, but Godfrey picked her up
from behind and blocked her attempt to turn him into asoprano. "Y ou redly don't want to do this!"

"I want to know what the hell is happening!" Jock bellowed asthe sllver mirror rippled one more
time and then collgpsed |eaving agood-looking, medium-height brunette, wearing nothing but abikini,
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standing arms akimbo in the doorway to the kitchen.

"I'm what's happening,” the girl said, pointing her hand and sending alance of power that drove
Godfrey into thewal. "My name is Megan Travante. | am aKey-holder. | just killed Paul Bowman to
get hisKey. And the next man who puts his hand on awoman in my presence will be sent to avery
specid and private version of Hel."

* % %

The women of the castle had been summoned and the girls and their children had been bundled off
to warmer quarters. After that Megan and Jock M cClure had retreated to his office, amuch smaller
room in the upper floors of the keep. He built up the fire as she wrapped afur around herself.

"Mother told me you werein contact with the Freedom Codlition,” Megan said.

"Aye" Jock replied, poking the fireto life and throwing on another billet of wood.

"l need to contact them and get us extracted,” Megan said.

"Aye" Jock said, again.

"Isthat dl youre going to say?' Megan asked.

"It'sabit of ashock, lasse,” McClure admitted. "We were expecting some of their Changed
mongters to come through the portal, not a cluster of odalisques.”

"Oda-whats?' Megan chuckled.

"Odalisques," McClure repegted. "Harem girls. So Paul had aharem?"

"He consdered it a breeding group,” Megan replied, sharply.

"And of courseit had to be live cover," McClure said, taking a seet across from her. "I'll heat some
mead if youd like."

"I'd prefer tea," Megan said.

"Well, that we don't be havin'," McClure sighed. "Or clothes fer yuh for that matter. We might be

able to scare up some blankets, but we don't be havin' the power looms that the UFS does; we've been
fightin' too hard to make any. Can't you ken it, then?'

"I don't want to use the power," Megan admitted. "Laird McClure. . ."

"Cdl me Jock," McClureinterjected. "People only cal me ‘Laird when they're about to go to war
withme"

"Jock, then," Megan said with agrin. "Wewon't tax you any longer than necessary. I'll contact
Sheidaand try to get her to let meteleport us out. We won't be herelong.”

"Might be longer than you think," Jock said. "The block they haveistight; it hasto be. I'm not sure
Sheidawill drop it even for you.”

"We. .. | can't say herelong. Therest of the Destiny councilorswill be hunting me. If they throw
thar full weight againg you . . ."

"Ack, they've been tryin' hard enough asit is," Jock said with ashrug. "They send their forces up into
the highlands and we kill them. Or they land on the coast and wekill them. Or they snesk into aglen and
set up aportd. And wekill them.”

"You're not going to just bekilling them," Megan replied.

"No," Jock said withanod. "I had three sons. I've one now, lassie. | didn't say it waseasy. | said
wedidit."

"If Chansahad the full backing of the Council he could have taken you at any time," Megan replied
with ashrug. "If they know I'm here, they'll comefor you. In force"

"Beabit hard with most of their troops at sea," Jock noted. "Of course, we're by the sea, here. But
| don't see them turning around their fleet just when it's on itsway to Norau. And doing well, from what |
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"You hear alot,” Megan said with afrown.

"I've got big ears," McClure chuckled. "But I'll admit | hadn't heard of this harem. Theré's another
girl herewaiting for transport; your friendswill be meeting her. She wasin abrothd. Carried some
important message agpparently. Selkies picked it up then told her to come here. I'm liable to cause the
Finn to rethink hisbargain if this keepsup.”

"What do you think | should do?' Megan asked.

"Ah, now it'squestionsisit?' McClure answered, nodding his head. "Not so much ‘we must do this,
wemust do that.' | think you should be having aquiet chat with Sheida, lassie. And then getting your
pretty little butt to someplace safer than Dun McClure. But until then, welll fight for ye. They'll nigh pass
usuntil thelast McClureis dead and gone. Hang on abit."

He stood up and went to the door, leaning out into the corridor.
"Get that heathen Baradur up here!™ he bellowed into the hall.
"Baradur's one of theweefolk," he explained, waking back over to the fire and warming his hands.

"| captured him in abattle with one of their clans. He's just been hanging around and esting my food ever
since. | think I'll foist him on you."

The door opened shortly after and asmall, heavily muscled young man entered the room. He was
dressed in skins and furs and had a salow, yellowish complexion, a bullet head with atopknot of black,
lanky hair dangling from one side and aflat face with bright eyes half-hidden by epicanthic folds. Instead
of the straight swords of the Gael he was armed with along, back-curved sword on hisleft hip and a
gmilar knife nearly the sze of asword on hisright. He bowed to the laird and Megan, standing silently.

"Baradur, you've been eating my bread and sdt for the last year,” McClure growled. "And I'll have
no more of it. I'm giving you over to the Key-holder for aservant. Serve her well or you'll have meto
facel"

"Yes, Laird McClure," was dl the man said. He had a strange accent, light on the ears.

"Theweefolk are strangein their ways," McClure said, turning to Megan. "But they're bloody loyal.
If he takes your bread and sdlt helll die rather than let harm cometo you."

"I have neither bread nor sdt," Megan sad, dryly.

"Y ou can owe me," Baradur replied. He suddenly grinned showing amouth full of bright, white teeth.
"Although I'll dso want slver, misress”

"They're bloody mercenaries, redly,” McClure explained. "Good fightersfor dl they're smdll.
Hardheaded, too. They don't fight for New Destiny, though. Oh, and they don't talk, so you can have a
conversation around them and not worry about it."

"And I'm to take your word on that?' Megan said.

"Waéll, you'l haveto, won't you?' McClurereplied, gruffly. "But you'l find out. I'll give you some
peace for now. Keep Baradur with you, though. I'm fairly sure the castleis secure, but | can't guarantee
anything."

"Thank you," Megan said as he left the room. Baradur |ooked at her for amoment, then squatted,
facing the door.

Megan took a breath and looked at the fire for amoment.

"Mother, please contact Sheida Ghorbani and ask her to send a projection.”

She had counted to ten when the projection appeared. Sheidalooked much older than the last time
Megan had seen a projection of her, shortly after the Fall.

"So, Paul istruly dead,” Sheida said, looking at the girl. She summoned avirtua chair and st init.
"And you are the daughter of my friend Jod."

"My father isaive?' Megan asked, tears coming to her eyes. Even after the contact she hadn't been
able to hope.
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"Indeed, he's my head of intelligence," Sheida said. "We had a message about you only . . . afew
daysago? It had some details of your stuation. We had avery hard time deciding whether to let the
agent contact you again.”

"What did you decide?' Megan asked, honestly curious.

"To permit the contact,” Sheidareplied. "It was pragmatic, but, we felt, necessary. Besides, there
were problems with stopping the contact even if we'd chosen to try. In the end we decided to use you as
an agent, despite the risks. All our worriesfor naught,” she added with afaint smile.

"l had a hard time deciding whether to kill Paul,” Megan said. "I knew | could do some good asan
agent. You've got no ideawhat I've learned. But my plans were so far advanced . . ." She paused and
shook her head. "l .. . | redly didn't want to kill him. But | had to!"

"Megan," Sheidasad, sernly. "You did well. What you did was the best possible thing you could
have donefor Paul. I'm not sure that it's the best possible thing to have done for the world, but we can
discussthat when we have you safe.”

Megan nodded and shrugged. "Open up the teleport block and I'll bring the girls over now."

"No can do," Sheidasighed. "Were only ableto hold it because of asingle vote by the Finn. He's. .
. too unpredictable to want to try the same route again. If | drop it for you, Norau will be vulnerable to
penetration. Well have to send aship.”

"TheNew Degtiny fleet isat sea," Megan pointed out. "Somewhere not very far from here” She
paused and gripped her hair. "I have so much information in my head! | don't know where to start.”

"It will keep," Sheidasaid with asoothing tone.

"Not al of it," Megan said, suddenly looking into the distance. "There's a Destiny assassin on the
Richard. He has ordersto poison Duke Tabot and Admira Chang. He might have done so already.”
She looked out the window of the room into the darkness beyond. "1'm not sure what timing he was
supposed to use."

Sheida held up afinger and looked distant for amoment.

"I've sent an avatar to inform Edmund,” Sheidasaid. "And I'll go ahead and track down the agent
while I'm about it."

"The fleet hastwo targets,” Megan continued. "The main combet fleet isto attack Blackbeard Base
and kill the mer-women and take the children. Theinvasion fleet isaimed at Bamoran harbor. Jassnteis
sending an army over the mountainsto attack Hind and try to draw off some of the forces from the
Assam reactor. | know the route they're taking. There are more nswaiting for Edmund in
Newfell. Celine has four new Change types they're holding back for the attack on Norau. Thereare
Change acolytes with the fleet that-"

"Hold on, girl," Sheidasaid, waving her hand. "WEell do afull debrief as soon aswe can. I'll send a
ship from Edmund'sfleet . . ."

"A carrier," Megan said, sharply. "1 want a carrier from the flegt. With afull battle group.”

"Werein the middle of a battle, Megan," Sheidasaid. "We need al the carrierswe have. We lost
too many in that idiotic beattle off the Onay Ides.

"If I'mkilled at sea, what happensto the Key?' Megan asked. "If it and | go into the water?"
"I'll damned well feed you power to keep you dive," Sheida promised, solemnly.

"New Destiny has adevice that can drop persona protection fields,” Megan countered.
"Impossible,” Sheida snapped. "M other would not permit it.”

"She doesn't have protocolsto prevent it,” Megan said. "They're nannitesthat create aquantum field
that the PPFs can't sabilize in. They only drop it for afew moments, but that's long enough for aknife or
asword to get through. Not to mention wate